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The crackle of the radio cut through
the breeze. I sat back and let the words sink in.


 


“There is a cure for the infection.”


 


The transmission was sliced with
interference as though the man, whoever he was, spoke through a dish cloth. The
air was silent for a few seconds, and then the same message replayed. It left
me with two questions that I didn’t think would be answered. Who was he? And
what was the cure? 


 


It had been sixteen years since the
outbreak began, and I couldn’t believe that there was a solution for the
infection, that somewhere out there was a way to stop the dead from
reanimating.


 


“Can you get it any clearer?” I said.


 


Justin scratched his chin. The radio
transmitter sat on top of a wooden workbench, on which the varnish had long since
faded. It was a taped-together mixture of equipment that we’d scavenged from
the areas surrounding Vasey on our supply runs. Next to the transmitter and
speakers was a pile of textbooks that Justin had used to teach himself how to
operate it.


 


He twisted a knob and then slid a
lever. The interference fizzed. He shook his head. “Think that’s as good as it
gets.”


 


“That can’t be all he’s saying. We’re
missing something.”


 


“We could get a bigger antenna.”


 


That meant a supply run, but the next
one was a month away. Since becoming leader of Vasey, I’d done away with the
random supply runs and replaced them with a set schedule. The scouts who made
the trips didn’t just run into buildings and fill their bags with whatever they
could, like an apocalyptic version of supermarket sweep. I gave them a list of
the things we actually needed. That didn’t include cigarettes or alcohol, and a
lot of people grumbled about that.


 


That was the pressure that came with
being leader. I hadn’t wanted the job, but when Justin and I got back to Vasey
it was a mess. They consumed more resources than they found, and a lot of them
wasted their days either sleeping or sucking down whatever still-drinkable
alcohol they could find.


 


 I put forward the idea of
electing a leader and having some direction, taking action to make Vasey a safe
haven for the future. When nobody stepped up, I had to stand by my words and
become leader myself. I still hadn’t gotten used to it.


 


“Can you try talking back?” I said.


 


Justin picked up the mike. He
squeezed it and pressed it against his mouth. “Can you hear me? This is a
survivor settlement in the North West called – “


 


“Don’t say our name,” I said.


 


I didn’t want whoever it was to know
we were in Vasey. Until we got a better idea of who was sending the message, it
was best that we played it safe. The idea of a cure – whether that meant a
vaccine against infection, or even a way to reverse infection – excited me, but
anyone who’d lasted this long in the apocalypse knew to keep their secrets to
themselves. 


 


Nobody spoke back.


 


“Try again.”


 


Justin sucked in his cheeks. A trace
of a beard lined his face, but it would be a while before he could boast one as
thick as mine. That didn’t stop him trying though. His hair, once buzzed to the
scalp, was thick and curly. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was trying to
copy my look. Dishevelled survivor fashion.


 


“I repeat, we have received your
message. Who are you? What’s your twenty?” said Justin.


 


“What’s your twenty?” I said.


 


“It’s radio code. Means ‘where are
you?’” 


 


I smiled. Since we’d gotten back to
Vasey, after all the shit that had gone down at the farm, Justin had really
come along. He’d always been clever, but now he had a direction in his life. We
were making Vasey somewhere to build a future, but progress was slow and there
were always people who resisted. 


 


The image of Moe popped into my mind,
and I swiped away the glimmer of irritation. I had to try and get along with
Moe, to put old feelings to one side for the good of Vasey. He had too many
friends here.


 


Justin dropped the receiver on the
table. “We better switch it off. He only transmits once a day, so no point in
wasting power.”


 


I nodded. “Try again in an hour or
so. You never know.”


 


He tapped his fingers on the workbench.
“I was kind of hoping I could leave early today.”


 


“Why’s that?”


 


He curled the tips of his feet
inwards. “No reason.”


 


I trusted Justin, and God knows that
had taken me a while to do, but he’d been acting shifty. There was something he
wasn’t telling me. I didn’t mind secrets; I’d kept some of my own for a long
time. But if we were going to make Vasey work, I needed people to be open with
me.


 


“If there’s no reason, then you got
no reason to go.”


 


He stood up. He’d put a little weight
on since we got back to Vasey, but he was still the wiry teenager I’d met a
year ago. 


 


“You know I wouldn’t normally ask,
but there’s something I need to do.”


 


I walked over to the window. The high
street below was empty. A year ago people would have been wasting their day
away talking about the weather, oblivious to the dangers of the infected
outside the walls as though the world had never gone to hell. I’d changed their
attitude somewhat. Made them aware that there were things on our doorstep that
would tear us apart like tissue paper. Most of the people here thought the
infected were the worst of it. They’d never seen a stalker.


 


A twenty-foot stone wall surrounded
the town, a relic from Britain’s Norman ancestry. A team of three men and a
woman were spot-checking it for weaknesses and cracks. On the far side of town
there was a fifty-foot square garden of plant pots and troughs, each of them
filled with mud and the sprouts of various vegetables. 


 


This was another one of my
initiatives. If we were going to be self-sufficient then we needed to stop
relying on scouting raids. Tinned foods were rare and edible ones even rarer,
and the more time you spent outside the walls the more chance there was you’d
die.


 


I opened the window. Cold, stale air
blew in, the smell enough to wrinkle my nose. Most of us could only get the
water to wash once a week, and the plumbing systems had long since packed up.
You got used to the foul smell most of the time, but every so often it hit you
in the nostrils like a smelling salt.


 


Shouts drifted through the
window.  They sounded like they came from the town square.


 


Justin perked his head up. “What’s
that?”


 


Whatever it was, it was loud. A voice
shouted out in anger, but I couldn’t tell what it was saying or who said it.


 


I stood up. “We better go check it
out.”


 


***


 


My busted leg slowed me down, and by
the time we got outside the commotion had spilled over into the town square. It
was a stone-paved area that used to be a shopping centre but the council, back
when there was such a thing, had torn it down.  After that it had been
used for farmer’s markets and town fetes. Now it was just an open space with a
few wooden benches. Weeds strained through the stone paving and dirt mottled
the concrete.


 


A ring of people stood in the middle
of the square. Most of them were honest folks getting by in whatever way they
could, but none of them had the foresight to try and make something more of
their lives.  Before I had come, they had wasted away their days drinking,
chatting, and smoking.


 


I’d changed that. I gave them work
and direction. Some of them liked it, but some resisted. There were people who
didn’t like to have a path set out for them, just preferred wandering in the
wilderness.


 


A man knelt on his knees in the
centre of the crowd. The left side of his face was red as though he had been
hit. His hair was a mess of curls. Moe stood behind him and held a hunting
knife against his Adam’s apple. 


 


He smiled when he saw me. “Good, our
leader’s here.”


 


Moe was short and had plenty of meat
on his old bones. His physique skirted between muscly and flabby so that you
could never tell which way it swung. His grey hair fell to his shoulders like a
curtain, though the top of his scalp was nothing but shining skin. Lines of age
cut trenches in his face and gave him a mean look that I knew was warranted.


 


The man on his knees looked to be in
his forties, though his face was so caked in grime that it was hard to tell. I
didn’t recognise him. There was a couple of hundred people in Vasey, and over
the last year I’d made a point of getting to know all their faces, even if I
didn’t know all their names. 


 


“What’s the story?” I said.


 


The men and women in the crowd wore
different expressions; some curious, but most of them angry.


 


Moe grabbed the man by the back of
his collar. “Caught him trying to steal a car.”


 


“You’re sure?”


 


Moe grinned like he was enjoying
himself. “Think I’d have a knife to his throat if I wasn’t?”


 


I crouched in front of the man. He
stared at me, his eyes wide. Underneath the mud caked on his face like
war-paint were the marks of a man who’d spent more than his fair share in the
Wilds. He had that scared look about him, cautious and distrustful by instinct.


 


“It’s not what it looks like,” he
said in heavy Northern bass.


 


“Who actually caught him?” I asked.


 


Two men stepped forward out of the
crowd. One was tall with a bald head and a gut, the other thin and with the
cockiness of youth on his smile.  


 


“I did,” said the bald one. “He was
sat in the driver’s seat of the Nissan looking for the keys.”


 


“Where you from, stranger?” I said.


 


His ragged coat was lined with dirt.
His face was gaunt and his eyes were hollow. It was a look you saw a lot these
days, perhaps not in Vasey where we had enough food, but it was common in the
Wilds. Until a year ago, I’d worn the exact same bone-thin look. The bones
stuck out less when you got enough to eat, but the hollowness never left you.


 


 He moved his head a little, and
Moe tightened his grip on his collar.


 


“Been travelling around some,” said
the man.


 


My left leg ached from kneeling too
long, so I shifted my weight. “What’s your name?”


 


“Harlowe.”


 


Moe pulled him back, almost knocking
him off balance. “And you got sick of travelling and thought you’d steal one of
our cars?”


 


Harlowe hung his head. “I’m sorry.
Wouldn’t have done it unless I had to.”


 


I stood up and rubbed my temple. The
crowd looked to me, waiting for me to do something. There was no court of law
in Vasey, no jury. I knew what had to happen here; the law was brutal and it
was final.


 


I pitied him; he was worn-out from
travelling in the Wilds, spending his life ducking between the infected and the
stalkers. Desperate people did desperate things to stay alive.


 


“You know the law,” Moe said to me.


 


The man looked up, alarmed. In the
ring of people, feet shifted. Some of them tightened their hands into fists. At
the back a couple of kids tried to crane over the shoulders of the adults in
front of them.


 


Moe coughed. “Come on Kyle – you know
what we do to thieves.”


 


“Give me a goddamn minute.”


 


There was one law in Vasey; if you
steal, you die. It was the presence of this law that stopped the whole damn
place descending into chaos. There were no police, no army. We didn’t imprison
people, because that meant employing people to work as guards, and it meant
allocating precious resources to keep an eye on those who weren’t contributing
back toward society. 


 


Civilisation had crumbled, and the
only thing that stopped Vasey from toppling further was one simple rule: you
take something from the town, you pay for it with your life.


 


“What’re you gonna do Kyle?” said
Justin. He stood with his arms folded and stared at the man. There was no hate
in Justin’s eyes, unlike the rest of the people here. 


 


Some of them, especially Moe, lived
for moments like this. It was like they enjoyed getting permission to kill
someone. As though there was a primal instinct inside them begging to be let
out.


 


The final decision was on me. I was
trying to keep this place together, trying to make a life for us all in Vasey.
To do that, we needed to have a safety lever that stopped us from descending
into darkness. I knew I had to uphold the law, because if I didn’t, then the
next guy who wanted to steal a car or rape a girl or kill a man might not think
twice if he knew he’d get to keep his life afterwards.


 


Harlowe cleared his throat, choked
out words. “I know I did wrong. You gotta believe me, I wouldn’t have done it
if I didn’t need to. My wife and boy, they’re sick and I … well I just had to.”


 


He was the man that I could easily
have been. I had a wife once, and I knew how it felt when you weren’t able to
protect her. He had spent his post-outbreak life surviving in the Wilds, where
a good night’s sleep was scarce and food was hard to find. He’d been forced to
live like an animal, and now we were treating him like one. I didn’t know if I
could watch him die.


 


“Let go of him,” I said to Moe.


 


The old man blinked and tightened his
grip. “Excuse me?”


 


I pointed at two guys in the crowd,
the bald one and the cocky one. “Take him to an empty shop. The hairdressers.
Lock him up and watch him. I’ll decide what to do later.”


 


Adrenaline had surged through the
crowd as they waited for my decision. They waited for me to give the kill
order. When I didn’t, and the tension couldn’t dissipate. Instead, fists
tightened. Gazes hardened. 


 


I got to my feet. Justice unfolded
his arms, his face serious. He was with me whatever happened.


 


The crowd stared as though they were
waiting for something.


 


Moe looked at the men stood around
Harlowe. He nodded.


 


“Thank you,” said Harlow. 


 


The men took hold of him and dragged
him away.


 


“Don’t thank anyone,” Moe called
after him, “You're still gonna die.”


 


Harlowe’s arms and legs were slack,
as though all his will had been sapped out of him. Around me, the crowd stared.
I didn’t know what they were thinking. 


 


Maybe they thought I was weak. Maybe
they were trying to decide what a man could get away with in Vasey while I was
in charge. Any of them with a bit of sense should have realised I did the only
thing a decent person could.


 


***


 


“Don’t you all have jobs to do?” I
said, puffing up my chest.


 


 The crowd lingered a little and
then drifted away. A few went in the direction of the wall, where they’d check
for weaknesses and work under the direction of our builder to get them plugged.
Others went toward the fields.  Most of them went home where they’d waste
away the day.


 


Moe fastened up his coat. “Walk with
me a little,” he said.


 


We walked away from the town square
and onto the cobbled road of the high street. Businesses lined either side of
us.  Vintage clothing shops, cake stores, vegan cafes. None of them had
done a day of trade in sixteen years and now most lay empty, their shelves lined
with dust. A crusty poster on a gift store window advertised a sale for
Mother’s day, the proprietor ignorant to the fact that the end of the world had
been heading their way. 


                                                                                                                              



Justin fell in step. He looked at me,
his eyebrows drawn close. “Your leg hurting?”


 


Since the incident at the farm where
the Torben Tusk, the man-hunter, had put a bullet in my leg, extended walking
shot me with pain. Back then Justin had helped me escape the inferno of the
farm, and now he treated me like a wounded war hero.


 


I gritted my teeth. “I’ve had worse.
Listen, you better get back to the radios,” I told him.


 


He shook his head. It was a tiny,
nearly imperceptible movement, but I saw it.


 


“There a problem?” I said.


 


“I don’t see what good sitting there
all day is going to do.”


 


“You serious? You heard the
broadcast. If we trust this guy – and for the record I don’t - there might be a
cure. Probably bullshit, but we can’t afford to ignore it.”


 


Justin kicked a stone. “Just don’t
see why I should be there all day.”


 


I pinched the bridge of my nose.
“We’ve been through this Justin. You’re not finishing early. Now get back to
the radio room.”


 


Justin looked at Moe, his eyebrows
arched.


 


“Don’t look at me boy. Kyle’s the
best friend you got here, and if he says no then I’m afraid you’re shit out of
luck,” said Moe.


 


Milky-red blotches spread through
Justin’s cheeks, and his eyebrows twitched as he fought against the teenage
tantrum that was tearing to get out. He turned away from us, gave another stone
a kick and then walked off toward the radio room.


 


Moe stuffed his hands into his
pockets and pulled something out. “Got something for you,” he said, and held
his out his hand.


 


 He held a gold bracelet in his
palm, the chain links worn but still glinting. I recognised it straight away. A
year ago I’d been attacked by a stalker out in the woods, and I woke up in a
bed in Vasey. When I told them I wasn’t sticking around, Moe had insisted on
taking something as payment for “my healthcare.” He gave me a choice between my
gun and the bracelet; between survival and the sentimental. 


 


“Thought you were going to trade it
for some…leisure time?” I said.


 


“There are other things you can trade
for ass around here. Day or two after you left, I got to thinking we’d see you
around here again. Even a bastard like me has some sensibilities.”


 


I took the bracelet from him. The
metal was warm.


 


“Thanks.”


 


The wind nipped at my cheeks and
carried the smell of manure from the vegetable fields. It wasn’t alpine air
freshener, but you got used to the sour odour. People complained that the town
constantly stunk, but I reminded them that the smell of manure represented our
future. It was a means of us being self-sufficient.


 


Moe ran his hands through his sheet
of grey hair. “I’m leaving, Kyle.” 


 


A steel gate loomed at the end of the
road, the black bars thick enough to withstand artillery fire. It was operated
by a system of cranks and pulleys controlled by levers in the turrets that
stood either side of it. I’d walked through that gate once, but I never thought
I’d be back on this side of it.


 


“Leaving where?”


 


“Just going. “


 


I stopped. “You mean for good?”


 


Moe sighed. “For good doesn’t mean
much to an old man like me. Could be a year, could be five. But yeah, I’m
going.”


 


“Why?”


 


“Look around you Kyle. The place is
turning to shit. You can smell it in the air.” 


 


I kicked a stone, sent it rolling
across the cobbles. “We’re building something here. What’s out there for you,
Moe? I’ve lived in the Wilds. There’s nothing but death.”


 


“Sure, around Vasey. There’s more to
the world than this shithole.”


 


Outside Vasey’s walls there was only
starvation and death. A year ago I wouldn’t have come near the town, but I’d
come to realise that there was nothing else waiting for us, no shiny place
where everyone was happy. Vasey was as good as it got, and I would do
everything I could to keep it together.


 


The sky above of us was tinged with
grey. A thick raincloud gathered, swollen and ready to drop. There was a chill
to the air, and winter would be here soon. It was probably time to send people
out chopping fire wood. We needed to build a stockpile to get us through the harsh
months ahead.


 


“It’s the same everywhere,” I said,
“Nothing but desolation. This is the world now, everything we have here.
There’s no green grass on the other side Moe; just a fucking load of infected
waiting to kill you.”


 


“We ain’t even got grass here, only a
foul-smelling town full of people waiting to die,” said Moe. “Appreciate what
you’re trying to do, but it’s misguided. We’re running out of booze, and I
haven’t had a smoke in days.”


 


It was so stupid, I could have
laughed. “So you gotta forego some things. Wouldn’t you rather stay
alive than have a smoke?”


 


Moe looked at me. His eyes were
squinty black balls. “You’re not living, Kyle; you’re surviving. The people
here don’t wanna count down the minutes until doomsday, they want a little
pleasure in their lives.”


 


I couldn’t understand him. Sure, we
were out of alcohol, and I knew that sometimes you had to let off a little
steam. But this was the safest place for miles, and I’d travelled enough to
know that for certain. 


 


In the Wilds you were lucky to find a
place to sleep that wasn’t the hollowed out trunk of a tree, and even if you
did find somewhere to rest, you did it with one eye open. The infected were bad
enough, but at night the stalkers left their nests. They were more terrible than
the infected could ever be.


 


I wasn’t a fan of Moe, but he had a
lot of friends here. He’d been at Vasey since the beginning, and his word
carried respect. If he left, others would join him. I could make something of
Vasey, I was sure of it, but I needed people to do that. If they left with Moe,
everything was over.


 


I changed my tact. “I’m the leader
Moe. The people voted me in, and what I say goes. We’re not going anywhere.”


 


The corners of his wrinkled mouth
turned up. “You’re not going anywhere, but I am.”


 


When the votes were taken and the
people of Vasey elected their leader, lots of residents wondered why Moe had
never put himself forward. There was a good reason that he didn’t; he was just
too damn selfish to think of anyone but himself.


 


We walked on, nothing but the whisper
of the wind playing in our ears. A shiver ran through me, and the sour smell of
the air got stronger. There had to be something I could do to get him to stay.
At least until I got more of the people on my side.


 


“What about the broadcast? Don’t you
want to know more about that? There could be a cure out there.”


 


Moe sneered. “There’s no damn cure,
and I don’t give a shit what the fella on the radio says.”


 


We walked on to Moe’s house. It was a
three bedroom terrace that pre-dated the Second World War, like most of the
houses in Vasey. Unlike some parts of England, Vasey had escaped the bombing of
the Germans though sheer obscurity.


 


 He turned to the door. “You’re
not persuading me, Kyle.”


 


I nodded. For now at least, he was
right.


 


Moe unzipped his coat. “You’re so
damn naïve.”


 


I bit my tongue, stopped the angry
words coming out.


 


Moe carried on. “What you did today
was stupid.”


 


The wall of patience I’d stacked up
so I could deal with Moe without wanting to punch him started to crumble. I’d
carried a lot of anger in me since Clara had died, during all those nights
travelling on my own. I couldn’t afford to go back there. 


 


“You mean Harlowe?” I said.


 


Moe nodded. “He should have died,
Kyle. You know that. If people steal from us, they have to die. We can’t do
half a job. That’s why your Vasey will never work. You can’t do what
needs to be done.”


 


Moe opened his front door, and a
musty smell drifted out. He stepped inside and shut it behind him. 


 


I stood on the doorstep and felt the
wind blow against my bones. The cold seeped through my layers and made my hair
stand on end. I wondered if Moe was right. 
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The sun hung onto a precarious
position in the sky. Soon it would start to lose the battle, on this hemisphere
at least, and the black of the night would drop like a shroud. People would
leave their assigned roles on the wall and the fields and trundle back to their
beds, hopefully with their bodies aching from the day’s work.


 


Maybe I wasn’t cut out to do the hard
things that Moe was talking about. To him, survival boiled down to selfishness.
Do whatever you need to, take what you want. As long as it gets you through the
nights, don’t let it keep you awake.


 


Despite how many people liked Moe,
surely not all of them agreed with his philosophy? They couldn’t all believe in
a world where the grey shades of morality were replaced with the black and
white of violence. That committing any crime meant death.


 


I needed to talk this out. I had to
figure what to do with Harlowe, because although he wasn’t dead yet, people
were going to start to put pressure on me to do it. 


 


Maybe killing him would get Moe to
stay and help us hold on to Vasey for a little while longer, just enough to get
people to start believing in it.


 


When I got to the radio room I
expected to hear the crackle of the static or the washed-out transmission of
the man with the cure. Instead there was silence, and Justin’s chair was empty.
The radio system was powered down completely. 


 


I ran my hand along the control box.
It usually emitted a faint warm glow after we left it running for a while, but
now the metal was cold.


 


Where was Justin? And why had he not
come back here when I told him to?


 


This set-up was all too familiar. It
was a position he’d put me in plenty of times back when we were on the road
together; I’d tell him not to do something, and he’d do it anyway. The kid had
grown up a lot over the last year, but his impulsiveness was never going to
leave him.


 


I locked the radio room door. The sun
was losing its fight against the night, a sure sign that the days were getting
shorter. A chill ran up my arms, but the layers I wore meant that it wasn’t
because of the cold. It was more to do with the image that longer nights
brought.


 


More darkness meant more stalkers.
Human-esque faces. Two rows of teeth lining mouths that smiled too wide.
Slinking bodies. Patchy hair sprouting from decaying follicles, skin receding.


 


I walked down the road and tried to
keep my feet level on the cobbles. The smell of a stew blew from a nearby
window. It was earthy and full of vegetables, but was there also a trace of
meat? The door number was thirty-two, which I was sure was Dan’s house. He’d
already eaten his monthly meat ration, so where had he gotten more? I was going
to have to talk to him.


 


When I got to Justin’s house I lifted
the metal door knocker and let it thud back into place. Three bangs echoed. The
living room was dark and empty. I knocked a few more times, but Justin didn’t
come to the door.


 


He was up to something. He usually
didn’t have much of a latch on his tongue, but lately he’d been watching what
he said. He still put in a good shift at the radio room, but rather than
staying for hours after his shift ended, he’d been leaving right on time. And
today he’d asked me if he could even leave early.


 


What was going on?


 


***


 


The drug awareness centre had been
stripped of furniture except for a plastic-coated desk with two chairs either
side of it. The walls were lined with colourful posters boasting catchy sayings
like ‘Thinking about drugs? Think again.’ None of it was needed anymore. The
war on drugs had been won, and it had only taken the end of the world to do it.


 


Harlow was handcuffed to the table in
the middle of the room. He rested his head on his hands and stared at the
floor. His shoulders sloped down and his back bent with the slouch of his
posture. His hair was tangled and curly, and his red beard was thick through
months on the road. 


 


Something about him reminded me of
David, my brother in law who had died back on the farm. I pushed back the
memories that threatened to surface. Stopped images of David softening my
attitude to the thief who sat in front of me.


 


I shut the door behind me. Harlow
turned his head slowly, saw me, and then turned back.


 


“Comfortable?” I asked.


 


He lifted his hand a few feet off the
table, the most his handcuffs would allow. “Reminds me of when I stayed at the
Hilton.”


 


I took a seat in the chair opposite
Harlowe. The back legs were uneven, and every time I shifted my weight it
rocked.


 


“Was that Pre or post outbreak? I bet
the rooms are going pretty cheap now.” I said.


 


He arched his eyebrow. “You think I’m
stupid enough to go into the middle of Manchester? It’s the second biggest city
in the whole frigging country. “


 


“I know you’ve been there Harlowe. Or
at least thereabouts.”


 


“What makes you say that?”


 


I was no interrogator. I didn’t know
how to screw with someone’s psyche to get information out of them, but I
figured I could throw him off balance. Truth was, I had no idea where he’d
been, I was just taking a stab. From the look on his face, I had gotten him
flustered.


 


“I was a traveller myself. Didn’t
come to Vasey until a year ago. I know someone who’s done their time in the
Wilds. Yeah, you’ve moved around some. And most people who move around, they
want to see what’s happened to the city.”


 


He put his fingers to his chin,
scratched his beard. Flecks of dry skin fell to the table. “Yeah I’ve seen it.”


 


“And?”


 


“You don’t wanna know.”


 


The light above us, a single bulb
swinging from a cord, dimmed and then went out. They must have been swapping
over generators, and that meant the power would be back on soon. Until then we
only had the weak light that filtered through the window. Harlowe’s face was
cast in shadow.


 


I put my hands out on the table. “Why
take the car?” I asked.


 


“Doesn’t matter.”


 


“I think you owe us an explanation.”


 


He held his hands out in front of
him, picked at his nails. He tried to hold his face firm, but his eyebrows
twitched.


 


“Look,” I said. “They want to kill
you, and it’s only my authority that stopped them cutting your throat. We make
an example of thieves.”


 


“I don’t see how any man can lay
claim to property these days.”


 


I leant back. The chair rocked. “Gotta
have some sort of system. Otherwise nothing works.”


 


Harlow screwed his face. “You can’t
kill me.”


 


“Why?”


 


He put his hand in the back pocket of
his jeans and pulled out a wallet. He opened it and slid it across the table.
There was a picture of a woman and a boy. She had brown hair tied into a pony
tail, freckles dotting her pointed nose. The boy’s cheeks were chubby and he
had two teeth missing. 


 


Harlowe bit his top lip. “My wife and
son.”


 


I thought about Clara. She’d been
gone seven years now, but the image of her face still stung. Every time she
entered my mind I got another lashing.


 


“Not my problem,” I said. “But if you
tell me why you needed the car, then maybe we can talk.”


 


He turned his head to me. “You
wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


 


Now we were getting somewhere. “Try
me,” I said.


 


He pulled his chair closer to him and
sat upright. He took a few seconds, as if picking his words carefully.


 


“What’s the biggest crowd of them
you’ve ever seen?”


 


By them, he meant the infected. The
biggest crowd I’d seen was a few thousand, and I’d watched them cut through a
group of armed hunters like teeth chewing through bone. I remember the sounds
they made, a chorus of desperate wails, and the smell of death. It still
brought bile to my throat, even a year later.


 


“Couple of thousand,” I said.


 


He nodded. “And what was that like?”


 


“What do you mean?”


 


“Well, were they dangerous?”


 


I crossed my arms. “Of course
they were. What do you think?”


 


He put his elbows on the table and
rested his head on his hands. He leaned forward.


 


“If two thousand was bad, imagine
five hundred thousand.”


 


The bulb above us flickered back on.
I expected to see Harlow smiling, because this had to be a joke. Five hundred
thousand infected, all of them in a wave? It wasn’t possible. Sure, they joined
together sometimes, got tangled together like shoals of fish, but there was no
way half a million of them could do that.


 


Outside, someone laughed. The drug
centre door was closed, all the windows shut save one which was open an inch. 


 


I lowered my voice. “You’ve actually
seen them?”


 


He gave a slow nod.


 


“Where?”


 


He pointed toward the window. “Twenty
miles north of here. Take a man four days to walk, eight if they got a gammy
leg like yours. It’s a big place full of skyscrapers and infected. You can’t
miss it.”


 


“Manchester.”


 


“That’s the one. And they’re walking
in this direction, half a million of ‘em.”


 


“Bullshit. That’s not possible,” I
said.


 


Harlowe shifted in his seat. “The
population of Manchester was over two million before the outbreak.”


 


I stood up and the chair scraped
behind me. My blood flowed faster in my veins and my heart pumped like it was
an engine on the titanic. I didn’t trust Harlowe, but I’d be foolish to dismiss
him. Half a million infected all walking in the same direction sounded
ridiculous. But maybe I was wrong. If two thousand could do it, then why not
more?


 


I walked over to the window. The
streets were dark and empty.


 


“You seem tense. Something bothering
you?” said Harlowe.


 


“Shut up.”


 


If Moe learned about this, there was
no chance that he would stay. The situation was precarious enough, but this
would seal the deal. Losing Moe wouldn’t be the end of the world, but his word
carried weight, and Vasey couldn’t afford to be a hundred-people lighter. It
wouldn’t work.


 


Harlowe leaned forward, hands
clenched together. “Look, just let me go. I’m sorry I tried to take a car, but,
well, you know why I did it now. If you could just – “.


 


“Shut it.”


 


I walked to the table and stood
inches away from him. So many things were going through my head. Was Harlowe
telling the truth? How would I prove it? If he was, what the hell were we going
to do? 


 


I needed time.


 


I leant my face into his, so close I
smelt the grime.  “You say nothing. You understand me? Nothing.”


 


Harlowe nodded. “Are you letting me
go?”


 


I knew that I shouldn’t. Letting him
go sent a message, and if people knew I’d done it, they’d think I was an easy
touch. He could have others out there waiting for him, and he’d seen enough of
Vasey that he could come back with them and cause real trouble. By all rights,
Harlowe had to die.


 


Harlowe reminded me of myself. The
thick beard, dirty skin. Clothes that had never seen a wash. A face that
had never been creased by a smile or a frown, instead left as a blank canvas.
In the Wilds, there was no point feeling anything. You just had to stay alive.


 


I lowered my voice. “You leave as
soon as it gets dark. Once you’re outside of Vasey, you turn your back on it
and start walking. If I ever see you look in the direction of these walls
again, I’ll slit your throat myself.”


 


Harlow picked up his wallet and put
it in his pocket. “Thank you,” he said, “You won't regret it.”


 


I wished I could believe him.
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I dropped the tip of the shovel and
worked it through the dirt. My busted leg ached, so I rested a few seconds and
let the throbbing subside. After days of working so hard that I went home
covered in sweat, the majority of the land was still untouched. We would never
be ready in time.


 


The fields were big enough to grow
the food we’d need to get through the winter, but there wasn’t enough people
working them. Across from me, two women worked on the carrot patch. I was
getting the potatoes ready, and a heavyset man did his best on the onions,
stopping every few minutes to wipe the sweat off his forehead. A handful of
people trying to grow enough food to sustain a population. It wasn’t enough.


 


I leant on my shovel and caught my
breath. This was my fault. I was the leader; I should have ordered people to
help. My mistake was giving people too much freedom. I’d allocated jobs to
those who wanted work, but I’d let those looking for an easy life get by
without having to work up a sweat. 


 


A thick cloud loomed above us, as
though the sky was angry at our pathetic attempts at growing food and had
decided to punish us with rain. The smell of manure pinched at my nostrils.
Sometimes I wondered if it was better in the Wilds. No. This has to work.
Vasey is our only chance.


 


There were footsteps behind me on the
paving. Faizel walked toward me. He was six foot three with a black goatee
beard that he somehow kept tidy despite the lack of grooming products. His skin
was tan and his bones were wrapped in muscle. He gave off a calm aura, as
though he kept himself in a peaceful place that the world couldn’t touch.
Faizel was one of Moe’s scouts, but I doubted his loyalty to him. He was the
opposite of Moe; he thought before he spoke, treated every word as if it was
precious. 


 


“Kyle,” he said, nodding his head.


 


I stuck the shovel deeper into the
earth so that it stood on its own. I stepped out of the mud and tapped my boot
on the floor, letting the dirt spill out.


 


“Looking for work?” I said.


 


He shook his head.  He pointed
behind me at the fields. “You should work in rotation. Four of you on the
carrots until they’re done. Then the potatoes. You need to plan for the season
– some things fare better than others in the winter.”


 


“Feels like it’s going to be a harsh
one this year.”


 


“Nature adapts.”


 


The cloud spat drips of rain. Lately
it seemed like that was all it ever did, and it made for messy field work. We
needed a couple of days of dry weather.


 


“What can I do for you?” I said.


 


“Moe needs you in town.”


 


I took my watch from my pocket. The
strap was broken, so I couldn’t wear it, but the mechanism still ticked. The
clock showed three pm. Still a few hours of day light left, and I needed them.


 


“Let me finish up here and then I’ll
head over.”


 


Faizel shook his head. Rain dotted
onto his face, but he didn’t seem to mind. His black hair was tied back into a
ponytail and a small star-shaped tattoo was cut into his neck. 


 


“He needs you now,” he said.


 


“Is it urgent?”


 


“Yep.”


 


Faizel’s face didn’t convey urgency.
It didn’t crease or break, it was a slate devoid of emotion. I needed some of
the training he’d had to make himself a rock.


 


I heaved the shovel out of the field,
spraying mud everywhere. I looked at what I’d achieved with my day’s labour,
and my shoulders sagged. Only a quarter done. I shouted over to the others
working the fields.


 


“Gotta go guys. Emergency in town.
Keep up the hard work.”


 


The chubby man waved his hand in the
air, the round skin of his cheeks flushed red.


 


“Let’s go,” I said.


 


***


 


We got to the town square. This time
there was a larger crowd of people than before, and a ripple of anger ran
through their faces. In the middle of the crowd, the scene was the same as it
had been a few days ago.


 


 Harlowe was on his knees. His
face was swollen, and a purple bump stuck out underneath his eyes. 


 


I pushed past two people and got into
the centre of the ring. Moe stood behind Harlowe. His face was red, and his
hands were white from where he gripped the man’s collar.


 


“This is your fucking fault, Kyle,” said
Moe.


 


Harlowe looked at me, his eyes
vacant.


 


“What’s going on?” I said.


 


Moe shook Harlowe by the collar. His
body jerked, but he didn’t do anything to stop it.


 


“I told you not to let him go, but
you did it anyway. And look what’s happened. This is on you.”


 


He pushed Harlowe to the ground and
kicked him in the ribs. Harlowe flinched, but didn’t move to protect himself.


 


I put myself between him and Moe. I
pulled Harlowe to his knees, but Moe snatched his collar.


 


“What’s happened?” I said.


 


“He came back and tried it again,”
said Moe. He slapped Harlowe on the back of the head. “Only this time, he’s
killed someone.”


 


The words winded me. Harlowe’s face
looked like a swollen tomato, and his body sagged in Moe’s grip. His eyes were
half-closed, and he looked at the ground as though he were resigned to his
punishment. There was no fear in his face now. He didn’t look like the same man
who had shown me the picture of his wife and kid, the one who had convinced me
not to kill him. I had made a massive mistake.


 


Guilt started to flood my stomach,
but I could suffer that later. I needed to know what had happened. “Who did he
kill?” I said.


 


Moe rubbed his face with his free
hand. “Does it matter who’s dead? Do you really need to know his name, or is
the fact that he murdered someone enough?”


 


“Just tell me what’s going on.”


 


A man shoved his way through the
crowd. He was short and squat. Beady pupils rolled in the whites of his eyes,
and below them a swollen-looking nose flushed red. His chest spread wide and
his gut stuck out. 


 


It was Dan, one of Moe’s scouts. He
was one of the people who had never come to me for work, instead helping Moe
with whatever he wanted doing. Wherever Moe pointed, Dan jumped. When hard work
needed doing, Dan ran.


 


He looked down on Harlowe, his pink
face twisted in contempt. The contempt didn’t leave him when he looked at me.


 


“Sam’s dead,” he said, his words
slipping through gritted teeth. “His wife’s a fucking widow because you didn’t
follow the law. What’s gonna have to happen before you realise that we know
best? Things were working well before you showed up.”


 


That wasn’t true. Things had been
turning to crap before I got here. They were running out of food because hardly
any of the tinned stuff was remotely edible, and they hadn’t made any effort to
grow their own.  They had no direction in life, surviving for the present
by borrowing from the future. Dan was wrong, but I couldn’t say shit because he
was on the mark about one thing; my mercy had gotten someone killed.


 


My throat thickened, and I got a
sinking feeling as self-loathing slid through my body like bad medicine. I was
going to have to go see Sam’s widow. I didn’t know what it was going to take,
but I would make this right.


 


Moe grabbed hold of Harlowe’s hair
and pulled his head back. He took out his knife and pressed it to his throat.
Harlowe’s Adam’s apple bulged out of place as he gulped.


 


“Who wants to see justice?” he said.


 


The crowd murmured and a few people
spoke in the affirmative. Their features were covered in shadows, twisted into
positons that only anger could make. They had seen one of their own killed by
an outsider, and now they wanted revenge. And there was nothing I was going to
be able to do to stop it. I didn’t know if I wanted to; Harlowe and his
quivering chin were a pathetic reflection of my mistake.


 


I crouched in front of Harlowe. I
took his chin, made him look at me.


 


“What about your wife and boy? “I
asked. “They’re not worth living for?”


 


I don’t know what I expected from
him. Did I want him to say sorry? Plead for his life? It wouldn’t have made a
difference at this point. I was looking at a dead man.


 


The edges of his lips curled and his
face tightened into a grin. “Can’t believe you bought that shit.”


 


I gritted my teeth. “What?”


 


He leant in as far as Moe’s grip
would allow him. His words were a whisper, his breath hot. “I took the wallet
off a guy I killed. There never was a wife and kid. You gullible fucking
moron.”


 


My body tensed up. I tightened my
hands into fists and tried to keep them at my side as they shook.


 


Harlowe leaned in further. He spoke
so quietly that nobody could hear him but me. “Think your friends would like to
know what I told you yesterday. About the wave of infected that’s going to kill
them all.”


 


After lying to me about his wife and
kid, why should I believe him about this? I’d trusted his word once, and I
wouldn’t do it again.


 


Even so, if he told everyone about
the wave, Moe wouldn’t think about it objectively. He’d use it as a reason to
leave Vasey straight away, and he’d take half the town with him. Vasey was on a
knife edge, and I had to stop it cutting itself.


 


I took a deep breath and held it in
my chest. My arms and legs felt tight, my stomach fluttery. Was I really going
to do this? 


 


I slipped my knife into my hand. The
blade caught Harlowe’s eye, and his face sagged. I moved my arm back ready to
swing at his throat, but I stopped myself at the last second. I couldn’t do it.


 


Moe threw Harlowe to the ground. He
looked at my knife and grinned. “Glad you’re coming round to my way of
thinking, Kyle, but this one’s mine. And I’ve got a few questions before we let
him bleed.”


 


Harlowe stayed on the ground. A
trickle of blood ran from a graze on his forehead. He rubbed at it, leaving a
red smear across his skin.


 


Moe addressed the crowd. “Who wants
justice today?”


 


They answered in the affirmative.


 


Moe paced across the square as he
spoke, an orator in his element.


 


“Is it the will of the people that
this man dies?”


 


A chorus of yesses.


 


“Harlowe”, said Moe. “I’ve got one
last question before I bleed you dry.”


 


Harlowe looked up, a man resigned to
his fate. In death he wasn’t the coward I thought he’d be.


 


Moe held his knife in his hand, span
it by the blade. “Why were you stupid enough to try and steal the same car
twice? You’re no genius, but you must have a pretty good reason.”


 


Harlowe dragged himself into a
sitting position. The strain of it drained his face white. The angry faces of
the crowd stared down at him, a throng of furious men and women looking for
revenge. 


 


All I could do was watch. This had
gone beyond me now, beyond what any leader could do. Harlowe was in the hands
of the crowd.


 


He cleared his throat. As he took his
last breaths, he looked the crowd in the eyes and spoke clearly.  “They’re
coming for you,” he said. “And you’re all going to die.”


 


And then he told everyone about the
wave of infected.


 


Panic seeped into the faces of the
crowd. They believed him, and the thought of it terrified them. Soon their
panic would turn to anger and then there would be no reasoning, no examining of
the facts. They would take action, and Moe would guide them into it. Vasey was
done.
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Sam Henderson lay under a bedsheet on
the ground. He left behind two girls, four and six years old, and a wife. He
also left a girlfriend and a string of casual one night stands, having made it
his mission to work through as many of the women of Vasey as he could. But
nobody was going to tell the crying widow about that.


 


I lifted the shovel up high and
heaved it down, breaking through the crust of the soil. The top layer was
cracked with cold and hadn’t been touched for a long time, so breaking through
took a lot of strain. 


 


Weak rays of sun shone over the wall
and illuminated this little-visited part of Vasey, but they weren’t warm enough
to cut through the frosted autumn air. The clouds above me were plump and
tinged concrete-grey.


 


I turned the shovel and let more mud
fall onto the pile next to me. The hole wasn’t big enough yet, and I wanted to
get this done by sundown. Despite the burning that ran through my muscles, I
lifted the shovel again.


 


Boots trod on the ground behind me. I
dropped the shovel and turned. It was Moe. He wore a scarf round his neck that
reached up his wrinkled mouth. He planted his heavy boots in the ground and
uncovered his lips.


 


“This doesn’t make it right,” he
said.


 


I let the shovel fall. I put my hands
in my pockets so that Moe wouldn’t see them tighten. 


 


“’Scuse me?”


 


Moe walked over to Sam’s body. He
knelt down and took hold of a corner of the bedsheet. He peeled it back and
revealed the man’s dead body, which we had dressed in the nicest suit we could
find. The pale blue shirt covered up the stab wound on his left pectoral
muscle, but nothing could be done about the hole in his temple. Harlowe hadn’t
made that wound; I’d done it to make sure that Sam never came back. Moe moved
Sam’s sleeve and put a finger to his grey wrist.


 


“Freezing,” he said.


 


“Yeah, he’s dead.”


 


Moe straightened up and his knees
cracked. He looked at me with a flash of anger. “And who do you think they
blame for that?”


 


Everyone knew that Harlowe had
stabbed Sam, but was it completely his fault? Did you blame the invention of
the nuclear bomb on the guy who pressed the button? I’d made the
decision to let him go. If I’d followed the law of the town and killed him,
then he wouldn’t have been able to do this.


 


A man was dead because of my
stupidity, and now the whole damn town had heard Harlowe talking about the five
hundred thousand infected heading our way. I was going to talk, but Moe cut in.



 


“I’ve made my decision Kyle. I’m
leaving in two weeks.”


 


“Look, Moe – “


 


He shook his head. “It’s done. I’m a
stubborn old bastard, surely you gotta recognise that by now.”


 


I ran my fingers through my hair,
scratched the back of my head. He was right. Once he made a decision, that was
it. 


 


A snap of wind blew past us. The few
leaves that still clung onto the autumn trees rattled, and a chill brushed
against my skin. The body heat I'd built up by digging seeped out of me, so I
picked up my coat from the floor and slid it on.


 


Moe put his hand on my shoulder.
Strong grip for an old guy.


 


“Town meeting’s tonight, ain’t it?”


 


I nodded. 


 


Every three weeks we met in an old
theatre and discussed the town’s issues. I tried to make it a forum for ideas
and opinions. I wanted to explain the direction we were heading in and to get
the people excited about it. Instead, it usually descended into a bunch of
petty squabbles, into ‘he did this, ‘she did that’ bullshit.


 


Moe put his hands back into his
pockets. “Tonight I’m gonna tell everyone what I’m doing. I’ll be honest with
you now, Kyle. I don’t agree with you but I respect you, so I owe you that
much.”


 


He held my stare, and for a few
seconds we didn’t say anything. The wind whispered around us. “Spit it out,” I
said.


 


He gave a slight nod, closed his eyes
a little. “I’m gonna tell every single person in there that they ought to come
with me. Vasey is finished, and it’s time for pastures new.”


 


The thought was so ridiculous I would
have laughed were it not for the anger that rose in my chest. 


 


“So you think a couple of hundred of
you are going to survive in the Wilds?” I said. “The stalkers will pick you
off. A few at a time at first, so you might not notice them going missing. But
before long it’ll be fifty, and you’ll start to wonder how the hell you’re
going to get through the nights.”


 


My face burnt red and my head
throbbed, but I couldn’t stop.


 


“Just when you get a watch system
figured out, more stalkers will come. They’ll move their nests closer because
they know you’re near. They smell you. They taste you in the air. They’re
faster and stronger than you, and their teeth will tear through your skin.”


 


Some of the red drained from Moe’s
face, leaving his skin white.


 


I carried on. “Then whatever the
stalkers leave behind, the infected will finish.”


 


“So how come they don’t come near
Vasey?”


 


“That’s what I can’t figure out.
Maybe it’s the walls, I don’t know.”


 


Somewhere behind us in town, a door
slammed. The sky was darkening, the last channels of sunlight drying up. Moe
stared at Sam’s body for a few seconds, his eyes deep in thought. Then he
turned his head to me.


 


“You know a lot about surviving,” he
said, “but you don’t know a damn thing about living.”


 


He walked over to Sam and covered him
up again. “You say you’re planning for the future of these people, but you’re
not prepared to make the hard choices that a leader’s gotta make. This poor sod
here proves that,” he said, and pointed at the bedsheet.


 


I didn’t say anything. There was no
use persuading Moe right now, he was too stubborn for that. If I was going to
change anyone’s mind, it would have to be the rest of the people at the town
meeting.


 


Moe wiped his nose, then stuffed his
hands in his pockets and started to walk away. He took a few steps, then looked
back.


 


“Leaders gotta sacrifice a part of
themselves, Kyle. And I don’t think you got it in you.”
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The Barbara Shaun Theatre had once been
home to amateur productions of King Lear, Jesus Christ Superstar and Richard
III, but in 2031 it hosted town meetings of Vasey, the biggest known survivor
colony in the North West of England. We discussed things like where to bury
bodies once the Romero Street cemetery got full, and what we were going to do
with sewage to avoid us all catching cholera. 


 


I stood on the stage feeling like
Macbeth, watching all my power slip away. In front of me, set a few feet lower
than the stage, rows of chairs ran all the way back to the entrance.  They
were made from claret-coloured material and most had rips and puncture wounds
with the stuffing hanging out like guts. Before the outbreak the theatre had
been long overdue refurbishment, and the local amdram society had put aside
profits from their productions to meet the funding they needed. The theatre
would never see a facelift now.


 


Townspeople drifted in and the seats
filled. A quiet chatter grew to a murmur, and soon the whole theatre droned
like a beehive. I scanned the crowd for familiar faces that I could count on
for support. A few smiled back at me, but most averted their eyes. 


 


Dan sat by himself near the back and
didn’t speak to anyone. Every so often he lifted a quarter bottle of whiskey to
his lips and took a sip. Where had he gotten that? Did he have a
secret stash?


 


Faizel was two rows behind him. He
had his little boy on his lap, and his wife, Sana, sat next to him. They held
hands and smiled at each other. The contrast between Faizel and Dan was
remarkable. They both worked for Moe as scouts and often spent weeks together
in the Wilds, but they could not have been any more different.


 


I looked around the room for Justin,
but his curly hair and lanky body were missing. Surely he wouldn’t let me down
tonight. He must have known how important this meeting was and how much I
needed his support. I didn’t know what was going on with him lately, but he’d
be here.


 


Soon the theatre was so full that I
couldn’t see the red backs of any of the chairs. A side door opened across the
stage and Moe walked in. He gave me a nod, swung a wave to the crowd and then
took a seat. There were two chairs set on stage - one for me, one for Moe. It
felt like an electoral debate.


 


I sat across from Moe. Gradually more
faces in the crowd looked up, saw their two most influential people sat down
and ready to address them. The buzz died down.


 


I took a deep breath. My pulse
hammered, and my stomach felt light as though gravity had been shut off and the
contents were going to fly up my throat. I’d never gotten used to talking to so
many people.


 


I had to start off strongly. It was
important that I was confident and that I put weight behind my arguments. I had
to persuade the people to trust in me and stay in Vasey.


 


Moe shifted in his seat. I stood up
before he got chance and addressed the crowd.


 


“Quiet please people.”


 


My words echoed up to the rafters,
the acoustics of the theatre designed to carry the volume of voice from the
stage and send it into each corner of the building.


 


Voices stopped, faces turned. All
eyes were on me and Moe. I bit down on the nerves that fired inside me.


 


“We all know why we’re here,” I said.


 


I took a few steps to the front of
the stage, the thuds of my footsteps hammering on the boards.


 


“This isn’t an ordinary meeting.
We’ve got something important to discuss. And I do mean discuss. This isn’t me
telling you that you have to do something, there are no orders. Everyone’s
opinion is welcome.”


 


At the back of the room the theatre
door opened. I hoped it was Justin coming to take his empty seat, but it was a
woman. She ducked her head down and shifted across a row, apologising to
everyone who had to move out of her way while she found her seat. I nodded to
Moe. 


 


He stood up and cleared his throat. 


 


“Been a long time since an old fella
like me was up here,” he said. “Last time was probably when I played the skull
in Hamlet.”


 


He grinned, and a few laughs rose
from the crowd. 


 


My busted leg ached. I could stand on
it less and less these days, as though the onset of winter was making my bones
creak. I didn’t feel like a man in his forties; I was ancient. I grabbed my
chair and pulled it toward the edge of the stage. I sat down and tried to slow
the rushing of my blood. Come on, Kyle. Be confident. Persuade them.


 


“We’ve all got a choice to make
today,” I said, trying to send my voice booming across the hall. “You all know
the question, and you know your options.”


 


Silence. Usually, people chatted with
each other while I talked on stage. They laughed with friends, made jokes.
Today was different.


 


I carried on. “You know how I feel.
You know what I think of Vasey and our future. The plans we’ve got. The things
we need to do to build a life here.”


 


To my right, Moe stood up. He dragged
his chair across the stage, cutting my words with the scrape of the metal legs
on the wooden boards.


 


“And you folks know how I feel
too. Supplies are running out. All we do is work. We’re surviving, but we ain’t
living,” he said.


 


A few murmurs in the crowd. Some
heads nodded in agreement. I tried to think of the names of the people
agreeing, but came up blank. Maybe I didn’t know these people as well as I
thought.


 


“Is it true?” a man shouted in a
scratchy voice. It was an Irish guy in his thirties who hardly ever spoke. He
did the job I gave him on the fields, but never with a smile. I thought his
name might have been Martin. “Is what he said about the infected true?”


 


This was what everyone wanted to
know. This was why the meeting had the biggest attendance I’d ever seen.
Harlowe had spilled his secret on the square, that half a million infected were
all headed in our direction. Word had spread like thrush, and soon everyone
panicked. They wanted answers today. And I had none.


 


Moe put his hand on his chest. He
straightened his posture. “I’ve made it no secret that I’m leaving Vasey. And I
know Kyle is going to do his level best to convince you all to stay. But here’s
what I suggest. That we don’t listen. We don’t debate, we don’t talk. We’ve
done enough of that.”


 


He let a few seconds of silence pass
to emphasise his points. Heads in the crowd nodded. Then he spoke again.


 


“We’ve had enough tongue wagging. I
say we end this right here right now and put it to the vote.”


 


At first a few murmurs in the crowd.
Then a man shouted out.


 


“You’re bloody right!”


 


Heads nodded and murmurs of agreement
trickled through the rows of people.


 


Moe had blindsided me. He knew I
wanted to talk this through and rationalise it. He probably knew that I had a
point, so he’d gotten in there first and suggested the vote, because he knew
people had short attention spans. A yes or no vote; leave or stay. 
Without the chance to explain my reasons for staying or to tell them that I
didn’t think the wave of infected existed, it was a vote I was sure to lose.


 


A grin twisted at the corners of
Moe’s lips as the din around us rose. I gripped the arms of my chairs, did my
best to hold the anger in. It would have been sweet to stand up and smack him
in the face, but if I acted rashly now, I’d lose every single one of these
people.


 


Moe stood up.


 


“You all heard Harlowe yesterday. He
was a thief. Scum. A man who deserved to die a thousand times over. But in his
last few seconds of life, he didn’t beg for mercy. He didn’t try to persuade us
to spare him, or curse God for putting him in this mess. Instead, he spoke the
truth.”


 


I bolted to my feet and winced as I
put my weight on my bad leg. “Hang on a minute. You’re saying that you believe
him? The man who tried to steal from us not once, but twice? The guy who
killed Sam?”


 


Moe gave a knowing smile, as though
I’d walked right into his trap. He spoke loudly, the twang of his Lancastrian
accent amplified by the acoustics. 


 


“And whose fault is it that he killed
Sam? Who gave him that chance?”


 


My chest dropped and a fuzzy feeling
ran though my arms and legs. The faces in the crowd turned from nodding
agreement at Moe’s words, to flinches of anger when they looked at me. 


 


They all knew that I’d shown mercy.
Moe had made sure that every damn person was aware that I had gone against the
town law and spared Harlowe’s life, and that by doing so I’d given him the
chance to come back and kill Sam. I was sure that he hadn’t meant to kill him,
but that didn’t mean shit. A man was dead, and they blamed me.


 


My coffers of confidence were empty,
and the people of Vasey didn’t have enough respect for me to let me draw some
on credit.


 


Moe puffed up his chest, his arms at
his hips. 


 


“Harlowe told the truth, ladies and
gentlemen. When men think they got a chance at life, they lie. But Harlowe knew
he was a dead man. And in his final words, he warned us of what’s coming. Five
hundred thousand of the fuckers heading our way. They will kill every single
one of you.”


 


The silence broke. Faces flashed with
panic. People started hurried conversations with the people next to them; their
husbands, wives, friends. Every so often one of them would spin a look at me,
but there was nothing friendly in it.


 


I needed to do something. I needed
support from somewhere, but looking at the crowed, there was none coming. Who
was going to help me? 


 


Dan? No, he was Moe’s man.


 


Faizel? I didn’t think he’d tied
himself to Moe despite working for him, but he wasn’t my friend either.


 


Justin? He was loyal, but I didn’t
know where the hell he was.


 


This was down to me. I wasn’t an
orator, and I damn sure wasn’t a salesman. But I had to do my best. I had to
sell them the dream, get them to believe in what we were doing here. Vasey was
our only shot at building a life for the survivors, and if we left it, then I
didn’t see any hope.


 


I tightened my fists until the blood
drained out of them. Took a deep breath and held it in.


 


“Do you all want to die?”  I
said, my voice springing out against the timber of the roof.


 


The murmurs dropped.


 


“Because the second you walk out of
these walls, that’s what’s going to happen. I’ve been out there. How many of
you have been in the Wilds for more than an hour?”


 


Two hands rose. One was Dan’s, the
other was Faizel’s.


 


“You’ve lived here too long. You've
been safe so long that you've forgotten what danger is. Out there, there are no
walls keeping the infected away from you. The second you let your guard down,
they’ll tear you to pieces.”


 


Moe laughed. “He just loves to play
the bogey man. Truth is, ladies and gents, it ain’t as bad out there as you
think. Could a few infected really kill all two hundred of us?”


 


The amusement dropped off his face.
“Enough of this shit. Let’s vote. I’m heading out in two weeks. I’m going
somewhere where the whiskey flows, there’s enough smokes and there aren’t five
hundred thousand dead bastards marching toward us. If you’re with me, raise a
hand.”


 


I wanted to speak, to put my argument
across one last time. Hands rose in the air. First a few, but then more, like a
Mexican wave that didn’t end. Soon I stared out at a room full of upturned
palms.


 


Moe nodded. “Two weeks,” he said.
“And then we go.”
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Seats emptied and the theatre
cleared, leaving behind the old oak roofing, torn chairs and a vast silence
that echoed the slightest movement. Moe walked toward the exit behind the
stage, his coat folded over his arm. Now that the people had gone, his posture
sagged. The old man had kept it together for a short while, but now his age
weighed down on him.


 


“Give me a minute,” I said.


 


He turned. The smirk of victory left
his face and he sighed.


 


“It’s over, Kyle.” 


 


My steps thudded on the bouncy
treads, the decades-old wood creaking under me. I stopped just short of him.


 


I had lost the debate. Moe’s
reasoning and his popularity had won out, and it seemed that most of the people
were going to leave with him. The old man had played it smart; I thought he was
going to use the ‘no alcohol, no fun’ card, but instead he’d brought up the
wave of infected. He’d made them terrified of it.


 


I was never going to win them back
with words, because persuasion wasn’t my strong point. So what was?


 


Survival. Since the outbreak fifteen
years ago I’d seasoned myself to the horrors that waited in the Wilds. This is
what I would use.


 


My chest loosened. “I’m going to go
find it,” I said. “I’ll prove that this ‘wave’ is just bullshit.”


 


Moe put his hand to his chin. “Do you
really believe that?”


 


I nodded. “There’s no way five
hundred thousand of them would join together. They act on instinct, some sort
of primal shit that I can’t work out. But they don’t decide to join together.”


 


“Take a look outside once in a while,
Kyle. Nobody out there made a conscious decision to live together in Vasey;
they just drifted here one by one. Maybe the infected aren’t much different.”


 


“If you think we’re the same as them,
you’ve obviously never had one try to kill you,” I said.


 


He looked at the floor, gathered his
words. “At any rate, I’m going with whoever wants to come with me. I imagine it
will be a lot of them.”


 


I wasn’t going to let him do this.
We’d worked too hard, sacrificed too much. Vasey had to work because if I
didn’t, then I couldn’t see a way forward.


 


“I’m going to Manchester. I’ll prove
that the wave doesn’t exist, and then I’m going to come back and rebuild this
fucking town.”


 


A door burst open at the back of the
theatre. Justin rushed down the hall, past the rows of empty seats. His face
was red. He stopped at the stage, bent over. He took deep breaths.


 


He looked up at us. “I missed it?” he
said.


 


Anger flashed though me. “What the
hell do you think?”


 


“I’m sorry Kyle.”


 


Moe turned. “If you two can excuse
me, I’m going. You’re serious about going to Manchester?”


 


I nodded. The thought of going back into
the Wilds turned my stomach to water, but I knew I had to do it.


 


“You’re doing what?” said Justin.


 


I ignored him. I couldn’t even look
at him right now.


 


Moe scratched his chin. “If you’re
really doing this, then I’m sending Dan and Faizel with you.”


 


Dan and Faizel were his scouts, his
most loyal men. Why would he want them to come along?


 


As if reading my thoughts, he
replied. “I don’t trust you, Kyle. You got this dream of Vasey, and I know you
don’t want to give it up. The bug’s bit you so bad that even if you went there
and saw the wave, I think you’d still come back and say you didn’t.”


 


I gritted my teeth. On top of
everything he was calling me a liar. I was going to risk my life just for the
good of the town, and this old man didn’t trust me.


 


“No chance,” I said.


 


“No arguments, Kyle. They’re going
with you. If you come back with them and they tell me the wave doesn’t exist,
then maybe I’ll listen.”


 


Justin shifted. “I’ll come too,
Kyle.”


 


***


 


The next morning I packed. I’d spent
plenty of time in the Wilds in the past, underprepared and low on food, and I
wasn’t taking that chance again. I looked at the supplies laid out in front of
me.


 


My knife


Four gas lighters


Food to last two weeks


Water


A sleeping bag


Flares


20 metres of rope


 


Nothing I packed would ever be
enough, because you never knew what you were going to run into out there, but
this was the best I could do. I’d been out in the Wilds for a lot longer with a
lot less plenty of times before now.


 


By the time I got to the town square
it was lunch time. It was an overcast day, and the sky wanted to send us off in
a torrent of rain. A chill ran through the air, as if trying to drive me back
indoors. I was glad I’d put on an extra layer.


 


Dan waited in the square. He sat on a
small bag, the kind you’d take for a weekend city break. His hair stuck of in
tufts, and his red cheeks puffed out. When I got closer, I picked up the sour
smell of alcohol. Mean-looking bags sagged underneath his eyes.


 


“You stink of booze,” I said.


 


“Had a few drinks last night to
celebrate our grand voyage,” he said, sarcasm undercutting his words.


 


“And a few this morning too?”


 


“Never leave the gate with a clear
head,” he said. “Because anyone thinking straight would turn around.”


 


I dropped my bag to the floor, glad
to lose the weight. “You seen Justin?”


 


He shook his head. “Nope. Why’s the
kid coming with us anyway?”


 


“No offence, Dan, but I trust him a
hell of a lot more than you.”


 


“Yeah, I heard you two were best
friends. You’re an idiot, taking him with us. Kid’s a liability.”


 


Maybe he was a liability once, but
he’d changed. Ever since we’d spent time on the road together, Justin had
toughened up. He knew how to handle himself in the Wilds.


 


“What about Faizel?” I asked. I
hadn’t expected him to be late.


 


Dan shrugged his shoulders.


 


Two figures approached the edge of
the square. One was Justin, the other was a girl. I recognised her face. Mary?
Maxine? Something like that. She linked her arm through Justin’s, and the two
of them walked so closely together it looked like you’d need a crowbar to prise
them apart.


 


“Sorry I’m late,” said Justin.


 


His face was unshaven, but his hair
was combed back as much as his mop would allow. He wore army cargo pants that
were too long in the leg. His coat was thick and waterproof, but it seemed like
it was going to drown him. He had a rucksack on his back that was so heavy it
looked like it would tip him over.


 


“This is Melissa,” he said.


 


She grabbed his hand, linked it
tightly with hers. When she looked at me, her eyes flinched with scorn.


 


“Why does Justin have to come with
you?” she said.


 


It all fell into place. Slacking in
his duties, asking me if he could clock off early. Turning up late to the
meeting. He’d gotten himself a girlfriend, and like all teenage boys who got
laid for the first time, she had become the most important thing in his life.
Despite how much the world had changed over the last sixteen years, some things
stayed the same. A pretty girl still had the power to reduce a man to a buttery
mess.


 


“I don’t have time to deal with
this,” I said. “Dan, stay here and watch our stuff.”


 


***


 


I stood at Faizel’s door and knocked.
His living room window was open, and I heard a boy crying. The door opened, and
Faizel gave me a nod.


 


“Kyle, come in.”


 


His house was spotless. The carpet
was clean and a flowery smell lingered in the air. Paintings lined the walls of
his living room, some of them with their price tags on. One of them, a wooden
boat swimming against a raging sea and with a captain stood on the stern
holding a wheel, was worth ten thousand pounds.


 


Faizel saw me looking. “I got them
from the art gallery in town. Nobody wanted them, and the owner is dead. It
seemed a shame to let something so beautiful collect dust.”


 


He led me into the living room. His
little boy was sat on the sofa, tears pooling from the corners of his wide
eyes. His face was red, and he clutched a cloth rabbit in his hand.


 


“Just getting the last of my things,”
said Faizel.


 


He pulled a key out of his pocket and
opened a wooden cabinet that was pushed against the wall. He pulled out a fire
axe. The handle was wooden and had dozens of little notches carved into it. The
blade was clean, but it had been dulled through use. Faizel slipped it into a loop
on his belt.


 


He bent down toward his son and took
his hand. “You be good and look after your mother. You’re the big man now, and
you can’t cry. Okay?”


 


The boy sniffed.


 


“I need to talk to Sana,” said
Faizel. He walked out of the living room and toward the hallway to find his
wife.


 


The boy’s eyes were puffy and his
nose was raw from crying. I wanted to say something to comfort him, but the
words wouldn’t come. Instead, I walked to the window, brushed back the curtains
and looked out onto the town. Rain rolled over slate roofs and collected into
the gutters.


 


“Is daddy coming back?” said the boy.


 


The boy’s eyes stared expectantly.
There was a time when we lied to children and protected their innocence against
the horrors of the world until they were old enough to handle them. But that
was before the infected destroyed everything. Now, children couldn’t afford the
luxury of innocence.  


 


“I don’t know,” I said.


 


A door slammed out in the hall, and
Faizel marched back into the living room. His face sagged a little, the corners
of his mouth turning ever so slightly down. It was the closest thing to emotion
I’d ever seen him show.


 


“Everything okay?” I said.


 


“Sana isn’t talking to me.”


 


He bent down and put his arm around his
boy. The boy held his father and squeezed, as if he were trying to hold him
back and keep him from going away. 


 


I felt a pang in my chest. This was
because of me. It was my fault that Faizel was leaving his family behind and
going out into the Wilds. If he didn’t come back, the guilt would be mine.


 


Faizel gently pushed his son away. He
picked up his bag, swung it across his shoulder and then gave his fire axe a
tap.


 


“Ready?” he said.


 


I gulped. “Look, Faizel, I can’t ask
you to do this.” 


 


Drips formed around the boy’s eyes
again.


 


Faizel looked me square in the face.
“I believe in what you’re doing Kyle. Sometimes a man has to do something
unpleasant if it’s the only way forward.”


 


***


 


We left Vasey without any fanfare.
Nobody said goodbye to us save Melissa, who held onto Justin’s arm until we
reached the gate. The guard on the turret pressed a button and the pulley
system activated.


 


As the chains rolled and the black
bars opened, Justin gave Melissa a long kiss. When they broke, he put his hand
on her cheek.


 


“I love you,” he said.


 


She bit her lip. “Wish you’d found a
better place to tell me,” she said, a bitter smile on her face. 


 


“I mean it.”


 


She put her hand on his. “I love you
too.”


 


I coughed. “We have to go.”


 


Outside the Wilds loomed. The midday
sun was smothered by a cloud, and the rain tipped down onto our waterproofs. I
gripped the steel bars of the gate, knowing that for the journey ahead I would
have to do without the safety of them.
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We walked for an entire day with a
raging wind pounding at our ear drums, but when we stepped into the village of
Stowham there was only silence. The volume dropped so suddenly that it made you
question your ears, and though it was eerie, it was not entirely unwelcome.
Better the settling of the silence than the moan of an infected.


 


Stowham was on the way to Manchester.
We could have taken the motorway, but we decided that if we were making the
trip, we may as well scout out some of the terrain. After all, we could find
something valuable.


 


Now that we were here, it didn’t look
like we were going to find anything. Stowham was made up of a few houses, a
high street dotted with small shops, a grass-banked roundabout and a pub. A
patch of ivy covered one of the houses, and in the last sixteen years it had
been allowed to grow unchecked so that the green leaves smothered the face of
the house and had spread onto the ones next door. Weeds grew through cracks in
the pavement, and the stone wall of a general shop was caked with black dirt.


 


Justin walked beside me, shouldering
the weight of a rucksack that was too big for him. Faizel moved in silence, his
eyes engrossed in something I couldn’t see or hear, as if he was listening to a
tune in his head. Dan carried his overnight bag that I was pretty sure had
nothing in it but whiskey and cigarettes. 


 


He stopped, bent over and rubbed his
calf. “Why couldn’t we have taken a car?” he said.


 


The village was completely still.


 


“Let’s take a break guys,” I said to
everyone. Then to Dan, “Vasey’s only got two cars and Moe wouldn’t let us take
one.”


 


We sat on a row of benches outside a
pub called the Slaughtered Calf. The wooden door of the pub was shut as though
it was in the middle of a sixteen year-long lock in. I wondered if we should go
inside and see if any of the booze was still good. I wasn’t a heavy drinker,
but I had a thirst for a beer. That wouldn’t have been a good idea with Dan
around. 


 


Dan took off his right shoe, rolled down
his grey sock and rubbed his toes. “You’re supposed to be the leader, aren’t
you?” he said, hanging a trace of contempt on the word ‘leader’.


 


I unzipped my coat and let air blow
against my chest. “The cars don’t actually belong to Vasey. They belonged to
Moe, and he loaned them to Vasey. He wouldn’t let us use them for this.”


 


“So I get stuck walking all the way
to Manchester just because you pissed him off?”


 


“Aren’t you supposed to be a scout?”
I said.


 


“Aren’t you supposed to be a leader?”


 


Faizel leant forward. “Dan,” he said,
in a tone that stopped further conversation.


 


I scanned the village for any signs
of the infected. Despite how small the village was, there were bound to be some
hanging around. I wasn’t worried; alone, the infected weren’t much of a problem
unless they caught you by surprise. I couldn’t see any on the high street, but
there were a few alleyways that twisted off from it, and infected could easily
be waiting there. 


 


A farmhouse sat at the top of a road
that span away from the village centre. A conservatory window stretched the
entire length of one side of it. Three blue solar panels glinted on the roof. A
balcony stretched from one side of the house, probably positioned for premium
sun-catching.


 


“Justin,” I said, and pointed at the
farmhouse.


 


He followed my finger, saw the house
and shrugged. “What?”


 


“Think you can learn how to use the
solar panels?”


 


He put his hand to forehead, as
though he were trying to block out sunlight, but there was none. Any sunlight
was smothered under grey clouds that teemed with rain.


 


“Maybe,” he said.


 


Dan slapped his shoes on the bench,
shaking off flecks of dust.


 


“We should check it out. Farmers have
guns,” he said. He slapped his shoe a few more times.


 


“Would you stop that?”


 


He gave his shoe another thud on the
bench and then set it aside. 


 


I gave the village one more scan,
making sure that Dan’s noise hadn’t drawn anything out. There were definitely
some infected here. I had a sense for these things. Something just didn’t sit
right, but what was it?


 


Movement out of the corner of my eye.
Something on four legs.


 


My heart almost detached from its
valves and slipped up my throat. The only things I knew that walked on four
legs were stalkers, but those only came out at night. The sky was dark and
grey, but it wasn’t night-time yet.


 


I gulped. A chill spread through my
arms. Please don’t tell me the stalkers are starting to come out earlier.


 


“Did anyone see that?” I said.


 


“What?” said Faizel.


 


Dan yanked his sock onto his foot.
“He’s seeing things.”


 


Justin sprang off the bench, walked
to the steps that led down from the pub. “Look,” he said, turning to look at
us. Then he pointed to the street. “It’s a dog!”


 


I got to my feet. Faizel joined me,
but Dan stayed sat on the bench. Justin walked halfway down the stairs. A smile
spread across his face.


 


“Justin, get back here,” I said.


 


I used to love dogs, but they were
different now. Most of them roamed in packs. They’d learnt to be suspicious of
anything they saw, and they were aggressive. Food was so scarce that when dogs
looked at humans they didn't see their friends anymore; they saw a meal.


 


“He’s alone,” said Faizel.


 


It was a black and white
border-collie. Its fur was overgrown and caked in mud, and it walked with a
slight limp that originated from its hind legs. I thought I saw a red collar
buried in the fur around its neck, but that couldn’t be right. If it had a
collar then it had once had an owner, but there was certainly nobody living in
Stowham now.


 


“Here boy,” said Justin, and
whistled.


 


The dog turned in our direction. It
sniffed the air, and its ears sprang up. It started to run at us in an uneven
trot.


 


I took a few steps forward and stood
in front of Justin. I drew my knife from my belt.


 


Justin looked worried. “What’re you
doing?” 


 


“We’re going to eat it,” called Dan
from the back.


 


“Just in case it’s vicious,” I said.


 


There was no need for the precaution.
As the dog got closer it wagged its tail, and as soon as Justin bent to his
knees the collie ran straight into him and was showered in strokes. I bent down
and ran my hand along its fur. Dried mud shook off and fell to the floor.
Somewhere, underneath this mess, was a fine looking dog.


 


The collie gave a warm lick across my
hand, and then put its paws on Justin’s knees. The teenager buried his head in
the dog’s fur.


 


“Give me a break,” said Dan.


 


Faizel stood back, silent. He watched
the dog intensely.


 


“First dog I’ve seen that didn’t want
to eat me,” I said.


 


He nodded. “This one has had an owner
until recently.”


 


Justin looked at me. “Can we keep
him?”


 


I thought about it. Having a dog
could certainly be handy. They had better senses than us, and the collie would
be able to smell the infected before we saw them. It couldn’t hurt to have an
early warning system. As long as the dog was quiet and well trained, this could
actually be a good thing. 


 


Dan put his bag on his lap, pulled
out a strip of cured beef. “You have got to be kidding me,” he said, tearing
off a shred of the meat with his teeth. He chewed, and then swallowed. “We
can’t drag a mangy dog around with us. Are you mad?”


 


I took a few steps toward him. For a
minute, I wasn’t focussed on what he was saying, more on what he was eating.
“Been meaning to talk to you about this, Dan. Where the hell are you getting
all your meat? Because I know you’ve gone through your ration already.”


 


The collie slipped from Justin’s
arms, bounded up the stairs and sat at Dan’s feet. It stared at him, watching
every movement of the meat as though it were transfixed.


 


“Get lost,” said Dan.


 


The collie lifted its paw toward Dan
as though it had been trained to beg for food.


 


“Fuck off dog,” Dan said, and stamped
his foot on the ground.


 


The collie started barking. The sound
was gruff and booming, and much louder than I expected. It echoed through the
stillness of the village.


 


“Come on Dan, give it something,” I
said. “We can’t have it making this noise.”


 


“Fuck no.” 


 


The collie carried on barking.
Infected lurched into the daylight from the alleyways and open doorways, and I
felt a jolt of panic run through me.


 


“Justin,” I said. “Shut it up.”


 


Justin leapt up the stairs, tried to
grab hold of the dog. The collie shifted out of his grasp and carried on
barking as if it were possessed. More infected appeared. They had obviously
been there all along, but they had stayed dormant until outside stimuli woke
them up. 


 


Justin moved from side to side trying
to trap the collie, but it was too quick for him. Dan sat on the bench and
watched with disinterest.


 


“You’re going to have to do this by
force,” he said.


 


Two infected were on the high street
and walking toward the pub. Four lurched out of an alleyway. A family of five
stumbled out of a doorway. The collie’s barking would bring even more of them.
We weren’t ready for a fight like this.


 


I scrunched up my face, turned to
Dan. “You mean kill it?”


 


More barking. The sound echoed
against the walls of the houses, a siren call for the infected.


 


Dan nodded. “Only way to shut it up.”


 


Guttural moans drifted across the
street. 


 


I knew Dan was right. The only way we
would shut this dog up was by killing it. And if we didn’t, it was going to
draw out every single infected in a four mile radius.


 


I gripped my knife, tightened my fist
around it. My heart hammered, my stomach lurched. I took a step toward the dog.


 


“Please don’t Kyle,” said Justin, his
eyes wide.


 


More barks.


 


“I’m sorry.” I said. I held my knife
tight.


 


I stopped. My hand felt weak around
my knife. I couldn’t bring myself to kill it. I knew that we couldn’t let it
continue to make the noise, but a tension in my arms dragged me back.


 


“Jesus Christ,” said Dan.


 


More infected walked around a corner,
stumbled on thin limbs, their eyes burning with hunger.


 


Faizel took two strides forward. He
pulled his fire axe from the loop of his belt, bent down and grabbed the collie
by the scruff of its neck before it had the chance to react.


 


Justin’s face drained white. He held
his hand out, as if to shield himself from a blow that wasn't even coming his
way.


 


Faizel’s eyes hardened. He lifted the
axe in the air and brought it down in one heave. There was a crunch as it
swiped through bone. The barking stopped, and the collie’s head dropped onto
the floor. Its eyes were glassy, and blood sprang from the wound.


 


Justin turned away, his face grey. He
took deep breaths as though he was fighting the urge to be sick.


 


Dan stood up, brushed a few meat
crumbs from his shirt. “Now we’ve got a problem,” he said.


 


There were over thirty infected on
the high street now, far too many for us to fight. If we let them move any closer
they would trap us.


 


Faizel stroked the fur of the dog’s
severed head, his eyes shut. He stood up and wiped the blood from the blade of
the axe and then slipped it into the loop on his belt. He caught my eye and I
knew I had to say something to him, but there wasn’t time for the words to
form.


 


“We have to move,” said Faizel.


 


I pointed at the farmhouse with the
solar panels. We needed to slip out of the village centre and hide out for a
while. We could spend the night there, and then in the morning this should have
blown over. 


 


I grabbed Justin’s arm and helped him
to his feet. “We need to go, kid.”


 


***


 


We managed to leave the high street
without having to kill any of the infected. We skipped over a stone wall and
hiked up an overgrown field. The farmhouse lay at the top, and as we got closer
I realised how big the place actually was.


 


Whoever had built this was filthy
rich. There had to be at least ten bedrooms. A balcony jutted out of one side
of the house, and there was a Jacuzzi on it. A thought flashed into my mind.
Solar panels. Jacuzzi. Is it possible that it was working, and that the house
had power?


 


Faizel reached the front door first,
the incline of the hill having no effect on him whatsoever. He tested the
handle and the door opened straight away.


 


“Wait,” I said.


 


I got to the top of the hill and
stood outside the front door. I let my breath catch up with me. My left leg
throbbed, so it was a good thing we were stopping for the night.


 


“Let me go first,” I said.


 


I hadn’t been able to handle things
back at the pub. I knew the dog had to be silenced, but I couldn’t bring myself
to do it, and Faizel had to step in. Now I needed to make up for it.


 


“I’ll check it’s clear,” I said, “and
then I’ll signal you guys in.”


 


I took my knife out of my belt and
gripped the handle. I took one step over the doorframe and into the house. It
smelt damp as though water had gotten into the walls and started to rot them,
and the floor was paved in stone that looked like it would be cold to the touch.
A staircase was in front of me, and on my right were two doorways.


 


When I turned to my right something
dark and heavy swung at me, too quick for me to react. My head burst in agony.
 Everything flashed to black, and I fell to the floor.
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I opened my eyelids and light seeped
in through the cracks. A sting of pain pierced my temple, and my stomach
lurched as though I was going to be sick. My eyes adjusted to the light. I got
to my knees and let the room stop spinning.


 


Voices drifted in over the ringing in
my ears. I saw walls. A bookshelf. Paintings hung up. A woman and a boy tied to
chairs.


 


Hands hooked under my armpits and
lifted me onto a couch. I sank into it and let the room move into focus. It was
the living room of the farmhouse. Justin sat next to me and stared with concern
on his face, as though he expected me to die. Faizel stood by the window, and
Dan perched on the edge of the couch, a hammer in his hand.


 


In the centre of the room a
middle-aged woman and a young boy were tied to wooden kitchen-chairs. The boy’s
eyes were wide with fear and he struggled against the rope. The woman sat
quietly, her arms gripping the arms of the chair but not straining against her
bonds. There was a big red bulge underneath her left eye.


 


I leaned forward, rubbed my temple.
The thudding slowed. “Who the hell are they?” I said.


 


Faizel shrugged. Dan wouldn’t take
his eyes off the woman. “She’s the bitch who hit you,” he said.


 


I got to my feet and a wave of nausea
sent me woozy. “What happened to her face?”


 


Dan looked at his right hand. His
knuckles were swollen red.


 


A deep thud boomed through my head,
and I took a faltering step back. Justin stood up and put his arm around my
back. I shrugged him off.


 


“I’ll be fine.” 


 


I walked over to the boy and took out
my knife. His eyes grew so white it looked like his pupils had been swallowed
up. He struggled against his chair, rocking it so much that a leg lifted off
the ground. He was strong for his age. I put a hand on his shoulder.


 


“Easy,” I said. 


 


I ripped the tape from his mouth,
peeling off skin as I teared back the adhesive. I held my knife to the ropes
around his wrist and cut through them.


 


“Are you mad?” said Dan.


 


“He’s just a little boy.”


 


“And she looks like a lunch lady, but
she still knocked you out cold,” Dan said, and pointed at the woman.


 


I nodded at Faizel. “Can you cut her
loose?”


 


He stood up and walked over to her.
In a minute, both the woman and the boy were free. The boy stood up and climbed
onto his mother’s lap. I took the seat he had left, turned and faced the woman.


 


“What’s your name?” I said.


 


Her hair looked tough and wiry, and
strands of grey ran through it. She had a large frame and her arms looked
strong. She’d certainly been able to swing something with enough force to knock
me out, anyway. I expected her to be scared, but aside from the purple-red bump
that stuck out underneath her eye, she seemed fine.


 


She rubbed the top of her son’s head.
“This is Ben. I’m Alice,” she said in a Yorkshire accent.


 


I didn’t see any point in skirting
round the issue with her. She still had one good eye, so she could see what
position she was in here. There were four of us and one of her, and she’d
already attacked us. She was dangerous, and we would be on our guard.


 


“Alice, my friends and I have to
decide what to do with you,” I said. My temple throbbed, and I put my hand to
it. A knife of pain stabbed through my head so sharply that I winced.


 


“There’s paracetamol upstairs,” said
Alice.


 


I turned to Justin. “You mind?” I said.


 


He got up and walked out of the room.


 


Faizel crossed his legs. “What are
you and Ben doing here, Alice?”


 


She bit her lip and half shut her
eyes, as if she was sizing Faizel up. Then she turned to him. “Running away
from my husband.”


 


“Why?” I said.


 


Dan stood up. “Enough of this shit.
Who cares why she is running away? If her husband had any sense, he’d run away
from her. Let’s tie them up again, get through the night then get the
hell out of here.”


 


Faizel grabbed hold of Dan’s belt,
tugged him back to his seat.


 


My stomach rumbled, and bile rose up
my throat. I took a deep breath. “Why were you running?” I said.


 


Alice looked at her son. She put her
hands over his ears.


 


“My husband has gone mad,” she said.


 


I nodded. When the outbreak first
happened, I’d seen a lot of people lose their minds. Not everyone was built to
cope with the transition from normal to nightmare, and the only way some people
held on to their mind was by sacrificing the majority of it to madness.


 


I dragged my chair closer to them.
“You two can’t survive alone. Take us to your husband. Maybe we can help him.”


 


She shook her head. “No, Torben can’t
be helped. He’s so far gone that there’s no bringing him back.”


 


I bolted upright. That name. I hadn’t
heard it in a year, and the sound of the syllables sent a cold shiver through
me, made the gunshot scar on my leg sting as if it was fresh. Torben Tusk, the
man hunter.


 


He’d stalked Justin and me over a
year ago for the sole purpose of killing us. I had a suspicion that he planned
to eat us, but that wasn’t his end game. Torben took joy in the hunt, from
watching someone run and then killing them. He had killed my brother in law,
and he’d put a bullet in my leg.


 


“You okay Kyle?” said Faizel.


 


My face was cold. The throbbing in my
temple had disappeared, wiped out from the shock. Faizel looked worried, and
even Alice stared at me with concern in her eyes.


 


Footsteps moved into the room, and
Justin held out a packet of paracetamol. I threw two in my mouth and swallowed
them back.


 


“You need one for your eye?” I said.


 


Alice shook her head. “I’ve had
worse.”


 


Alice said she was running away from
Torben, so she obviously didn’t know he was dead. I’d killed him a year ago,
during the battle at the farm. I shot him in cold blood because it was a simple
choice between his life and my own.


 


I wondered if I should tell her. If
she was scared of him, maybe she’d be glad to know he was dead. But then there
was the kid. It took a lot for a kid to hate his father, and I bet Ben still
had some love for Torben. I couldn’t tell them.


 


Dan stared at me, his head titled and
his eyes squinting as if he knew something. I changed the subject. 


 


“How far have you been travelling,
Alice?” 


 


“Not much further than here. We
walked around some, but we ran out of food. Then we found this farmhouse and I
decided to stay here a while. When you get over the damp smell it’s a palace.”


 


“Have you heard anything about a
group of infected heading from Manchester?”


 


She pinched her earlobe between her
fingers and rubbed it. There was a hole where an earring had once been. “Torben
had a radio. We heard a broadcast from Manchester once, but nothing about
infected. It was something about a cure. Torben said it was horseshit. “


 


“And what do you think?”  I
asked.


 


She put her arms around Ben’s chest.
“There are lots of university labs in Manchester. Clever people doing clever
things. It’s not impossible that someone’s found a cure.”


 


I sat back against my chair and my
energy seeped out of me. Outside the sky started to turn black, the last
minutes of daylight draining away like water down a plughole.


 


Faizel got out of his seat, walked to
the curtains and drew them. “It’s getting late,” he said.


 


I checked my watch. It was six
o’clock in the evening. Soon it would be pitch black, and the stalkers would
come.


 


“Let’s get some rest everyone.”


 


Dan stood up, his hands clenched. His
body shook a little, as though he were a ball of energy. “What about them?”


 


I smiled at Alice. For now, I’d
forgiven the near concussion she had given me, because I understood why she did
it. She was a mother looking after her son, and we all had the right to protect
the people we loved. Some of us were just better at it than others.


 


 “They need rest too,” I said.
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By nightfall the paracetamol kicked
in and my head cleared. A dark lump stuck out from my forehead and I had to
stop myself from pressing it from time to time, but otherwise I felt human
again. I wanted to be useful, so I volunteered for first watch.


 


I sat on the balcony that stuck out
from the side of the farmhouse. Justin had found a power generator with a few
dregs of fuel left in it, so the house had power. Despite that, the
rainwater-filled Jacuzzi didn’t work. I leant back against the window of the house.


 


The streets of Stowham were bathed in
darkness. A few infected lurched across the road, woken up by the events of the
afternoon. Thankfully, none of them had followed us to the farmhouse. 


 


The door behind me slid open, and
Justin stepped out onto the balcony. He took a seat beside me.


 


“You should get some rest, kid,” I
said.


 


He pulled his knees up to his chest
and hung his head. His face drooped.


 


“Want to talk about it?” I asked him.


 


He shook his head. “It’s just
Melissa.”


 


“What about her?”


 


He scratched his knee. “You think
we’ll make it back?”


 


“Of course we will.”


 


He nodded. “I just miss her, I
guess.”


 


I put my hand on his shoulder. I was
still pissed at him, but I had to remember that deep down, despite everything
he’d seen, he was just a dumb teenager going through his first crush. I changed
the subject.


 


“I’ve been thinking. I want to tell
Alice about Torben.”


 


Justin’s eyebrows arched. He swept
the curls of his fringe back from his forehead. “I don’t think that’s a good
idea.”


 


“I just think she needs to know what
happened to him, maybe it would give her some closure. She needs to know what a
dickhead he was.”


 


A sliver of the moon peaked from
behind a cloud, and it cast a shard of white light on the balcony. Below, the
faint moans of the infected were carried by the wind. Despite the danger it
posed, the sound made me drowsy. I’d spent years sleeping rough in the Wilds,
using their moans as a lullaby. When I got back to Vasey, I thought I’d done it
for the last time. It was going to be a long night.


 


Justin tucked his arm behind his head
and leant against it. “I think she already knows what he was like, Kyle. That’s
why she was running from him.”


 


“She needs to know the truth.”


 


“Sometimes the truth doesn’t do any
good,” said Justin, in words that sounded far older than he was. Sometimes he
talked sense, and I had no idea where it came from.


 


I pulled my coat closer to my chin
and tucked it in. “I’ll keep it to myself for now. Listen, you better go and
sleep for a bit,” I said.


 


Justin got up and opened the sliding
door. “Night Kyle.”


 


Justin had only been gone a few
minutes when the door opened again.


 


“Listen, kid, you need to get some –
“


 


“It’s me Kyle.”


 


Faizel walked onto the balcony. He
went to the edge and looked down on the village streets below. Stood in front
of me, cast in the moonlight, it was hard not to be impressed by him. Despite
everything he’d been through in the past few days – leaving his family, his
wife not talking to him, killing the dog – he didn’t let the strain show. His
back was straight, his shoulders high. 


 


I reached into my pocket and pulled
out a packet of cigarettes. I put one to my lips and flicked the lighter. The
orange flame wavered in the breeze, and I hesitated before bringing it to the
end of the cigarette. Finally I let the flame fan the tobacco, and took a deep
breath of smoke that shot straight into my lungs. For a minute everything went
fuzzy, and I closed my eyes.


 


“Those’ll kill you,” said Faizel.


 


I let out a billow of smoke. “I’ve
got better things to worry about right now.”


 


He leant against the balcony wall,
his back to the street. His face was shrouded by the night. “I didn’t know you
smoked.”


 


I flicked ash onto the floor. I
pressed my finger to it and smeared it into the stone, leaving a sooty stain.
“Haven’t had one in twenty years.”


 


“Then why start now?”


 


“Better time than any,” I said.
“Found them in the house.”


 


He turned his head to the east and
then put his hand to his brow as though it would focus his vision. “You can see
Vasey from here.”


 


I sat up straighter. “Yeah? Take it
they haven’t all packed up and gone?”


 


“They’ll all be in bed. The place
looks fragile, though. It’s hard to believe those walls keep us safe.”


 


I took another drag, then coughed. It
tasted like crap. I stubbed the cigarette out onto the floor, screwed up the
packet and threw it across the balcony. “Believe me, those walls are as good as
it gets.”


 


“I know, Kyle. I’ve been scouting for
Vasey for years, and I’ve spent my fair share of time in the Wilds.”


 


I remembered back to when I’d first
met Faizel a year ago. I’d been out in the Wilds, alone, and I came across a
wooden shack he and Dan were staying in. It was the dead of night and the
stalkers were coming out, and I needed a place to crash. They offered to let me
stay in the scout shack with them, but despite how much I needed it, I refused.
I didn’t trust anyone back then.


 


“Why did you come, Faizel?” I asked.
“Your wife wasn’t talking to you. Your kid was crying his eyes out. You didn’t
have to do it.”


 


Faizel crossed his arms. His shirt
was folded up to his elbows. A long white scar ran along his left arm, as
though the flesh had been seared.


 


“I didn’t want to leave them. But I
believe in Vasey. I know it’s the only way forward for us, and if we give it
up, then we’ll have nowhere else to go. Sometimes you have to do something you
don’t want, to get something you do want.”


 


A bird flapped its wings above us and
then flew under the glow of the moon. The grass swayed in the fields
surrounding the house, and something barked in the distance. I thought of the
collie again, of its cold, dead eyes and its dismembered head. Sickening as it
was, I admired Faizel for what he’d done. If he hadn’t had killed the dog, we’d
have had a few dozen of infected on us in minutes. It was a horrible thing to
do, but he’d stepped up.


 


The rumbling sound of a car engine
cut through the silence of the night. Faizel turned round. I got to my feet. My
left leg ached, and standing up so suddenly made my head light. I walked over
to the balcony and leaned over.


 


A van pulled into the middle of the
high street and stopped. The driver cut the engine, got out and shut the door.
I couldn’t see much of him from here, other than he was of average height and
he wore a black coat that reached to his waist, and the lapels of longer coat
trailed out below. It was white, and looked like some sort of lab coat. He held
a long metal pipe in his right hand.


 


An infected saw the man and shifted
in his direction, dragging one lame leg behind it and fighting to stay
balanced. As it got closer, the man swung his pipe. It connected at the
infected’s knee, twisting the cartilage so badly that I could almost hear the
sound of the gristle popping. The infected swayed backward, and the man gave it
an awkward kick and sent it to the floor. 


 


There was a sense of panic in his
movements as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a rope. He tied it
around the infected’s arms and legs, staying as far away from its straining head
as he could.  When this was done he opened the back of the van doors,
heaved the infected into the back of the van and then shut them again.


 


More infected had heard the struggle
by now, and they moved toward him. He got in the driver seat and the engine
came to life. He turned on the headlights and drove away.


 


Faizel and I had kept quiet out of
instinct, but as we saw the van drive away from Stowham, I turned to him. For a
second his eyes held the faint glimmer of surprise, but then the slate was wiped
and his face lost expression.


 


“Who the hell was that?” I asked,
knowing that Faizel didn’t have an answer.
















 


10


 


A voice cried out from inside the
house, but the volume was blunted by the door behind us. I got up and opened
it.


 


“Kyle!” said Justin. 


 


I ran inside the house, Faizel
following me. There were so many rooms upstairs that it was hard to locate
Justin at first, but we eventually found him in what looked like the master
bedroom. 


 


There was a king sized bed, one of
the biggest I’d ever seen, and a large built-in wardrobe full of dozens of
shade variations of the same suit on one side and an array of party dresses on
the other. On one end of the room there was an ensuite bathroom. Justin stood
next to a pastel green wall with a wooden dado rail running along it,
terminating in a door-shaped opening that didn’t belong there.


 


“Check this out,” said Justin.


 


The door was painted the same shade
of green as the wall, and the handle was disguised under the dado rail. This
was a door that was not meant to be found.


 


The commotion brought Alice and Ben
into the room, the kid rubbing his sleepy eyes. Dan followed them and a sour
whiskey aroma trailed in with him. His cheeks were tinged red.


 


Faizel ran his hand along the side of
the door. “Clever,” he said.


 


Justin stepped inside the room beyond
the door. “You gotta see this, Kyle. I can’t believe it.”


 


Me, Faizel and Dan walked into the
room. When I followed them, my jaw almost dislocated from shock.


 


It was a windowless room only
slightly larger than a shoe cupboard. A dark brown rack was fastened to one of
the walls, and dozens of shotguns and rifles hung off it. Underneath each gun
was a box with the relevant ammo calibre written on a white label. 


 


My blood pulsed so fast I thought I
was going to faint.


 


“Holy shit!” said Dan, and laughed.
He walked over to the rack, picked up a shotgun. It was a pump action, double
barrelled death stick. It looked too big in his hands, and he held it in the
air like Rambo.


 


“How good is this?” said Justin. He
ran his finger along the handle of a bolt-action rifle. Most of them gleamed
like they’d never been used. 


 


For a minute, I was at a loss. Over
the last sixteen years the world had shit on me at every available opportunity.
Tonight, though, it seemed like Karma was finally rocking in my favour. Guns
were rare in Britain, because pre-outbreak you needed a gun license. I had a
revolver once, but since firing the six bullets in the chamber, I hadn’t found
any more ammo. Now we had enough firepower to take down an army.


 


I turned to Faizel. “We need to take
this stuff down straight away,” I said. “If something happens, and we need to
go, I’m not leaving it behind.”


 


“I’ll help, “said Faizel, and stepped
into the room.


 


I nodded. “Good. Dan, since you’re
already in love, you can take down the shotguns. But for God’s sake don’t load
any of them.”


 


Alice took a step forward. “I want to
help,” she said.


 


“Don’t you need to look after Ben?”


 


She looked at the bump on my forehead
from where she’d hit me. “I think I owe you a little help.”


 


I put my hand to my chin. “Okay. Me,
you, Dan and Faizel will take down the guns and whatever else is in that room.
Justin, you keep an eye on Ben.”


 


Justin frowned. He stepped into the
doorframe, a rifle slung over his shoulder. “Why me?”


 


“Just do it.”


 


He tutted, put the rifle on the floor
and walked over to Ben. He leant down to him and put a hand on his shoulder.
“Let’s go downstairs buddy.”


 


Ben looked over to his mother. His
eyes always looked like they were going to start leaking tears down his young
face. Alice smiled at him.


 


”I’d rather they stayed up here,” she
said.


 


I nodded. “No problem.”


 


Justin and Ben sat on the edge of the
bed. Ben wouldn’t take his eyes off his mother.


 


“Okay everyone,” I said. “It’s our
lucky day. Let’s take stock of what we have and then get it downstairs.”


 


Alice stepped into the room, and as
she walked past me I got a whiff of what I was sure was men’s deodorant.
Anything beat the smell of grime the wilds gave you, I guessed. I followed her.


 


The minute I stepped into the room, I
heard a snapping sound and the door started to shut behind us. I span round and
stuck out my hand, but it was too late. The door slid into place with a thud.
The door obviously had some kind of mechanism that made it shut automatically.


 


This didn’t make sense. How had
Justin opened it? Or had it already been open when he found it? If so, why
hadn’t the automatic mechanism already shut it? Maybe it was triggered when you
stepped into the room.


 


Dan turned round. He had a shotgun in
each hand. “What was that?”


 


“Doors shut,” I said, looking for the
handle. “Can’t find where to open it though.”


 


Faizel put his hands to his chin. He
stroked his goatee and stared at the door. He put his hand to it and traced his
way along where the edges had been, but it was almost as if it had disappeared.
What the hell was this place?


 


“There’s no handle,” he said. “But
here’s a keyhole.”


 


“Where’s the key?” said Alice, her
voice level. 


 


I thought she would be worried about
Ben, but she seemed calmer than I was. My heart hammered and my hands were
fidgety. I didn’t like being shut in, and I had the irrational idea that the
air supply would start to thin out.


 


Faizel moved away from the door.
“Hopefully the key will be somewhere in here, because there’s no other way to
open it.”


 


Dan dropped his shotguns to the
floor. His face was bright red and his head was covered in sweat. He clenched
and unclenched his fists. He pounded on the door as hard as he could, but the
material absorbed the noise.


 


“Justin!” he shouted, then pounded
some more. “Open the door you moron!”


 


Shuffling sounds came from the
bedroom, but no movement was made to open the door. We could still hear what
was going on outside, but any noise we made was absorbed by the walls. The
realisation of where we were hit me in the guts.


 


“This is a panic room,” I said. 


 


Alice arched her eyebrows. “Thought
that was an American thing?”


 


I shook my head. “It’s a money thing,
doesn’t matter where you’re from if you can pay for it.”


 


Dan pounded on the door again.
“Justin! Open the door you little shit!” he shouted, his voice straining.


 


I put my hand on his shoulder and
pulled him away. He threw me off. 


 


“Fuck this.”


 


He took a step back, breathed in, then
kicked at the door with all the force he could give. When his foot hit the wood
he screamed in agony. “Jesus Christ, my knee!”


 


Alice shook her head. “Get control of
yourself.”


 


“Fuck off,” said Dan, between painful
moans. “How can we hear them, but they can’t hear us?”


 


Faizel pointed at the ceiling where a
black speaker was fastened on a frame. “Hi-tech.”


 


Alice looked at Dan in disgust. She
rolled up her sleeves, and for a minute I thought she was going to start
beating him. She looked like she could take him in a fight. She had to have
been tough if she was married to a man like Torben Tusk.


 


“Let’s not mess about. If there’s a
key in here, let’s find it. Otherwise I’m all for loading up a shotgun and
shooting our way out,” she said.


 


Faizel looked at the guns. “Firing
one in here will burst our ear drums.”


 


“I know. I’m kidding. Let’s get out
of here.”


 


Her can-do attitude impressed me,
though something was off about it. After all, a locked door separated her from
her son, and he was being looked after by someone she had only met the night
before. Most people would be panicking.


 


“Aren’t you worried about Ben?” I
said.


 


She tilted her head back, scrunched
up her face. “Worry isn’t going to unlock the door.” She crouched down next to
Dan, leaned in close to him. “I suggest you get off your arse and help us, or
I’ll make sure you get one of these too,” she said, and pointed at the swollen
plum underneath her eye.


 


Aside from the gun rack and boxes of
bullets, there didn’t seem to be much in the room. If this was indeed a panic
room, then surely there would be more to it? I couldn’t imagine a rich guy, the
kind who had a Jacuzzi on his balcony, would build a panic room without fitting
it with some degree of comfort. 


 


Then I realised. The walls. The door
to this place had blended right into the walls, so what was stopping there
being another interconnected door?


 


I walked across the room and ran my
hands along the wall until my fingers dug into a ridge. I gripped it and
pulled. A bolt clicked, something hissed and the wall came apart, revealing
another room.


 


“Jesus, what the hell is that?” said
Dan, the pain in his knee dulled by the anaesthetic of surprise.


 


Darkness covered the room beyond so
that we couldn’t see what was inside, but we didn’t need sight to tell us that
it wasn’t good. A smell drifted out of the shadows and tore at my nostrils. I
put my hand to my mouth and covered it to stop the smell seeping inside of me.
It was the smell of death.
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The rancid smell intensified every
inch closer I got to the room. I hoped it was something innocent like a rat that
had crawled in and died, but my luck wasn’t likely to go that way. I stuck my
hand out into the darkness and felt the wall, running my hand along it until I
found a light switch. I flipped it and the room lit up. Thank God for emergency
generators.


 


I saw what caused the smell of decay.
It was two dead bodies, a man and a  woman who were deep into the
decomposition process, their bloated skin turning to sludge and slipping away to
reveal bones. Their skeletal arms overlapped, as though they had held hands in
death. I stumbled, felt bile rise in my throat.


 


Dan got up, shoved his way to the
doorframe. When he got there, he immediately took a few steps back. “Holy
shit.”


 


Faizel shook his head. “Doesn’t look
like they’ve been dead too long.”


 


Dan coughed, lifted his sleeve to his
mouth to block the smell. “They don’t look fresh to me buddy.”


 


“The fact that they’re still
decomposing tells us that they died relatively recently. Certainly within the
last month or two, I’d guess. Although the room was pretty air tight, so maybe
that could have slowed things down.”


 


I scratched my chin. “Why didn’t they
turn?”


 


Faizel looked closely at the bodies,
then shrugged his shoulders.


 


Unlike other unpleasant odours, the
smell of death was something your senses never adjusted to. It was supposed to
stay as a horrible smell because if there was death in the air, your body
wanted to warn you to stay the hell away from it. In the Wilds, the decaying
smell of the infected was carried away by the wind and diluted by the open air.
In this enclosed space we weren’t given such a luxury.


 


I breathed through my mouth to try
and stop the smell. To my right, Alice’s face had drained white. She darted her
head back toward the door, her face twisted with worry.


 


“Sorry you have to see this,” I said.


 


She folded her arms and grimaced. “I
don’t give a shit about them,” she said, nodding at the bodies. “I need to get
out there to my son.”


 


Every so often we heard Justin and
Ben laughing and talking. It told us that they were okay, but it was probably
killing Alice to be locked in here. Whatever she was feeling, she hid it well.
Maybe she’d been taking lessons from Faizel.


 


“The key must be in there somewhere,”
I said. “So let’s get to it.”


 


Dan backed away from the room. “No
way am I going in there.”


 


Faizel flashed an angry look at his
friend. It was gone in a second, but it had been there. “We all have to pitch
in.”


 


Dan slunk down to the floor, kept his
back against the door. “I’ll pitch in on things that don’t involve rotting
bodies.”


 


It amazed me that someone who had
lived through sixteen years of the apocalypse, someone who had completed
numerous scouting trips that involved spending days in the Wilds, could be so
squeamish about dead bodies. Maybe it was the fact that these particular dead
bodies hadn’t risen from the dead; infected were one thing, but a death without
the de-humanising reanimation was different.


 


We had wasted enough time in here.
Both rooms were small, and the air supply was starting to get diluted with the
putrid smell so that every breath felt like I was filling my lungs with death.


 


I moved into the room, stepped over
the dead bodies. It was hard to tell what they’d looked like from the
decomposition, but it was a man and a woman, and they seemed old. The man had a
brass bracelet around his wrist which had stayed untouched, the microbes that
feasted on death choosing to eat around the metal rather than through it.


 


On the right side of the room there
was a worktop counter. Above it were four TV monitors and a console that was
used to control them. On top of the worktop there was a thick book, a pen, a
champagne bottle and two glasses. On the other side of the room were two shelves,
empty, and a mini-fridge – also empty.


 


Faizel stepped over the bodies and
stopped in front of the TV screens.


 


“If the backup generator is working,
the monitors should also be running.”


 


The console that controlled them was
simple. On, off. Record. Rewind. I pressed the on button and the monitors
fizzed to life.


 


“There’s Ben!” said Alice, excitement
undercutting her voice.


 


The pixels came to life on the
screen, and for a second it took me back to before the outbreak, of nights
watching TV with Clara and killing time before going to bed, not realising how
precious that time was because we thought we had enough of it to spare. It
occurred to me that I’d gone over a decade without turning on a television or
using a computer.


 


On the monitor, Justin and Ben sat on
the bed waiting for us. They seemed okay for now, but I knew that the
separation was getting to Alice. We needed a key, but in such a small room
there weren’t many places it could be kept. It must have been with one of the
bodies on the floor. 


 


Faizel picked up the book that was on
the worktop. It was thick and the edges of the pages were warped as though
something had been spilled on them and then had been left to dry.


 


“You might want to read this, Kyle.”


 


I glanced at the open page.


 


August 16th, 2031


 


There’s always a strange calm that
comes over you when you come to a decision, and today I made one that is final.


 


 “This was written two weeks
ago. Seems to be his diary,” I said, looking down at the dead man on the floor.


 


Faizel nodded. “Read out the last
entry please, Kyle.”


 


‘All my life I’ve been in
business. Fourteen hour days. Missed birthdays, broken promises, crying
children. It was all to build a better life for us. Look where that got me.
We’re rich, alright, but now that the end is here, there’s nothing to spend the
money on, and I’m left regretting my life and wishing I’d spent more time with
the kids and less time with spreadsheets. Valerie won’t have that regret. She
is a good mother.


 


We’ve decided to die. We’ve hidden in
here for 72 hours now, and the man is still hanging around the village. For a
while I watched him. Saw him glancing up and the farmhouse from time to time.
There’s something about him that sickens me.


 


He’s going to come here. He’s going
to take us away in his van, like he did all the rest. I’ve got enough guns here
to kill him a thousand times over, but I can’t shoot for shit. I bought them
all when the outbreak started, but things went to pot before I could even learn
to shoot. Another thing I didn’t get time to do.


 


The man’s name is Whittaker.  He
comes and he collects people. Sometimes living, sometimes dead. We don’t see
him for weeks because he visits every village in the area, but he always comes
back. We think he does it in rotation.


 


I’ve decided that Valerie and I will
die tonight. There’s nothing left for us now that the world is like this. I’ve
taken all the pills from the medicine cabinet and we’ll swallow them down with
a glass of champagne that I saved for our retirement.


 


We’ve locked the door and swallowed
the key, just in case we turn after death. I doubt you still have cognitive
function when you become one of them, but I won’t take any chances. I don’t
want us to get out of here and eat someone, like the rest of the creatures.


 


 If somebody gets here, and you
are reading this, you are welcome to the guns. And I hope to God we haven’t
hurt you, that we aren’t one of them.


 


For God’s sake, be careful. Stay away
from Whittaker.


 


I snapped the book shut and tried to
imagine the lonely hours they’d spent in here, too scared to leave the tiny
room because of this man, Whittaker. I tried to imagine the desperation in
their minds that made suicide seem like the only way out, but I couldn’t. Even
at my lowest, I’d always wanted to survive.


 


“Poor bastards,” said Alice, shaking
her head.


 


Maggots had burrowed into their flesh
and begun eating the dead tissue. The rot hadn’t spread through them
completely, and large parts  of their bodies were still whole. Their
stomachs swelled, and their skin stretched tightly around like a drum and
threatened to explode. I couldn’t figure out why they hadn’t turned after
death.


 


“We need to cut the key out,” said
Faizel.


 


From the other room, Dan called out.
“I’ll sit this one out.”


 


“You sit everything out,” said Alice.
“Maybe you should have waited outside, and Ben could have looked after you.”


 


“Looks like we’ve got to do it. But
the diary doesn’t say who actually swallowed it; it says ‘we’.” I said. 


 


I didn’t feel like getting on the
floor and cutting through corpse’s stomachs, but there was no choice. Back
outside the pub, I’m sure Faizel hadn’t wanted to kill the dog, but he’d still
done it.


 


Something banged outside the room. It
hadn’t come from the bedroom, but it was definitely somewhere inside the house.
Dan stood up against the door, turned round.


 


“What was that?” I said.


 


He pressed his ear to the door.
“Something’s in the house.”


 


Alice’s eyes widened. She ran to the
door, pounded on it. “Ben! Justin!” 


 


I put my hand on her shoulder, gently
pulled her away. “They can’t hear us,” I said.


 


I tried to keep calm, but the truth
was that my heart drilled inside me and my chest felt like a vice was crushing
it. We had to get out of this room. I needed to bury the feeling because they
needed someone strong. Maybe one day I’d get chance to dredge up my own
feelings, but for now I couldn’t afford to have any.


 


Outside, there were footsteps walking
up the stairs. 


 


Adrenaline rushed through me,
electrifying my whole body. I slipped my knife from my belt and knelt down next
to the decaying man. I choked back the rancid fumes, tried to stop thinking of
the corpse as a human being. Think of it as a rabbit. You’ve gutted hundreds
of them, why should this be different?


 


Alice thudded on the door and called
out for her son. “Fuck this,” she said. She walked over to the dead woman and
knelt by her. She looked up. “Give me something sharp.”


 


Faizel handed her his axe. Alice drew
it back and then plunged it into the woman’s stomach. There was a squelch as
the blade tore through flesh, and then a hiss of sickening gas leaked out from
her belly.


 


I stabbed my knife into the man and
cut with enough precision as I could muster, leaning my head back to escape the
smell. I carved a big enough opening to slip my hand inside.


 


“Someone’s in the room,” said Dan.
For the first time, I heard something other than sarcasm in his tone.


 


Faizel grabbed hold of the monitor,
twisted it in his direction. “Cut faster,” he said.


 


I looked at the monitor. There was a
man in the bedroom with Justin and Ben. He wore a black jacket that reached his
waist, and a white lab coat trailed underneath it.
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Ben screamed. Alice turned to the
door, then to the monitor. She saw the man in the room with her son. The whites
of her eyes pooled and she tightened her grip on the axe until her knuckles
were pale.


 


“Don’t worry, I’m not here to hurt
you,” the man said.


 


There was no doubt as to who this
was. It was the man who Faizel and I had seen before, when he’d thrown a live
infected in the back of his van. It was almost certainly the man called
Whittaker who was mentioned in the diary. 


 


I stuck my hand in the corpse’s
stomach, felt the cold juices run all over my fingers. My fingertips slid over
various textures. I had no idea what they were, but the sensation twisted my
stomach.


 


Every so often I glanced at the
monitor. Whittaker took a few steps toward Justin and Ben. Justin stood up in
front of Ben and shielded him from Whittaker.


 


“What are your names?” said Whittaker.
He smiled, but the expression hung awkwardly on his face as though he’d never
done it before.


 


He was tall, and despite the bulk the
two coats gave him, he looked like he needed a good meal. His hair had been
clipped short on top but the back of his hair was uneven, and long black
strands stuck out in places like patches on a badly-mowed lawn. His cheekbones
jutted out like a skeleton that had just been given flesh.


 


Justin looked around him, trying to
find a weapon to pick up. The man grinned.


 


“I’m Whittaker. It’s nice to meet
you.” He tried to make his words sound friendly, but they were
barbed.         


 


Justin put his arm behind him and
pushed Ben back. He took a step forward, looked Whittaker in the eyes. The
smile on Whittaker’s face dropped and was replaced by cold steel. 


 


“I’m glad you don’t want to play
games,” he said. “My work means too much to waste on that. It’s easier if you
just come with me.”


 


He slipped a metal pipe from his
pocket, raised it in the air and swung it onto Justin’s head. There was a
sickening crack as the metal connected with skull, and Justin flopped to the
ground.


 


Whittaker knelt in front of Ben.
“Don’t be scared,” he said.


 


He pulled a chord of rope out of his
pocket and began tying Justin’s legs together.


 


Alice’s face lit up with the fury
that only a mother can summon. She stuck both of her hands into the stomach of
the corpse and dug in it like a dog making a hole in the dirt.


 


My heart rate spiked. I had no idea
what Whittaker was doing, but I had to help Justin. I stuck another hand in the
corpse’s stomach, ignored the sensation of the juices washing over my fingers.


 


Alice stood up. She was covered in
blood up to her elbows, and some of it had splashed onto her chin. She looked
like an infected who had just finished a feast.


 


“It’s not in mine,” she said. “Hurry
up Kyle.”


 


She watched the monitor, gripping the
hem of her shirt and twisting the fabric in her fingers.


 


Whittaker had made short work of
tying up an unconscious Justin. He moved around his body until he stood at his
feet, then gave them a heave. Justin was a skinny guy, but even his light frame
seemed to give Whittaker trouble.


 


His face went red with strain. Inch
by inch, he dragged Justin out of the room. Soon we heard thumps as he moved down
the stairs, and finally the crash of the farmhouse door as he shut it behind
him.


 


I picked up my knife again and sliced
it against the dead man’s stomach, this time cutting a hole so big that it
opened up the stomach completely. I dug in the stomach until my hands were
coated in sticky crimson, the blood thick and clotted like raspberry sauce.
 I touched something metal and grabbed it between my fingers.


 


“I’ve got it.”


 


My chest felt like it was going to
explode with pressure and my whole body felt like it had been injected with
caffeine. I needed to get out and stop Whittaker. 


 


I put the key in the lock, twisted
it. The door didn’t budge. Seconds ran away from us. The only sound from
outside was Ben crying. Then footsteps thudding down the stairs, getting
fainter as time passed.


 


“What the hell is wrong with this?” I
said.


 


Finally there was a hiss as the lock
clicked and the door opened. We all stepped out. Dan took big gulps of air,
glad to breathe something that didn’t smell like death. Faizel went to the
window, drew back the curtain. Alice scooped up Ben and held him tight enough
to squeeze the air out of him.


 


The door of the panic room clicked
against the hinge and triggered the mechanism, shutting it behind us. The lock
clicked back into place. There was no way we would get it open again. Finding
it in the first place had been blind luck, and we didn’t have much of that
left.


 


“He’s got to the van,” said Faizel
behind me.


 


I ran down the staircase, almost
losing my footing at one point as my hand, wet with blood, slipped on the
bannister. I managed to straighten myself and get to the bottom without
breaking my legs.


 


The front door hung open. I got
outside just in time to see the white van turn a corner and drive out of the
village with Justin in the back. 
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Dan traced his fingers along the wall
where the door had been. It blended back into the décor with no visible sign
that it had ever existed. That was the point of it, I guessed. No use in a
panic room if potential intruders knew that it was there.


 


“Forget it,” I said. “You’ll never
get it open.”


 


Dan punched the wall. It made a
hollow knocking sound, but didn’t do much else. He turned and slumped against
it. “All those fucking guns and we can’t get at them. Wish I’d grabbed the
shotgun.”


 


I couldn’t think about the guns. I
imagined Justin tied up in the back of the van. The thought filled my body with
nervous energy. 


 


“We need to leave, now. We need to go
after the van.”


 


Faizel stood at the window. “He could
have gone anywhere.”


 


I tightened my fist and curled my
fingers into my sweaty palm. “I don’t care. We should start looking. I say we
start in Bury – that’s the direction he headed in, right?”


 


It felt like all I ever did was chase
after Justin. I’d only known him a year, and this was the second time he’d been
kidnapped. Forget him watching Ben; maybe Ben should have been looking after
him.


 


A thought sent a cold shock up my
spine. Earlier, Whittaker had thrown an infected in the back of his van. Now,
he’d taken Justin. Was Justin lying next to the infected? We’d seen Whittaker
drive away earlier in the night, but we had no idea what he had done with
living corpse he’d tied up.


 


Alice wrapped her arm around Ben. The
boy clung to her torso. “He took the road toward Bury, but it splits off toward
Manchester not too far from here.”


 


Dan let out a huff of air. “Do we
really have to go to Manchester? I know I signed up for it, but I can’t think
of anywhere else I’d rather be.”


 


I paced to the end of the room, then
back again. “I doubt Whittaker will have gone there either. Even if there
aren’t half a million infected heading from there, it’s still the most
populated place in the North. And that means a hell of a lot of dead people.”


 


Alice put her hands over Ben’s ears.
“Don’t say that.”


 


I screwed up my face. “Didn’t have
you down as the scared type.”


 


 “I don’t want him listening to
this,” she said, and nodded down at her son.


 


Dan gave a sarcastic laugh. “Stop
trying to protect the kid. Sooner he knows how fucked things are the better.”


 


As much as I hated Dan’s attitude, I
agreed with him. There was no use protecting kids from the truth. If you
shielded them from danger they grew up weak, and we lived in a world that
didn’t tolerate weakness.


 


Faizel held the crimson curtains
above his head so that he could see out of the window. He stepped back and let
them fall, cutting away the pale glint of the moon and covering the room in
shadow.


 


Dan stood up. “Moe’s not going to
wait around forever. Personally, I don’t give a shit, but if you’re bent on
keeping him in Vasey, we need to forget Justin and go check out this wave.”


 


I shook my head. “I’m not leaving
him.”


 


“The kid’s gone,” said Dan. “If you
take a detour for him, Vasey will be gone too.”


 


I bit down on a glob of anger that
rose up my throat. There was a mocking look behind the beady black balls of
Dan’s eyes. I wondered why Moe insisted on him coming along. The man was a
selfish as they came, and he was impossible to trust.


 


“Leaving him isn’t an option. We’ve
been through too much, and I’m not letting this guy take him. We don’t know
what the hell he’s going to do to him.”


 


Alice bent down to Ben, pushed him
gently to the bed. “Sit down,” she said. Then she turned to me. “I’m with you.
If it weren’t for Justin, he would have taken Ben.”


 


Faizel ran his hand through his long
hair. Black strands fell away from the tightness of his ponytail, and his
goatee was a couple of days shy of its usual immaculate grooming.


 


“Justin is one of us. I won’t leave
him either.”


 


Dan scoffed. “Left your wife and kid
behind though, didn’t you?”


 


Faizel rounded on him. Anger flashed
on his face, blood flushed his cheeks. He took a breath and it seeped
away.  “You either come with us, Dan, or you walk back to Vasey alone.”


 


“Moe’s going to be pissed at you.”


 


“Then let him.”


 


Adrenaline shot through my veins. I
put my hand in my pocket, gripped my watch. Every minute we wasted was time we
could spend looking for Justin, and I could feel the seconds slipping away.


 


“I’m leaving now. Faizel, Alice, if
you come with me, I’m grateful. But don’t feel like you have to. You’ve both
got enough to lose, and I’ve got nothing.”


 


Faizel put his hand on my shoulder.
My back sagged underneath the weight, as though everything was catching up with
me and my body couldn’t bear the load.


 


“You’ve got Vasey, Kyle. You’re
trying to build something for us all, and it’s a higher calling than most.”


 


Dan scowled and shook his head.


 


“Decided what you’re doing?” I said.


 


He looked at the window, and then
spoke through gritted teeth. “Guess I don’t have a choice.”


 


“Everyone has a choice,” said Faizel.
“Time you made the right one.”


 


My left leg ached and energy seeped
out of me. Outside the black sky spat darkness onto the streets. I needed to
sleep, but there was no time for that. I wanted to sink into the bed so badly,
but I walked to the door instead.


 


“I’ll get our stuff together. We
leave in thirty minutes.”


 


“Shouldn’t we wait until morning?”
said Dan.


 


Soon, the stalkers would be leaving
their nests. They would slink through the streets, sniffing at the pavement
hoping to catch the scent of prey. It would be safer in the morning, but
Whittaker could be long gone by then. I didn’t know what he planned to do with
Justin, but unless we left right now, we would be abandoning him.


 


“We don’t have time to wait,” I said.
“If we’re going to find Justin, check out the wave and get back before Moe
leaves, we can’t waste any time.”


 


Faizel stretched his arms above his
head, let his joints crack. “We’ll need a car.”


 


I shook my head. “No chance. Do you
know how hard it is to find one that works?”


 


Alice nodded. “I used to check every
one we passed. Gave up after the hundredth.”


 


Faizel smiled. “It’s lucky you
brought a mechanic along with you, then.”


 


“You’re a scout,” I said.


 


“I’m a scout now. But scouting the
ruins of post-apocalyptic villages wasn’t a job before the outbreak, Kyle. I
used to own a garage with my brother.”


 


I’d known Faizel for a year, and I
never realised he worked with cars. It showed just how little I really knew
about the people of Vasey. Everything I did was for them, and I wasn’t even
sure that they wanted it.


 


“You’re full of surprises.”


 


Faizel nodded. “We all used to be
something else,” he said.


 


“Even so, working cars are thin on
the ground.”


 


“Finding a working one isn’t a
problem,” said Faizel. “It is getting the keys that is tricky.”


 


I realised I’d been here before. This
was the second time Justin had been taken by someone. The second time I’d found
myself needing a car. How did the same shit happen to the same guy twice?
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We left the silent streets of
Stowmouth behind. Darkness lingered black and angry in the sky, and a chill in
the air licked at our faces. My shoulders sagged under the pack on my back and
my leg ached, but I pushed through it. 


 


A few years after the outbreak, when
things got really bad and the population wasted away, I travelled back into a
town after months spent camped in the Wilds. One thing that stuck out was the
absence of noise, as if every sound had been sucked away and we walked through
a vacuum. It was like that every night now. Stowmouth, and the countryside that
branched from it, were mute.


 


My brain started to fill the gaps in
noise. The rush of the wind blowing against a tree sounded like the movement of
a stalker, the patter of its claws scraping on the pavement. Every shadow
twisted into a creature, every shape in the darkness was a threat.


 


“Not a single one worked. I can’t
believe that,” said Dan.


 


Faizel shifted the weight of his pack
on his shoulders. “Sometimes you get lucky.”


 


“You’ll have to remind me what that
means,” said Dan.


 


We walked out of Stowmouth, took a
turn on a bypass that led to the motorway. The small country roads were the
quickest way to Bury on foot, but there weren’t many houses on the way, and
absence of houses meant there wouldn’t be any cars.


 


“Do you know where we’re going,
Kyle?” said Alice. Ben tugged on her hand, gripping her as if she were about to
leave him. In Alice’s other hand she held a crowbar that she’d found on the
roof of a car.


 


The motorway stretched into the
distance, an endless concrete path. Trees lined the side of it, their branches
almost bare from autumn shedding. Ahead of us, a bridge stretched across all
four lanes of the motorway, with the words ‘Tracy Lithgow I love you I’m sorry’
drawn on in white paint.


 


 The motorway was curiously
absent of cars save for a few that were parked haphazardly against the
barriers, their doors opened in a state of abandon.


 


We looked at each one we passed.
Faizel pried open the bonnets, checked for oil and other things that I was
unaware of in my complete lack of technical knowledge. Each time, he shook his
head.


 


Shapes burst from a bush at the side
of the road. I flinched and reached for my knife, the drum of my heartbeat
racing. It was for nothing. A scatter of rabbits darted across the motorway
ahead of us, tiny shadows with bulbous eyes. One stopped dead, stared at us,
and then followed the rest of its family.


 


“What are you looking for?” I said.
“When you pop the bonnet.”


 


“No science to it. If the car looks
healthy, there’s a slight chance it’ll have enough battery to start. But even
that is a one in a thousand chance. Did you ever go on holiday for a while, get
home and try to start your car?” said Faizel.


 


I thought back to all the trips Clara
and I had taken. What a novelty that was, the idea of a holiday. “I guess.”


 


Faizel continued. “You must have come
back at least once and found that your car choked. And that’s when it hadn’t
been used for a few weeks. Imagine what they are like after sixteen years.”


 


The black sky was compounded by
clouds thick enough to cover the glow of the moon. Darkness seeped down from
above and covered our faces in shadows. 


 


Ben stood still, pulled Alice back.
“Can we stop, mum?”


 


She put her hand on his shoulder.
“We’ve got to keep going.”


 


He screwed up his face, looked like
he was about to cry. “But I’m tired.”


 


Dan stopped now. He dropped his bag
on the floor, let out a huff of air. “Can you shut that kid up?”


 


Alice gave Ben a gentle squeeze. She
walked over to Dan and without saying anything, she punched him in the gut. 


 


Dan bent over and took hoarse
breaths. He blinked and then lifted his head. He held his fists at his sides
and his face glimmered with anger. 


 


I stepped in between them. “Cut that
shit out,” I said. I turned to Alice. “Don’t ever do that again. That isn’t how
we do things.”


 


Alice’s face was twisted, her body
tense. “If he talks to my child that way again I’ll do worse.”


 


Faizel dropped his pack on the ground
too. It seemed we were stopping, but this was the wrong place to do it. The
motorway was completely in the open, and we had no cover. If any infected saw
us, or God forbid a stalker, we’d have nowhere to hide.


 


“We need a plan, Kyle. We can’t just
walk down the motorway.”


 


I nodded. I’d driven down this road a
few times before the outbreak, and I knew how far it stretched. I didn’t have
any intention of walking all the way to Bury, because it would take too long
and Justin could be long gone by then.


 


“There’s a service station up ahead.
Maybe we can find a car and get some sleep for a couple of hours. But we’re
moving at first light.”


 


Dan bent down and rubbed his calf.
His heavyset body shook with each breath, but I didn’t know whether it was
through exhaustion or through anger at Alice. 


 


“You’re pushing us too much. I’m sick
of this shit.”


 


I picked up my pack, heaved it on my
back. I was moving no matter how much he moaned.  “Just a little bit
longer. Man up.”


 


***


 


The service station consisted of a
petrol garage and a large complex that housed fast-food chains and shops.
Truckers and long-distance commuters went there to fill up their cars, use the
toilet, grab some food or just have a nap before continuing their journeys. I’d
been a few times myself when I travelled for work. There was something lonely
about the service station; everyone who used it was usually hundreds of miles
away from their families, spending nights away from them for a job that made
them miserable. If only we’d realised how precious that time was.


 


The crazy thing was that during the
first years of the outbreak, when things turned bad and got progressively
worse, people carried on with their jobs. They kept going to business meetings,
wearing suits, travelling to work. They pretended everything was okay. If only
we’d looked around us and seen how screwed things really were, maybe we could
have prepared better.


 


We’d taken the outbreak too lightly,
but there was no reason why we wouldn’t; we’d heard it all before with Swine
Flu and Ebola. There was always a fresh reason the world was going to end. Even
as the news reports flooded in, most people still got dressed and went to work.
They thought someone would find a cure. They believed that if they just acted
like everything was okay, then the whole mess would blow over.


 


A dozen cars were parked up outside
the services, various models ranging from tiny hatchbacks to four wheel drives.
Maybe one of these would work. We were here, so it was worth checking.


 


The rest of the group lagged behind.
Ben slid his feet on the floor so that Alice had to drag him along. Dan idled
at the back, staring at the floor. Faizel stood and took in his surroundings,
drinking big gulps of air. The weight of his pack and the miles we’d covered
didn’t seem to bother him.


 


“What do you think, Faizel?” I said.
“Reckon any of these cars will work?”


 


He sucked in his cheeks. “Maybe.”


 


“How about we check them first, then
we get some sleep? We could smash their windows and get some rest in the back.”


 


Dan caught up to us. “Can’t we check
in the morning?”


 


It would have been better to wait
until morning, when we were all refreshed, but my arms and legs were filled
with agitation. I kept imagining Justin in the back of the van, wondering about
what Whittaker was going to do to him. Whatever it was, I wouldn’t abandon him
to it.


 


“The quicker we check, the sooner you
can rest.”


 


We went to each car, opened the
bonnets by force and waited while Faizel did his checks. My eyelids felt heavy
after we worked through ten of them without getting lucky.


 


Faizel stood away from the bonnet of
a red Peugeot. He smiled. 


 


“Think we have a winner,” he said.


 


Dan gave a sarcastic grin, too wide to
be genuine. “Fantastic.”


 


I walked over, patted Faizel on the
back. “Good stuff. Now we just need the keys.”


 


Alice pressed her head into the back
window of the car and peered in. “There’s a business jacket hung up on the back
seat.”


 


I nodded. The service station was the
size of a warehouse and stood at the end of the car park. “Must have been a
business man who went for a piss. He’ll have the keys on him.”


 


It amazed me, at first, the way that
some people kept on going right to the end. Even when the country was falling
apart some people still put on their suit in the morning and headed off to
work, as if clinging to their normal life would somehow keep it from slipping
away.


 


Dan scoffed. “You’re saying we go in
there?”


 


It was the only way. He would still
have the car keys on him. The business man would have parked up, gone into the
services and died. That’s what happened back then; the start of the outbreak
was a slow progression, but when things got really bad, it happened without
warning. 


 


I didn’t want to do it any more than
Dan did, but we had no choice. Every second we wasted we let Whittaker get
further away, and even after getting Justin back, we still had to see if the
wave of infected existed and then return to Vasey before Moe left.


 


I took a deep breath, held a
confidant pose. “We have to do this. It won't be so bad.”


 


Dan rubbed the bridge of his nose.
“So all we’ve got to do is go in there,” he said, pointing, “Find a
suit-wearing infected among God knows how many monsters are in there, kill it
and take the car keys?”


 


I took my knife from my belt and
tightened my grip around it. 


 


“Exactly.”
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The dark glass doors of the service
station loomed ahead. Adrenaline washed through my body and soaked my veins in
a nervous energy that made my fingers twitch. Dan walked behind us, his
reluctance showing in each slow step. Faizel slipped his fire axe out of his
belt, held it casually at his side. He looked like he was taking a walk in the
park.


 


“Need to ask you something,” I said. 


 


Faizel turned his head to me. “Go
ahead.”


 


“Back at your house, why wasn’t Sana
talking to you?”


 


Dan scoffed. “Is this really the time
for a chat?”


 


We had better things to think about,
but I needed to know. Faizel was always calm no matter what went on around us,
and I couldn’t understand how a guy like that could have upset his wife so
much.


 


Faizel’s tightened his fingers around
his axe. “I promised her I wasn’t going out again.”


 


“To the Wilds?”


 


He nodded. “I told her I’d give up
being a scout. Actually, I was going to ask you if I could help in the fields.”


 


“Faizel the farmer,” said Dan.


 


Faizel grimaced. “You would
understand if you had anyone to think about but yourself.”


 


I slid the service station door open.
Inside, the darkness looked thick enough to wade through, but we couldn’t risk
flashlights because of the unwanted attention they would bring. I closed the
door quietly behind us.


 


“Stick to the walls,” I said.


 


The main lobby was the size of a
school hall. Fast food chains, newsagents and coffee shops split off from it,
and benches were spread out in the centre. Next to them, plant pots the size of
boulders stood empty, the plants having wilted away years ago. 


 


“How the hell are we meant to find
it?” said Dan.


 


The darkness thinned as my eyes
adjusted. Black outlines of the infected lay prone on the floor. Some of them
stirred, kicked their legs out, rolled their heads to one side. It was like
they were sleeping. 


 


You got so used to thinking of the
infected as being devoid of brain function that it was amazing to see the
differences in their behaviours. In the Wilds, most of them would stumble around
until they found someone to eat. But when they were indoors, they usually shut
down, only rising when something jolted their senses.


 


We were looking for an infected
wearing a business suit, minus the jacket. Hopefully there weren’t too many of
them around because I wanted this done quickly. A weight sat on my shoulders as
though the darkness was pressing down on me.


 


“They should stay dormant if we’re
quiet,” I said.


 


We followed the curve of the wall
until it stopped outside a newsagent shop. A rack of magazines lined one wall.
On the other, bottles of spirits were stacked together. Dan eyed them like a
wolf watching a flock of sheep.


 


“Nope,” I said, reading his
intentions.


 


“Give me a minute.”


 


“I swear to God, Dan, if you even
think about – “


 


As the words dropped from my tongue
Dan had already moved away, his brain guiding him straight to the alcohol. It
was hard to believe that a few minutes ago he had been reluctant to even come
in here, and now he was shopping for whiskey. To a man like Dan, life was about
the small pleasures. The future was a hard concept to grasp, but the warm glow
of whiskey as it slid down his throat was something he understood well.  I
guess some instincts overruled fear, no matter how banal they were.


 


I turned to Faizel. “Looks like it’s
down to us.”


 


I could see more of the lobby now
that my eyes had grown used to the darkness. The infected at the far end of the
room were still vague black forms that wriggled every so often, but I could
make out the features of the ones nearby; a woman in a Costa Coffee uniform, a
man wearing a janitor apron. I couldn’t see our business man.


 


“There he is,” said Faizel, and
pointed.


 


I followed the direction of his
outstretched hand, my eyes peeling away the layers of darkness until I saw what
he meant. The infected in the business suit was slumped against a bench as if
he were killing time in-between meetings.


 


Glass clinked behind us. Dan picked
bottles from the shelf, held the labels close to his eyes and strained to read
them. He was probably looking for whisky; that was his drink of choice, and
unlike most things it actually improved with age.


 


Faizel put his hand on my shoulder.
“Your knife will be better for this. Get as close as you can and kill it.”


 


I grimaced at the idea of approaching
the infected in the dark. What if I tripped over something or made some other
noise that got its attention? The last thing we needed was a fight. I knew I
was being irrational.  I’d spent years in the Wilds, and I knew how to be
quiet when I needed to be.


 


I moved forward, my boots treading
lightly on the floor. My ears were sensitive to every sound, and even my own
breathing was like a gush of wind. A shiver ran through my chest.


 


I stopped a few feet shy of the
infected, let my raging pulse settle. The infected didn’t sense that I was
behind it, and if my hammering heart made any sound, the infected obviously
couldn’t hear. I took a deep breath, clenched my knife in my hand. One short
stab in the temple. That’s all it will take. I tensed my arm, pulled it
back and got ready to plunge it into the infected’s head.


 


There was a crash behind me, the
sound of glass bottles smashing onto the floor.


 


“Shit!” shouted Dan.


 


 The newsagent’s floor was
covered in broken glass, and liquid seeped out onto the floor. Dan stood with
his hands against the row of bottles and tried to steady the ones that hadn’t
fallen yet.


 


The infected behind me groaned. By
the time I faced it, the monster was already climbing over the bench to get at
me. Other shuffling sounds came from the shadows of the lobby, and black shapes
lifted creaking limbs off the floor and straightened themselves. All of them
turned in my direction and walked.


 


Adrenaline burst in my chest, bled
into my bloodstream.  I took a step back and let the infected fall over
the bench and topple face first into the floor. I bent down, twisted my knife
through its skull until the tip drilled deep into brain tissue.


 


With shaking hands I searched through
the infected’s pockets. I touched the leather of a tattered wallet, loose
change, scrunched up paper. My nerve endings fired as I searched, a mad panic
flowing through me. I closed my fingers on a sharp set of keys.


 


“Got them,” I said. There was no
point being quiet anymore; we just needed to get the hell out of there.


 


“Oh fuck!” shouted Dan.


 


An infected lurched across the shop
and dived at him, and Dan crashed back into the liquor shelf. The remaining
bottles rolled onto the floor, smashed, sent vodka and whisky spraying over the
shop, the alcohol fumes strong enough to pinch my nostrils.


 


Faizel ran into the shop. He grabbed
the infected by the shoulders, dragged it back. Two more lurched out of the
shadows and took hold of Faizel’s shoulders. One lowered its head at him,
gnashing its teeth toward his neck. 


 


Dan pounced forward, grabbed it by
the hair. He pulled its head back and smashed it into the corner of a shelf,
and there was a cracking sound as the metal pierced the infected’s skull. 


 


A cacophony of groans rose behind me.
The infected walked in my direction, their feet dragging on the lobby floor.
Some retched, others coughed as if their throats were clotting with blood. I
put the keys in my pocket and gripped my knife tight enough for the handle to
pinch my skin, as if cutting the blood circulation to my hand would somehow
still the feelings of panic rushing through me.


 


Faizel pushed one of the infected
away from him, sent it spinning into the magazine rack. He slipped his fire axe
from his belt, span to face the other infected. He was a second too late, and
as he readied to strike, the infected opened its mouth and bit into his arm. 


 


Faizel let out a shout, grabbed the
infected by the neck and smashed the blade of his axe into its head, carving
through the bone and slicing into the brain. He pushed it away and let the
corpse sag to the floor. He held his bicep, inspected the bite marks on his
arm. It was a jagged row of dents that cut into his flesh, and dark blood
spilled through the grooves.


 


Dan straightened up. He looked at
Faizel’s arm, and then looked at me. No words needed to be said. We knew what
this meant, but there wasn’t time to process it.


 


I gripped my knife, held it ready to
strike as we made our way to the doors.


 


***


 


I had never been so glad to feel cold
air rush at my face. It reminded me that I was alive, that I wasn’t going to be
trapped in the service station with the infected, doomed to spend the afterlife
trying to fill a never-ending hunger.


 


Faizel followed me, his back bent. He
clutched his arm and blood seeped between the gaps between his fingers and ran
down the back of his palm. His face was twisted as though he was fighting back
shouts of pain.


 


Dan shut the door behind him, slid
his hammer between the bars. He looked up to the sky. His cheeks were pure
white, and he sucked in breaths so deep it was like they were going to be were
his last. He looked at Faizel, and his eyes narrowed.


 


“He’s losing pints,” he said, eyeing
the blood that oozed from Faizel’s wound, welled between his fingers and
dripped onto the floor.


 


There was too much to process. Faizel
was bitten. The infection would drip into his veins and spread through his
blood stream. His antibodies would go to war, and ultimately they would lose.
We could stop the bleeding, but we couldn’t stop the infection.


 


Faizel took a faltering step then
sank to his knees. I put my arms around his waist, heaved him to his feet and
threw his arm over my shoulders. Dan looked back at the service station doors,
then took Faizel’s other arm.


 


There was a scream across the car
park. Alice stood in front of the car, Ben hidden behind her. Her wide eyes stared
at something on the ground, but my view of it was obstructed by a four by four
that was parked across two spaces.


 


“Alice,” I said. A jolt of panic shot
through me for the woman who had knocked me out hours earlier.


 


Faizel tried to hurry, but his energy
drained and after a few steps he dragged his feet across the floor. When we
moved clear enough of the four by four to get a view, a sudden shard of ice
stabbed through my chest. I stopped, my legs heavy. 


 


A stalker prowled across the concrete
toward Alice and Ben. It moved on all fours, two thin legs pushing it forward
and claw-capped hands scraping on the floor. It sniffed at the ground and slid
its red tongue across the stone, a wheezing growl coming from its throat.


 


I stopped. My natural defence
mechanisms fired, and every instinct at my body told me turn in the opposite
direction. I knew how dangerous stalkers were, and how quick they could move.
Whatever mutation had diluted their DNA, it had twisted their human form, made
them more agile. Alice had seconds at the most. I tried to put a foot forward,
but it was like moving lead.


 


Faizel coughed. Flecks of blood spat
onto the ground. His left hand was completely covered in blood, and the crimson
flowed down Dan’s supporting shoulder.


 


Alice took a step back, pushed Ben
even further behind her. She held her crowbar in a death grip and raised it
ready to strike. Even thirty metres away, I could see how her hand hands shook
as she wrapped them around the iron.


 


Dan and I moved forward, heaving Faizel
along with us. Every so often he stuck a foot out and pressed it into the
floor, but he only managed one step before he switched back to dragging them.
With his added weight, I would never get to Alice in time. I took his arm,
wound it off my shoulder.


 


“Put him down,” I told Dan.


 


We lay Faizel on the floor. Behind
us, infected reached the glass service station doors and banged at them, their
primal senses telling them that they needed to break the glass to get at us.
Hopefully, with Dan’s hammer barring them in place, the doors would hold.


 


“Stay with him,” I said to Dan.


 


I expected him to refuse, but instead
he looked down at his friend, his face pallid and his shoulders tight, and then
nodded. On some level, Dan must have understood that this was his fault; if he
hadn’t decided to stock up on alcohol, Faizel wouldn’t have been bitten. 


 


I ran toward Alice. Each step on the
concrete jarred my busted leg, but I winced through the pain and carried on.
Thirty metres lay between Alice and me; the stalker had only five feet.


 


The creature slid into a crouch,
ready to pounce. Sweat ran over the skin of its back, and muscles rippled
between the framework of bones that stuck out from its spine. 


 


My heart exploded in my chest.  I’m
not going to make it. I can’t get there in time. The hopelessness of it
nearly sank me to my knees.


 


Alice turned her back on the stalker.
She pushed Ben hard so that he stumbled back. I was close enough to hear her
now. “Run,” she told him. 


 


Ben’s eyes were black discs. “But mum
-”


 


“Just run!”


 


She shoved him away from her, and
then turned to face the stalker. In the face of death her eyes turned to stone.
She gripped the crowbar tightly enough to drain the blood from her fingers.


 


I stumbled through the pain, closed the
metres. I ran as fast as my leg let me, but it wasn’t quick enough.


 


The stalker coiled its body and got
ready to spring. The seconds dragged, as though my brain were forcing me to
experience this moment in as much detail as possible, as though it wanted me to
watch Alice die. I would never get there in time.


 


A shadow stepped from behind the four
by four behind the stalker, a small figure with a black hood over their head.
They walked up to the stalker and raised their hand. A machete gleamed in the moonlight.
The stalker sensed the person, but before it could turn round they sank the
blade deep into its back.


 


The stalker opened its mouth and
wailed. Alice’s instincts fired, and she stepped forward and slammed her
crowbar into its face. The hooded figure pulled their machete out of the
stalker's back, steeled their grip and then plunged it back in.


 


The stalker twisted in pain. In a
fair fight, the stalker versus both people, the stalker would always win. The
element of surprise was the only thing that had let them beat it.


 


The hooded person put a boot on the
stalker’s back pushed the creature onto its belly. They stood over it, raised
their machete. The sleeves of their coat slid down and revealed a bony wrist
with veins pressing against the skin. They brought their machete down with a
grunt and sliced halfway through the stalker’s neck, spilling blood that was as
dark and thick as tar.


 


The hooded figure stepped back,
caught a breath. They lifted their hand to their hood and pulled it back. 
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It was a woman with a slim build and
thin face. The shadow of a tattoo covered her neck, but I couldn’t make out the
details in the dark. Her blonde hair was cut into a short bob, the roughness of
the strands marking it as a job she’d done herself. Her face was dirty, but
blue eyes shone from the grime. She scowled at me as I approached.


 


“Thank you,” said Alice, then she
turned to find Ben.


 


The woman stepped behind Alice,
grabbed her by the neck and held her machete to it. Alice struggled, but the woman’s
grip gave her no movement.


 


“Don’t move.” Her voice was hoarse,
as though she hadn’t used it in weeks, and her accent was Mancunian.


 


I walked forward, clutched my knife.
My lungs churned air and my blood pumped it through to the extremities that had
been numbed at the sight of the stalker.


 


The woman gripped Alice and pivoted
them both until she faced me. 


 


I held my hand out. “Take it easy,” I
said.


 


The grip on her machete relaxed a
centimetre. Alice shoved her weight into her and slammed the woman into the
car. The woman span around, raised her arm and smashed the handle of the
machete into Alice’s head. Alice fell to the ground.


 


“Mum!” shouted Ben, and ran over to
her.


 


The woman pulled Alice upright,
making no work of heaving a much heavier woman to her feet. She held the
machete back to her neck and pressed it tight against the skin.


 


There were footsteps behind me, and
Dan stood at my side with Faizel leaning into his shoulders. Faizel’s face
looked like it was made of cold crystal, and his eyes were glazed. Dan looked
at the woman and his face twisted. He lowered Faizel to the ground and took the
fire axe from the dying man’s belt.


 


The woman pressed the blade of the
machete tighter against Alice’s neck. A millimetre more pressure and she would
puncture the skin. 


 


“Drop your weapons, all of you.
Especially you, tubby.”


 


Dan’s eyes cooked. “Fuck you.”


 


The woman didn’t even blink. She
nodded at her machete that connected with Alice’s throat, only a thin layer of
skin stopping the blade from drawing blood. “I’ll slit her throat, and you can
watch her bleed.”


 


Blood pounded in my ears and my
throat dried. After all we’d been through to get the car keys, I wasn’t going
to let this ruin everything. For a second, fury gave me tunnel vision. It
blinded my thoughts and blurred the danger of the machete against Alice’s neck.


 


“Touch her and you’ll die before she
hits the ground,” I said.


 


“Maybe, but I’ll have still have time
to kill the boy,” she said.


 


Ben looked at her and took a step
back, his face a screen of fear.


 


I could tell she was serious. In the
Wilds I’d seen enough of the dark side of people to know the difference between
those who threatened violence, and those who were capable of it. The grime on
this woman’s face didn’t cover skin, it covered cold stone.


 


I let my knife clatter to the ground.
I looked at Dan and nodded. At first he tightened his grip around the handle of
the axe. Then he looked at the woman, and he came to the same conclusion as me.
He threw the axe on the floor.


 


The air was thick with tension.
Hearts hammered, and frayed nerves took on more strain. Someone was going to
snap, and it seemed to me that we were in the losing position. Faizel twisted
on the floor beside me, clutching his bitten arm close to his chest. We
couldn’t afford more bloodshed tonight. 


 


“What’s your name?” I said.


 


“The fuck you care?” the woman spat.


 


I kept my voice level. “This will go
better if we all calm the hell down. Maybe we can help you.”


 


 The woman gave a flicker of a
grin as sarcastic as it was fleeting. “Name’s Lena-Lou. Friends used to call me
Lou, but they’re all dead now.” 


 


Alice twisted in Lou’s grip, then
gasped as the woman pressed her machete deeper. The blade broke skin, and a
sliver of blood trickled from her capillaries.


 


I held my hand up. “Easy, Alice.” I
looked Lou in the eye. “I’m Kyle. These guys are Dan and Faizel. The boy there
is Ben, and that’s his mother you’re holding.”


 


Lou nodded down at Faizel. “What’s
wrong with him?”


 


Faizel groaned. I’d never seen him
show pain before, never even seen him complain. To watch his face twist and
unnatural moans spit out of his mouth sent a shock of ice up my spine.


 


“He needs help,” I said. “Leave us be
and that'll be it. I don’t know what you want, but I promise you we don’t want
anything to do with you.”


 


Lou reached out her free right hand
and tapped the roof of the car. “This your ride?”


 


I nodded.


 


“Give me the keys.”


 


I took a step forward.


 


“No, idiot. Throw them to me.”


 


I dug the keys out of my pocket,
twisted the keyring in my fingers. I gave a weak underarm throw and they landed
a few feet short of Lou.


 


Lou stepped forward whilst keeping
her grip on Alice, but this time it seemed a struggle, as though the strain was
getting to her. She closed her eyes, gave a sigh.


 


“Okay, genius. You’re going to have
to pass them to me.”


 


I picked up the keys. Lou stretched
her arm out toward me. As I passed them, I slipped a key between my fingers and
clenched my hand into a fist. Too quick for Lou to react, I threw a punch at
her face, sinking the end of the key into her cheek.


 


Lou shouted in pain. She stumbled
back, clutched her hand to her cheek. Alice squirmed from her grip. Blood
rushed to her cheeks and left her bright red. She steadied herself, and then
shifted all her weight into Lou, slamming her into the side of the car. 


 


Lou’s legs gave way and she fell to
the floor. Alice stood over her, swung her leg and sunk it deep into her ribs
with a blow so hard it made me wince. Lou groaned with pain and clutched her
elbows toward her ribs. Alice readied for another kick.


 


“Enough," I said.


 


Creases cut deep into Alice’s face as
she screwed it in anger. “Don’t ever threaten my son again, bitch.”


 


She heaved her leg back and gave Lou
another swift kick.


 


“Dan, stop her,” I said.


 


Dan put himself between Lou and
Alice, gently pushed the older woman back. 


 


“Get her to her feet,” I said.


 


Dan put his hand out and grabbed hold
of Lou. He leaned his body back and took her weight as she got up. When Lou
stood she blinked for a second, dazed. Then she pivoted her body back and swung
her fist into Dan’s face.


 


There was a crack as his nose
exploded. He grabbed Lou by the neck and slammed her hard enough into the car
to shake her bones. He squeezed her throat, his face turning red as he applied
pressure. Lou choked for air, sucked in raspy breaths through her closed
throat. She curled her hands into fists, and sunk one into Dan’s ribs.


 


“That’s enough!” I said.


 


I put my hand on Dan’s shoulder and pulled
him away from Lou.


 


The woman bent forward, made the
sound of a thirty-a-day smoker as she sucked in deep breaths. She looked up at
me. Hate sizzled in her eyes, and the grime smeared on her face made her look
feral.


 


It was a look that I recognised.
Once, after weeks of sleeping on the forest floor, I’d stumbled across an
abandoned cottage. I remembered standing in the bathroom and looking at myself
in the mirror, straining to recognise the pathetic creature that stared back.
The Wilds stripped away your humanity layer by layer until it left nothing but
a husk.


 


I understood this woman; I had an
idea what she’d been through, but that didn’t make her any less dangerous. I
didn’t know what to do with her. What did you do with a rat after you cornered
it? If you let it go, there was always the chance it would go for the jugular.


 


Alice clutched her arms around Ben. A
drip of blood trickled from cut made by Lou’s machete.  Dan knelt by
Faizel and put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. 


 


“He’s slipping,” he said.


 


I ran my hand through my hair. Blood
pumped from Faizel’s arm, the torrent of it too thick for us to stop. Even if
we could, he was infected now. No matter how long we stretched out his life,
the disease was going to take him. And then he would be a danger to us all.


 


Seeing Faizel this way sent a deep
ache through my gut. I thought about Faizel’s child, the boy who asked for
reassurance that his dad was coming back. Faizel was leaving his family behind;
a boy who would never see his father again, a wife whose last interaction with
her husband was to refuse to speak to him. She would carry that guilt for the
rest of her life, but it was nothing next to the guilt I would shoulder for
bringing him with me.


 


“I don’t know what to do,” I said.


 


It was too much for me to process. I
couldn’t think, couldn’t decide. Being leader was something that had been
forced upon me, and it was more apparent than ever that I wasn’t the right
person for it.


 


Dan rubbed his hand across his face,
and a long sigh escaped between his fingers. When he pulled his hand away, a
smear of blood trailed from his forehead to his chin.


 


“I don’t have a damn clue.”


 


Faizel twisted as pain pulsed through
him.


 


Lou stepped away from the car.
“What’s happened to him?”


 


Dan looked up.


 


“The hell is it to you?”


 


She took another step forward,
stopped above Faizel’s body. She spoke again with measured force behind each
syllable.


 


“Tell me what happened to him.”


 


I spoke through clenched teeth. “Same
thing that happens to everyone, eventually.”


 


If my words shocked her, her face
didn’t show it. She was from the Wilds, and she knew exactly what I meant. “He
was bitten?”


 


I nodded.


 


Ben’s sniffling broke the weight of
the silence, and Faizel gave a weak groan. Lou’s stony expression cracked. She
knelt beside Faizel’s body, ran her hand across his sweat-covered head.


 


“You know what’s happening, don’t
you? Inside your body?”


 


Faizel strained to look at her, and
for a second the sight of the strange woman anesthetised the pain. He choked
out a word.


 


“Yes.”


 


Lou gave a sad smile. “Then you’ll
understand why I’m doing this.”


 


Before any of us could react, she
slid a knife from a sheath above her boot. She raised it in the air and in one swift
movement brought it down onto Faizel’s head, cutting into his temple and
sinking it deep into his brain.
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She twisted the knife and then yanked
it back out. The lights in Faizel’s eyes faded until they were two glass balls
that stared sadly at the ground. Blood seeped from his arm like an oil slick,
the current thinning as the pumping of his blood slowed to a stop.


 


I wanted to sink to the ground and
cover my face. All I could think about was Faizel’s boy; his tears, his need
for reassurance about his father, and my refusal to give it. Sana was going to
have to tell him the news. She was going to have to raise the boy without the
father who was in many ways the perfect role model.


 


Alice knelt on the floor with Ben
pressed against her, his head buried in her chest, sniffling sounds drifting
out. My chest ached, and I wanted to look away. I knew I couldn’t do that. We
had to face up to death, accept it as part of living. Alice needed to show Ben
more of the bad side of the world, because he sure as hell would have to get
used to it when he was older.


 


Dan’s eyes were red, a contrast to
the whiteness of his cheeks. He rubbed them and glared at Lou. When he spoke,
his voice shook.


 


“He had a wife and son. Look what
you’ve done.”


 


Lou wiped the blade of the knife on
her cargo pants, which left the metal gleaming but smeared a red stain on her
leg. She bent down and slipped it into her boot.


 


“Do you think I had any choice?”


 


Dan gripped Faizel’s limp arm. They
had spent a long time together in the Wilds when they were scouting for Moe,
and it was impossible not to feel some sort of connection with someone who
shared life and death experiences with you. For Dan, it just took his friend’s
death to show it.


 


He looked up at me, his face
searching for something. “Maybe we could have found a cure. This Whittaker guy
– “


 


Lou stepped forward, crouched down.
Her eyes narrowed.


 


“Say that again.”


 


“We could have found a cure – “


 


She waived her hand in the air. “Not
that. The name.”


 


Dan’s face slackened. “Whittaker?”


 


Lou straightened up. “How do you know
Whittaker?”


 


“Do you know him?” I said.


 


Lou leant against the car bonnet. She
nodded. “I’m going after him myself. I know where he is.”


 


I tilted my head to the side. I had
every reason not to trust this woman. She had held a machete to Alice’s neck
and she had killed Faizel in front of us. She had slipped a knife through his
skull without even letting him say goodbye. By all rights, I should have killed
her.


 


That was the old way of thinking, the
old attitude to grief; sadness and retribution. In this hellish world, grief
was a luxury. You had to compartmentalise things, weigh emotions against
practicality. I knew that if I let myself think about Faizel my eyes would
start to burn, my voice would choke. I pushed my feelings to the side.


 


Nothing would bring Faizel back. But
if she knew where Whittaker was, maybe we could get to Justin. There was a
chance that something could be salvaged from this mess.


 


“Where is he?” I said.


 


She shook her head. “Take me with
you.”


 


Dan leapt to his feet, his pale
cheeks flooding with blood. “No way!” He turned to me. “Kyle, we can’t take her
with us. I don’t give a shit if she knows where Whittaker is.”


 


Alice pushed down on Ben’s shoulder
so that he sat on the ground. “Wait here a minute.” Then she walked over to us.
She glared at Lou, whose face didn’t register it in the slightest, then turned
to me. “I don’t trust her, Kyle.”


 


Lou crossed her feet. “Well trust
this; I don’t know why you’re looking for Whittaker, but there’s no chance
you’ll find him without me.”


 


I put my hand to my chin. Lou was
right. Getting the car, driving to Bury, we were driving into a haystack
looking for a needle. If Lou knew where to go, we could make it in time to stop
Whittaker doing whatever it was he wanted to do. There was just the question of
trusting this woman to guide us there.


 


I recognised something about Lou. She
had a flinch in her eyes that only living in the Wilds would give you. None of
the Vasey residents had it, save Faizel and Dan. It was something you got when
you saw what the world was really like, when you’d done things to survive that
most people couldn’t stomach. That was why no matter how much it sickened me to
see Faizel’s lifeless body, I knew why Lou had done it.


 


Lou bent over, picked her machete up
off the floor. Nobody moved to stop her. She slid it into her belt and then
adjusted her coat. The inside was lined with thick fur, but the outside,
reaching up to her hood, was waterproof. The dark blue material was splattered
with mud.


 


“Take me with you, and I’ll take you
to Whittaker.”


 


Alice and Dan turned to me, waited
for me to act. Dan’s face was a grimace. I ran my fingers through my hair, felt
the grease that was compacted between the thick strands.


 


“Why are you looking for him?” I
said.


 


Lou gritted her teeth. The glow of
the moon lit the blue of her neck tattoo. 


 


“I’m going to slit his throat,” she
said.
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The silence that hung in the car said
more than words could. I didn’t need telepathy to tell what everyone was
thinking, and as I drove miles away from the service station, Faizel stayed
with us every inch of the way. The only person unaffected was Lou. She sat in
the passenger seat, pressed her elbow against the window and leant her cheek
into her palm.


 


The light of dawn seeped into the
sky, but the blue was hidden by dense clouds. I could see Lou’s neck tattoo
better in the light; it depicted the inside of her neck – her neck bones,
throat, trachea - as if someone had slit the skin and peeled it back to reveal
the messy workings of the human body that were only separated from the outside
world by a thin layer of skin.


 


On the back seat, Alice leant her
head against the window, and the flickering of her eyelids told me that she was
managing to sleep. Ben was spread out over her with his head buried in her lap
and his legs stretching across the back seat. Dan pushed Ben’s feet away from
him, then leant his head back and stared at the car roof. I held the steering
wheel with one hand and rested the other against the window.


 


“You ever hear anything about a
wave?” I said.


 


Lou blinked, and dark patches sagged
under her eyes. “A wave of what?”


 


“Infected.”


 


She arched an eyebrow. “That’s a
stupid thing to call them.”


 


A car was parked diagonally across
the lane ahead of us. I turned the wheel, shifted us around it. A sign at the
side of the road told us we were ten miles away from Manchester. 


 


The shadow of foreboding that hung
above us grew larger the closer we got to the city. I didn’t want to head that
way, but Lou had told us that there was no way Whittaker would go to Bury. She
knew where he was, and unluckily for us the destination was Manchester.


 


“A guy told me there’s half a million
of them in Manchester, and somehow they all joined together,” I said.


 


Lou bit her lip. “I’ve been in
Scotland.”


 


She glanced out of the window, and
stared deep into the trees that lined that side of the road, as though she were
looking at something that I couldn’t see.


 


“What were you doing up there?”


 


She shrugged her shoulders. “At first
I just wanted to see it. Then I met some people there, got tied down for a
while.”


 


Something about the way she said it
made the words sound hollow. Her answer was too vague, her tone too casual. She
had her reasons for going to Scotland but it was fine if she didn’t want to
share them.


 


The greens of the English country
fields blurred beside us. In summer the grass would be luscious, the branches
of the trees lined with leaves. Now, the branches had alopecia, and the grassy
fields were starved of sunlight.


 


My eyelids started to drop and the
car drifted an inch into the next lane. I decide it was time for us to stop,
because I’d learnt my lesson about trying to push through exhaustion,
especially when I was driving.


 


There was a field on our left, an
expanse of green that cut a contrast to the endless grey of the motorway. White
lines were painted on the grass, markings that drew the borders of a cricket
pitch. At the end of the pitch stood a beat-up wooden pavilion that looked like
it had been built by a ten year old. I pulled to the side of the motorway and
switched off the engine. 


 


***


 


“I need the toilet,” said Ben. 


 


“There’s a river down there,” said
Alice, pointing. “I’ll take him to the toilet.”


 


I shook my head. “Don’t let him do it
in the river. We might need to collect drinking water.”


 


“Sure, sorry. My brain isn’t
working.”


 


I pointed to the pavilion. “Lou and I
will check that out, see if we can find anything useful. What about you, Dan?”


 


Dan rubbed his eyes and grunted.
“I’ll get some sleep in the car.”


 


Lou and I set off toward the
pavilion. In truth I didn’t want her anywhere near me; the tips of her fingers
were stained red with Faizel’s blood, and I still had no reason to trust her.
I’d learned a harsh lesson from Harlowe back in Vasey; that survivors would do
anything to stay alive.


 


The pavilion was locked, but the door
looked weak at the hinges. I braced myself and then sank my weight into it, and
the weak wood shifted and the lock broke. A shower of dust fell from the
ceiling, and I coughed as I took some in my lungs.


 


“This one’s a loser,” said Lou,
stepping in to the room.


 


There wasn’t much to see. A few
cupboards and shelves, a dirty couch. Cricket uniforms discarded on the floor,
the once white material now grey with dust. In the corner a few cardboard boxes
were stacked against the wall, and a framed photograph of a cricket team hung
above them. The players all wore their whites and held their bats proudly in
front of them. The captain clutched a trophy that crowned them Radcliffe
Division C winners of 2013. Dust trailed across the glass of the frame,
smearing out the smiles of their faces.


 


“You take the shelves, I’ll take the
boxes,” I said.


 


I picked up the top box, braced my
arms and took the weight. As I lifted it, my biceps stretched and tensed and
blood rushed to my muscles. It was heavier than it looked. When I heaved it
onto the floor and saw what was inside, I smiled.


 


“Got some cricket bats,” I said.


 


Lou slammed a cupboard door shut, and
the handle twisted out of place and dropped onto the floor.  “Good,
because I haven’t found shit.”


 


I lifted another box from the stack,
placed it on the floor. It was full of red-purple corky balls. I knew from
experience that if one hit you in the face it hurt like hell, and I still had
the tiny dent in my forehead that was the scar of a school cricket match gone
wrong.


 


“Lou,” I said. “How do you know
Whittaker?”


 


She picked up the handle and attached
it back to the shelf as though she were fixing it for whoever might come in
here after us, despite the fact that the dust in here hadn’t been disturbed for
years.


 


“Don’t want to talk about it,” she
said. “I just knew him, from before.”


 


“Before the outbreak?”


 


“I don’t want to talk about it.”


 


I lifted down another box, this one
lighter. It was full of plastic crotch guards, which were your best friend when
you had a cricket balls flying at you. 


 


“So why were you in Scotland?”


 


She shrugged. “Just wanted to get as
far away from it all as possible.”


 


I knew how she felt because after
Clara died, I had done the same. My brother in law, David, was still alive
then, but I had abandoned him because in my selfishness, I couldn’t face
people. I needed to be alone, to walk a lonely path in silence, one that was
only cut by the moans of the infected. Somehow their pathetic guttural cries
seemed better company than people.


 


Now I knew how wrong that was. All of
us who were still alive had been given the gift of survival, and wasting it was
an insult to the millions who had died. Traveling alone lessened your survival
chances, and if you did that you spat in the faces of those the infected had
taken.


 


This was how I knew that Lou’s
actions were right. Faizel was going to turn, there was no stopping that. The
only thing wrong was the human brain’s inability to process violence, even if
it was necessary to survive. I decided to take a chance. I turned to Lou,
picked my words carefully.


 


 “There’s a town. We’ve got
walls, gates. There’s a couple of hundred of us, and it’s the safest place you
can be these days.”


 


Lou shrugged her shoulders.


 


I picked up a corky ball, twisted it
in my hands, found the ridges which told the bowler where to place his fingers.


 


“I want you to come back with us. It
would be good for you. We could use someone like you.”


 


Lou crossed her arms, and the faint
bulges of her biceps pressed against the fabric of her coat. Living in the
Wilds had toned her physique to a level that, before the outbreak, people used
spend days working in the gym to achieve. If only we’d known back then that
running machines weren’t the secret to fitness; you just had to wait for the
world to end. She put her hand up to her chin and shook her head.


 


“No thanks.”


 


I was going to try and persuade her,
but the sound of an engine rumbled outside the pavilion. Lou and I exchanged
glances. Had someone else driven into the field? Had someone been following
us?


 


I dropped the ball, pushed the
pavilion door open and stepped out onto the grass. Across the field, Alice and
Ben trudged out of the bushes just in front of the river.


 


The headlights of our car illuminated
the middle of the field. Dan sat in the driver’s seat. There was a lurch as he
change gears, and then he reversed the vehicle. 


 


There was no need to ask what he was
doing because I knew that already. As he drove forward and left the field,
spilling the car back onto the motorway, I knew that he had abandoned us.
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 The motorway seemed a lot more
expansive when you walked rather than drove. Alice hung at the back, stopping
every so often to rub her calves. Lou walked beside me and tapped her machete
against her shoulder as if she were pounding out a marching beat for us. Ben
was on my back, his arms around my neck and his legs around my waist. Alice
needed a break, and the kid had been slowing us down.


 


My anger toward Dan burnt with every
step I took, compounded by the weight of Ben on my back. For his sake I kept
the mutter of expletives in my head, stopped them from being verbalised.


 


“So why were you heading toward
Bury?” said Lou.


 


Ben’s legs slipped so I shifted my
weight. “We guessed Whittaker was going either there or Manchester, and there
was the chance that half a million infected were headed out of the city. Bury
seemed like the safest option.”


 


She shook her head. “Whittaker isn’t
one for safe options. For him, his work comes above everything.”


 


“What’s his line of work?”


 


“He was getting his Masters in
Medical biology. He’d just failed his second year exams when the outbreak hit.”


 


My leg ached under the strain of
Ben’s weight. I was going to have to put him down soon, but Alice didn’t look
ready to deal with him. She’d looked depleted ever since seeing the stalker in
the car park, and her fight with Lou.


 


“How do you know him, Lou?”  I
said.


 


“It’s a whole story, a load of shit
that I don’t wanna talk about.”


 


We had covered most of the way to
Manchester in the car, so the walk into the city only took a few hours. We
weren’t heading into the centre, because anyone who went into the middle of the
city didn’t return. Instead, Lou was taking us to a university research
facility that was on the outskirts. 


 


“It was Whittaker’s campus,” she
said. “He basically slept in the lab in his second year. No idea how he failed
his exams; he was obsessed with learning and knew more about the course than
the professor.”


 


Smoke drifted off the horizon, thick
grey plumes that rose into the air. I couldn’t make out what caused them but if
there was a fire, that meant there were people around. Maybe it was Whittaker.


 


As we got closer we saw a car smashed
against a lamp post, the bonnet engulfed in flames. I knew this car. I knew the
man who stood on a wall across from it, with a dozen infected straining to get
at him. The vein on my temple twitched. I wanted to walk away and leave Dan to
deal with the infected himself.


 


Ben stretched his hand out and
pointed. “Dan!” he said.


 


“We should just leave him,” said
Alice. Her voice was strained.


 


Stay with your mother,” I said, and
lowered Ben to the ground. Then I turned to Lou. “Are you up for this?”


 


Lou gripped her machete. “Is he worth
it?”


 


“Nobody deserves to die like that.”


 


Dan saw us when we got closer to the
car. At first he smiled when he thought that his rescue had arrived, but the
expression was quickly replaced by fear as an infected pulled itself onto the
wall. It straightened up and lurched toward him. Dan kicked his boot out, tried
to connect with the infected’s leg but missed. The wind blew a plume of black
smoke in his direction, and he covered his mouth and coughed. 


 


A thick cloud of smoke drifted down
my throat. It blew into my eyes and made them sting. Lou pulled her hood over
her head.


 


Dan gave the infected another kick
and this time he connected, twisting its knee with a crunch. The infected fell
off the wall and into the crowd who waited below with their arms outstretched.
Dan fell back, put his hands out and managed to stay on the wall.


 


I reached the back of the crowd. I
lifted my knife and plunged it deep into the back of the head of the first
infected. Lou swiped her machete at another, cut through its neck tendons and
sent blood spraying out. The disturbance drew the attention of the crowd away
from Dan, and the faces of the undead turned to look at us. 


 


I took a step back, gave myself room
to swing my knife. Lou grunted and buried her machete in the head of an old
infected woman, carving her skull open and revealing the rotted brain that sat
inside.


 


Dan jumped off the wall. He picked up
a brick, cried out and then brought it down on an infected’s head. We kept our
distance and let them come at us one at a time. 


 


After stabbing my knife through the
fifth infected’s skull my hands were covered in thick blood that seeped into my
coat and made it smell like a butcher’s apron. Grey matter clung to the blade
of my knife and sweat poured down my forehead.


 


When the last one dropped, I sank to
the floor. Exhaustion rushed through my limbs, sweat poured from my forehead
and into my eyes and compounded the stinging of the smoke.


 


Dan threw his brick to the floor, and
leant against the wall. Lou wiped her machete on the jacket of a dead infected
and then slid it back into her belt.


 


Alice joined us. “Go sit with Kyle,”
she told Ben.


 


The boy ran over to me and sat down.
I blinked, tried to smile, but my eyes stung and my head pounded.  Alice
walked up to Dan, her tiredness replaced by purposeful strides.


 


Dan looked up. “Alice, am I glad to-”


 


Alice cocked her arm and slammed it
into Dan’s nose. His head lurched back, hit the brick wall behind him, and a
mist of blood exploded from his face. He clutched his nose and groaned with
pain.


 


Alice brought her arm back again.


 


“Alice, don’t,” I said, but my legs
wouldn’t let me stand. 


 


Lou stood and watched with her arms
folded. Dried blood was crusted around her knuckles, and a smear of crimson was
painted on her neck. The veins of her toned arms stuck out and sweat glazed
over her skin.


 


Alice threw another punch, smashed
Dan’s head back against the wall with a crack that made me wince. Dan fell to
the floor. He covered his face with his arms.


 


I willed my legs to work, fought
through exhaustion and got to my feet. My left leg throbbed so badly it was
like the bullet scar had re-opened.


 


“That’s enough Alice,” I said.


 


Her face was red from the blood that
pumped into it. Her features were twisted, almost bestial in her rage. She
pointed at Dan. “You selfish fucking prick!” 


 


I put my hand on her shoulder and
squeezed. “Come on,” I said. “Go to Ben.”


 


Dan straightened up. He pulled his
hands away from his head. It looked like a red paintball had exploded in his
face. He wiped away a clot of blood, spreading it on the back of his hand. 


 


I expected him to apologise or to
explain himself. I thought he would make up an excuse for taking the car.
Instead, the corners of his lips curled into a smile, but his eyes looked
wolf-like.


 


“You think you’re all so high and
mighty,” he said, his voice strained. “Did you know what kind of man your husband
was?”


 


Alice clenched her fists. “What does
Torben have to do with this?”


 


The grin spread wider. His words
became clearer. “Kyle killed him. Bet he hasn’t told you that yet.”
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I led a fractured group to the
university lab, trusting Lou’s directions to get us there. Alice walked at the
back holding Ben’s hand. She didn’t talk to anybody, and instead focussed on
putting one foot in front of the other. Dan walked with his head hung and a
sorrowful look on his face. Maybe he felt guilty.


 


I had to decide what to do with him.
He couldn’t just get away with it; he had taken the car and abandoned us in the
Wilds. He could easily have been leaving us to die. I couldn’t condemn him to
death, but I couldn’t welcome him back into the group either. For now, my mind
was too fuzzy to make a decision.


 


I also needed to sort things out with
Alice. She knew I’d killed her husband, Torben Tusk, and understandably, the
news hadn’t sunk in well. Despite the fact she knew what kind of man he was,
hearing he was dead had upset her. I just wished I had told her the truth
earlier.


 


All of this would wait. We were so
close to finding Whittaker and Justin that everything else– broken
relationships, punishments, decisions – would have to wait until we got Justin
back.


 


“It’s down here,” said Lou, and
turned us away from the street.


 


The science lab looked like it had
been built in the seventies. The grey stone walls were decades overdue a power
wash. The face was covered in windows, some of which were single-glazed and
others double, and all of them were covered in a web of dust. We stopped at the
side door.


 


“You been here before?” I said.


 


Lou nodded. “I’d come and meet him
after class sometimes.”


 


“Where is he likely to be?”


 


She shrugged her shoulders. “Probably
one of the practice labs on the first floor.”


 


The rusty hinges of the door
screeched open. Inside the building our steps echoed from the stone floors and
bounced off the walls. The air smelt like damp mixed with dust, a combination
that added a thick layer of mucus to my nostrils. A staircase spiralled all the
way up to the tenth floor, the steps worn by years of footfall from thousands
of university students.


 


Lou held a hand out and stopped us.
“This was his lab.”


 


The first door was labelled Biology
Laboratory A1. We were so close to Justin now that I felt the valves of my
heart slam open and shut as it pumped blood around my body. Whatever was about
to happen, we weren’t leaving without him.


 


“You guys ready?” I said.


 


Dan blinked, Alice gave a grunt. Lou
held her machete in her hand and nodded.


 


I pushed the door open. A sour waft
of anti-septic solution wrinkled my nose. The science lab looked as up-to-date
as the rest of the building; it should have been overhauled fifty years ago.
 The floor was covered in the shiny material usually found in hospitals. A
wooden rack of shelves held various glass beakers on one side of the room, and
on the other, a counter was pushed against the wall and a bank of microscopes
was set up with transparent petri-dishes next to them.


 


Whittaker stood in front of a
workbench at the far end of the room. Blood was smeared on the arms of his lab
coat, making him look more like a butcher than a scientist. The back line of
his hair was jagged from the poor haircut he had given himself. He was
engrossed in something on the worktop in front of him.


 


A long shape was in front of him, but
I couldn’t see what it was. The room was lit by a single light bulb that hung
in the centre and emitted weak rays that were drowned in the shadows. How could
he work like this?


 


“Whittaker,” I said.


 


His body jerked and he dropped
something. He span round, and his eyes widened when he saw us. He gathered some
control over his face, and he looked at each of us in turn as though he were
evaluating us. When he looked at Lou, the wideness returned.


 


“What are you doing here?” he said.
The tone of his voice was cold, but there was something about it I recognised.


 


“Told you I’d be back,” said Lou.


 


“Where have you been?” 


 


His skin had the grey pallor of a man
who survived on just minutes of sunlight each day. His lab coat spilled over
his shoulders and arms and threatened to drown him. His fingers were thin and
knobbly, the fingers of a puppeteer. Underneath his lab coat, he wore black jeans
and a black t-shirt with “Black Sabbath” painted in red on the front.


 


I stepped forward. I felt the heat of
anger burning in my chest at the thought of what this man had done. He’d taken
Justin, which was bad enough, but I knew he hadn’t been the first. Who else had
he kidnapped? What had he done with them? What had he done with Justin?


 


Whittaker blinked at my approach and
shuffled back. I didn’t give him time to react. I strode forward until I was a
foot away, swung my fist and connected with his cheek. He lurched back and fell
into the worktop behind him. Then I saw what was on top of it.


 


It was Justin. His face was ice, his
eyes were closed. Tubes were connected to his wrists and neck, feeding liquid
into, or out of, his body. A monitor behind him showed a digital display of
numbers, but I didn’t know what they meant. He didn’t move, and I couldn’t see
him breathing.


 


Whittaker squirmed on the floor
beside me. I grabbed the collar of his lab coat and threw him into the centre
of the room. He stuck his hands out and stopped his fall.


 


I wrung my fists. Sweat poured down
my forehead. I couldn’t tell if Justin was alive or dead, but something was
wrong. What sick experiments had Whittaker been performing? My body tensed up,
my muscles quivered.


 


“Is he dead?” I asked, the words
burning my throat.


 


Whittaker put a hand next to him and
used it to support his weight as he stood up. 


 


“Stay on the floor,” I said.


 


Alice stirred behind me. She walked
across the room to Justin’s body and picked up his arm. She pressed her thumb
into his wrist and closed her eyes.


 


“There’s a pulse,” she said.


 


I felt a tiny spark of relief, but it
quickly blew out. “What have you done to him?” 


 


Whittaker crossed his hands in front
of him. “Your friend is part of something great. He’s helping me find a cure.”


 


Bile rose in my throat. “Helping you?
He doesn’t look like he’s doing much to help.”


 


Lou stood beside me. “Just what the
fuck is going on here, Whit?” she said.


 


Whittaker ran his hand through his
dark hair, sweeping back the greasy strands. “Didn’t think I’d see you again,
Lou.”


 


Lou looked toward Justin on the work
bench. Alice had her hand on his forehead now. Lou shook her head. “You’re
crazier than I thought.”


 


From the back of the room, Dan spoke.
“We’ve got the kid. Let’s take him and go.”


 


I shook my head. “We need to decide
what to do with him.”


 


Whittaker tried to stand again, and
the blood drained from his face.


 


“Sit down,” I said.


 


He lowered himself to the ground. His
lip quivered and his voice was strained. 


 


“This was never personal; I have
nothing against you. I have to think above individuals and focus on the
species.”


 


I spoke through gritted teeth. “And
just what the hell does that mean?”


 


Whittaker put his hand in his pocket,
closed his palm around something.


 


“Take your hand out of your pocket,”
I said.


 


He pulled his hand out. “It means
that if I’m going to find a cure, people will have to die along the way.”
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There was obviously some history
between Whittaker and Lou, but you would never have thought it with the way she
treated him; cold indifference, she hardly even acknowledged he was there.


 


“We need to decide what to do with
him,” I said.


 


My thoughts were on Justin. We needed
to get him out of here, and get back to Vasey. I didn’t even know if we could
look for the wave anymore; I didn’t know if I had it in me to carry on after
this.


 


Lou fingered the handle of her
machete. “Kill him,” she said.


 


Whittaker’s cheeks quivered and
creases lined his mottled forehead. “You don’t know what you’re doing. I can’t
die; humanity can’t afford it.”


 


Alice screwed up her face. “Humanity
would come out better for being one wanker short.”


 


I nodded toward Justin. “Tell me what
you’ve done to him.”


 


Whittaker dropped back into a sitting
positon. He rubbed his knees. “He’s in a coma,” he said.


 


My throat burned, my arms tensed. I
thought about the knife on my belt.


 


“Reverse it,” I said.


 


His eyebrows arched and he looked at
me as if I was speaking German.


 


“Take him out of the coma,” I
repeated.


 


He closed his eyes for a second. “He
has to come out of it on his own.”


 


Alice dabbed at Justin’s face with a
tissue. “And will he?”


 


Whittaker shrugged his shoulders.
“Don’t know.”


 


He said it as if he’d been asked what
time the shop closed, as though the question meant nothing. Sweat pooled on my
forehead, and my arm twitched.


 


“You seem pretty fucking blasé about
this,” I said.


 


“My calling runs higher than people,
or individuals. I have to separate the ego from the id,” said Whittaker.


 


“You’ve got your psychology terms
mixed up,” said Alice.


 


I put my hand to my belt and gripped
it around the handle of my knife. “And just what is ‘your calling’?”


 


Whittaker straightened his spine, and
his gaze hardened. 


 


“There is a cure for the infection.
And I’m the man to find it.”


 


Recognition flooded my brain. I knew
who he was, how I knew his voice. He was the man we’d been hearing on the radio
broadcasts in Vasey, the one who had given us hope that there was a way out of
the hell the world had been thrown in to.


 


To think that Justin had spent hours
by the radio trying to communicate with the same man who would put him in a
coma. How many other lives had Whittaker ruined in his search for a cure? I
couldn’t let him go on. There was no cure; just a man who got off from playing
God.


 


I pulled my knife from my belt and
grabbed Whittaker by the collar. Sweat poured down the back of his neck, and he
put his wiry fingers on mine and scratched at me.


 


“You don’t know what you’re doing,”
he said, his voice a mixture of contempt and fear.


 


I clenched my teeth, bit my cheeks.
My heart pounded and my fingers shook, so I tightened my grip around my knife. 


 


Tears hung in the corners of
Whittaker’s eyes, and the flesh of his face was a sickening grey. A thick vein
on his neck pulsed. One stab and this would be over; Whittaker would bleed onto
the floor, and he could never hurt anyone again. 


 


His eyes were bulbous. He rested his
cold fingers on mine. “Please
don’t do this. Everything I did was so we could survive.”


 


I paused a second too long. I should
have raised my knife and plunged it into his neck, but instead I let his words
worm their way into my brain. I relaxed my grip on my knife and took a step
back.


 


“For fucks sake,” said Dan at the
back.


 


Lou looked at me, her eyes
questioning. “What’s wrong?”


 


I hung my head. “I can’t kill him.”


 


Whittaker sank back into a sitting
position, and his whole body sagged. “Thank you.”


 


Hate spat in my voice. “Don’t thank
me. Just tell me what the hell we can do to bring Justin out of the coma.”


 


Whittaker traced a hand across his
head and wiped away the sweat. “I told you, you can’t. He has to wake up
himself.”


 


I looked at Lou. “There’s rope in my
pack,” I said. “Tie him up, and we’ll decide what to do with him later.”
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Maybe there was a way Whittaker could
live. Perhaps somewhere inside him was a man who could be redeemed. After all,
his motives were to help the human race to survive. It was just that where his
motives were grey, his methods were black.


 


I rolled my sleeve over my hand and
wiped a smear of dust off the window. The streets below were empty save for a
few infected stumbling across the concrete. I still couldn’t believe that
somewhere out there, there might be half a million of them travelling as one.


 


The hours went by and the need to
make a decision grew. Alice and Ben stayed with Justin. She still hadn’t spoken
to me, but looking after Justin seemed to make her feel better. I knew that she
had a soft spot for him after he had protected Ben from Whittaker.


 


The door behind me opened. Lou walked
in, a clutch of notepads in her hands.


 


“You’ve got to see this,” she said.


 


She slammed the papers down on the
desk in front of me. There were at least a thousand sheets of A4 lined paper,
and each one was covered back-to-font with tiny black handwriting. 


 


“What’s this?”


 


Lou turned a paper over. It was dated
three years earlier. “It charts his research for ‘the cure’. Every fucking
minute of it.” She slid the paper over to me. Her forehead creased. “Who the
hell is he?” she muttered.


 


I arched my eyebrow. “Thought you
knew him?”


 


She shook her head. “This isn’t the
man I used to know.”


 


I lifted the paper to my face. It was
covered in black scratches of ink. “I don’t have time to read this.”


 


She dragged a stool out from under a
workbench and sat down. “That’s okay, because I already have.”


 


“And?”


 


“It’s disgusting.”


 


Lou picked up a sheet of paper and
talked me through it. Whittaker’s records told of his search for the cure,
starting from years ago, seemingly after he and Lou had parted ways.


 


“What happened with you two?”


 


She lifted her head. “You’re never
letting this go, are you? We had a relationship, okay?”


 


“And then what?”


 


“He fell away piece by piece.”


 


I put my hand to my chin. “You’re not
upset?”


 


She shook her head. “The person I
knew died a long time ago.”


 


She carried on reading. Whittaker’s
research notes detailed everything from his theories to how he put them into
action. In one section, he mentioned that he needed live research specimens.


 


“Does that mean infected, or people?”
I said.


 


Lou stared at me. “I think it means
both. Listen to this.”


 


Specimen four. Female, dark hair,
green eyes.  Rendered unconscious during capture, visible signs of
distress when awakened in the lab.


 


Injected batch 4 into her arm.
Subjected thrashed, begged for her life. Her body shook. Blood pooled in her
eyelids and ran down her face. As it progressed blood loss occurred through
every orifice. Subject screamed throughout. Number seven marked as failure.


 


Bile rose from my stomach. What kind
of sick person could do this, and then write about it in such a neutral way? I
couldn’t see any way back for him. Searching for the cure had turned Whittaker
cruel beyond belief.


 


“There’s more. Much more,” said Lou.
“And there’s an entry for Justin. You might not want to hear it.”


 


“Read it,” I said.


 


Specimen thirty-six. Male adolescent.
Hopes are high as this one was born post-outbreak.


 


Batch 36 injected at four AM. Four
hours later, specimen entered coma. Vital signs stable but subject is
unresponsive.


 


Research note: May consider move away
from vaccine, and look at treatment.


 


The words swam in my brain; specimen,
subject. Justin’s life meant nothing to Whittaker. For all his talk of saving
the human race, the man wasn’t human himself. In a way, he was worse than the
infected. At least they had no control over their instincts.


 


“There’s something I gotta show you,”
said Lou.


 


She led me out of the room and into
the corridor. The building ran on a generator that powered the lights and
electrical outlets, and apparently Whittaker had found a way to keep it
running. Even so, the lights above us gave off only a pale glow, so that the
corridors seemed like a tunnel system.


 


Rooms spread out on each side of us.
All of them had blinds on the outside that covered a window, some open, others
wound shut. Lou stopped in front of one and put her hand to the blind. 


 


“Watch this.”


 


She twisted the blind and the room
came into view. It was completely bare save for the three infected inside. Two
of them were slumped against a wall, and the other one paced the room. It
snapped its head toward the window and saw us. 


 


It let out a groan and pressed its
head against the glass. With the window separating us I moved to within an inch
of its face, closer to an infected than I had ever been without having to kill
it. I looked into its eyes and blinked in surprise. Little red flecks floated
in the middle of the infected’s pupils. 


 


“You ever noticed that?” I said.


 


Lou leaned in to the glass. “What?”


 


“Look at the eyes.”


 


“They look like parasites,” said Lou,
and screwed up her face.


 


The infected banged on the glass, and
Lou jumped back. So many questions formed on my tongue, but I could only ask
one. “What’s his game?” I said.


 


Lou twisted the blind, hid the
infected from view. “Same as everything he does. Research.”


 


We paced further down the corridor,
passing multiple rooms with their blinds shut. Lou assured me that she had
checked each one. It seemed Whittaker had been busy building his infected
collection. We stepped outside a room at the end of the corridor.


 


Lou turned to me. “You won’t believe
this one.”


 


I arched my eyebrow. “Nothing
surprises anymore, Lou.”


 


“No? Then look at this.” 


 


She reached for the blind and
twisted. When the window cleared I realised she was right. My veins froze, and
it felt like my heart had stopped beating entirely.


 


Two stalkers lay on the floor. A
halogen light bulb hung from the ceiling of the room, and the stalkers shook
under the white rays as if every splash of light caused them pain. I would have
felt sorry for them if I didn’t know how dangerous they were.


 


Lou held Whittaker’s research notes
in front of me. “He’s got a whole section on stalkers. He thinks he knows where
they’re from.”


 


I nodded. “Put them in my pack.”


 


We walked back down the corridor. My
mind raced, and my body was only just recovering from the flood of panic that
seeing the stalkers had brought. It didn’t matter that they were locked in a
room and weakened by the light; the fear response triggered by seeing them
washed over any sort of rational thought.


 


“Listen, Kyle,” Lou said.


 


“Yeah?”


 


Lou’s boots thudded on the stone
floor. “You know he’s gotta die, don’t you?”


 


I sighed. “Yeah.”


 


Lou squeezed my shoulder. “Sometimes
good people have to do bad things, and sometimes a person has to take a little
stain on their soul to stop others from dirtying theirs.”


 


I knew what I had to do. It wasn’t
going to be pleasant, but I couldn’t let Whittaker live. Some men did bad
things and came back from them, but Whittaker’s conscience was too black for
redemption. Lou was right; I had to do this horrible thing so that other people
didn’t. If I was going to be a leader, I was going to have to make a sacrifice.


 


***


 


We used Whittaker’s keys and locked
him in one of the rooms in the corridor. At first I threatened to throw him in
with the infected, which would have saved me some trouble, but I couldn’t do
that to him. If he had to die, I would let him die humanely. First, I needed
sleep. I would let Whittaker spend the last few hours of his life tied up with
nothing but his own diseased mind for company.


 


After we locked him up, Lou looked at
me. A question formed on her face, but she didn’t ask it.


 


“I’ll kill him in the morning,” I
said.


 


The truth was, my body ached and my
mind was exhausted. I knew that when it came to the final moment, Whittaker was
going to beg for his life. In my current state, I didn’t have the resolve to
refuse him. I needed to rest so that I could face what I had to do.


 


We decided to spend the night in the
room with Justin. I took my sleeping bag out of my pack and gave it to Alice.
She rolled it out next to the worktop that Justin lay on. She pulled the zip
and opened it up, and Ben squirmed his way in. Dan sat at the opposite end of
the room, his knees drawn up to his chest, his eyes staring vacantly at the
floor.


 


“He hasn’t spoken in hours,” said
Lou.


 


Usually silence from Dan would be a
welcome change, but something was wrong. Perhaps it was guilt eating away at
him. It was possible that he’d realised what he had done when he took the car
and abandoned us.


 


I turned to Lou. “You take first
watch, okay?”


 


She nodded.


 


“Dan, can you take second?” I said.


 


He lifted his hand in the air in
acknowledgment but kept his eyes pointed at the floor.


 


I lay down on the cold floor. Every
cell in my exhausted body needed to shut down and recuperate, but my brain
wouldn’t rest. Instead, questions and worry flooded my mind. Was Justin
going to wake up? What would I do if he didn’t? Would I be able to kill
Whittaker? Was the wave of infected out there, heading our way?


 


Eventually my thoughts slowed to a
stop. I shut my eyelids and felt the room fade. My arms and legs tingled, and
then relaxed, and my mind drifted into darkness.


 


***


 


“Kyle, wake up.” Cold fingers touched
my shoulder.


 


I bolted upright, reached for my
knife, but it wasn’t on my belt. I must have put it down somewhere. My blurred
vision snapped into focus. Lou was next to me, her eyes red. Alice sat below
Justin with Ben’s head resting on her lap. Lou tapped my shoulder and pointed
to Dan.


 


He was slumped against the wall, his
head resting against his arms. My first instinct was a rush of anger as I
realised he’d fallen asleep on watch. But something wasn’t right. His skin was
a pale yellow colour, as though he  were hit with jaundice. His eyes were
closed, and I could hear the raspy sounds of his breath as he sucked in air.


 


I was familiar with this look and I
knew what the symptoms meant. I walked over to Dan, put my hand to his cheek
and felt the sheet of ice that was his face. I moved his head gently to one
side. Dan’s shirt was open, and a red jagged line stretched from his neck down
to his collar bone. He’d kept it hidden by his shirt collar until now, but
there was no mistaking it. Dan had been bitten.


 


I turned to Lou. “He’s going to turn
soon,” I said. “I want you, Alice and Ben to leave.”


 


Lou got to her feet, walked to the
door. She turned the handle, but it didn’t budge.


 


“What the hell? Someone got the key?”
she said.


 


“I thought you had it?”


 


She patted her cargo pants. “It was
in my pocket. Hang on, where the fuck is my machete?”
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The door was locked and our weapons
were gone. Looking at Dan, it was obvious what had happened. He’d taken the
watch after Lou, and in his weakened state he had passed out. Why hadn’t he
told us he was bitten?


 


Lou pounded at the door. “Whittaker
you bastard!”


 


I slumped against the floor. A wave
of exhaustion flooded though me.


 


“It’s useless,” I said.


 


The glass of the door was three
inches thick, and without a key the only way to release the lock was to press
an access key against the reader next to it. The reader glowed red.


 


“We’re just going to have to wait for
him to come back.”


 


“I’ll be ready when he does,” said
Lou.


 


Alice sat at the back of the room
with Ben. Her eyes were vacant as she was turning over thoughts in her head. I
could guess what those were; she was thinking about her husband. No matter how
much you hated someone, hearing they were dead washed some of that away.


 


I walked over to her and crouched in
front of her. Ben leant against her shoulder, his eyes flickering with sleep. I
rubbed my forehead.


 


“It’s hard to explain,” I said. “Back
then, it was just him or me.”


 


She opened her eyes, looked at me
with hard steel. “I don’t give a shit about Torben.” 


 


I nodded. “I know. But it can’t be
easy.”


 


She spoke through gritted teeth. “I
don’t care that he’s dead; I used to feel sick when I looked at him. It’s that
you didn’t tell me. When we met you guys, I thought that we’d found people we
could trust.”


 


I reached forward and put my hand on
her shoulder. She shrugged me off. 


 


“Don’t touch me.”


 


I sat back, felt my energy discharge
from my body. “I didn’t think it would do any good. You were running away from
him; I didn’t want to bring up old wounds.”


 


She tightened her grip around her
son. “You should have told me straight away.”


 


I nodded. “I’m sorry.”


 


Dan groaned at the back of the room. 


 


“He doesn’t look good,” said Lou.


 


Dan slumped against the floor. His
face was pure white, and blood leaked from the bite in his neck and seeped
through the fabric of his shirt. His body shook, and his breaths were raspy.


 


I walked over and knelt beside him. I
grabbed his wrist and felt the faint beat of his pulse. He looked at me, the
whites of his eyes pale as though they were diluted. He spoke in a whisper.


 


“I’m sorry, Kyle.”


 


Anger burnt in my stomach, but I knew
it wouldn’t do any good to let it out. Dan was dying, and at times like this,
some things had to be put to one side.


 


He grabbed my wrist and gave it a
weak squeeze. I put my hand on his shoulder. The bad things he’d done wouldn’t
be forgotten about in death, but the least I could do was not remind him of
them while he was dying.


 


As if reading my thoughts, he spoke
in hoarse breaths. “I was just scared, Kyle. After all this time, they still
terrify me.”


 


“I know, Dan.”


 


Silence hung in the air. The blood
leaked from Dan’s bite wound as his body drained of colour and shut down. His
pulse slowed to a sparse tap and his chest rose and fell with his struggled
breaths.


 


Lou leant against the door. “Kyle.”


 


I walked over to her. Her blue eyes
stared coldly into mine. “We need to do something about him.”


 


I knew what would happen. The
infection would reanimate him just minutes after he died. His eyes would turn
grey, his skin would freeze. He would rise up again, dead except for one primal
instinct.


 


I took a deep breath, held it in my
chest. “I know.”


 


Lou shot a sideways glance at Alice
and Ben. “You can’t wait for him to turn. You need to do it now. Better do it
before the boy wakes up.”


 


I looked around me. We had no
weapons, and if Dan reanimated, we would have to deal with an infected with our
bare hands. That was too dangerous.


 


A tingling spread through my
shoulders and then turned into a shock of adrenaline that flooded through my
body. I looked at Dan as he lay limp on the floor and clung to life, and I knew
what I had to do. I crouched in front of him, wrung my hands. My fingers felt
tense, my biceps shook.


 


“Dan,” I said.


 


He turned his head toward me.


 


“You know what I have to do,” I said.


 


His pale eyes widened as realisation
hit him. Instead of refusing or begging for his life, his features hardened. He
sucked in his cheeks, and his shaking body tensed up.


 


I put my hand on his shoulders.
Sadness welled in his eyes, and his skin sagged. I couldn’t let him go like this;
couldn’t let him die with a weight of guilt.


 


“I forgive you,” I said. “I want you
to know that. We all forgive you.”


 


The faint trace of a smile curled on
his lips, but it was lost as a shock of pain ran through him.


 


My chest tightened and I felt my arms
turn to stone, too heavy to move but too full of agitation to stay still. My
stomach liquefied. I reached forward, put my hands around Dan’s throat and
squeezed. His neck bones felt fragile against my hands. Dan struggled to suck
in raspy breaths as I held them tighter.


 


Dan’s pupils dilated until they
looked like discs. The only sounds in the room were his hoarse gulps as he
tried to breathe. My stomach flooded with bile and wetness welled in the
corners of my eyes. I wanted to release my grip and stop the horrible sounds
that left his throat.


 


I held in my breath as though it was
me being strangled. I tensed my hands around him, squeezed his neck tighter and
felt the bones move. His pale face flooded with red. He tried to raise his
hands up to mine, but even his survival instincts couldn’t match the weakness
of his body. His raspy chokes rose and then died down as his body gave up the
fight.


 


I released my grip when his body went
limp. I sank back. Adrenaline surged through me, and a shock of cold snapped
across my chest. I looked to Alice and Ben. Her face was turned away, but the
boy had watched the whole thing.


 


Something smashed behind me. A glass
beaker lay smashed on the floor, and Lou stepped forward and passed me a shard
of glass. I wrapped my sleeve around the thick end. 


 


“One last thing to do,” said Lou. 


 


I nodded. I pressed the tip against
Dan’s temple, held my breath and pierced through the skin, forcing myself to
carry on until I felt it sink into his brain.


 


The lights flickered above us, and
then faded. A rush of panic hit me and I dropped the glass to the floor. Lou
passed behind me, Alice and Ben got to their feet. 


 


“Generator must have gone,” said Lou.


 


I looked behind me, toward the door.
The red glow of the card reader had faded.


 


“Check the door,” I said.


 


Lou felt for the handle, and it gave
a whine as she twisted it.


 


“The lock’s open,” she said.
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The ends of the tubes punctured
Justin’s skin and fed liquids into him through an intravenous drip. I had no
idea what the murky liquid was, and the idea of messing with the setup made me
uneasy. Perhaps the liquid was to help bring him out of the coma, or maybe it
was to keep him in it. Maybe if I unplugged the tubes I would make things
worse, but we needed to go, and there was no way I could leave him there.


 


I pulled the tubes from his arm and
lifted Justin from the worktop. Despite how thin his body was, my arms ached
with exhaustion. I followed Lou out of the room with Justin’s body limp in my
arms. Alice and Ben followed behind.


 


The darkness of the corridor felt
like a spider’s web that would break if we walked through it. It smelled
faintly of bleach, which meant that Whittaker took the time to clean it once in
a while. The rooms with blind-covered windows were spread on each side of us.
Lou led the way, the echo of her footsteps bouncing from the walls.


 


“Down the stairs at the end of the
hall,” she said. “We’re on the first floor, so it should just be one flight of
stairs.”


 


 “You okay Alice?” I asked.


 


“Don’t know about okay but I’m here,”
said a voice behind me.


 


“What if we see Whittaker?” said Lou.


 


There was only one answer to that.
“We kill him.”


 


The darkness pressed in as we walked.
Something felt wrong when we passed the first room on our right. In the
doorframe, instead of the hard wood of a closed door, there was an emptiness
that stretched back into the room. A dull groan drifted out of the depths and
sent a shot of panic across my chest.


 


“All the doors are open,” I said,
fighting to keep my voice under control.


 


These were the rooms where Whittaker
kept the infected. Whether it was through the power cut or an intentional move
on Whittaker’s part, the doors were open, and the infected were free.


 


A body stepped out of the doorway,
arms outstretched. In the darkness I couldn’t see its rotted face or
crater-filled skin, but I knew it had sensed me. A wail twisted from its
throat, thick with a sick desire. Another infected shuffled behind it.


 


“Oh shit,” said Lou.


 


More infected fell out of the doorway
in front of her. Phlegm-filled moans escaped from their throats. The darkness
weighed in on us, as though it were trying to shrink the corridor and trap us
with them.


 


I thought about my knife. I’d never
wished more for the feeling of the handle in my hand. But even if I wasn’t
carrying Justin, Whittaker had taken our weapons while we slept. We were stuck
in the corridor with the infected with nothing to defend ourselves.


 


Ben whimpered, and his feet shuffled
on the floor. 


 


“Hold my hand,” said Alice.


 


An infected lurched at me. I stepped
back, kicked my foot out. I connected with its waist and pushed it back, but
Justin’s weight knocked me off balance. I sprawled back and fought to stay on
my feet. Ahead of me, the dim outline of Lou’s shape smashed something against
the wall. There was a crack, and a body hit the floor.


 


“Get to the stairs and get them out
of here,” she said.


 


I tensed my biceps and shifted
Justin’s weight in my arms.


 


I shook my head even though the
darkness would hide the gesture. “You’re coming with us.”


 


“Of course I am, I’m not suicidal.
Get to the end and I’ll follow you.”


 


I looked behind me. “Alice, stay
close.”


 


More infected streamed from their
rooms. I darted down the corridor as fast as I could with Justin’s weight
straining against my arms. The clomp of Alice’s feet followed me. Lou lagged
behind, stopping every so often to push an infected away or smash one into the
wall. The corridor filled with their desperate groans, the bile rising from
their throats and making rasping sounds that bounced across the tiny
space.  We reached the door ahead. I braced Justin’s weight and then
kicked it open.


 


“Hurry up,” I said, my voice
strained.


 


She ran past me and dragged Ben
behind her. Lou was still in the corridor.


 


“Lou?”


 


“Coming.”


 


She pushed an infected away from her
and sent it off balance. Her footsteps thudded from the floor and came toward
me. A metre away she stopped dead.


 


My eyes still couldn’t puncture the
thick sheet of darkness. “Okay Lou?”


 


“Shh.”


 


I couldn’t see what had stopped her,
but I heard it. The patter of claws scraping on the stone like nails scratching
a chalk board. It came from the door that was between me and Lou. Something
slunk from the bottom of the doorframe, a shape that groped against the ground
and sniffed. 


 


My body flooded with ice. My arms
weakened, the muscles in my legs turned soft, and it was a fight to keep hold
of Justin. I knew what this was. I had heard the snarl before; a sound that
seemed to strike deep in your stomach and flood your body with panic.


 


 The stalker crawled out of the
doorway, its thin arms scuttling across the floor, the black outline of its
body hugging the ground and slinking toward Lou. I turned to Alice. 


 


“Can you carry him?” I said, struggling
to keep the panic from my voice.


 


“I’m a damn sight stronger than you.”


 


“I can’t leave her,” I said.


 


Alice let go of Ben’s hand. The boy
cried out, but she ignored him. She stretched her arms out toward me.


 


“Pass him here.”


 


I shoved Justin toward her and let go
when I felt her take the weight. My heart pumped, and my ears amplified the
sound of the stalker’s claws dancing across the stone floor.


 


I turned toward it. My body screamed
at me, and every instinct told me to turn around and leave. I’d only just met
this woman. Why risk my life to save her? Would she have done the same for me? 


 


I clenched my teeth, swallowed the
feelings down. I took a step back into the corridor. The stalker’s head snapped
toward the echo of my boots. I tightened my hands into fists and felt my arm
muscles tense tight enough to burst.


 


“Lou, are you listening?” I said.


 


She was frozen in place. The sight of
the stalker had affected her the same way it did everyone unlucky enough to see
one so close, no matter how tough they were.


 


“Lou!”


 


The black outline of the stalker
shifted in the darkness.


 


Finally she answered me in a cracked
voice.  “I’m here.”


 


I swallowed and felt my throat
tighten.  “In a second, I want you to run.”


 


“What are you going to do?”


 


I didn’t have time to answer. The
stalker slid into a crouch. I ran forward until I was a foot away and heaved my
boot into its skull as hard as I could until I felt my foot crack against the
bone. Its head jerked to one side, and its body lurched. Lou ran forward. I
dragged her back and pushed her past me.


 


“Go!”


 


The stalker took less than a second
to recover. By then we were running toward the door. As it span round, crouched
back and leapt, I shut the door behind us and heard it slam into the wood. I
turned and ran down the stairs.


 


Alice and Ben waited on the ground
floor. Weak light filtered in through a window and cast a glow on Alice’s pale
face. She held Justin’s body against her, his head hung over her arm. A
corridor span off to our right, and there was a door with a frosted glass
window at the end of it.


 


My heart hammered like a steam engine
chewing through coal. I thought I was going to pass out. The exit was in front
of us, and the streets of Manchester waited outside. Alice walked to the door
and pushed it open. A rush of air flushed the staleness of the hallway and blew
cold on my skin. The streets had never looked so inviting.


 


“What now?” said Lou. Her voice was
strained but her stare was hard.


 


“We go,” I said.


 


“What about Whittaker?”


 


I sighed. “Nothing we can do about
that.”


 


Upstairs something pounded against
the door, and I wondered how long the wood could hold out against the infected
and the stalkers. Whittaker was still in the building, somewhere, but I didn’t
know where, and I didn’t have time to find him. We had Justin, and that was all
that mattered.


 


“Let’s go,” I said.


 


I stepped forward, ready to feel the
fresh air on my skin. I took one last look down the corridor, and then stopped.
The outside air would have to wait. At the end of the ground floor corridor, a
tall figure was blurred against the frosted glass window of the door.
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“Wait here,” I said.


 


Lou opened her mouth, but I lifted my
hand. 


 


“I have to do this on my own.”


 


I walked to the end of the corridor,
opened the door and stepped into the room. There were weapons spread on a table
at the right hand-side. I saw Lou’s machete, Alice’s crowbar, my knife. At the
far wall there was a desk covered in paper, some sheets arranged in piles,
others scattered. All of them were covered in the black scratches of
Whittaker’s handwriting. Beside the desk was a box of liquid-filled plastic IV
bags, with tubes hanging from the bottom.


 


Whittaker stood at the end of the
room and stared out of a window. He held his hand to his forehead and looked
into the distance, engrossed in something I couldn’t see. It was only when my
footsteps echoed from the floor that he turned.


 


Black rings hung underneath his eyes
and his sharp cheekbones pressed against his skin. His shoulders sagged as
though something weighed down on them, and his thin body was swallowed by his
long lab coat. When he saw me, a flicker of surprise registered on his face,
but it was quickly swept aside. He put his hands to his face and sighed through
his fingers.


 


“A piece of me died you know,” he
said, his voice cracked. “Every time a batch failed.”


 


I didn’t hide the contempt in my
tone. “And every failure was another person dead.”


 


He shook his head. “Their lives meant
nothing. What’s a man or a woman, in the grand scheme of things?”


 


My muscles tensed. I glanced at my
knife on the table and thought about how quickly I could walk over and pick it
up. Whittaker saw me and frowned.


 


“That would be ignorant of you.”


 


What was stopping me from grabbing my
knife? What could he possibly do? He wasn’t a fighter, and he didn’t seem to
have any weapons on him. I stepped over to the table and picked up my blade.
Whittaker didn’t move.


 


I nodded at the plastic IV bags. They
were the ones that had been dripping fluid into Justin on the worktop upstairs.


 


“What are those?”


 


Whittaker raised an eyebrow. “Those
were keeping your friend alive.”


 


I gripped my knife in my hand and
stepped toward him. “What was in them?”


 


Whittaker reached over to his desk
and pulled the chair from underneath it. He turned it to face him and then sat
down. His body sagged when his back hit the seat. He picked up one of the
plastic bags and squeezed it in his hand.


 


“They keep him hydrated and full of
nutrients.”


 


My knuckles turned white around the
grip of my knife. “What did you do to him?” I asked.


 


Whittaker drummed his bony fingers on
his knees. “You should be thanking me,” he said.


 


A lump formed in my throat. I
swallowed. “How’s that?”


 


He looked up at me, the whites of his
eyes shot with veins. “I’m so close to the cure. You don’t even understand how
near it is.”


 


Something banged outside the room. I
looked back toward the door, but I couldn’t make anything beyond the frosted
glass. My heartbeat sped. I had already known what I needed to do as soon as I
had stepped into the room, and all of this talk was just delaying the
inevitable.


 


Looking at Whittaker, with his Black
Sabbath t-shirt and his DIY haircut, I could almost have thought he was human,
but being human didn’t just mean being alive; the infected were alive in their
own fashion. You had to do something more to give meaning to your existence.
And sometimes, that meant doing things you didn’t want to do.


 


I stepped across the room until I was
a few feet away from Whittaker. He stood up, and the chair shuffled behind him.
He saw the look on my face and the knife in my hand, and he must have known
what was coming.


 


“You don’t understand what you’re
doing.”


 


I took a deep breath and fought to
keep my pulse under control. “How many more were there?” I said.


 


He glanced to the side. “How many
more wh-“


 


I raised my voice. “How many people
died for your cure?”


 


He stepped back and almost tripped
over his chair. He reached his hands back and scrambled for the desk.


 


“The number who lost their lives was
nothing compared to the cause they gave it up for.”


 


My whole body quivered and my blood
ran hot. The handle of the knife dug in to my skin.


 


“They didn’t give up anything, you
bastard. You took it from them.”


 


I grabbed him by the collar and
heaved him toward me. As his body fell into mine, I swung my left fist into his
face and felt it sink into his cheek. Whittaker cried out and raised his arms
to his head. I pushed him so hard that he fell to the floor.


 


I stood behind him and took hold of
his hair. I pulled it back tight so that the strands pulled away from the
follicles. Whittaker’s throat quivered.


 


“We all want to save the world,” he
said, his Adam’s apple gulping against my knife. “I was just prepared to do the
things that most people weren’t.”


 


I thought of Justin, his limp body,
and the coma he might never leave. I thought about all the others Whittaker had
taken. He had called Justin ‘Specimen thirty six’. How many of the other
‘specimens’ left behind husbands, wives, children? How many had died in fits of
agony in Whittaker’s lab?


 


I remembered Whittaker’s voice on the
radio and the hope it had given Justin. I realised that even I had felt that
hope, but I’d hidden it from myself. The things Whittaker had done under the
guise of finding a cure could never be forgiven.


 


I had killed twice before, but only
in self-defence. The thought of doing it again made my stomach lurch. But if I
didn’t, others could die. It didn’t matter how murdering him would affect me; I
had to sacrifice my conscience so that others wouldn’t give up their lives.


 


Whittaker’s hands flopped to his
sides. “I’m begging you, okay? I’m begging you not to do it.”


 


My arms shook. I let anger rush
through me and heat my tensed muscles. I gripped the handle of the knife,
stabbed the blade into Whittaker’s neck and sliced across it.


 


 I clenched my teeth as the
knife cut through his skin, his blood spraying out as I dug deeper. Whittaker
screamed, but as his throat opened up his cries turned into a desperate gargle.
He tried to clutch at me, but his hands quickly flopped away and fell to his
sides.


 


I let go of his hair and stepped
back. Whittaker’s body shook, and then he fell forward and smashed his face
into the floor. For a few seconds he lay there, quivering. I held a breath in
my chest and forced myself to watch him until he stopped moving completely.


 


My muscles felt soft. My face was
flushed, and I felt like I was going to empty my stomach onto the floor. I
swallowed down the bile that rose in my throat.


 


The door opened behind me. Lou saw
me, and stopped. Blood seeped from Whittaker’s neck and formed a puddle of
crimson around his lifeless body. Lou ran her hand through her hair. Neither of
us said anything.


 


My stomach lurched. I span round, ran
to the window at the side of the room.


 


“Kyle!” said Lou, concern etched in
her voice.


 


I flipped the catch and pushed the
window open. Cold air rushed against my skin, and the flush faded. When my head
cleared, I realised I could hear a droning sound from outside. I looked up to
see what it was, and I fell to the floor in shock.


 


Outside, miles into the distance, the
landscape was completely covered in a sea of the infected, their rotted faces
filling the horizon. It was a mountain of undead; half a million of them, the
volume of their desperate cries loud enough that even here, so far away, it was
enough for me to cover my ears.


 


Lou lifted me to my feet and
supported me as I struggled to balance. 


 


“It’s true,” I muttered to myself. “Harlowe
told the truth.”


 


I stepped away from her and stood on
my own. Neither of us spoke. Instead, we watched the army of infected as they
put one foot in front of the other, specks on the horizon that headed in our
direction.
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We left Manchester behind us and
walked back to Vasey. Exhaustion slowed our pace, but even at our slow speed we
still outwalked the wave of infected. We could stay ahead of them for now, but
it didn’t matter. Their march toward Vasey was inevitable. When we got to the
town, the black gates were already open. 


 


“Is this really your safe haven?”
asked Lou.


 


I shook my head. I ran my hand along
one of the black bars and followed it down to the latch. The chain and pulleys
seemed okay, and I couldn’t see any damage to the steel.


 


“We never leave this open,” I said.


 


Ben craned his neck up at the gate,
his eyes wide. The kid had proved to be the toughest of the group during the
trip back to Vasey. We’d walked for two days with barely any sleep to stay
ahead of the infected, and Ben had moaned the least out of all of us, save for
Justin. It was hard to complain about anything when you were in a coma.


 


We’d found a rectangle shaped sheet
of metal by the side of a skip just outside of Manchester. It was perfect to
carry Justin on. One person held one end and someone else held the other, and
there was even room on the stretcher to put the IV bags that we kept hooked up
to him. When Alice had found Lou and me staring with our mouths open at the
wave of infected, she’d had the foresight to grab the IV bags and take them
with us.


 


I wiped my hand across my forehead
and brought it away covered in sweat. My arms ached and my leg throbbed.
Despite finding a river to wash in on the way back, my hands felt sticky as
though they were still covered in Whittaker’s blood.


 


During the quiet times on the journey
home, I had thought back to that moment. I still heard Whittaker’s skin peel
back as my knife cut through it, the patter of his blood as it sprayed onto the
floor. It was something I wanted to forget, but I knew that I needed to keep
the images fresh. If I was going to lead Vasey into the future, I needed to
remember how it felt to do the right thing even when it made me sick.


 


We walked past the gates and into
town. On the high street, one of the busiest parts of town, we were met with
silence. It was a silence that followed us as we moved through the rest of the
streets. Every so often, trails of blood were splattered across the stone
pavement, the smears getting thicker as our route wound toward the centre.


 


“Poor bastards,” said Lou, and
pointed.


 


We stopped at the edge of the town
centre. A couple of weeks ago, Moe had stood here and held a knife to Harlowe’s
throat, and the stranger had told everyone about the wave. 


 


Now, it was covered in blood. Sticky
patches of crimson stuck to the paving, different sized splashes that looked
like a tin of paint had exploded. Despite the excess of blood, there was no
sign of the people.


 


A shiver built up in my arms then
worked through my body until it stuck in my chest. No matter where I looked the
scene was the same; empty streets, silence, blood-splattered stone.


 


Ben covered his eyes. Alice took his
fingers and moved them away from his face. 


 


“What are you doing?” said Lou.


 


A wet film glinted in Alice’s eyes.
“I’m not going to hide things from him anymore. He needs to see the world he’s
growing up in.”


 


I walked onto the square and knelt
against the ground. I traced my finger along a smear of blood. When I turned it
over, my skin was stained red.


 


“It’s fresh,” I said.


 


Lou paced a few feet, then stomped
her boots. “Someone tell me what the fuck is going on.”


 


A door slammed open across the
square. Lou slipped the machete from her belt and held it in her hand. Alice
pulled Ben closer to her and held the boy in one arm and a crowbar in the
other. I straightened up.


 


It was the door of the theatre where
we’d had the town meeting a couple of weeks earlier. Three people took
tentative steps out of the doorway. I recognised two of them, but my brain
couldn’t find their names, and the other was Melissa, Justin’s girlfriend. When
they got closer, I looked at Lou. She tapped her machete against her chest.


 


“Relax,” I said.


 


Her forehead creased. “That’s the
last thing I’m gonna do.”


 


When Melissa got closer she ran to
me, her eyes wide. She looked at me, Lou Ben and Alice in turn. Her eyes
narrowed.


 


“Where’s Justin?”


 


I stepped to my side, showed her
Justin behind me on the stretcher. The blood left Melissa’s face. She got to
her knees beside him and grabbed his hand. Her body shook.


 


“What happened to him?” she asked,
her voice breaking.


 


I told her as much as I could, but
everything that happened was still a blur to me, and I had hardly processed it
all myself.


 


I swallowed. “Look, I know how you’re
feeling -” 


 


“You don’t have a clue how I’m
feeling.”


 


“He’s my friend,” I said. 


 


She snarled at me. “If you cared
about him, you wouldn’t have let him go with you.”


 


My heart thudded. I couldn't deal
with everything on top of this. “Look, Melissa, I need to know what the hell
happened here. Where is everyone? Whose blood is it?”


 


If my words even reached her ears,
they were lost as she pressed her head to Justin’s chest. A man shifted next to
me. I recognised him as the Irish guy who had spoken up at the town meeting. He
hadn’t said much, but I remembered him arguing against me. 


 


“You’re Martin, right?” I said.


 


“Michael.”


 


I was too tired and confused to care
about getting his name wrong. “What happened, Michael?”


 


He coughed.  “A few days after
you went, Moe gathered everyone up. He told us he was leaving, that you were
never going to make it back.”


 


“And people went?”


 


He nodded. “Most of them, yeah.”


 


I put my hand to my face and covered
my eyes. Anger built in my stomach. “What about the blood?” I asked, through
clenched teeth.


 


The man looked down at the ground.
“Some of us stayed, but things turned to shit. We started drinking all day. We
drank every drop of whatever booze we could find. Nobody was running things.”


 


I folded my arms. “And you started
fighting?”


 


Lou scoffed. “Does this look like a
pissed-up brawl to you?”


 


The man shook his head. “One night,
someone left the gates open. The stalkers got in while we slept.”


 


I gritted my teeth. So this was all
it took to destroy Vasey; an old man leaving and a drunken dickhead forgetting
to shut the gates. A splitting pain throbbed through my skull. Everything came
down to Moe, when I thought about it. If it wasn’t for him I wouldn’t have left
to find the wave. Justin wouldn’t be in a coma. Vasey wouldn’t have ben
deserted, and those who stayed wouldn’t have drunk themselves into a stupor,
left the gates open and gotten slaughtered. 


 


I would make sure Moe died for this.


 


A shock of pain split through my
head. I knelt to the ground and rubbed my head.


 


“You okay, Kyle?” said Alice. She
walked over to me and put her hand on my shoulder. I shrugged her off.


 


“Leave me,” I said.


 


Something groaned behind us. I took a
deep breath and stood up. The only thing I could focus on was taking out my
anger on the infected that had picked today to stumble into Vasey.


 


I pulled my knife from my belt and
span around. The infected I expected to see wasn’t there. Instead, the groan
had come from Justin as he stirred on the stretcher. He moved his fingers.


 


Melissa grabbed his hand and
squeezed. “Justin! Can you hear me?”


 


My pulse hammered. I crouched on the
other side of Justin and took his other hand.


 


“Welcome back, buddy,” I said.


 


Justin coughed, and his body
thrashed. I put my hand on his chest to stop him moving too much.


 


“It’s me, Justin,” said Melissa, her
forehead creased. She stared at him with unblinking eyes.


 


Justin curled his fingers. His
eyelids flickered, and the whites of his eyes began to show. Adrenaline washed
through me as I watched my friend wake up. All the way home, my thoughts had
alternated between hoping he would pull through, to trying to accept he never
would. Seeing colour seep back into his skin filled my muscles with a nervous
energy.


 


“He’s waking!” said Melissa.


 


Justin gave an unintelligible moan
and opened his eyelids. When he turned his head and his eyes snapped on mine, I
gasped and fell back. A shiver ran through my body and chilled my limbs.


 


“Kyle,” said Justin, and rubbed his
head. “How long was I out?”


 


Melissa and I exchanged glances,
neither of us able to speak. I looked again at Justin’s eyes. Red worm-like
flecks swam in the centre of his oil-slick black pupils. I had seen those
flecks before in the eyes of the infected.


 


It was too much to process. Between
killing Whittaker, and getting back to find Vasey destroyed, I felt like my
mind was falling apart. I’d done so much for this town. I’d slit a man’s throat
and left a red stain on my conscience, but even that wasn’t enough.


 


I watched Melissa grip hold of
Justin’s hand. Lou sat on the floor and rubbed her neck, her eyes staring
blankly at the ground. Alice stood with her arms wrapped around her son, tight
enough to squeeze the air out of him. I realised it didn’t matter how I felt; I
had to carry on for them. We couldn’t let this be the end.
















 


Will there be a Fear the Dead 3?


 


Be one of the first to find out by
joining other zombie fans on my newsletter list. As well as letting you know
about my new releases, I also send out free books and stories from time to
time. But only because I like you.


 


Join it here. All you need is your
email address: http://eepurl.com/bpsdZH


 


 


What Next?


 


How about leaving a review on Amazon? It takes seconds to do, and it
really helps me as an author in getting my books out there.
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