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Michael was the first to die. We buried him a week after leaving Vasey, but I didn’t know enough about the man to get upset about it. He was one of the survivors of the Vasey stalker massacre, but we’d barely shared a word since leaving town.
 
We were outside a block of flats on the outskirts of Dolington. Michael stood with his back to a doorway and held the doorframe as if he was going to do a pull-up. He was telling us about why he and his wife split up, completely his fault, when a pair of hands reached out of the shadows. They dragged him screaming into the black mouth of the building.
 
I ran in. I sunk my knife into the first infected’s skull and cracked the second one’s head with my steel toecaps. I pushed away the third so hard that it stumbled and fell, but it was too late. Blood leaked out of Michael’s neck, the skin on his throat torn open like a Christmas present.
 
For weeks we walked in a tight formation, like a unit of marines on patrol. I was the spearhead. Lou walked beside me full of energy, but she never said much save the occasional profanity. Alice took big strides, whisking her son Ben along with her. Justin trailed behind, his head hung, feet dragging. Melissa held his hand so tight the skin turned white. I didn’t know what was wrong with Justin, but ever since his coma, he hadn’t been the same. Sana and her son were at the back. They didn’t speak to the rest of us much. She never smiled, especially not at me. After what happened to her husband, Faizel, I didn’t blame her.
 
The sky was a milky white, but clouds dribbled across it like runny paint. The wind was biting. Flecks of snow drifted down, stung my skin and then melted. The further north we got, the colder it was. The ground was tougher and it was harder to walk for long without taking breaks. 
 
Something thudded against the ground behind me. 
 
I span round. “Oh shit.” 
 
Ben, Alice’s son, had collapsed. Alice bent down and put her hand against his pale skin. Her forehead creased with concern and her eyes narrowed.
 
“Come on lad,” she said. “Open your eyes.”
 
Had we not heard him collapse, I could swear Ben was just asleep. His chest was thick from the four layers of clothing that Alice had forced him to wear. His ghost-like face poked out between the hat on his head and scarf around his neck.
 
I dropped my stuff and walked over to them. I bent down and touched his cheek. It was ice.
 
“What’s wrong with him?” I said.
 
Alice leant both hands against the floor. “We’ve been pushing him too hard. He’s worn out.”
 
I nodded. Our journey had been tough on him.
 
“We need to stop,” said Alice.
 
Those words sent a shiver through me, made my chest feel heavy with panic. I hadn’t rested for a second for the last three weeks since we left Vasey, save to eat and sleep. I was like a shark, if I stopped moving I would die. If we stopped moving the wave of five hundred thousand infected would catch up to us.
 
Lou threw her bag to the ground and sat on it. She wore a white tank top with only a black cardigan covering her arms, as though the cold didn’t bother her. Her neck tattoos, a diagram of the inner sinews of her neck muscles and throat, made her look half infected. She ran her fingers through her blonde hair and then stared at the ground.
 
Justin dropped his bag to the floor. Melissa followed, and then Sana. It looked like we were stopping. Ben was silent on the ground, his chest rising and falling.
 
“Do you think we can just get outside of Dolington and then rest?” I said.
 
Anger flashed through Alice’s cheeks. Almost too quick to notice, like the sting of a scorpion. 
 
“He needs rest now, Kyle,” she said in a firm voice.
 
“How about there?” Lou said, and pointed.
 
A church was to the left, past a crowd of oak trees with bare branches. There was a graveyard outside, and the heavy wooden doors of the church were closed. Stained glass windows stretched along the side of the building, and the spire ran forty feet into the air. It was the kind of church where the same parishioners turned up every Sunday. Nothing changed save for the creases of age that time cut into their skin.
 
I looked at Alice. There was concern and a hint of anger on her face. Lou sat down. She tried not to show it, but I knew that she was feeling the strain. Justin always walked at the same slow pace, never saying much unless prompted. Sana walked sullenly at the back, stopping every so often to wipe her son’s wet eyes.
 
We’d covered hundreds of miles since leaving Vasey but it wasn’t enough. A wave of five hundred thousand infected walked somewhere behind us, like an army falling into step. Any infected they passed were sucked into it like a vortex. They would never stop. Never take breaks. There were only two instincts in their brain. Either eat something, or walk until you find it.
 
“Let’s take him inside,” I said.
 
Every step toward the church felt like two steps back. The wave of infected wouldn’t have a rest, I knew. Every minute we spent idle was a minute they gained on us. If only we didn’t need to sleep or eat.
 
The frozen grass of the graveyard crunched as we waded through it. It reached up to our knees and covered the gravestones, hiding the names of the dead etched into them. Alice carried Ben in her arms. I had her pack on my shoulder, though it didn’t add much weight. We were running out of food.
 
Lou gripped the black handle of the door and pulled. The metal creaked and her face strained, but the door didn’t budge. She let it fall back and knock against the wood.
 
“Guess God’s not home. Does anyone have his number?” asked Lou.
 
Sana closed her eyes and sighed. I pulled mine and Alice’s packs off my shoulder and put them on the floor. I walked up the steps to the door and sized it up. The wood itself was sturdy, though the paint had long since become crusty and started to rot. The door was at least four inches thick. I took a breath, tensed my body. Lou looked at me with her eyebrow raised.
 
“I’ve had worse ideas,” I said.
 
I rushed forward and heaved the full weight of my body into the door. A shock of pain ran through me when I smashed into the wood. It exploded in my shoulder, made my stomach churn. I sat on the steps, caught my breath, and rubbed my aching muscles.
 
“Done being the tough guy?” said Lou.
 
I waved her away. “No jokes,” I said between gulps of pain. “It’s killing.”
 
“You realise you’re more John Major than John McClane?”
 
“I’m not that old.”
 
“The apocalypse hasn’t been kind to you.”
 
Maybe she had a point. Over a year ago a hunter called Torben Tusk had chosen Justin and me as his prey. I killed Torben, but not before he’d sunk a bullet in my left leg. Since then, I got shooting pains through in my leg when I walked for long periods of time. Lately it seemed all I ever did was walk.
 
Brawn wasn't going to get the door open, but brains might. Justin was always the clever one, and he would know what to do. I looked up to talk to him, but panic hit me in the chest. There was an infected wading through the grass of the graveyard with hungry eyes and an open mouth.
 
I got to my feet, ignoring the stabbing in my leg.  The infected stretched out its arms and twitched its fingers. The skin around its mouth had fallen away to reveal cracked chin bone and gnashing teeth. Torn rags clung to a chest made sticky by blood, sweat and decay. It was a foot away from Justin, but it wasn’t stretching out at him. It was going for Melissa.  
 
I sucked back the pain and prepared to jump in, but before I could Lou got to her feet and closed the distance. She pushed Melissa out of the way so hard that she fell to the ground, just about managing to put her hands out to stop her fall. 
 
Lou grabbed the infected by the shreds of its t-shirt and slammed its head down onto the stony edge of a gravestone. The mold-covered stone smashed through the infected’s skull. The light in its eyes dulled and its brain shut down. Lou brought its head up and then slammed it down again. There was another crunch as bone met stone.
 
She smashed it again and again. Bone fragments split off. Blood splashed over Lou’s chin and brain segments flew away like chopped cauliflower. Lou’s face turned red, her eyes burnt.
 
Melissa watched with her mouth open and rubbed a graze on her elbow. Justin looked with disinterest. Alice held Ben in her arms, showing no signs of struggle with the extra weight.
 
I stepped forward and put my hand on Lou’s shoulder, felt her muscles tense underneath. I pulled her away. The infected’s neck had come away from its body, and as I pulled Lou back she kept hold of its head.
 
“Drop that,” I said.
 
She opened her hands. The head fell and landed on the grass.
 
Melissa closed her mouth. She stood up, pointed a finger at Justin.
 
“I can’t believe you did nothing,” she said.
 
Justin looked up like a dog responding to his master’s call. “What?”
 
Melissa strode over to him. She stood in front of him, looking up. There was a gulf of four inches between their heights. She poked a finger into his chest.
 
“What the hell is wrong with you? There's an infected coming at me, and you don’t do a bloody thing? It takes Lou to save me?”
 
Justin rubbed his mouth. “I didn’t see it.”
 
“You didn’t see it because you’re in a world of your own, thinking about god knows what,” said Melissa.
 
She was right. In the last three weeks Justin had slipped into a dark hole. He didn’t speak much. He never smiled. He took watch when it was his turn and he walked without complaining, but it was like he was going through the motions. He and I were close, but I hadn’t spoken to him about it yet. The words just wouldn’t form.
 
Alice got to her feet. “I’m freezing my tits off. We need to get inside right now.” 
 
She pointed to the side of the church. “Lou, you walk round there and check for a side entrance. Justin. Make yourself useful and check the other side. Mel, go with him please.”
 
There were no arguments. When Alice asked someone to do something, they did it. She had a natural authority about her, an inner confidence that demanded respect. It was strange to think that she was once married to Torben Tusk, the sick man-hunter. What the hell had she ever seen in him?
 
***
 
Lou smashed a window and opened a side door that let us into the church. We might as well have stayed outside though. The church was a wide space, the ceiling stretching twenty feet above. A cold draught circulated, and the room smelt like dust had mixed with mildew and thickened the air. We checked the priest’s room, but we only found a dirty bed, an oak desk and a tattered bible. There was no sign of the priest, and not even a scrap of food.
 
That wasn’t much of a surprise. Tinned goods, back when they were still produced, were good for several years. Manufacturers put ‘best before’ labels on the sides advising how long the food should last for. It was usually a few years, but a tin of sweetcorn, for instance, could last a lot longer. A tin of food – covered in water, not sauce – with no marks or dents could last over a decade. If it smelt okay when you opened it, you better start eating. The problem was that you didn’t find many of those around.
 
Farming was the future. I’d known it in Vasey, a settlement of two hundred survivors where we’d tried to grow our own food. It could have worked had things not turned sour, had that bastard not ruined everything. I thought of Moe. Heat rose in my chest, and I had to suck it down. It didn’t matter how hungry or tired I was, my body always had enough fuel to burn to keep my hatred of Moe going.
 
“He’s waking,” said Alice.
 
We’d put Ben down on a pew. Alice loosed his layers a little, gave him room to breathe. He stirred now. He opened his eyes, twitched his fingers. Blood seeped into his cheeks, just enough to colour the white.
 
“Mum?”
 
Alice kissed his forehead and pressed him close to her chest. The kid struggled. He pushed her away, and shook his head.
 
“Leave it out mum!” he said. He glanced around and settled his eyes on me. 
 
He was trying to see if I’d watched him getting a hug from his mum. Lately Ben had started walking alongside me. He studied me as if I was a waxwork and tried to copy my mannerisms. I guessed since he and Alice had left his dad, the kid lacked a male role model. I didn’t think he needed one; Alice was a better example for him than anyone could be.
 
“Let’s talk,” said Alice, looking at me.
 
Alice, Lou and I walked to the front of the church. The altar loomed above us, and Jesus hung from a cross on the wall behind it. The thorns dug into his head and blood dripped from his skin. There was a haunted look on his face.
 
“How’s Ben?” I asked. 
 
Alice bit her lip. “He needs some downtime.”
 
“Does he seem okay?”
 
“As good as he can be, given the circumstances,” said Alice.
 
I folded my arms. “Then we better get going.”
 
“Bullshit,” said Lou, the harsh echo of her words bouncing off the roof. I looked up at the statue of Jesus as if I expected him to be shaking his head disapprovingly. There’s a lot more shit than swearing to worry about these days, buddy.
 
Alice put a hand on my shoulder. “I get what you’re doing Kyle. You want to keep ahead of the wave. But we’re not machines. We need to rest.”
 
A hot feeling rose in my chest. I tried to let my thoughts settle. “Do you think they’ll ever rest?” I said. “Or will they just keep coming?”
 
Lou shifted her weight onto her other foot. “We’re running on empty, Kyle. We’ve got nothing left.”
 
“The infected are never going to stop.”
 
“No, but we have to,” said Alice. She frowned. “What’s our end goal? Where are we running to? Is there a point, or do we keep dragging our arses ahead of the wave just long enough to survive?”
 
I thought of what to say, but Alice jumped in before I could open my mouth. Her face was red. “This isn’t living. We’re not dead, but we’re not alive. We’re just running. Existing. We’re no different than the dead buggers out there.”
 
I knew this wasn’t much of a life for them. What was the alternative? Stop and hope that for some reason the wave of infected decided to turn around and go home? That didn’t seem likely. I was the only one willing to push us through this. I was keeping us alive.
 
“We can rest a couple of hours, and then we’re moving,” I said.
 
Alice opened her mouth. 
 
“No arguments,” I said. “Two hours.”
 
Alice stormed away. Lou turned to leave, but she looked me in the face before she did.
 
“Dick,” she said.
 
I felt bad about Ben. Travelling was harder on him than it was the rest of us, because he wasn’t old enough to handle it. And I knew that tempers were starting to wear, and most of them were pissed off at me. I just had to swallow it. If I gave in, and we stopped, the wave would catch up to us and we would all get eaten. Maybe I was going to have to play the bad guy. 
 
I couldn’t answer Alice’s questions. I didn’t know what we were aiming for or where we were going. I didn’t know what the point was anymore. The only thing I thought about were half a million infected who followed us.
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We walked through cycles of cold days and black nights, the lack of street lighting giving the darkness free reign. Ben clung onto my back, his knees around my waist. I lead from the front while the glares of the other six bore into my back. Ben rested his forehead on my shoulder, and soon my t-shirt was damp from the sweat that dripped off him and seeped through. We stopped every thirty minutes. Ben felt sick. Alice needed to stop for a pee but she couldn’t go. Sana’s boy fell over, cut his knee and cried.
 
Our steps crunched on grass that had hardened from the cold. Clouds gathered overhead, mean-looking and full of hate, ready to rain down on us. The chill in the air spoke of winter, and the odd snowflake that fell down promised there was more to come.
 
“I don’t feel too good,” said a voice in my ear.
 
I shifted Ben’s weight on my back.
 
“Can you hold on another couple of miles, buddy?”
 
“I think so,” he groaned.
 
A deep ache of guilt sat in my stomach and spread into my chest. I didn’t like driving them so hard. The boy was sick, and I was only making him worse. Did this make me a bad person? Would it be better if I let them have a rest, but then the wave of infected caught up to us? Would it be any consolation for my conscience to be clear but for us all to die?
 
The couple of miles didn’t happen. Ben wheezed and then sprayed sick over my shoulder. I stopped and put him down. His head was burning, but his skin was chalk. Alice rushed over. She glared at me, and then knelt beside Ben.  
 
Melissa walked up next to me. “We can stop in there,” she said.
 
There was a farmhouse. White paint covered the walls but patches had fallen away and revealed the stone underneath. A mold-encrusted gutter hung off the side and looked like one gust of wind could send it crashing down. Gaps dotted the roof from where the slates were missing. It looked like the kind of house that the moors murderers would rent.
 
“Sure,” I said.
 
It was pointless to argue. Right now, they all hated me, and I couldn’t blame them. The evidence against me was on the ground, in the form of a sick little boy. Maybe Lou’s summary of me had been right. Perhaps I was a dick.
 
That was one thing I liked about Lou. Blunt as she was, she never hid what she thought of you, and that meant I could trust her. There were some things that she kept buried, but we all had secrets in our past that we didn’t want to drag into the present.
 
“Finally, a door that isn’t locked,” said Lou.
 
I watched her open the door. Some of the pain left my shoulder, as if my muscles were thankful that I wasn't going to barge it open.
 
Alice carried Ben in. The first room was the living room. There was a couch, a log-burner fireplace, a coat stand, and a bookshelf filled with a mixture of books, most of them classics. Alice put Ben down on the couch. A film of dust kicked up into the air, and she wafted it away.
 
“Doesn’t look like anyone’s been here in a while,” I said.
 
Lou walked through the living room and into the open-plan kitchen. I heard cupboard doors opening, pots clanging.
 
“Don’t know about that,” she called. “There’s some veg here that’s just the right side of poisonous.”
 
I walked through into the kitchen. My stomach ached at the thought of fresh vegetables. I realised that for the past few days a knot of hunger had been in it, and now it had loosened. Spit pooled in my mouth.
 
Lou turned tossed a carrot in my direction. 
 
“Where the hell are they from?” I asked. I’d learned to be wary of anything good.
 
“There’s a patch growing at the side of the house. Whoever lived here was growing them. Now shut up and eat.”
 
I savoured the moment. I let my mouth water, my stomach cry out. Then I put the carrot to my lips and took a bite. Wow. It was sweet, crunchy, fulfilling. I had never tasted anything like it, and it took all my restraint not to devour it. But I was aware of where we were. A strange house with signs of recent occupancy. I couldn’t let my guard slip until we were sure we were alone.
 
“Stay here Lou. Keep an eye on everyone.” I looked at the living room. Justin stood at the bookcase. Melissa sat next to Ben and stroked his forehead.
 
“Justin, you got a sec?”
 
He walked over to me. “You okay Kyle?”
 
I nodded. “Need to check upstairs. Can you give me a hand?”
 
He shrugged his shoulders.
 
The stairs creaked. Every time the wood moaned I had to stop myself from grabbing my knife. The hairs on my arms rose. It didn’t matter how many times I had seen them, the idea of infected lurking in strange rooms always put me on edge. You can handle it Kyle. What’s the worst they can do? One short stab to the brain is all it takes.
 
We stopped outside the first room. The door was made of dark brown wood with patterns carved into the panels.
 
“Where’s your knife?” I said to Justin.
 
He shrugged.
 
“Do you just not give a shit anymore?”
 
Another shrug. I bit my lip.
 
“You open the door, I’ll be ready.”
 
I held my knife tight in my hand, had my arm ready to strike. Justin reached forward and twisted the door handle. It creaked. My hairs stood on end. He turned it all the way and pushed it open. As the door moved, I held my breath and waited for an infected to launch itself at me. Nothing happened.
 
We walked inside and looked round the room. It was a master bedroom with a queen-sized bed. The sheets were tucked into the mattress and cushions were on top of the duvet. There was a walk-in wardrobe full of clothes, and a full length mirror leant against a wall. I avoided looking at it. I didn’t want to see the thin, bearded man who I knew would stare back. I turned to Justin.
 
“What’s going on kid?”
 
He held my stare. A beard lined his jaw and hid some of the youth of his face, but patches of skin still poked out. Red flecks swam in the white of his eyes. The infected had the exact same red worm-like flecks in their eyes. A scientist named Whittaker had injected Justin with something in his efforts to find the cure, and Justin had fallen into a coma. I didn’t know what he’d done, but Justin was different now.
 
Justin scratched his neck. “What’dya mean?”
 
“Come off it. You’ve been acting weird for weeks. Moping around, dragging your feet. Not saying a damn word.”
 
He sat on the bed, and the mattress sunk underneath him despite how light he was. Justin didn’t weigh much before, but the last few weeks had taken it out of him. It was like part of him had been sucked away.
 
He looked at the ground. “Guess I just haven’t felt the same since…you know. I don’t know what he did to me, but I don’t feel the same. It’s like I’m me, but there’s something else in here with me, watching.”
 
A sour smell in the room made my nostrils twinge. I walked over to the window, twisted the lever and opened it. The winter chill sprang on my face, but it didn’t clear the smell. Outside the grey clouds had multiplied and smothered the sky, and the grass swayed in the wind. I had my back to Justin.
 
“Listen,” I said. “You don’t have to talk if you don’t want. But just try and keep it together. Even if you have to act. It’s killing Melissa.”
 
“I know.”
 
“Good,” I said.
 
I glanced in the full-length mirror on the wall. Justin sat on the bed looking down at the floor. A figure moved behind him. My heart felt like it was going to leap through my chest and up my throat. For a second I couldn’t move, but then my instincts fired. I span round.
 
An infected was behind Justin. Its eyes burned with hate. Hair hung in clumps from the side of its head, but rotten skin lined the top. It staggered toward Justin, the hunger in its eyes stronger than any desire a normal person could feel. It was too close to him. Only a foot separated them, and I could never get there in time. I strode across the room but a shock of panic flooded my chest because I knew I was going to watch my friend die and I couldn’t stop it.
 
But then the infected walked straight past Justin. It ignored an easy target and focused on me, its black eyes staring at my face, the red flecks swimming in the whites. It staggered across the bedroom. 
 
I held my knife, counted my breaths. When it was close enough to lurch at me I sidestepped and let it go straight past.  Then I span round and stabbed my knife into the back of its head, breaking through the bone and piercing the brain. It fell to the floor with a thud.
 
Justin sat on the end of the bed. His chest rose up and down as he struggled for breath. His face was paler than usual.
 
“Okay?” I asked.
 
He nodded. I didn’t know why I’d even asked, of course he was okay. Justin wasn’t the one in danger. For some reason it had completely ignored him and had chosen me. I bent over and caught my breath. My heart thudded in my chest and my fingers shook, so I squeezed them around the knife.
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The day slipped and the black of night closed on the sky like a casket lid. The darkness folded on the fields and made them a featureless black plain. The stalkers would be out soon, but the saving grace of this farmhouse was its complete isolation. The wind rattled at the single-pane windows, tapping like a visitor asking to come in. 
 
I found Alice in the third bedroom. Ben lay in the bed, his eyes shut, and Alice tucked him in. The bed sagged underneath her weight. I felt a pang in my stomach when I saw the boy. His pale skin and sweaty forehead, his chest rising up and down with irregular breaths. I’d pushed them to this. I’d made the kid walk much longer than his little body could carry him, and now he was paying for it.
 
The floorboards creaked underneath me, and Alice span round. Her face creased into a frown.
 
“I’m sorry,” I said.
 
She looked past me as though she didn’t hear me. Then she shook her head, snapped out of it. “What?”
 
I took a step forward, felt the floorboards bend under my boots. “I didn’t mean to push him so hard. I just can’t shake this feeling that the wave is going to catch up to us.”
 
Alice nodded. “Come here,” she said, and patted the bed next to her.
 
I walked over, sat down. I looked at her and felt awkward. She grabbed my hand and put it on Ben’s forehead. His skin felt like ice.
 
“He’s freezing.”
 
“Yep. Doesn’t stop him sweating though.”
 
I swallowed. “What’s actually wrong with him?”
 
“His immune system’s shot from exhaustion, and he’s caught a bug. Kids aren’t meant to hike hundreds of miles through rain and snow.”
 
I looked down at the floor. The timber of the floor was scuffed, and splinters stuck out from it. This wasn’t a welcoming home. 
 
I turned to Alice. “Would you rather we take our chances with the wave?”
 
Alice pulled the covers over Ben’s neck and up to his cheeks. “I’d rather leave you guys than put him in danger again. You’re driving us too hard. When Ben’s better, we're going.”
 
***
 
Lou was taking inventory in the kitchen. There was a dining table in the centre of the room, and Lou had laid out anything she thought would be useful. Various knives used for cooking, a few pans for boiling water. Lighters. Water bottles. Plenty of utensils. It was handy stuff, but not what we needed.
 
“No food?” I asked.
 
She picked up a knife, held the blade close to her face.
 
“Blunt as hell,” she said, and dropped it to the table. She turned to me. “No food, aside from the vegetables from earlier. We could make a stew if we had spare water, but I think we’re better just eating them raw.”
 
“Sure. I’ll leave that to you.”
 
I pulled a chair from underneath the table and sank into it. The faint whispers of Justin and Melissa drifted in from the living room. Outside, the wind moaned. On ground level, the darkness of the fields outside looked even more foreboding. I expected a stalker to be slinking through the grass, sniffing out another victim.
 
“Where’s Sana?” I asked.
 
Lou put both hands on the table and leant against it. She shook her head. “Out in the shed,” she said. “Stupid cow won’t stay in here with us.”
 
I ran my fingers through my hair. “Let me guess. Because of me.”
 
“Yup.”
 
Sana blamed me for the death of her husband, Faizel. He was a good guy and an excellent scout. When we first heard the rumour of a wave of half a million infected marching together, I set out to see if it was true. Faizel came with me, but he didn’t come back. An infected bit him, and Lou had put him out of his misery with a machete.
 
“I’ve been thinking,” I said.
 
“Let me call a press conference,” said Lou.
 
I smirked. “Have you had a look at Whittaker’s notes lately?”
 
Lou shook her head.
 
“I have,” I said. “Most of it might as well be Dutch. But I can pick out the odd thing. I think there’s something true in what he said about the cure. I think he was close to finding one.”
 
Lou pulled out a chair. She sat in a slouch and propped one boot up on the table. “He was full of shit. Guy was crazy.”
 
“He might have been, but being crazy doesn’t mean you’re always wrong. Look, something happened upstairs when Justin and I cleared out the bedrooms. An infected surprised us, and it was close enough to Justin to bite him. I couldn’t do a damn thing. But it didn’t go for him. It ignored him and came straight for me.”
 
“Maybe he’s a picky eater,” said Lou.
 
“Be serious,” I said.
 
Lou leant forward. The smile dropped from her face. 
 
“I don’t know about a cure. I think Whittaker was a crackpot, I don’t care how good a scientist he was. But I’m worried about the kid. That weird shit in his eyes. It makes me uneasy.”
 
I sighed. Something was going on with Justin, but it was beyond me to figure it out. What was happening to our group? Sana preferred an outdoor shed to sharing the same room with me. Alice was upstairs, taking care of her son who I’d made ill. Where was I leading them? Was there any point to this? 
 
I gritted my teeth. There had to be a point. As long as we stayed ahead of the infected, we were winning. Every second we spent alive was a small victory. The only thing that would be pointless would be to give in.
 
I stood up and inspected the tools on the table. The knives were dull and the pans rusty, but they were better than nothing.
 
“We need a plan,” I said.
 
Lou put her arms behind her head and rested on them. “Glad you’re finally thinking my way,” she said.
 
“Don’t get me wrong, staying ahead of the wave is still the priority. They’re not going to stop just because we’re sick of running. But we need somewhere to run to.”
 
Lou sucked her cheek into her mouth, screwed up her eyes in thought. She spoke. “There are loads of remote places in Scotland. Villages with nothing but countryside for miles around, and in the winter they get clogged with snow. There aren't many safer places than that.”
 
I picked up a knife and scraped the blade on the edge of the table. Ginger flecks of rust fell to the floor. I put the knife on the other side of my belt, opposite to the blade I already had. Better to have two knives than one.
 
“There are two things I care about, Lou. Staying ahead of the wave, and sticking one of these in Moe’s throat if we ever see him.”
 
When we’d gone out to check out the wave, Moe had stayed behind in Vasey. He had promised to wait for us to come back, but instead he left soon after we were gone. He took half the village with him, and left the other half with nothing. Stalkers climbed the walls and massacred them, and Vasey was destroyed.
 
My chest hurt just thinking about the bastard. His barrel-chested body, his greasy hair, long at the sides but bald on top. Bile rose to my throat. I took a deep breath and tried to let it settle.
 
“Oh my god,” said Melissa from the living room. 
 
I turned and ran out of the kitchen. I expected the worst; infected smashing through the windows, stalkers crawling on the ceiling. Instead, the pair of them stared at a large sheet of paper spread on the coffee table in front of them. Justin bent his head forward and scanned every inch of it. Mellissa looked up.
 
“You have to check this out, Kyle,” she said.
 
I looked over their shoulders at the paper. It was a map. Most of it displayed the green of the countryside around us and showed how remote the place was. Every so often an A-road twisted out and spiralled through the countryside like a worm. I followed the map up the north of England, over the border into Scotland. Then I saw it.
 
Someone had drawn a red lipstick circle around a town in Scotland, with arrows pointing to it. Next to it, they had written a message. 
 
‘Darling, if you come back, come to Bleakholt. I couldn’t wait any more. It’s salvation.’
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Hours later, in the thick of night, Alice, Justin, Melissa and I sat around the map. Whoever left it had drawn a circle around a remote town in Scotland called Bleakholt. According to the map, there was nothing near Bleakholt save a range of hills to the south that were so high they were almost mountains. A few miles east there was a lake. 
 
‘Darling, if you come back, come to Bleakholt. I couldn’t wait any more. It’s salvation.’
 
The farmhouse door slammed, shaking the old timber beams that ran across the ceiling. Lou wiped a hand down her arm and sent water flying to the carpet. She took a step forward and smeared mud on the floor.
 
“Wet out,” she said.
 
I leant forward. “Take it Sana won’t come in?”
 
Lou shook her head.
 
“You should have worn a coat,” said Alice.
 
I cleared my throat. “Guess we’re going to have to make this decision without Sana,” I said. “Lou, pull up a seat.”
 
Lou took hold of an arm chair and dragged it toward the coffee table. The map was in the middle of us. The edges curled up, and a brown coffee stain in the corner looked like a mountain range. I spread my hand across it, tried to flatten some of the ridges, but the paper curled back again.
 
“We’ve got a decision to make,” I said. “There’s a promise of salvation here. But we don’t know who left the message or when. It could have been a decade ago for all we know.”
 
“Someone was here recently,” said Lou.
 
“Look at the state of the place,” said Alice. “Nobody lives here.”
 
Lou sneered. “So where did the fresh veg come from?”
 
Melissa sat back and let the couch take her weight. She rested her head on Justin’s shoulder. Justin sat there, his face glum, eyes disinterested. Every so often Alice cast her glance to the stairs. Ben was asleep in one of the bedrooms.
 
“So we accept that someone wrote the message within the last month?” I said.
 
Alice shrugged her shoulders. “I guess so.”
 
I pressed down a corner of the map, but it sprang back into a curl. “Now we need to know who left it.”
 
Lou leaned forward and ran her hand through her hair, stopping when her fingers hit a knot. 
 
“Does it matter who wrote it? It was probably some woman who got sick of waiting for her husband to come back.”
 
“Could have been a man,” I said.
 
Lou huffed. “Whoever. It doesn’t matter who left it.”
 
“Then let’s consider the map,” I said. “The positioning of the place looks fantastic. Remote, water nearby. The range of hills will make it hard to approach from the south.”
 
Alice crossed her feet. “I feel like you’re already sold on this, Kyle,” she said.
 
Justin smirked. I almost rubbed my eyes to make sure I wasn’t seeing things. It was the first time in weeks that I’d seen him look anything but glum.
 
“What’s so funny?” I asked.
 
The corners of his mouth twitched. “Just thinking how distrustful you were when I first met you. And now you trust a message written in lipstick on a map.”
 
I nodded. “I realise that. But we’re running on empty here. I think we need to get to Bleakholt, get food, rest a little and then we can set out again full of energy.”
 
Lou leaned forward. She put her feet on the floor with a thud. Her eyes narrowed and her forehead creased. 
 
“What the hell do you mean, ‘set out again’? Once we get to Bleakholt, that’s it, isn’t it?”
 
I shook my head. “Think the wave is just going to rest because we found somewhere nice to live? They’ll keep coming.”
 
Lou slammed her fist on the table. The glass shook. “I’m sick of this damn wave,” she said. “Sick to the teeth of hearing about it. Part of me just wants it to catch us and get it over with. At least it would spare me another lecture.”
 
Her angry words buzzed in the air. I let the silence hang. Outside, ivy clung to the window panes on the front door and covered half the glass. The wind groaned, and when it drifted through the cavities in the farmhouse walls it turned into a screech. I couldn’t believe that Sana preferred freezing outside to being in here with us. How much did she hate me?
 
“Are they okay out there?” I asked.
 
“They’re wrapped up in blankets in the shed,” said Lou.
 
Alice shook her head. “Stupid woman.”
 
I put my hands together. “Look guys, we need to decide. I think we should press on. The minute we see daylight we move.”
 
Alice’s eyebrows narrowed. She put her hand down on the table. “Not this time, Kyle. You’re not pushing us on again.” She looked up at the ceiling. “Ben isn’t going anywhere until he’s better. I don’t care if it takes a week.”
 
I sighed. Having the same argument over and over again took it out of me. In a perfect world, we’d get plenty of rest and we’d have enough to eat. But this world was far from perfect. It was the kind of world where resting even a few hours too long could get you killed.
 
“I know how you feel Alice, but – “
 
She hit the table. Even Lou jumped. “You don’t have a bloody clue how I feel! You never had kids. You don’t know what it’s like to be responsible for someone, because you don’t have anyone.”
 
The words shocked me. She was right, but hearing them sent a stabbing sensation across my chest. I had no one. She’d summed up my existence in just a few words. I hung my head and let ill-feeling seep through my brain. Thoughts of Clara smouldered in my mind like a spent forest fire.
 
It was Melissa who spoke first. “She doesn’t mean it that way,” she said. She moved her head off Justin’s shoulder and sat up straight, facing me. “You’ve got us. Without you, we’d be dead. But at the end of the day, we’re still not your responsibility. Not the way that Ben is Alice’s responsibility.”
 
She gave me a smile. Alice turned away and looked at the wall. Lou rested her chin on her hand and tried to look in any direction but ours. Emotional scenes were never her thing.
 
“Lou,” I said. “Do you think we should stay for a while?”
 
She nodded. “Yup. Give everyone chance to get their shit together.”
 
I didn’t want to rest. The Bleakholt settlement was hundreds of miles away, and the sooner we got there, the sooner we could rest. They didn’t have the same drive as me, though. They didn’t understand how dangerous the wave of infected were. They said they did, but if that was true, how could they even contemplate resting? It wasn’t worth arguing, because I knew they had made up their minds.
 
I straightened up. “Okay then,” I said. “Guess that’s settled. We rest for a couple of days, and then we set off toward Bleakholt.”
 
Lou nodded. Justin blinked. Melissa rested her head back on his shoulder, moving so that his shoulder blade didn’t stick into her cheek. Alice turned and looked at me. She opened her mouth to say something, but then we heard a cry from outside.
 
“Hear that?” I said.
 
Someone screamed. It was faint, as if the wind carried it away into the night. I stood up and knocked the glass cover of the coffee table with my knees. Lou steadied it.
 
“That’s Sana,” I said. 
 
My blood pumped and my heart pounded. I rushed to the door. Lou followed me, but Alice went upstairs to check on Ben. Melissa and Justin stood at the doorway. 
 
Outside, the wind hit me like a slap and the cold reddened my cheeks. I shivered and felt the hairs on my arms curl up. I looked across the garden for Sana and her son. When I saw them, an even bigger chill spread through me.
 
They were at the end of the garden. Sana’s son was on the floor. Two infected knelt by him and tore at him with their teeth. Agonised gurgles bubbled from his mouth, and terror was cut into his face. Sana stood beside him. She didn’t scream or shout. She grabbed one of the infected and tugged the collar of its shirt. The infected looked like it weighed a few hundred pounds and no matter how much Sana strained, she couldn’t get it away from her son.
 
“Ohmygod” said Melissa, and then her cheeks bulged. She bent over. She heaved, and liquid splattered the ground.
 
I pulled out both my knives and ran over to the end of the garden. I lined up my first knife and pierced the infected's brain. It hissed as though it were a punctured tire. The second infected looked at me, its mouth full of flesh. It blinked. I swung the second knife and lodged it in its temple. The infected fell onto its back and its black eyes stared at the sky.
 
Sana fell to the floor and hit the back of her head on the shed. She didn’t even seem to notice it. The colour drained from her face and made her look sick. She stared at her boy. His arms were torn apart, his flesh marked by teeth imprints like a nibbled block of cheese. Dark blood trickled from his veins and seeped into the grass. His eyes were shut.  I grabbed his wrist and pressed my thumb into it, but I couldn’t feel a pulse.
 
With the amount of bite-marks on him, there had to have been at least a dozen points of infection. That meant the transformation process would be quick, and we only had a couple of minutes to act. I looked at Sana.
 
“You know what I have to do?” I said, more a statement than a question.
 
She didn’t say anything.
 
It was a moment where I knew that my actions in the following minutes would imprint themselves on my brain forever. I looked at the dead boy, his blood trickling into the mud, red smears across his face. It was moments like that that drained a little bit of you away, but I had to do it.
 
I pulled my knife out of the first infected’s skull. I wiped the blade on my jeans, staining them with brain fluid. I held the boy’s chin and lined up my knife. I took one last look at Sana. Nothing registered on her cold face.  I took a deep breath. I plunged my knife into the boy’s temple, felt it cut through the tissue and stab into his brain.
 
For a few seconds I let the adrenaline swish around my body. My hands shook, and a chill spread across my back. I stood up and turned to Sana. I offered out my hand. At first she reached out and took it, and I felt how freezing her fingers were. Then she drew back. Her eyes moved into focus, the fire in them burned.
 
“You killed him,” she said.
 
I looked down at the ground. I had to let her have this. She’d just lost her boy.
 
Sana got to her feet. She stared at me, her shoulders straight and her face as hard as stone. “I’ll kill you for this,” she said.
 
When I looked into her eyes, I could tell she meant it.
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We had to keep moving. They were the only words I thought about these days, and I said them so much that I even started to annoy myself. Walking was all we had done since leaving the farmhouse in the dead of night. It had taken three days to get into Scotland. We moved non-stop during the day and rested at night, clinging to whatever fitful sleep we could manage. A fog of grief hung over the group, each of us dealing with what we saw in our own ways.
 
Darkness seeped into the sky and made it the colour of charcoal. I spread the map on my knees, careful not to worsen the tears that had begun to appear in the folds.
 
“I don’t get it,” I said, scratching my head. “It should be here.”
 
“Sure you’re reading it right?” asked Lou.
 
“Course.”
 
Lately we spoke in as few words as we could, as though every extra syllable consumed valuable energy. My stomach growled at me, demanded food. To my left, Alice and Ben lay on the ground. Ben stirred in his sleep, kicked his leg out. Sweat mottled his forehead.
 
“He can’t keep going,” said Lou.
 
I nodded. Ben had gotten worse since we left. Alice shot me dirtier looks with every passing mile. She blamed me for Ben’s condition, and I blamed myself too. But what was I supposed to do? They had wanted to rest a few days at the farmhouse, and look at what had happened there. Despite how remote it was, it just proved that nowhere was safe. We had to find Bleakholt, and until we did, we couldn’t rest.
 
The flame of my lighter flickered over the map, set an orange glow over the green contours that depicted Scotland. Lou’s face, locked in a grimace, was half-illuminated, but the other half was shadow. Alice sat up and rubbed her eyes. Bags hung underneath them.
 
“Can you put that out? Some of us are trying to sleep,” she said, her words clipped.
 
“Just trying to get our bearings,” I said.
 
She huffed and lay back down. I’d never seen Alice like this. She was pissed off at me, but there was nothing I could do. Sana slept a few feet away, as far as she dared stray. She had isolated herself from us. She walked on autopilot during the days, her eyes blank, dragging her feet. She never spoke, and if she ever looked my way, it was to give me a stare that burned with malice.
 
Between her and Alice, the hostility they held for me added an extra ten pounds to my load. It lowered my shoulders, made each step that little bit heavier. Where was Bleakholt, dammit? I folded the map away and hung my head.
 
Lou stood up and shuffled over to me. She sat an inch away.
 
“What’s wrong Kyle?” she said.
 
“Sick of being lost.”
 
She shook her head. “It’s more than that. There’s something on your mind. I can feel it.”
 
Her tone seemed kind, but there was no reason for her to be nice to me. I’d pushed her just as much as the rest of them. But feeling like I did, I would take whatever niceties I could get. I could use a bit of comfort.
 
“It's all down to me, isn’t it? I’m the reason we’re lost. It’s my fault Sana’s boy is dead. And Ben’s sickness is on me.” 
 
I couldn’t hide the self-pity in my voice. I expected nice words to come, some kind of comforting gesture. Lou looked at me.
 
 “Yep, it’s your fault. I’m not gonna lie to you, Kyle. You’ve pushed the boy too far. Hell, you pushed most of us adults too far. We’re not machines.”
 
I put the map in my pocket. “I just need to get us somewhere safe. They don’t understand, Lou. “
 
She stuck her palm out in front of me. “Please don’t start with the wave again. We’ve gotta stop soon. If we don’t, people are going to drop.”
 
I sighed. I knew she was right. Maybe I should let them get a little more rest and cover a few less miles each day. Perhaps I should just let the wave catch up to us, maybe then they’d realise the position we were in. I turned away from Lou. I lowered my back to the ground, looked up at the charcoal sky. It was time to get some rest.
 
Across the woods, something shrieked. There was a crash, like a branch falling from a tree. I bolted upright. Another shriek pierced through the trees. My chest flooded with panic. I knew what had made that shriek.
 
I looked to Lou. Her eyes were wide.
 
“Is that – “
 
My voice was a whisper, the words cold on my throat. “Stalkers.”
 
I let my eyes adjust to the darkness and tried to tune into the silence. Twigs snapped. Somewhere in front of me, I couldn’t tell how many feet away, a slick black outline slunk along the ground. My stomach lurched.
 
I gripped the handle of my knife.  “We’ve got to move,” I said.
 
Another black outline joined the first. And then another. The faint shape of a head sniffed the floor. A body slid over the bracken. Another shriek pierced my ears, jolted my brain and wrapped around my spine like a cold hand.
 
To my right, Melissa sat up. She shook Justin awake. She looked at me, her eyes as wide as discs.
 
“What was that?” she said.
 
I held my finger to my lips. Justin lifted himself from the ground and rubbed his eyes. His skin was grey and his hair stuck out in curly clumps. There was another shriek. Justin turned in its direction, and recognition shot his eyes. 
 
It had been stupid to camp here, but there had been no choice. The Scottish wilderness was so remote that houses were few and far between, and the woods had at least offered a little cover. Stalkers stuck to populated areas where there would be people to hunt, and I didn’t think there would be any out here. Yet here they were. My skin felt frozen. 
 
“We need a plan,” said Lou.
 
I put my fingers to my temples and rubbed them.
 
“We can’t run,” I said. “Ben can’t even walk, so we’d have to carry him. And none of us can outrun stalkers with a kid on our back.”
 
The black shapes slunk closer. Their heads sniffed the floor and tried to pick up our scent. Right now they were probing the ground, not sure what it was they smelled, but it wouldn’t take long for them to confirm it.
 
“You’re not saying we leave him?” said Melissa.
 
Alice’s eyes snapped on mine. Her face turned into steel.
 
“Hell no,” I said.
 
“Then what?” asked Lou.
 
There was another crunch as a stalker trampled the twigs on the forest floor. The darkness above pressed in on us, so thick I felt like I was drowning.
 
We needed a plan. We couldn’t all run, not with Ben. But we needed to escape. It was my fault we were in this mess, and I owed it to them to do something. I had to make it up to them, especially to Alice and Ben. 
 
I looked at Alice. “A diversion is our only chance. Some of us will split off and draw the stalkers away. I’ll volunteer for that. Alice, Ben, Melissa and Sana will go the other way, away from the stalkers.”
 
Alice shook her head. “I can’t carry him as fast as you Kyle.” She looked down at her son. His eyes were open. His breaths were raspy. “You take him. I’ll create the diversion. Just get my son away from here.”
 
I couldn’t believe how fast Alice made the decision to leave her son. I was in awe of the guts it took to do something like that. Maybe when the choice was leave your son or watch him get torn apart by stalkers, the decision was easier to make.
 
“Okay,” I said.
 
Lou stood up. “I’ll go with you, Alice. “
 
The stalkers moved closer. I could almost hear their noses sniffing as they caught our scent. I thought I could see the flashes of their teeth and their mouths set in sickening grins. My heart pounded.
 
“Me, Ben, Justin and Melissa will go west. Alice, Lou, and Sana, you guys go east. Don’t fight them, just run. If you’re quick, you should be able to get away.”
 
Lou nodded. Alice stood up, wrung her hands. She pulled Ben to his feet. She gave him a long, pressing hug.
 
“What’s going on mum?” said his weak voice.
 
She kissed his forehead. When she pulled away, a wet film covered her eyes.
 
“Go with Kyle,” she said.
 
“Remember,” I said. “The stalkers will follow you. Get as far in front as you can. Head for Bleakholt, and we’ll meet you there. Don’t stop running.”
 
Lou nodded, and then turned away from us. 
 
“Just keep Ben safe,” said Alice.
 
“I will,” I promised.
 
We split away from the group and moved west. I carried Ben on my back, felt his head rest limp on my shoulder. Melissa and Justin walked at my side holding hands. None of us spoke. We didn’t dare look back. We just walked as quickly as we could through the darkness of the woods. Every crunch under my foot sent a shock of fear through me.
 
I thought about Alice, Lou and Sana. Deep down, I knew they couldn’t outrun the stalkers. I thought about what they were giving up. Alice was sacrificing herself for her son. Lou was doing it for a complete stranger. It should have been me.
 
I put one foot in front of the other. Yard by yard, we cleared the forest. My pulse wouldn’t set still, and every sound sent a shiver through me. Then I heard a shriek. Ben screamed so loudly that it hurt my eardrum. He dug his nails into my neck.
 
I span round. There were three black outlines in the darkness behind us. The stalkers slunk along the floor, tracking us, their claws scraping over the earth. The diversion had worked, but not the way we planned. Instead of following Lou and Alice, the stalkers had followed us. They were hunting the wrong people.
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Beyond the edges of the forest was a grassy plain that stretched for miles. In the distance hills jutted into the air, rocky crags that looked too treacherous to walk on. My arms were cold, my legs heavy, and my breath blew like wispy smoke in the winter air. Melissa and Justin turned around and looked the stalkers behind us. There were two of them following us, but I was sure there had been more of them earlier. Were they hunting us in packs?
 
Melissa’s face turned white. She went to scream, but Justin clamped his hand over her mouth. They looked at me, as if asking what to do. Ben whimpered in my ear. His weight on my back threatened to drag me down.
 
It was useless to run. I was carrying Ben, and at full sprint my leg was going to hurt like hell. Besides that, a stalker going at full speed could run faster than a car. It was even worse to stay and fight. I’d seen stalkers chew through bone like it was tissue paper and tear into flesh like they were opening a package. I reached for my knife, but I knew it was useless. 
 
Justin’s eyes were wide. Melissa’s face had drained as though her blood had been sucked away and replaced by chalk. The stalkers prowled closer, testing the ground, seeing how close they could get before we moved. We needed to make a decision.
 
“We run,” I said. The words felt thick in my throat.
 
Justin looked at me, and I could see in his eyes that he knew how useless it was. There was nothing else we could do.
 
“Out of the forest,” I said. “Just run.”
 
I turned, faced the edge of the woods and saw the open plain through the breaks in the leaves.  
 
“Hold on tight,” I said to Ben.
 
We sprinted. Ben bounced on my back, and my leg began to ache. Twigs and roots hooked around my feet and tried to trip me. One stumble and that was it. The edge of the forest got closer. Outside of it, the sky was lighter; dawn was coming, but not soon enough. There was just enough darkness to keep the stalkers from going back to their nests. If there were just a little more light, they would retreat, but could we run for the thirty minutes it would take for dawn to break? The stabbing pain in my leg told me there was no chance.
 
Claws scraped across the forest floor behind us. Branches crunched. A stalker gave a shrieking war cry that pierced my ear drums and sent a shock of fear through me. Melissa’s foot snagged a root and she tumbled to the floor.
 
The stalkers made up ground. The edge of the forest was close but the stalkers were closer, near enough that I could hear their snarls.
 
Justin picked up Melissa. They carried on running. We cleared the forest, ran onto the open plain. The absence of trees should have lifted the claustrophobic feeling, but the sky was dark and heavy. My chest burned, my leg ached. Ben clung onto my neck so hard that I couldn’t breathe, and my lungs struggled to pump air and made me wheeze.  Just keep going. Every step keeps you alive.
 
I couldn’t keep up the pace with Ben’s weight sagging on me. Pain exploded in my left leg, as if my bullet wound were fresh again. It felt like I was running through fire. Justin and Melissa overtook me. I couldn’t go on. 
 
Ben cried in my ear. “What’s wrong Kyle? What’s wrong? Keep going.”
 
But I couldn’t. I pulled his arms away from my neck.
 
“Go with Justin,” I said.
 
They were young and they didn’t have wounded legs. They could keep running. I would let the stalkers take me. All of this was my fault anyway. That would be my sacrifice; buying them enough time to get away. I turned and faced the monsters.
 
They stopped. They were ten feet away; close enough that I could smell the earthy stench of their skin. Their two rows of razor teeth glistened, and saliva pooled down onto their chins. Their black eyes stared at me and their lips curled in a malicious smile. If stalkers were capable of happiness, this was it. They had a meal waiting for them, and it wouldn’t take them long to gorge on my flesh.
 
After sixteen years surviving the outbreak, this was the end for me. It wasn’t much of a conclusion. Thoughts flashed through my brain. What had I done with my life? I’d watched my wife die. I’d let Vasey be destroyed. I had led my group into slaughter. This was the end, and the only thing I felt was a dull ache in my chest from the darkness that seeped through my body.
 
I gave the stalkers once last look, stared deep onto their lifeless eyes. I closed my own and let the darkness take over.
 
Something rumbled in the distance, a vibration that ran across the ground. Not the stalkers. It was the sound of an engine. Two engines. Getting closer, the roar of an exhaust firing, wheels turning over the plain. I opened my eyes.
 
Two quad bikes tore across the grass. Men rode them with their heads bent down. The heavy wheels of the quads rolled towards us. The stalkers stopped and turned to face the noise of the vehicles that screeched toward them.
 
They were feet away now, so close that I could smell the smoke as petrol burnt. A stocky guy rode one of them, his muscles bulging as he gripped the handles. He rode with his back arched, but it was clear that at full stretch he would stand at six foot five. Pock-mark scars dotted the right side of his face, as though someone had stuck pins in his cheeks. He turned the accelerator handle, made the quad roar. 
 
He stared at the stalkers as he zipped toward them. His eyes were steel, his shoulders tense. One of the stalkers, the nearest to him, turned. It went to move, but it was a second too late. The quad smashed into its skull, hit the side of its face with the force of a heavyweight boxer. The stalker’s head swivelled to the side, spit flew from its mouth, and it crashed to the floor. The other stalker reared and retreated a dozen metres.
 
The man killed the engine and got off the quad. The stalker writhed on the floor and tried to get up. The man stood on the grass. He pulled a mallet from a bag on the back of the quad, the type a butcher would use to pound meat. He walked to the stalker, his jaw clenched. He watched it struggle on its back like a fly, then lifted the mallet and brought it crashing down onto the stalker’s head. Black blood spilled onto the grass and a hiss escaped the stalker’s mouth. Another blow and this time it stopped moving as the last of its life seeped away.
 
My throat was thick and my heart pounded. I had to clench my hands into fists to stop them shaking. I got to my feet, felt a shock of pain run through my leg.
 
The man scooped up the stalker’s body like it was a dog that had been hit by a car. He carried it to the quad and put it on the ground next to the tyre. He took a bin liner from a bag strapped to the back of the vehicle, opened it wide, and stuffed the stalker into it. He put it on the back of the quad and secured it with ropes.
 
“What the hell are you doing?” I asked, the words scratching my throat. 
 
“No time,” came his deep response. “You and the kid get on my quad. The boy and the girl, you get on that one,” he said, and pointed to the other quad.
 
He was right. There was no time to argue about it. The other stalker was getting braver, and soon its hunger instincts would overrule its sense of danger. It was still a threat. Even one stalker could tear us apart.
 
“Come on Ben,” I said. I took his hand and heaved him to his feet.
 
I got on the back of the quad. Ben sat behind me, his arms around my waist. Melissa and Justin got on the other quad. 
 
Behind us, the other stalker shrieked. It reared onto its hind legs and prepared to launch into a pounce. The man twisted the handle and the engine fired to life. 
 
“Hold on,” he said.
 
The wheels tumbled over the grass. The air pinched at my face and made my cheeks wobble. Ben clung tighter onto my waist. I turned my head and risked a look behind us. The stalker ran full pelt, its legs springing it across the plain like a jaguar. The look on its face was pure determination, a burning hunger.
 
“I’ll draw it wide,” said the man on the other quad. “You head for the passage.”
 
The driver of our quad grunted a response. The other quad turned, split away from us. But the stalker didn’t follow suit. Instead, it picked up speed, bent its head and powered toward us.
 
A gigantic hill lay in front of us. I was sure now that it was the one that we had seen on the map, and that meant that Bleakholt was beyond it. We were headed straight at it. I knew that quad bikes were good on rough terrain, but surely it couldn’t ride over the hill? The peaks of them were so high that they were almost mountains, and even the most experienced climber would struggle with them. The stalker closed the distance behind us, making retreat impossible. The rocky hill loomed in front, ready for us to smash into it.
 
I held my breath and closed my eyes. Maybe dying on impact would be better than being torn apart by the stalker. If my choice was instantaneous death or getting eaten alive, it was an easy one. I bit my tongue, prepared for impact.
 
It never came. Instead, the wind on my face dropped. I had the feeling of being enclosed in something. I opened my eyes.
 
We were on a narrow dirt path. The hillsides pressed in close enough that one jerk of the steering wheel would send us crashing into them. It was a passageway through the hill system, a valley just big enough for us to escape. I hadn’t even seen it when we had approached the hill.
 
The stalker followed behind us. It shrieked and gave chase, its muscles bulging, clawed limbs pounding on the ground. I saw the end of the passage way, a crack of light that promised escape. 
 
“Keep your head down,” called the man.
 
We reached the end of the passageway, and the quad tumbled out onto yet another open plain. The stalker followed behind, the pursuit having no effect on it. How long could they run for? Would it ever stop?
 
A crack rang in the air, and I heard something tumble behind us. I turned and looked. The stalker lay on its back on the ground, its arms and legs twisting. Blood leaked out from its skull.
 
The man driving the quad held his thumb up in the air and gave a whoop. There was a building in front of us. A man was on top of it with a sniper rifle balanced on a wall in front of him. The roofs of houses stuck into the air behind him. A chain link fence was spread half a mile wide across the plains. In front of it a large green sign read ‘Welcome to Bleakholt. A shining light in bleak times.’
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This wasn’t the welcome I expected. Ben was unconscious by the time we reached Bleakholt. A group of men stood at the gates and formed a welcome party. They lifted Ben off the quad and took him away without saying a word to me. The man on the quad led me to a fenced area, pushed me in and then left. Another one stepped forward, slammed the fence gate and clicked a padlock shut. I wanted to ask what the hell was going on but my body felt too weak. Instead, I sank to the ground.
 
The floor was hard stone with weeds poking out. A ten foot chain-link fence surrounded it, making it look like a prison yard. There was a wooden shed in the corner, and inside there was a cracked toilet and a mattress with a yellow bed sheet.
 
Every six hours someone came and give me a bottle of water and some food. It was some kind of gruel, a water mixture that tasted like sawdust. The guy who brought the food didn’t look at me or talk to me. He wore a makeshift hazmat suit of thick gloves and a body-length clear plastic coat. As he handed over the supplies he kept a wary eye on me as though I might leap up and attack him. The truth was I didn’t have the energy.
 
The first day I paced the yard. I shouted for someone’s attention, but nobody came. I started to wonder what kind of place this was. I had some grim thoughts. Were they cannibals? Were they crazy? I pushed the thoughts back.
 
From here, all I could see of Bleakholt was a few houses a hundred yards away. The bricks were coloured to look like sandstone and thatched roofs sat on top of them. A main road twisted around a corner, presumably toward the centre of the settlement. The whole place reeked of mud, a sour smell that was thick in the air and pinched at my nose. It could have been a normal country town, were it not for the fence that ran the perimeter and caged it in.
 
As the sun set and the wind chilled me, I went into the shed. Through a dirty glass window I watched the sky turn dark, and my thoughts darkened along with it. I had a twisting feeling in my stomach. I thought of Ben and how sick he was. I wondered where they’d taken him and what they had done with him. I thought of Alice and Lou. Alice was separated from her boy, and she and Lou had two stalkers chasing them.  I couldn’t shake the thought that there was no way they could have escaped. What about Justin and Melissa? They had gotten on the other quad. Did they make it?
 
It was all down to me. A twisting feeling of guilt made my stomach cramp. Anger burnt through me, but the fire of it spread inwards because I knew it was my fault. Everything I did was for the others. But somehow, I always got it wrong. Made the worst choice every damn time.
 
Dammnit Kyle!
 
I pulled back my fist and smashed it into the glass window. The glass cracked and splintered out of the shed. A searing pain spread through my hand, and blood welled though a cut on my knuckles.
 
***
 
A day later, Melissa and Justin arrived. My heart pounded at the sight of them. As the fence gate shut, Melissa shouted at the guard who had escorted them.
 
“What do you think you’re doing? What is this place?”
 
Justin looked up and saw me sat on the ground. He tapped Melissa on the shoulder.
 
“Mel, look.”
 
She turned round. A brief smile flickered when she saw me, and then disappeared.
 
“What the fuck’s going on Kyle?” she said.
 
The profanity jarred me. It didn’t seem to fit her somehow, as though all this time I’d seen her as a quiet girl who wasn’t capable of saying bad things. You never truly knew someone until something bad happened. When you put the squeeze on someone, their real personality seeped out. Melissa was tougher than she acted.
 
I got to my feet. My right hand throbbed. I’d taken off my t-shirt, torn off the sleeve and wrapped it around the cut. The bleeding had stopped, and now I just had to hope it didn’t get infected.
 
“Did you get…”? Melissa said. Her eyes widened at the sight of my makeshift bandage.
 
I shook my head. “I wasn’t bitten.” I jerked my thumb behind me to the shed, to the shattered glass on the ground. “I’m doing some remodelling.”
 
Justin rubbed his hand across his beard. “How long’ve you been here?”
 
“A day or two, I lost track,” I said. “What happened to you guys?”
 
“A stalker got the guy driving the quad. We climbed on the quad and took off.”
 
“I wonder how long he took to die,” said Melissa, scorn in her voice.
 
Justin looked at her. His eyes were stern, the first real expression I’d seen from him in a long time. “We didn’t have any choice, Mel. Would you rather it was us?” 
 
He turned to me. 
 
“We drove through that narrow little passage in the hills. But as soon as we got to the edge of the settlement, a bunch of guys showed up and marched us here.”
 
“Any news on Lou and Alice?” I asked.
 
Justin shook his head.
 
“I’ll give you the grand tour,” I said. “Better get used to it, looks like we’ll be here a while.”
 
***
 
Later that day the chain link fence opened again. This time it was Lou and Alice. As the guards march them in, my heart leapt. I couldn’t help the trace of a grin spread on my face. I didn’t know how they’d survived, but I didn’t care. They were here.
 
The guards shoved them in and closed the fence behind them. Lou kicked it, made the metal sing.
 
“I’ll remember your face buddy,” she said.
 
The guards turned and left.
 
Alice limped towards me. Bruises covered her face and dirt stained her white blouse. Her eyes had the bloodshot look of an alcoholic.
 
“Where’s Ben?” she said. Her eyes darted around the fenced area and inspected every inch.
 
“They took him away when we got here. Haven’t seen him in a few days,” I said.
 
Alice scrunched up her face, and her shoulders shook. “Is he alright?” she asked.
 
I couldn’t lie to her after everything I had put her through. I’d put everyone in danger, and her son had taken the worst of it. The least she deserved was the truth. 
 
“He was unconscious when we got here,” I said. 
 
Alice ran her hands through her hair and then put her arms over her face. She held the back of her head as if trying to stop something getting out. Maybe it was a scream. Anger. Blame. Whatever it was, I just wished she’d let it go. Give me everything I deserved.
 
“I swear to god if something has happened to my boy,” she said.
 
There was a clink. The chain link fence opened. Guards stepped aside, and a woman walked into the yard.
 
“Your boy is right as rain,” she said, in a thick Scottish accent. “He’ll live.”
 
She looked to be in her fifties. Dark rings were sunk under her eyes, and her skin sagged like it was trying to separate itself from her bones. She wore gold earrings so heavy they weighed her ears down, and her hair was a mess of brown tangles. Despite the haggard look of her face she held her body straight, her shoulders firm. Her arms poked out from a sleeveless leather jacket, and her muscles were toned. It was like she had a thirty-year old body and a fifty-year old face.
 
She walked into the enclosure. Two guards stepped behind, one with a baseball bat in his hand. She gave them a dismissive wave.
 
“Wait outside,” she said.
 
Alice clenched her fists at her sides. Her body looked tight with tension, like a rubber band stretched to snapping point. Lou sat on the floor, cross legged, and looked at the approaching woman with a grin. Justin and Melissa stood with their arms interlinked around each other’s backs.
 
The woman stopped a few feet short of us. Up close, I could see the thin muscles on her arms. She wasn’t well-built, but she was in shape. Her stance was statesman-like, as though she were a president about to address a nation.
 
“I’m Victoria,” she said. “And I’d like to welcome you all to Bleakholt. Let’s go somewhere we can chat.”
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Victoria led us through cobblestone streets that looked ancient. Bleakholt seemed like it had stood silent through several centuries. It was a town that had seen generations of people be born and then die, leaving nothing behind them but their gravestones. I looked down at the cobbles and wondered how long ago they were laid. How many people had walked over the bumps of stone in the last hundred years? Would this generation be the last after the infected finally broke through the defences?
 
People walked past us, stared for a second, and then went on their way. A sense of purpose cut into their faces, as though they were London commuters hurrying to work. The smell in the air was ripe, the stench of a compost mound nearby. We walked through twisting streets toward the centre of the settlement. It was a circular open space with a statue raised in the middle, a fountain to the left of it, the water long-since dried up. Benches littered the stone and decorative flowers filled stone plant beds. 
 
We walked across the square and into a building. The architecture dated it at a couple of hundred years old. Patterns were chipped into the stonework on the front of men on horseback, spears raised, anger cut into their faces. A marble plaque on the wall marked it as the Mayor’s office.
 
“So you’re the mayor?” I said to Victoria, who walked in front.
 
“No such thing as a mayor anymore. Mayors are voted democratically, and this isn’t a democracy.”
 
The stale air of the office smelt chalky. A staircase jutted up at the end of the lobby, a framework of steps carved from grey stone. Our footsteps echoed. There was the thud of my limp, the patter of Melissa’s feet, the scuffling of Justin’s.
 
I remembered visiting the town hall in Manchester once. It was ten times the size of this, a busy hubbub of council workers whisking up and down the corridors. It was a school trip, and I remember the teacher telling us to take a good look around. He stood in the entrance and took a deep breath.
 
“Think about your future, kids. You can be anything you want to be. Even mayor.”
 
Things hadn’t fallen that way for me. I didn’t grow up and have a budding political career, but I did follow in my teacher’s footsteps. I got an English degree and teaching qualifications. After that I spent my time discussing the merits of the Tempest with a bunch of disinterested teenagers. I never enjoyed it, and all the time I thought there must be something more to life. There had to be something waiting round the corner that one day I’d finally see. Well, the outbreak put paid to that.
 
Later, in my late twenties, Clara and I visited the town hall. We walked in, hands apart, neither of us speaking because we’d fought that morning and none of us wanted to make the first move. I stood in the exact spot my teacher had once stood, heard his words again.
 
“Think about your future, kids. You can be anything you want to be. Even major.”
 
Adults shouldn’t make promises like that to kids. They shouldn’t make them believe there’s more to life than there really is. The reality is that life is a dull grind. Even in the apocalypse nothing changes. Instead of working all day to get a pay check to get food, we spend all day walking. Foraging. Scraping by, keeping our bodies ticking. What was the point?
 
***
 
Victoria led us into her office. She dismissed her guards with a nod, and they took their places either side of the door. One of them held a baseball bat against his shoulder as if he were waiting to get subbed on to a game. His face was chubby and a faint smile hung on his lips as if he were always on the cusp of laughing at a joke. The other stared straight past us, as though he’d been forbidden to look at us.
 
“Victoria…,” the one with the baseball bat said. His tone was questioning.
 
Victoria gave him a sharp look. “I don’t think they’re about to ambush me, Steve. You can wait outside.”
 
 Victoria walked behind a desk and sat in a green Winchester chair, the back of it enveloping her slim frame. She opened a drawer, took out a pouch of rolling tobacco and started to roll a cigarette.
 
The office was full of dark mahogany and oak furniture covered in varnish that had started to fade. The borders of the ceiling were decorated with spiralling patterns that spoke of excess. It amazed me that somebody took such care into the tiny details of a place where people rarely looked. On the right wall there was a hideous painting. It was a metre wide, big enough to hang in a gallery. On it, a cavalry soldier rode atop a horse. The horse was white once, but now it was covered in trails of blood that started at its hooves and spread up its legs and across its muscled body. The horse’s face was demented with anger, and it twisted its head toward the centre of the frame as if it was looking out at the viewer. The fury in its eyes seemed to come out of the painting and fill the room, and I could only stare at it for a couple of seconds before I had to look away.
 
“Park your arses,” Victoria said.
 
Justin, Melissa and Lou took the three seats in front of the desk. Alice and I stood. Alice folded her arms, pressed them tight into her chest. Her face was set in a grimace. I could tell her leg was hurting her from whatever had happened when the stalkers separated us, but she refused to sit down.
 
“I want to see my son,” she said.
 
Victoria held the strip of paper to her lips, licked the adhesive and sealed the cigarette.
 
“Mind if I smoke?” she said.
 
“Rather you didn’t,” said Melissa.
 
“Well you’re in my office, so I guess I’ll do what I feckin’ please.”
 
She put the cigarette in her mouth, flicked a lighter, and ignited the end. The paper crackled, and she blew smoke into the air. I sucked in the smell, felt it reactivate the old cells in my brain that still clung onto addiction. I guess you never got over it. I took a step forward, put my hands on the desk and leant over it.
 
“First things first, she needs to see her son,” I said.
 
Victoria shuffled the chair away from the desk a little and crossed her legs. “The boy is fine. A damn sight better than the condition we found him in, anyway. He looked like the pictures you see of kids in the blitz.”
 
Alice took a step forward. Her face was turning red as though she were about to explode. Alice was capable of the most intense anger you ever saw when her son was in danger. The first time we met, she had knocked me out cold. If Alice was angry it was best to either let her simmer down or just step away.
 
“Better watch what you say about the boy. We’re feeling a little sensitive,” I said.
 
Victoria blew out a plume of smoke. It rose to the ceiling and dispersed. “Kid looked like he’d been through hell. Take it your his ma?” she said, looking at Alice, a hint of scorn in her expression.
 
I could feel the anger bubbling in Alice from where I stood, almost like the tremor of an earthquake. It seemed to me that levelling criticism at a mother over the treatment of her son was a pretty stupid idea. It wouldn’t do us any good to get mad though. The guards waited outside, ready to storm in at the slightest sign of trouble. And beyond these doors, there was a whole town full of people who didn’t have much time for strangers.
 
I gave Alice a glare that I hoped she took to mean ‘calm down.’ I stood back and crossed my arms. 
 
“Listen,” I said, “We didn’t come here to take your shit. Tell us what the hell is going on. Why did you keep us fenced in?”
 
Victoria stretched her hand across the desk, let it rest. The bones jutted out of her wrist, and her veins were thick blue chords that pressed against the skin. She put the cigarette in an ashtray, ran her hand through her hair. 
 
“I should apologise,” she said. “I’m feeling the pinch at the minute. Got a few things going on, and I shouldn’t take it out on you.” She looked at Alice. “I can’t imagine how far you’ve travelled, what you’ve had to do. I shouldn’t criticise. Your boy is fine, and I’ll make sure you see him soon as we’re done.”
 
Alice nodded.
 
Victoria carried on. “Guess I should tell you a little of Bleakholt. The last bastion of Scotland, as I call it. Nobody else calls it that, mind.”
 
“Start with why you kept us locked up,” I said.
 
She nodded. “Simple. We’ve got to take precautions here.”
 
There was a knock at the door. Victoria looked up.
 
“Come in.”
 
Another knock.
 
“Come in, god dammit, are you deaf?”
 
A man opened the door and walked into the room, and I recognised him as the guy who had driven the quad. Grease stained his jacket, and black stalker blood covered his t-shirt like a watermark. Up close the pock-marks on his face were more pronounced. I couldn’t tell if it was from a childhood disease or just a severe spell of acne that had gone but had left behind a grim reminder. He had shaved his head so sharply that thinking about him doing it made me wince. There was something glum about him, like something was going on in his mind that he tried not to show.
 
“I’ve been to see the geek and dropped off the body,” he said.
 
Victoria nodded. “Did Charlie say was it good enough?”
 
“He said it was a ‘good specimen’. Guy’s a weirdo.”
 
Victoria smiled. She looked up at Lou, Justin and Melissa. “I’d like you all to meet Billy Hardy, the self-proclaimed toughest guy in Bleakholt.”
 
Lou swivelled on her seat to face Billy. When she saw him, she shrank back in her seat. Her eyes widened, and though she tried to hide it, there was a trace of shock in her face. Billy stared back at her. His face grew pale. He looked away and tried to dismiss the sight of her, pretended like the strange look between them had never happened. 
 
“Good to meet ya,” he said. He drummed his fingers on his leg and looked at the door. “Need anything else?” he said to Victoria.
 
She nodded. “You might as well stay. I was just going to tell them about our fine town.”
 
Billy folded his arms. He kept his glance anywhere but in Lou’s direction. “Here we go,” he said. “Story time.”
 
Victoria smiled. “Guess I like to brag a little too much. But it’s with good reason.” She looked at me. “How long do you suppose we’re going to last?” she asked.
 
I scratched my chin. My throat felt tight, I needed water.  My back ached, my limbs felt tired, and the cut on my knuckles stung. 
 
“I don’t know anything about this place,” I said.
 
“No, not Bleakholt. I mean us. Our species.”
 
Lou crossed her legs and leant back in her chair so far that it threatened to tip over. “It’s been sixteen years and we’re not dead yet.”
 
Victoria shook her head. “We’re not dead. But we’re dying. Here in Bleakholt, we have more funerals than births each year. Food supplies are shrinking across the country. Fuel is depleting. And excuse me for being blunt, but people are getting dumber. Education has been put to the wayside in place of survival, and knowledge is dying. There’s no progress. To summarise, we’re starving, dying and getting stupid.”
 
The words rang chords of belief inside me. I’d thought this way once. Back in Vasey, I’d seen people scraping by, doing nothing to ensure their long-term survival. Instead they let their lives drag from one minute to the next. I’d tried to change that by planting crops and building defences, but it was futile. When they were threatened with their own survival, people didn’t give a shit about the long term. Every selfish second was precious to those who counted them.
 
“Tried that once,” I said. “Didn’t work.”
 
Victoria drummed her fingers on the desk, her nails tapping on the wood. They were rough and jagged, and she'd bitten most of them down. “What happened?” she asked.
 
I put my hand to my chin. My beard felt scratchy on my fingers. “People are too damn selfish to think about the future.”
 
Alice leaned in. “I never saw Vasey before it collapsed, but surely some people were willing to help?”
 
I nodded. “A few. But their voices were drowned out by the selfish ones.”
 
Victoria closed her eyes, nodded. “That’s what I found too. But when I got to Bleakholt, I saw something here. Not much, just a thread of survival at first, but I knew that if someone could unravel it, there was something great underneath. That was seven years ago. Now, everything is different. This really is salvation.”
 
Lou arched her eyebrows. “Seen a lot of places promising that.”
 
“Oh?” said Victoria. “How many places have you seen with a hundred acres of flourishing crops? Renewable wind energy? Solar power too, or as much as our shitty weather permits. Fuel generators, a school, engineers, carpenters. A science programme. Even children.”
 
It sounded too good to be true. It was everything I had planned, and failed, to do in Vasey. Yet if she were to be believed, Victoria had managed it. I hadn’t seen much of Bleakholt since arriving here, but it seemed like a place where the people had purpose. Maybe all it took was a strong leader to follow everything through. Perhaps I had been too weak in Vasey.
 
“I’m impressed,” said Melissa.
 
“Don’t stoke her ego,” said Billy.
 
Lou gave him a glance, and then shot her eyes straight at the floor.
 
“It sounds good,” I agreed. 
 
I meant it. I wanted more than anything for this to be true. I wanted the promise of Bleakholt to be real so much that my chest hurt. But I knew what waited out in the Wilds; the infected desperate to feast on flesh, stalkers creeping under the twilight.  It made any kind of hope hard to cling to, like trying to stay in a dream when your body wants to wake you up.
 
Victoria leaned forward and straightened her bony shoulders. She probably weighed less than eight stone, but her posture made her seem bigger than she really was.
 
“So with that in mind,” she said, “you’ll understand why you can’t stay here. Our resources are too precious, the balance too fragile. And we’ve already got a stranger problem that I’ve yet to sort out.”
 
“What kind of stranger problem?” said Alice.
 
Billy took a step forward. “Bunch of travellers turned up outside the settlement a month ago. Fuck knows how they got here, but we can’t get rid of them.”
 
“When I was younger, I worked in a hotel kitchen,” said Victoria. “We had a rat problem. They came day after day scavenging food, and no matter how much poison we left down they always came back. Once we had a business delegation in the hotel on a conference. They’d ordered a grand dinner for all fifty of them. It looked like a royal feast. But the rats got into the food. They squirmed through the spaghetti, gnawed on the meat. They ruined everything.”
 
“You should have joined a union,” said Lou.
 
Victoria ignored the sarcasm. “Once people see an easy meal, there’s nothing that can turn them away. The strangers that turned up at our gates expected sanctuary. They expected us to feed them, no questions asked. They didn’t even stop to think that we had our own people to worry about.”
 
I started to get an idea of who these strangers were. I hoped I was wrong. “Who are they?” I asked.
 
Victoria shook her head. “Doesn’t matter, we’ll deal with them somehow. Only, I can’t do it by force. I just won’t do that. I know they’re people, but we still can’t support them.”
 
Billy screwed his face up. “I could get rid of them in a day if you’d let me.”
 
Victoria nodded. “I know you could, Billy. But we’d be cleaning blood of the streets for weeks if we let you have your way.”
 
She leant forward on the table, crossed her arms. She held my gaze, her stern expression locked onto mine. 
 
“But I hope you’ll understand that you and your friends can’t stay, Kyle. I’m afraid you will have to leave. The boy should be better in a day or two, and once he is, I’m afraid it is back into the Wilds for you.”
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Dawn cracked, and weak sunlight spilt through the sky. The rise of the sun marked another night survived, and it should have been a celebration. After hearing Victoria’s words, I didn’t feel like throwing a party.
 
I’m afraid it’s back into the Wilds for you.
 
Staying in Bleakholt was never on my agenda. I knew that the infected would catch up to us, whether it took them a week or a month. I looked round the room. Alice stood in front of the horrible horse painting, wincing when she put weight on her injured leg. Justin’s expression was blank. Melissa’s face was grey, her eyes tired. I thought of Ben, wherever he was in Bleakholt, recovering from exhaustion. Our group couldn’t go back into the Wilds. Not yet. It would be the death of us.
 
Victoria drummed her fingers on the table again and waited for a response.
 
 “Look,” I said. “Let us stay awhile. We’re running on empty here, we need a bit of respite.”
 
Victoria shook her head. “Sorry folks. I gave charity to strangers once, and now we can’t get shut of them. I’ve got my own people to worry about.”
 
“You don’t know what’s out there,” said Melissa, and started to get to her feet. 
 
Justin put his hand on her shoulder, pulled her back into her seat. “You’re not going to persuade her,” he said.
 
Victoria pushed her chair out a little. “I know too well what’s out there. There’s the infected. If that’s not enough, we’ve also got the stalkers to worry about.”
 
Billy crossed his arms. “Loads of the fuckers around here,” he said.
 
Lou looked at me and arched her eyebrows as if to say ‘do something’. Victoria didn’t seem like the kind of cold hearted person who could let someone die. She wasn’t like Moe. But then, she was leader of this settlement, and I knew too well what it took to be a leader. You had to make sacrifices. For me, it had meant giving up a little bit of my conscience and killing a man named Whittaker. I hated doing it, but it had been for the greater good. Victoria had made an error in letting strangers stay in Bleakholt. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake again no matter how bad it made her feel.
 
There had to be a way to persuade her. What did we have to offer? We were seasoned survivors, and we knew how things worked in the Wilds. Maybe that would be useful to them. Then again, Bleakholt had people like Billy in it. He looked like he could rip a stalker apart with his hands. So we needed something else.
 
A bookcase ran the length of one wall of the room. The wood was stained dark brown like the sides of a casket, and the shelves sagged underneath the weight of the books. The books were of varied subjects, and they were organised in categories like a mini-library. Fiction, photography, politics, science. 
 
Science. That was it.
 
I leant forward. “You said you had a scientist here?”
 
“Yeah,” said Victoria, and opened her tobacco pouch again. I noticed that the tip of her index finger was stained brown. “Charlie Sturgeon. He worked with the Scottish government researching renewable energy. But his forte is biology.”
 
I nodded. “We have something that might interest him.”
 
“What’s that then?”
 
I looked at Billy. “Did you keep my pack when you put me in the fence area?”
 
He nodded.
 
“Then you better go get it. Because we’ve got the cure for the infection.”
 
***
 
I told Victoria about the notes we’d taken from Whittaker. He was an insane biology student who had taken it upon himself to find a cure for the infection. He had injected Justin with a chemical solution that he thought was the cure, and I still didn’t know what it had done to my friend. After I murdered Whittaker we took his research notes, thick wads of paper covered in the scientist’s scrawls. Inside those pages, there was the cure. Whittaker had told me he was sure of it, and I had started to believe him. Mad as he was, he had researched the infection more thoroughly than anyone I had ever met.
 
Billy fetched my pack and dug out the papers. He passed them to Victoria, and we stared in silence as she read. Lou rapped her knuckles on the desk. Alice sighed, shifted her weight back onto her good leg.
 
“Want my seat?” I said.
 
She shook her head. “Your leg’s worse than mine. At least mine will heal.”
 
Victoria put the papers down, pushed them away from her.
 
“Okay,” she said. “You can stay for a few days while Charlie has chance to look these over. You have leave to walk around town, but don’t be disturbing anybody. Most of us have jobs to do.”
 
She looked up at Billy. “Make sure they all get ration cards.”
 
Billy nodded.
 
“Sounds like the Blitz,” I said.
 
“It’s the only way to keep track of who gets what. The cards will get you two meals a day. It’s not Michelin star stuff. Our lovely Scottish gruel in the morning, some meat and veg in the evening.”
 
“Thanks,” I said. It wasn’t the most gracious offer in the world, but it was the best we were going to get. We had to stay on Victoria’s good side until the rest of the group recovered. Once they felt better, I’d be able to persuade them to hit the road again and get as far north as possible.
 
Victoria patted Whittaker’s notes with her palm. “These are ours now, obviously. Charlie’s going to see if there’s any merit to them.”  She looked up at Justin. “And you, lad, I want you to go checked out by him.”
 
Justin flinched. “Why?”
 
“Don’t think I haven’t noticed your eyes. You have the same look as the infected. I don’t think you’re a danger to us, but other people round here don’t think as clearly as me. I want you checked out.”
 
Justin turned to me. “Kyle?”
 
I nodded. “Just humour them.”
 
Melissa stood up and looked Victoria in the eyes. She showed no trace of fear. “I’m going with him.”
 
Victoria smiled. “I was crazy about a bloke once too. You go, love. Knock yourself out.”
 
Alice walked forward, leaned over the desk. With her strong arms and big frame she looked intimidating, and in a fight she would turn Victoria into a punch bag. Victoria didn’t seem worried.
 
“I want to see my son,” said Alice.
 
“Billy will take you when he gets back.”
 
Alice raised her hand in the air and brought it down on the desk. The loud thud made Melissa jerk back.
 
Victoria gave a smile. “That’s a mistake for me to learn from. Never keep a mother from her son. Step outside and talk to Steve minding the door. He’ll take you to Ben.”
 
“Thanks,” said Alice, though her face was cold.
 
Victoria stood up and patted down her trousers as though they were covered in dust. “Oh and Alice? After you’ve seen how well we’ve treated him, I want you to come back and see me. I’ve got a job for you.”
 
Alice looked confused. “What kind of job?”
 
“You’ve got something about you. There’s a group of fence workers who could use a stern hand to get them to shift their arses.”
 
“We done?” I asked.
 
“We are,” said Victoria. 
 
I got out of the chair, turned to leave.
 
“Kyle?”
 
I span round.
 
Victoria’s face was set in a grimace. “Don’t fuck about. I never make the same mistake twice.”
 
***
 
My body ached and my limbs felt like weights were dragging them down. Billy showed me to my sleeping quarters, which turned out to be the second bedroom of a townhouse. The first thing I did was slump to the bed and sink so hard into the mattress it felt like I was melting into it. 
 
By the third day I got sick of sleeping. I had averaged twelve hours a day, and most of the time I couldn’t get out of bed save to eat or go to the bathroom. Every so often nightmares broke my sleep. I saw half a million hollow-eyed corpses walking toward me, their feet pounding on the ground and booming out like a bomb. Their groans drifted across the plains like a sick orchestra, and the smell clawed its way up my nostrils and tugged on my gag reflex.
 
I woke up in the middle of the afternoon and unzipped my sleeping bag. Pale light crept in through a gap in the curtains. My body felt fine but I had a heavy tiredness in my head. I dressed and went outside. I had been shut away too long, and I needed to see what the rest of the group were doing. 
 
The air was tinged with frost and the cold seeped into my bones. I zipped up my coat to my chin and felt the wind blast my face. The streets of Bleakholt were almost empty. A man walked past me with a bin liner in one hand and a mechanical fork in the other, stopping from time to time to pick up litter. The streets were free of rubbish, but dirt lined the cracks between the cobblestones. The windows of the buildings were covered by a film of grime, and their stonework was blasted with dust. The smell of compost weighed heavy in the air and reminded me of the rot in my nightmares.
 
Every so often I passed people on the street. Some nodded, but most ignored me and went on their way. Nobody idled in the street; everyone had a place to be. Victoria kept things tight and gave everyone a purpose. The men and women of Bleakholt were as cold as the air that blew through the streets, but it was because they were practical.
 
I reached the house where I knew Lou was staying. It was a two-storey cottage that looked like it had been built when Queen Victoria sat on the throne. The windows were shut save one on the ground floor, and the curtains were drawn.
 
I hadn’t seen Lou since the meeting with Victoria. I knew it was because I had slept most of the time, but it was strange that she hadn’t come to see me. Something had happened in Victoria’s office. There had a curious exchange of glances between her and Billy that I had seen despite their attempts to hide it.
 
I stopped outside the front door. Lifted up my hand and prepared to knock. Then I stopped. I heard hushed voices sneak out through the open window.
 
“You’ve gotta keep it together for fuck’s sake,” said Lou.
 
“I wished to hell you’d never come here,” said a man’s voice. It was Billy.
 
“Well you’re going to have to get over it.”
 
“Do they know?”
 
“Who?”
 
“The people you’re travelling with.”
 
I heard a bang, as though something heavy dropped on the floor. Then Lou spoke. “Look, we did what we had to do. It was either them or us, you know that. Would you rather be dead?”
 
There was silence. Then Billy’s voice. “Yeah. Sometimes, I’d rather be dead.”
 
I stepped away from the door, careful to avoid making any noise. I’d always known there was something Lou wasn’t telling us. We all had secrets in our past, but Lou had something heavy in hers. 
 
***
 
I went to see the gardens before the daylight drained away. Victoria hadn’t lied when she bragged about the size of them. There were acres of ploughed soil with vegetables springing out. Onions, leeks, potatoes, tomatoes, carrots, cabbage. There was enough to supply a supermarket. It seemed like they had enough food to last them the winter, and come summer they would rotate the crops and get other things growing.
 
Workers filled the fields. Some picked vegetables from the ground and put them in baskets. Others turned the soil, dug drainage holes or spread compost. The whole place was a sea of colour; brown soil, lush green leaves, orange carrot stalks. The only dull colours were on the faces of the Bleakholt workers, who wore stern expressions on top of grey skin.
 
I stood and watched the people work, and I couldn't help feeling impressed. It was everything I had envisaged back in Vasey and more. When I had started the crop growing programme in Vasey, I didn’t know what the hell I was doing.  I learned on the job and made mistakes. Here, they had expertise. I guessed there had to be more than a few farmers putting their skills into making this work. Maybe this really was salvation after all.
 
I walked away from the gardens and back to the town centre, letting the compost smell fade behind me. Drops of rain pattered from the sky and landed on my face and my coat. Darkness seeped into the sky and made it look like coffee. When I got to the centre I saw the statue and the dried–up fountain. I heard voices shout. 
 
There was a crowd of people, some stood on one side, and others stood across from them. On one side the people looked clean and well fed. On the other, the people were gaunt and they wore dirty clothes. Their faces twisted in anger. I got closer and heard some of the gaunt people shout.
 
“Selfish bastards”
 
“Fucking hogs.”
 
“You’re letting us die.”
 
They looked painfully thin. Their bony arms seemed like twigs wrapped in blankets. They stared at the Bleakholt people with dead eyes, and their sick-looking skin reminded me of the infected. 
 
Despite how weak they appeared, they looked like they were ready to riot. Some held rudimentary weapons in their hands; chunks of wood, bars of metal. I stopped in my tracks. My heart hammered. As I scanned their faces, I recognised some of them. 
 
Realisation shot through me. These starved-looking people were from Vasey. They were the ones who had abandoned the rest of Vasey to their fates with the stalkers. Seeing them was bad enough, but a worse thought hit me and took the breath out of my chest. These were the strangers Victoria had talked about. They were the ones who left Vasey, and if they were here, then that must mean that Moe was too.
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The echoes of my boots bounced off the steps leading up to Victoria's office. A guard waited at the top, a baseball bat in his hand. He eyed me with suspicion and tightened his grip around the bat. He straightened his back as if standing to attention.
 
“Need to see Victoria,” I said.
 
He gave a tap on the wooden door.
 
“I told you not to bother me,” she replied.
 
“Got one of the strangers here to see you. The one with the beard and the gimpy leg.”
 
A pause, then “Let him in.”
 
He opened the door. I walked through, heard it shut behind me. I expected to see Victoria engrossed in some serious occupation. Making plans, deciding strategies, I didn’t know what. Instead, she stood at the window with a canvas in front of her and an easel in her hand. A white apron covered her clothes. She didn’t look at me. Instead she tickled her paintbrush into a blob of paint and drew a faint line on the canvas.
 
She looked out of the window from time to time, then back at her painting, as though she were illustrating the landscape in front of her. Only, instead of the grey streets of Bleakholt, the dull winter sky, the dirt-cracked cobblestones, she painted a scene of colour. Sunlight pouring from the sky and bathing the streets. Happy faces, children running, a dog jumping with a grin on its face. The buildings and the streets were of Bleakholt, but it was from a different era. As though she were painting how Bleakholt had looked like in better times.
 
If it were me painting, I’d have needed just black and white paint. The streets would be a shade of grey, the buildings greyer. Dark faces, glum and angled at the ground. Maybe a trace of red to blotch the pavements. Red was the only colour I saw these days; blood seeping out of a wound, spraying from a torn throat, dribbling out of a bite mark-ridden arm. I was never any good at symbolism.
 
She put the easel on her desk and took off her apron. Underneath she wore her sleeveless jacket, and her muscles bulged from her well-toned arms.
 
“Kyle,” she said. “Didn’t expect to see you. Decided to move on?” she said.
 
I shook my head. “My guys aren’t ready just yet.”
 
She walked behind her desk, sat down. She took out her tobacco pouch. I wondered where she got it from. With the rate she smoked, she couldn’t have much of a supply left. 
 
“Want one?” she said.
 
“I quit.”
 
She grinned. “Doesn’t seem to be any sense in denying oneself the small pleasures these days. None of us are going to be collecting our pension.”
 
She gestured to a chair in front of the desk. I sat down, sank my weight into it. Despite all the sleep I’d been getting, I felt exhausted. My mind wouldn’t stop turning, wouldn’t stop thinking about what was coming for us.
 
She lit the cigarette and let the smoke rise. My nose twinged. I couldn’t tell which smell was worse, the sickly compost that hung ever-present in the air, or the sweet tobacco that made me want to reach out and grab the cigarette.
 
“You can only stay a few more days, you know,“ she said.
 
I shifted in the chair. “That’s what I came to speak to you about.”
 
She looked down and the desk. She thought about something, then sighed. “Look, Kyle. I’ll be blunt. I made a mistake letting the strangers camp outside Bleakholt. I’m going to deal with them, but it will be tough. There will likely be violence, and I can’t bring myself to give the go ahead just yet. You on the other hand, will be easier to get rid of. There’s only a few of you.”
 
“I don’t want to stay,” I said. “That’s what I came to talk to you about.”
 
Something rumbled outside. I looked out of the window. Billy drove a quad bike down the cobbled roads, his arms tense on the handles, smoke trailing from the exhaust.
 
“Spill it,” said Victoria.
 
I sighed. I felt like a broken record, I’d had this conversation so many times with so many people. Most didn’t want to hear it. But I had to try.
 
“Me and my group are leaving in a few days. And not because you’re kicking us out. We were going to leave anyway once we’d gotten our shit together. It’s not safe here.”
 
A grin spread on her lips. “If you know somewhere safer, I’d love to hear about it.”
 
“It’s not the place. It’s what’s headed toward it. Nowhere is safe.”
 
I told her about the half a million infected who were headed north. An unstoppable march of the undead that eviscerated any living thing they came across. I told her what happened to Vasey. How we’d travelled for weeks and how we’d keep on travelling still. The wave of infected would just keep walking, because they had nothing stopping them. They were driven by the instinct to feed, and they didn’t have the human trappings of needing to rest. If anything was inevitable in this world, it was the fact that they would eventually reach us.
 
Victoria breathed out a trail of smoke. She ground the cigarette into the ashtray. She wiped her ash-covered fingers on the wooden desk. If what I had said worried her, she sure as hell didn’t show it.
 
“What do you suggest?” she said.
 
“That you gather up what provisions you can. Get all your people together. Leave Bleakholt, and go north.”
 
I said the words, but I knew they wouldn’t have any effect. I had to try, for the sake of my conscience. 
 
“And then what?”
 
“Then nothing.”
 
“We just keep walking north with no aim and no place to go like alcoholic tramps after a litre of cider?”
 
I nodded. “It’s the only way to stay ahead of them.”
 
“Seems like we’d be on borrowed time.”
 
I leant forward. “That’s all the time we’ve got these days,” I said.
 
A silenced hung. Victoria stared out of the window, tapped her chewed fingernails on the desk. Outside, the litter-man walked down the street with his bin liner. Figures moved on the fields in the distance. Grey clouds hung overhead, ready to splatter the crops with rain.
 
“We’re never going to leave,” said Victoria. “This is the only place that will ever be a home. I was like you, you know. Before I got here, I wandered place to place, foraging for food, living one day to the next. Every morning I’d look down at my ribs and measure how much they stuck out. I joined groups, watched them get torn apart. An endless cycle of death. There’s no life out there, Kyle. Only running and survival. The only way to live is to take a stand.”
 
With that, she stood up. She walked to the window, stood next to her canvas.
 
“Join me here a sec,” she said.
 
I got up, stood next to her. I looked at the bright, happy scene on the canvas and compared it to the grey reality outside, a colourless landscape almost metallic in its coldness. This was real life, and the canvas was just a dream world. Victoria pointed at the west side of the town. 
 
“See that building with the grey playground? Hopscotch painted on it? Children running? It was a school before the outbreak, and it’s still a school now.”
 
I nodded.
 
She carried on. Her finger drifted east, wavered over the field. “We’ve got enough food growing to see us through the next few years.” Her hand moved even further east. “And the buildings with solar panels on the roof? They’re going to keep the lights running. We’ve got power. Education. Food.”
 
She looked at me. There was life in her eyes, a hint of a smile at the corners of her mouth. “We’ve got a life here, Kyle. You won’t find that anywhere else.”
 
It all sounded too good to be true. Ever since the outbreak, that’s all we had ever wanted. I remembered the first few years after the outbreak when Clara and I lived in the Wilds, avoiding the infected by day and stalkers by night. Closing my eyes for sleep and wondering if it would be the last time. Waking up with my forehead mottled in sweat, a cold chill in my body. Clara with her head on my chest, her eyes flickering from a dream or a nightmare. Nowhere was safe, back then. A place like Bleakholt would have been paradise.
 
I looked at Victoria’s canvas again and I saw it for what it really was. The happy scene, children playing, people living their lives. It wasn’t a painting of some golden past. She was planning Bleakholt’s future. I could tell that she was the kind of woman who would stop at nothing to get it. She’d let her own body burn out in the effort to make a future for everyone.
 
I couldn’t ask Alice to leave here. She had Ben to think about, and the kid needed some stability. Justin and Melissa would eventually want to settle down, and this seemed like the kind of place to do it. And Lou, well I didn’t know what the hell she wanted or what was going on with her.
 
Victoria said we could only stay a few days. There was no way the wave of infected would make her abandon Bleakholt. So now I had to convince her to let us stay. I owed it to Alice and the others, because until now, I’d let them down. A part of me ached for Victoria’s vision to be true.
 
“Listen, Victoria,” I said.
 
“Yeah?”
 
“I know you don’t want us to stay. I get that you need to look after your own people. I don’t want to stay here either, because I’m still not convinced this place is still going to be standing when the wave hits. But if you let the rest of my group stay, I’ll help you prepare for it. Build defences, try and make sure the infected can’t destroy you.”
 
Victoria put her hand to her chin, then turned and looked outside. The wind kicked up a gust of dust, sent a tin can clanging down the street. She opened her mouth to say something, but there was a knock at the door.
 
“Come in,” she said.
 
A man entered.  He looked to be in his forties. Wide-rimmed train-spotter glasses that looked like they were cut from the bottom of milk bottles. He wore a smart shirt and trousers, and shoes that had somehow seen a polish recently. There was a knife in the loop of his belt which made him seem like a business man on a camping trip. His knuckles were misshapen, his shoulders stocky. The mark of a fighter.
 
“Ewan,” said Victoria. “How nice to see you.” She didn’t do a good job of hiding the scorn from her voice.
 
“Victoria,” he grunted. His voice sounded like it was filtered through a hundred cigarettes. He walked to the desk and ignored the chairs in front of it. Instead he walked behind it and sat in Victoria’s chair. He put his feet up on the desk and leant back, as if he was challenging her.
 
“Your shoes might be polished but they better stay on the floor,” said Victoria.
 
He slid his feet off the desk and let them thud on the floor.
 
“Spotters have found something,” he said. “Fifty miles east, near Ardroath. Looks like a Grouse factory.”
 
Victoria rolled her eyes. “So?”
 
“Think we better check it out. Would be good for morale, get a bit of decent whisky flowing.”
 
I looked out of the window, tried to see what he was talking about. Beyond Bleakholt, all I could see were the giant hills. From here they seemed to stretch to the sky. Folds cut across them like wrinkles in skin, and the rocks jutted out from the grassy knolls. Through the centre, I could just about make out the passage way that cut through the middle. It was wide enough for a car, but not much else would be able to get through. It was the only direct route to Bleakholt, and it seemed that the only other way to get here was to take a detour at least a couple of dozen miles long.
 
Victoria leant against the window and put her hand to her chin. Liver-spots dotted her hands.
 
“Not worth it. It’d take too much fuel, and we haven’t scouted that area properly. God knows what’s waiting there.”
 
Ewan shook his head. Gave a slimy grin. “You know best, Victoria.” 
 
He stood up. He was six feet tall, but the heels on his shoes gave him at least an inch of that height. 
 
“Guess I’ll tell the fellas that they can’t have their whisky because you don’t think it’s worth it. Shame, a bit of morale would have gone a long way. Guess that doesn’t matter to you.”
 
Victoria straightened up, took a step forward. Her face was a sea of calm, but her fingers were curled into her palms, and I could see the nail of her index finger digging into her skin. 
 
“How about you leave morale concerns to me, and get on with your job? Or is it too much for you to handle?”
 
“I can handle the fences just fine. You’ll never see a crack in them.” He nodded at me. “Hope you don’t have a taste for a tipple of the golden nectar, stranger. Because you won’t get it here.”
 
He walked to the door. Before he left, he turned round. This time his face was a sneer, one that he didn’t make any effort to hide.
 
“Keep up the excellent work Victoria,” he said, contempt dripping over his words. He walked out of the door and let it slam shut behind him.
 
Victoria let out a sigh. Her shoulders sagged a little. A drop of blood trickled from her palm from where her nail had dug too hard and pierced the skin.
 
“Who was that?” I said.
 
Victoria took a deep breath and then straightened up again. The tension left her. “Ewan Judah. A contemptuous little shit who has ideas above his station. He wants my seat, and he doesn’t make much of a show to hide it.”
 
She walked to her desk and opened a drawer. She took out a roll of toilet paper, tore a piece off and then brushed her chair with it. She sat down, the leather creaking as she sunk into it.
 
“Do me a favour, Kyle. Go and see Charlie.”
 
“Charlie?”
 
“He’s the scientist I mentioned. He’ll tell you about our stalker problem.”
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A stalker hung from a metal hook that pierced the skin just above its neck. Black blood dripped onto the floor from a cut that ran across its chest and over its belly and stopped at its groin. It looked like a pie that someone had sliced through the middle and allowed the sloppy insides to slide out.  
 
Charlie Sturgeon’s laboratory was once a restaurant kitchen but he’d customised it to fit his needs. Formaldehyde-filled beakers lined the shelves. Next to them were jars containing pickled body parts that I guessed had come from stalkers. Blood stains covered a metallic counter that was once used to prepare food.  It was more of a slaughter house than a kitchen. Stalker flesh was scattered around at random, and blood stains, both wet and dry, covered every surface. Even Whittaker's lab had been cleaner than this.
 
Charlie stood next to a fridge with a giant metal door. I didn’t even want to think what was in it. He wore a lab coat that was in the middle of a battle between the original white of the fabric and the blood stains that covered it. It was half and half now, but the white would soon lose the fight. It made him look like an abattoir worker.
 
“Lift your head up a little,” he said, and clicked on a torch.
 
Justin sat in front of him, his hair ruffled and his shoulders sagging. Melissa leant against a metal worktop and watched the two men intently.
 
Justin looked up at me. He nodded. “Kyle,” he said.
 
Charlie moved away from Justin and stood straight. He put the torch back in his pocket, and rubbed a smear of blood across his chest in the process, though I had no idea where it had come from. It was as though Charlie’s skin secreted it, and he constantly had to wipe it on his coat. His eyes poured over me as if scanning for data. He lifted his hand and ran it through his slick hair, spreading blood all over his forehead. 
 
“Can I help you?” he said.
 
I was expecting him to sound like Whittaker, the deranged biology student who I had to kill. Whittaker had been kidnapping people in the Wilds and injecting them with his ‘cures’. Charlie's voice and tone couldn't have been more different. Despite his blood-soaked appearance, warmth backed his voice and his smile looked genuine.
 
‘How’s Justin?” I said.
 
“I’m fine,” said Justin. “You don’t need to talk about me like I’m not here.”
 
I nodded. “Sorry, kid.”
 
Charlie put his hand on Justin’s shoulder. “We’re pretty much done here.”
 
Justin got up and stood next to Melissa. She wrapped her arms around him immediately and squeezed him tight as if the few minutes separation had been too much. Charlie walked over to a sink and turned the tap on. Water dribbled out and pattered against the chrome surface. He spoke over his shoulder.
 
“Did Vicky send you?” he asked.
 
“Vicky?”
 
Charlie grinned. “She’d go mad if she knew I called her that. Let’s keep this between us.”
 
“Yeah she sent me,” I said. “She wanted me to talk to you about a stalker problem.”
 
He walked to a trolley that stood next to a wall. It was the kind that would have been used to wheel out a large meal or dessert to the dining area of the restaurant. He pulled it back and turned, the wheels squealing. He guided it underneath the stalker that hung from the hook. He moved onto his tiptoes, strained to reach the hook that sunk into the stalker’s skin, but he was an inch short of grabbing it.
 
“Get that for me?” he asked, his face turning red with the strain.
 
The stalker’s skin sagged from the loss of blood, and there was a hollow cavity in its chest from where Charlie had removed its organs. Its face hadn’t changed in death. Its teeth were still sharp enough to chew through bone, its incisors capable of tearing through flesh with ease. I wondered what it would feel like to get bitten by one, to feel two rows of teeth ripping my skin apart. 
 
“Don’t worry, he’s quite dead,” said Charlie.
 
There was no trace of death in its eyes. They were completely black, though its pupils were a shade darker and seemed to swim in the eyeball. They looked alert, as if they could snap on me at any minute. I expected the stalker to jerk alive and pull itself off the hook. Even without organs they made me shudder.
 
The stink of blood was thick in the air. It reminded me of visiting the butcher’s shop as a kid and breathing the sickly smell of minced beef while mum bought our week’s meat. Even worse, once, in the Wilds, I found a house. It seemed empty. I went upstairs and opened the bathroom door. The sour iron smell of coagulated blood hit me and made me stumble back, gagging. The homeowner had crawled into the bathtub, slit their wrists and let their blood drain out. For some goddamn reason they’d put the plug in the plug hole and let the bathtub fill.
 
I reached up past the stalker’s teeth, expecting its head to turn and its mouth to open. I took hold of the hook, grabbed its neck by the skin and yanked. It wouldn’t budge.
 
“You’ll need to hold its head and pull,” said Charlie.
 
I didn’t want to get any closer to it than I already was. It was like my body was hardwired to flinch at the sight of them. Despite the fact this one was dead, it still activated those survival instincts. They were the kind of creatures that inspired fear at first sight. Even at the beginning of the outbreak there had never been any doubt over the danger that stalkers posed. Hate oozed out of them, as though their slick black skin swarmed with evil.
 
I put my hand on the sides of its head. Its skin was clammy with moisture as if it was sweating. I tightened my grip and then pulled. There was a squelching noise, and blood fell to the floor and covered my boots. I turned my head away and looked at the other side of the kitchen as if this would spare me from the smell. I pulled the stalker away until it was off the hook and then I threw it onto the trolley. It clanged onto the metal, and its arms drooped over the sides. I felt bile rise up my throat.
 
Charlie took hold of the trolley and wheeled it across the kitchen to a metal surface next to the sink.
 
“That’s the reaction they provoke in most people,” he said. “I used to think it was because they are predators, and we’re programmed to fear the things that hunt us.”
 
Melissa’s face was white. She clung to Justin’s waist and looked over at the stalker. She took a deep breath, moved her arm away from Justin. She gritted her teeth and walked over to Charlie.
 
“Mel?” said Justin.
 
The closer Melissa got to Charlie and the stalker the more her steps faltered. She pushed herself through her fear until she stood an inch away from the trolley. Charlie turned, arched his eyebrows.
 
“You’re looking a little peaky,” he said.
 
Melissa turned her head toward the stalker’s cadaver slowly, as though looking at it would make it come back to life. Finally she forced herself to stare.
 
“They terrify me,” she said.
 
“Then come back over here,” said Justin. Her crossed his arms and then unfolded them again, as if he didn’t know what to do with himself when Melissa wasn’t by his side.
 
Melissa stretched out her right index finger. She moved it toward the stalker. The closer her finger got the more she shook, but she didn’t stop. She took a breath and pressed the tip of her finger into the stalker’s skin. She pressed her palm against its jet black arm and slid it down toward the elbow. It reminded me of a show I had seen once, where a hypnotist convinced a woman with a fear of snakes to pet a king cobra.
 
Charlie stared, unsure what to make of it. Melissa turned her glance toward him.
 
“I’m sick of being scared of them,” she said.
 
That took guts, and I was impressed. Put me in a room with an Australian funnel-web spider, and there’s nothing on earth that could have made me touch it. Melissa had forced herself to get over her fears in a way that most people couldn’t.
 
“What are they?” said Melissa. “Are they human?”
 
Charlie crossed his arms. “Maybe once, but not anymore. Their DNA has mutated and made them something else completely. Imagine a caterpillar suspended in a cocoon. Only instead of emerging a butterfly, this horrible thing crawls out.”
 
“So they have cocoons?” I said.
 
Charlie shook his head. “That was just a metaphor. Nobody knows how they breed. Nobody living, at least. You’d need to find a stalker’s nest and walk through it, and I doubt there are people willing to do that.”
 
I shuddered at the thought of wandering into a stalker’s nest by accident. Through all the years I had spent in the Wilds I had never seen one, and I had never met anyone who could claim to have done so.
 
“So why did Victoria send me to see you?”
 
Charlie reached behind him and picked up a scalpel from the counter. He took hold of the stalker’s leg and turned it so that the calf muscle bulged at him. He squeezed it, and the muscle bunched up against the skin.
 
“There’s a high concentration of them in the area, or ‘loads of the fuckers’ as Billy would put it. We don’t know where they come from or where they nest. They prowl the fences at night. They pick off anyone stupid enough to be alone when it gets dark.”
 
I shrugged my shoulders. “Same wherever you go.”
 
“Perhaps Vicky thinks you can do something about them.”
 
If Victoria thought I would face a nest of stalkers for her, she was crazy. I got a sinking feeling that she was going to leverage our stay in Bleakholt against me helping her with the monsters. Why did she think I was the right guy for this? I’d spent my share of time in the Wilds, but that counted for shit. Put any person in the world one on one with a stalker, and the monster would come out on top.
 
Charlie pinched the scalpel between his thumb and index finger. He put it against the stalker’s calf muscle and pressed the knife into it. I expected it to pop like a balloon, but the knife tore through the muscle like it was a tough steak and left a line of blood behind it. Melissa held onto the trolley and watched Charlie work. Justin hung back and looked at the ground.
 
“I don’t feel well,” he said.
 
I nodded. He’d been through a lot lately. Back in Vasey he’d only been out of a coma for less than a day before we’d been forced to hit the road. He’d never had a respite from it all. Whatever Whittaker injected him with had changed him. He seemed normal but when you looked into his eyes, you saw red flecks that swam in the fluid like parasitic worms.
 
“Go home,” I said. “Get some sleep.”
 
Charlie dropped the scalpel with a clang. Blood droplets splattered over the steel trolley. 
 
“Im afraid that’s not an option,” he said.
 
I looked up. “What?”
 
Charlie screwed up his face. “Victoria wants him quarantined.”
 
Melissa shook the handles of the trolley, made the stalker’s leg flop over the side. “Why? What are you talking about?”
 
Charlie turned to the sink and twisted the knob. Water dripped out. He washed off some of the blood but then rubbed his hands over his lab coat, staining his palm with blood again. I wondered why he'd even bothered washing them.
 
“I’ve read Whittaker’s notes,” he said, “and I have examined Justin. There’s a cure in his papers, and that cure is in the boy. But we don’t have a clue what it has done to him. Is he dangerous? Is he contagious? If Justin were to bite you, would he infect you?”
 
He looked at Melissa, and his cheeks flushed crimson. 
 
“If someone were to have…relations with Justin, would they get infected? If he were to impregnate them, would the baby be born as an infected? So many questions, and they will take time to answer. Until that point, I’m not happy to let him walk through the settlement. Vicky agrees with me.”
 
Melissa’s face burnt red. She twisted her hands around the trolley until her knuckles turned white. She shook it as though she was transferring the energy of her anger onto the metal. The stalker’s body flopped to the side, threatened to fall onto the floor. Melissa reached out and pushed it back, her hands covered in black blood. Her squeamishness around them was long gone.
 
“You can’t be bloody serious,” she said. “Look at him. He’s fine. Does he look infected?”
 
Charlie closed his eyes and sighed. “Frankly, yes. It’s not that he’s one of them. It’s the virus that he carries.”
 
“I don’t give a shit. He’s a human just like you and me. You can’t just lock him away like he’s got rabies,” said Melissa. Her voice was strained, the ends of her words sheared off by the tightness of her throat.
 
Justin stared at the ground. He didn’t care about anything anymore. It was a far cry from the lanky teenager I’d met a year ago. Back then he had wanted to see that world so much that he tricked me into taking him on my journey. After that, he’d fallen in love with Melissa and decided that she was more important than seeing the world. Now, his face was a blank slate, his head empty of thoughts.  No emotions or feelings, just a slab of contaminated meat.
 
I had to do something for him. I couldn’t let them quarantine him because that would make him worse. I couldn’t let them treat him like he was a lab animal to study, a threat that needed to be learned from. Putting him in quarantine wasn’t far away from treating him like the stalker that lay dead on the trolley. Maybe Charlie wanted to have Justin’s cadaver on the trolley instead. Maybe he wanted to cut through his skin and study his insides.
 
I knew what I could do. My brain cried out at the thought of it, and tried to gather back the words and lock them away before they left my mouth. I didn’t want to do it, but I had no choice.
 
“Tell you what,” I said. 
 
Charlie waited for me to speak.
 
I leant on the counter. “Leave the kid out of quarantine, and I’ll take care of your stalker problem.”
 
Melissa smiled at me. Justin looked up and flashed a look that said ‘what the hell are you doing?’ Charlie put his fingers to his chin and his eyes glazed in thought. Strips of grey hair ran though his eyebrows and made him seem much older than he was, but his smooth skin showed his true age. Either that or he had a killer skincare routine.
 
“I think Victoria will agree to that that.  In fact, I know I can persuade her to accept. Leave that to me.”
 
Melissa smiled. “So he can leave now?”
 
Charlie nodded. “For now. But for god’s sake, try and stay away from people. There are some idiots in Bleakholt who won’t give Justin the benefit of the doubt.”
 
He pushed the trolley away and walked across the kitchen until he stood in front of me. At least three inches separated our heights, and I could see the strands of grey woven into his brown hair. On his right ear there were tiny pin pricks where the skin had been pierced and then healed. I wondered when Charlie had gotten his ears pierced. I imagined him being a punk as a teenager, acting out against authority before decided to settle down and become a scientist. Or maybe he had been carried away in the man-piercing craze of the eighties and hit the town dressed like Adam Ant.
 
“Where the stalkers are concerned, I can’t give you much to go on. But there is one thing,” he said.
 
“Go on.” 
 
Charlie crossed his arms. “Stalker sightings have calmed since the campers came.”
 
“The people Victoria is pissed about?”
 
Charlie nodded. “They’re an aggressive lot, and their leader is the worst of them.”
 
I didn’t want to ask the question, but I had to know the truth. I had my suspicions over who these campers were.
 
“Is the leader an old guy, a little flabby? Long hair but bald on top?”
 
“That’s the one.”
 
Anger flooded my chest. There was no doubt about it now. The people who had left Vasey with Moe, the ones who had abandoned everyone else, were camped outside of Bleakholt. Moe was with them, and now I had to go and talk to them. 
 
My right arm felt heavy, as though it was drawn toward the knife on my belt. I had to go and talk to them about the stalkers and find out what they knew. I needed to do it for Justin’s sake.  The question was whether I could talk to them without killing Moe.
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I found Alice on the west side of town working the fence with a group of guys. Four of them stood at the fence where fibres of the chain link had twisted away to create a gap. It was barely big enough for a fox to fit through. Two of the men pushed against it and held it steady, and the others worked with pliers to straighten it out. Alice stood back and talked to Ewan Judah. I wondered why she was spending time with the man who Victoria had told me had a jealous eye on her power.
 
“Chain link doesn’t make sense,” said Alice.
 
Ewan screwed up his face. “You’ve been here ten minutes and you already know better.”
 
“I think a concrete wall would be much safer. More stable.”
 
“We don’t have the time.”
 
Alice laughed. “You’ve got nothing but time. It’s not like we have anything else to do around here.”
 
One of the men turned around. “She could have a point boss. We wouldn’t have to spend time doing this every day if we had a wall,” he said, and strained against the fence.
 
“Fuck” said one of the other men, and dropped his pliers. A trickle of blood dripped from where a loose link had punctured a hole in finger.
 
Ewan huffed. “Shut up,” he said to the man. He turned to Alice. “You don’t tell us what to do. You’re a newbie. You’re nothing but a body to do the hard work; the hard work that I order you to do.”
 
I took a step forward. “Morning,” I said.
 
Ewan turned to look at me. “Your boyfriend’s here,” he said to Alice.
 
“Got a sec?” I said.
 
Alice and I walked away from the men. We crossed the street and sat on a bench thirty metres away. The wood was cold, as though the plummeting temperatures had frozen it into a block of ice. Even three layers and a heavy jacket weren’t enough to keep away the sting. I’d lived in the North of England most of my life and I was used to the climate that prompted the saying ‘It’s grim up North’. Scotland was something else entirely. It felt like the cold was digging into my bones.
 
“What’s up Kyle?”
 
“It’s been a while,” I said.
 
Sweat dotted Alice’s forehead despite the cold air. She looked like she’d dropped a few pounds, though her frame seemed as strong as ever. We’d only been here a week, but I’d barely seen her in that time. When she wasn’t working, she was with Ben. I couldn’t blame her though. Losing yourself in work was the surest way to forget the grim reality of the world these days.
 
“Ah well, you know. I’ve been busy. If I wasn’t here, these idiots would let the fence fall into ruin.”
 
“Ewan seems like a delightful fella.”
 
“He’s a dick.”
 
I flicked my collar up and shielded my chin from the cold. A day earlier I had groomed my beard with a pair of kitchen scissors and now I looked halfway presentable. What I gained in appearance, I lost in insulation. I felt bare.
 
“I suppose you know the Vasey people are here?” I said.
 
Alice held her hand in front of her, inspected the blisters crested on her palms. 
 
“How do you feel about that?”
 
I thought about what to say. If I told her how I really felt, it might scare her. The force of anger in my chest made it feel like I had an angry dragon in me. I thought about holding it back but if there was anyone I could be honest with, it was Alice.
 
“I want to kill Moe,” I said.
 
There was silence except for a gust of wind that that rushed past us. It groaned against the fence and made it wobble. To our left there was a children’s playground, but it had been a while since the rusted swings and dirty slide had seen any children on them. Not even children had time to play anymore.
 
“I can understand that, Kyle. But it wouldn’t do any good. There’s way too many of them. If you ever touched Moe, you’d have the rest of the Vasey crew chasing you with pitchforks. Best thing is to stay away.”
 
“I wish I could do that.”
 
Alice turned to me. The dark rings around her eyes made it look like she hadn’t slept in a week. “What do you mean?”
 
“I know how much you want to stay here,” I said. “You want somewhere safe for Ben.”
 
Alice nodded.
 
I took a deep breath. “Victoria is letting us stay. But I have to help deal with their stalker problem.”
 
“What problem?”
 
“There’s a nest of them, somewhere. They’ve been picking people off every night.”
 
“I wouldn’t know where to start with that,” said Alice.
 
A rush of wind kicked at the fence across from us. The fence jarred as though a tank had hit it. One of the men stepped back, his face red. 
 
“I said hold the fucking thing!” he shouted.
 
“I need to get back,” said Alice.
 
“I need your help,” I said. “Apparently the stalker deaths calmed down since the Vasey people got here. Moe must have found a way to deal with them, and I need to find out what that is. If I do, Victoria’s gonna let us stay here. Only thing is, I can’t go and talk to them alone. If I’m left on my own with him, I know what I’ll do. And we can’t afford that. I need you there Alice.”
 
Alice looked at the ground for a few seconds. Her skin was full and pink, and it was free of the wrinkles that most people her age sported. Whatever burdens Alice carried, she carried them well. She was a contrast to Victoria, whose wrinkles made her look like a leather purse. Alice looked toward the fence. The men stepped away from the area they had been holding.
 
“I’m sorry Kyle, I can’t. They need me here. You’ve seen how stupid they are. The fence will fall apart if I leave it to Ewan. And he’d love to tell people I was slacking off.”
 
I sighed. That was the answer I’d been dreading. “I know. I tried finding Lou, but she’s a ghost.”
 
“Saw her yesterday,” said Alice. “She was arguing with the guy we saw in Victoria’s office, the one with the scarred face.”
 
“Billy?” 
 
“Yeah. Then I saw her in the street and she blanked me.”
 
I didn’t know what was going on with Lou. She knew Billy from before, that much was obvious. She was keeping something from me, but I had to remind myself that I had only met the woman a few weeks ago. I had no right to demand to know the secrets of her past. I would just have to wait for her to tell me. Until then, though, I didn’t know how much I could trust her.
 
Pinpricks of freezing wind punctured through the insulation of my coat. I stamped my feet on the ground to get my blood flowing.
 
“Thanks anyway,” I said.
 
I walked away, toward the exit of the settlement.
 
“Kyle?” Alice called after me.
 
I turned, waited for her to say something.
 
“Don’t do anything to fuck this up for us,” she said.
 
There was no way around it. I was going to have to go and see Moe alone. If I didn’t, there was no way Victoria would let us stay. That meant we would all have to head into the Wilds again, leave the safety of Bleakholt and face the same old dangers. Starvation, cold, the infected, stalkers. I couldn’t put Alice and Ben through it. I couldn’t ask Justin and Melissa to leave with me.
 
The problem was that I couldn’t trust myself around Moe. I always thought of myself as a logical guy. I was calm and not prone to emotions. But Moe had done something unforgivable, and even thinking of him sent a shot of hot anger through my veins. I was worried something would take over my brain if I saw him. Make me do something to him that would make me feel good, but would screw things up for everyone. 
 
As I got nearer to the exit, boots trampled on the ground behind me.
 
“Going somewhere?” said a gruff voice.
 
Billy stepped in beside me, his muscled frame covered by a thick wool coat. A leather belt covered his waist, thick enough that a weight lifter could use it as a girdle. A butcher’s mallet hung off it. 
 
“Going to see the campers,” I said.
 
“I’m coming with you,” said Billy.
 
I wanted to ask why. I wanted to refuse him, but I just didn’t have it in me. The truth was I needed someone there to hold me back. I didn’t matter that I didn’t trust Billy. He was tough enough to stop me if the rage took over.
 
***
 
The Vasey campsite was a scattering of battered tents. People huddled together around fires that flickered against the wind. Cold was etched into their faces, and their cheek bones stuck out. Life outside the fence was completely different from the safety of Bleakholt. The people looked a thousand calories short of what an average person needed to live. It reminded me of paintings I’d seen in a museum of the Irish potato famine. Desperation was written into their skin and the scars of hunger twisted their faces.
 
“Jesus,” said Billy. “Never actually been out here. Didn’t know things were this bad.”
 
“Don’t get your violin out just yet,” I said.
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“Doesn’t matter.”
 
I found it hard to be sympathetic. Moe was their ringleader, but every person here was complicit in the abandonment of the Vasey settlement. They all shared blame in what happened; the people they had left behind in Vasey had been slaughtered by stalkers.
 
I stamped away the tiny flicker of empathy that rose in my chest when I looked at their malnourished faces. I imagined a hard shell covering me, deflecting anything that might stir feelings of sympathy.
 
A man looked up as we approached. Recognition lit his face when he saw me. He opened his mouth to speak, but the words didn’t come. Yeah, I thought, you know who I am. You know what you did.
 
“Where’s Moe?” I said, keeping my voice cold as stone.
 
He pointed to a bank of trees a hundred feet away. It was the beginnings of a small wood. The branches of the trees were bare and the stick-thin limbs creaked against the wind. Despite the lack of foliage the woods were still dark, as though a shadow hung over them. I couldn’t see Moe, but he must have been there somewhere.
 
Instead of walking through the camp we skirted around the outside. Some of the campers would want to speak to me and maybe even apologise, but I didn’t want to hear it. Billy couldn’t help but stare as we walked through, and his expression dropped from tough stoicism to an etching of concern.
 
“Victoria never told us that it was this bad,” he said.
 
“Don’t get soft,” I said. “They deserve it.”
 
He screwed his face up, made the pock-marks on his skin more pronounced, tiny craters that dug into his cheek. “Are you for real?”
 
“Just trust me.” 
 
“You’re a cold son of a bitch,” he said.
 
“They know what they did.”
 
“And what was that?”
 
“I don’t want to talk about it right now,” I said.
 
Billy looked at the ground. “We’ve all done things we regret,” he said, some of the harshness gone from his voice. “Do you think people deserve a second chance?.”
 
I didn’t answer him. I wanted to ask him about Lou, find out how he knew her and what the hell was going on. I knew he wouldn’t tell me, and I couldn’t afford to have an argument with him. Right now, so close to the Vasey camp, he was the only ally I had.
 
The wind screamed at the edge of the woods as the bare-limbed trees sucked it in and shrieked it back out. The muddy floor was toughened by frost, and our boots crunched as we walked along it. The further in we got, the more I wanted to turn back. The atmosphere of the woods made me want to zip my coat up to my chin and cover my face, as if there was something I shouldn’t see. The trees stretched back much further than I had first thought, and the whole woodland area must have covered at least a quarter of a mile.
 
“Jesus, look at that,” said Billy. 
 
He pointed at a tree. I followed his outstretched finger, and then stopped walking. My legs felt heavy and my chest hurt as though the cold was a vice squeezing against it. I looked at the tree and felt a tremor of revulsion.
 
Ropes were tied around the trunk. Blood was splattered around the bark as though someone had exploded against it. Just below the ropes, stuck in the bark, was a fingernail with blood on the end, like someone had clawed desperately at the tree.  I realised that the ropes were positioned at roughly chest height. Someone had been tied to the tree and torn apart.
 
Billy’s face was white. Despite his tough appearance, the draining of his face told me that he wasn’t as hardened to the horrors of the Wilds as I was. But even I felt sick. What had happened? 
 
“Who the fuck are these people?” said Billy.
 
I didn’t occur to me that the Vasey crew had done this. I didn’t know what had gone on, but I never thought them capable of this, whatever it was.
 
Someone screamed ahead of us. There were dark figures thirty metres away. Two men dragged another one to a tree. His arms flailed and his feet dug into the ground, but he wasn’t able to get any grip against the hardened mud. He shrieks carried into the forest as they dragged him away.
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The blood-stained ropes and the man’s desperate screams told us everything. It explained how Moe had been dealing with the stalkers. Thinking about it made my stomach lurch. This couldn’t go on. I didn’t know exactly what I was going to do yet, but I had to stop this.
 
Moe pinned the man’s arms against the tree while another guy wrapped a cord of rope around his waist. The man thrashed against the ropes. I turned away and looked at the frost encrusted mud on the ground. I didn’t want to see the man’s face.
 
“Think about my kids, Moe. What are they gonna do?”
 
“You should have thought about that, you sick son of a bitch. Now quit begging.”
 
The man struggled like a dog tearing at a leash. He kicked out and landed a boot in the groin of the man who tied him, who bent over and wheezed. The tied-up man lurched forward and tried to snap the bonds that held him to the tree, but the rope was too thick. Moe stepped back, raised a hand and gave him a slap that echoed in the silent forest.
 
The man’s shoulders sagged. He leant his head back, dazed. Moe slapped him again.
 
“If Deb wanted you in her tent, she’d have invited you in,” said Moe.
 
The man looked up. The red prints of Moe's hand marked his pale cheeks. “I didn’t do a fucking thing,” he said.
 
“No, but you were going to.”
 
The man bared his teeth, his face screwed up like an animal. “Who gave you the moral high ground?”
 
Moe grinned, a sick twisting of his lips that spread across his wrinkled face. “You don’t need moral high ground when you’re sat on the throne.”
 
He pulled his hand back and clenched it into a fist. He smashed it into the man’s nose, sent blood spraying out.
 
“That’s enough,” said Billy. “We’ve gotta stop this.”
 
I knew he was right, but I couldn’t move. The sight of Moe had flushed my body with anger. Every time he slapped the man it was like a drum that sent rage pounding through me. I tried to move my legs but they were blocks of lead. It was as though my body put in a defence mechanism to stop me. Like my brain knew that the closer I got to Moe, the more likely I was to reach for my knife. I imagined my blade sticking out of his gut, his blood dripping onto the mud.
 
Billy’s boots crunched on the floor as he walked. Moe span round. 
 
“You’re a pretty one,” he said, looking at Billy’s face.
 
Billy put his hand to his scarred cheek. “Untie him,” he said, and pointed at the guy.
 
“This isn’t your nice little settlement,” said Moe. “Out here I’ll do whatever the fuck I wa – “
 
Moe looked past Billy and saw me, and the words dropped from his mouth like ash.
 
“Kyle,” he said. This time the mocking tone left his voice.
 
My legs lightened as though my brain had handed back control of my body. I walked toward Moe, repeated words in my head like a mantra. Think of the others, Kyle. Don’t kill him. Think of the others.
 
Neither of us spoke for a while. I couldn’t believe how different Moe looked. He’d lost most of his bulk, whether through weeks of non-stop travel or plain malnourishment. He wore a cold sneer on his face. The long sheets of hair that once flowed from the sides of his head had started to wilt, leaving him with only a few strands of straw. His face was a desert of wrinkles, his skin the grey of concrete.
 
I couldn’t think about Moe. I had to put that to one side and try to pretend I was just dealing with another man. Get the job done, and get back to Bleakholt. Once I was far away from Moe and I’d held up my end of the bargain to Victoria, I could take my rage out on a wall. I would batter it until my knuckles swelled.
 
“What are you doing to him?” I said, pointing at the man, though I already knew the answer.
 
“I’d heard you were here,” said Moe.
 
The man struggled against the bonds but his effort was useless. A look of panic shot across his face.
 
“What the fuck’s going on?” I said.
 
Moe looked at the man, his face screwed in disgust. “Don’t worry about him.”
 
The man screamed. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”
 
“The rule worked in Vasey, and it works here,” said Moe. “With the added bonus of keeping our stalker friends happy.”
 
In Vasey, our old settlement, there was one rule. If you killed someone or stole something, you died. Without a police force it was the only way to keep things in order. I never agreed with it, but there wasn’t  an alternative. As I looked at the man tied to a tree, terror written across his face, I knew the rule was wrong. Something about Moe’s face told me this wasn’t about justice. He got a kick out of it.
 
“Make sure the ropes are tight,” Moe said. Then he looked at me. “When we first got here, the stalkers would come every night. They’d prowl through camp, ripping people from their tents. So I started leaving them sacrifices. It keeps them happy, and now they stay away from camp. They know that if they come to the woods at night, they’ll get their meal. I’ve trained them. Call me Moe, the stalker whisperer.”
 
Revulsion coursed through me. I imagined how many people had spent their nights tied to a tree, shivering in the cold, waiting for the stalkers to come. Hearing their claws scrape against the frozen ground as they crawled closer. Teeth bared, spit dripping from their mouths.
 
Victoria wanted me to solve her stalker problem. She wanted me to find out how the Vasey campers were dealing with them, but I couldn’t bring this back as a solution. No matter what this man had done, if he had done anything wrong at all, he didn’t deserve this. 
 
“It’s pretty clear you’re one of them now, Kyle,” said Moe.  “Your loyalties have changed.”
 
My shoulders tensed. “What the hell do you know about loyalty? You abandoned everyone, Moe. Do you know what happened to the people you left behind in Vasey?”
 
“I took with me everyone who wanted to come.”
 
“You left the rest to die.”
 
Moe’s face turned red. “I did what a leader does. I made a hard choice for the good of my people.”
 
I pointed at the man tied to the tree. His whole body sagged as if he had accepted his fate, his determination to escape replaced by grim desperation. 
 
“Look at your people now. I’m sure they’re thanking you for the choices you’ve made.”
 
I walked toward Moe. I gripped my knife and pulled it from my belt. Moe flinched, and the two men stood beside him as if to shield the old man from my blade. As I got nearer to him it took every ounce of resolve to turn away from Moe. I stopped next to the tree. I reached up next to the man and cut the ropes with my knife.
 
One of Moe’s men took a step toward me, a machete in his hand.
 
“Don’t move a fucking inch,” said Billy, his solid frame persuading the man to rethink his actions.
 
I cut through the rope until it dropped to the floor like a dead snake. The man took a step away from the tree and then stumbled to the ground. His face was pure white, his eyes glazed. A damp patch had spread through his jeans.
 
“This stops now,” I said, looking at Moe. “No more sacrifices. No more of the rule.”
 
Moe’s hands shook. His eyes burned on me, and I could see the wheels of his brain turning. I thought he might reach for his knife, and I got ready with my own. I could take the old man, and Billy could handle the other two. When the Vasey campers found out there would be uproar, and they loved Moe so much they’d come for revenge. Still, sinking my knife into his neck would have been so sweet.
 
Moe relaxed his arms. “You better run back to the settlement,” he said, the familiar grin twisting on his lips.
 
My heart pounded and my fingers shook. Images flooded through my brain of the slaughter in Vasey. The cobblestones stained with blood from the stalker attacks. I thought of the people Moe had let die, and knew that he deserved the same fate.
 
I couldn’t do it. If I did, I would be taking the dream of Bleakholt away from the others. I couldn’t do that to Alice, Ben, Justin and Melissa. 
 
“Let’s go,” I said to Billy.
 
I was going to have to tell Victoria that the Vasey campers didn’t have a way to stop the stalker attacks. Not one that we could copy, anyway. I didn’t know what she’d do. Would she kick us out? 
 
As we walked away across the frozen mud, I heard Moe call out after me.
 
“Run away to your new friends,” he shouted. “When I take over, you’ll be punished like the rest of them.”
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Although we were well out of the forest, I could still smell blood in the air. I didn’t know if I was imagining it or if being in the woods amongst the blood-covered trees had somehow stained me. The wind whistled in my ear, and I was sure I could hear the creak of Moe’s cackle in it. 
 
As we walked back to town I thought about what to do. I would have to tell Victoria what the Vasey campers were doing to keep the stalkers away. If she knew about that, she was bound to do something about it. I would relish being the one to stick a knife in Moe’s gut, but I needed to square things with her first. If I had Victoria’s blessing, there was no way she could evict us from Bleakholt.
 
Billy’s long strides matched my own, and his heavy boots left imprints in the mud. Closer to town the ground had thawed, the crisp mud turning to sludge. An old electric store displayed a yellow poster in the window that read ‘closing down sale’. Further up there was an estate agents with photographs of all the properties it had on sale. I looked at the houses with their tarmac driveways and their pristine lawns and imagined what they would be like now. Dirty windows, empty rooms, the lawn an overgrown knot of weeds.
 
“Thanks for your help back there,” I said.
 
“Surprised you didn’t kill him.”
 
“Believe me, I wanted to.”
 
“I know. I saw it in your eyes.”
 
I still didn’t know what to make of Billy, but there was no denying that he had helped me. First with the stalkers when he turned up in his quad bike, then again with my trip to the Vasey campers. He knew how to handle himself, and he didn’t say much. I liked that. Still, I couldn’t completely trust him until I knew what the hell was going on with him and Lou.
 
I decided that there was no point dancing round the issue. “How do you know Lou?” I said.
 
He cocked his eyebrow. “Which one is she? The one with the kid?”
 
“Come off it. You know exactly who I mean.”
 
“You’ll have to point her out to me sometime.”
 
If that was the way he wanted to play it, then fine. I knew that Lou sure as hell wasn’t going to clue me in, because she guarded her past like an oyster with a pearl. Until I knew what was going on, I was going to have to be wary of both of them.
 
A crowd of people stood near the fountain in the centre of town. The small frame of Ewan Judah was in the middle, pointing at something that I couldn’t see.
 
“What are they doing?” said Billy.
 
“Town meeting?” I asked.
 
“These people have jobs to do. Don’t know what they’re playing at.”
 
When we got to the edge of the square I saw through the gaps in the crowd, and I realised what Ewan was pointing at. Justin stood next to the dried-up fountain. Melissa was at his side, held back by a tall man with a bald head and thick beard. She struggled, but the man held firm. Ewan pointed at Justin, said something, and then turned to the crowd.
 
I sprinted toward them. A few metres away, I heard his voice.
 
“This boy’s an abomination. You can see it in his sick eyes. Who knows what parasites he carries? He's like a plague-carrying rat. At least during the plague, they tried to flush the rats out. Victoria lets this boy stay and treats him as a guest. Do you accept that?”
 
There were murmurs in the crowd. Screwed up faces, puzzled looks. A few of the men and women glanced at Justin and frowned as if they could see imaginary parasites crawling over his skin.
 
“What the hell’s going on?” I said.
 
“Kyle!” shouted Melissa, and struggled against the bald man’s grip.
 
“You better let her go,” I said.
 
The man looked at Ewan. He kept his grip firm.
 
“Let her go, Dean,” said Billy, arriving at my side.
 
The man relaxed his grip on Melissa and then shoved her toward Justin. The two of them stood next to the fountain with the eyes of the crowd on them. It made me think of the Salem witch trials. The town crowding against a stranger, singling them out as something evil.
 
“And right on queue comes another outsider,” said Ewan. “Been to see your friends at the campsite?” 
 
I pushed my way through the crowd. Some sidestepped and let me through, but I had to force my way past others. I walked to the fountain and stood next to Justin. His face was calm, but his eyes were dazed. It didn’t seem like he really knew what was going on.
 
 “You okay?” I said.
 
“I guess.”
 
Ewan took a few steps closer until he stood in front of us. 
 
“Are we going to accept this?” he said, his face red, arms flailing like a preacher. “Are we going to let diseased outsiders wander our town? Eat our food? Taint the air?”
 
He was like a mad evangelist, and I half expected him to start talking in tongues. It was a far cry from the logical, though argumentative, guy I’d met in Victoria’s office. He was playing up to the crowd and getting them riled up. From the looks on their faces, it seemed like it was working. Ewan carried influence in the town.
 
He jabbed a finger in my face, stopped a few inches short of my nose. “You sir,” he said, “brought the foul air in with you. You dirtied our streets with the taint of the Wilds.”
 
More gesticulating. Arms wobbling like a kite in the wind, his voice screeching through me. This wasn’t going to end well for someone.
 
Ewan addressed the crowd. “So what are we going to do, fine folks of Bleakholt? Let them stay and infect us all? Or do we evict the boy? Cast him out into the Wilds where he belongs?”
 
“You have a choice to make,” he said to me. “Send the boy away, or we’ll make you all leave.”
 
He jabbed his finger into my face again, and this time my blood rushed hot through me. The veins in my temple twitched, and my head felt like it was tightening in a vice. I swung my fist, too quick for Ewan to react. It connected with his cheek and I heard a crack. Ewan’s head jerked back, then he sank to the floor like a performer in a poorly-acted death scene.
 
The crowd shouted and pointed their fingers. The bald man reached out and grabbed my shoulders. His grip pressed into me just below my shoulder blades, squeezing the nerves and sending a shock of pain through me. I struggled against his hold but he was too strong. 
 
Two men walked out of the crowd and toward Justin, their faces smouldering with anger. Others followed. Billy pushed a man away.
 
“You all better calm the fuck down or you’ll have Victoria to deal with,” he said.
 
The crowd didn’t listen. Anger was the only thing on their minds now, and the sense of violence in the air blocked out any sensible impulses.  I struggled against the bald man’s grip, but the more I moved, the tighter he gripped me.
 
A crowbar appeared above him and then crashed down onto his shoulder. The bald man jerked back and cried out in pain. When his grip relaxed, I stumbled  to the floor. 
 
Alice stood behind the man with the crowbar in her hand. Ben was at her side. It was the first time I’d seen him on his feet in over a week. Despite how happy I was to see him in such healthy condition, I had more things to worry about. Ewan was still working the crowd up and encouraging their violence.
 
A man separated from the crowd and moved toward Alice. She didn’t see him until it was too late, and his fist smashed into her cheek and sent her sprawling to the ground. Ben bent down to his mother, his face awash with panic.
 
The man swung his leg to kick Alice, but Ben stepped in the way and took the full force of it. The boot sank into his little waist and the boy cried out and then collapsed to the floor, wheezing. The man stood still for a minute. The anger left his face when he saw what he had done. It was as though realisation crept in, and he became aware that he had punched a woman and kicked a small boy. He looked down at his hands, as though he expected them to be covered in blood.
 
The sight of Alice and Ben on the floor made every muscle in my body tense up and boiled my blood until it bubbled in my veins. Fury blanked out everything out and made it all a blur, save for the man who stood above Alice and Ben.
 
I got to my feet and launched myself at him. My body worked on an autopilot of anger, and I didn’t realise what I was doing as my fist crashed into the man’s nose. He fell to the ground. I stood over him and swung my boot into his face. It connected with his mouth and there was a snap as some of his teeth dislodged from his gums. The man squealed. I knelt on top of him and saw his eyes staring back at me full of fear. Blood gushed from his nose.
 
I lifted my fist then brought it down onto his face and heard his nose crack. His blood splattered on my face. I lifted my fist up and brought it down again. More blood. Another punch, another sickly crack. I couldn’t stop myself and my thoughts faded away as I punched him again and again.
 
Someone grabbed my shoulder and tried to pull me away. I turned at them and swung my fist, connecting with their face and sent them sprawling back.
 
The fog of anger lifted, and I realised who had grabbed me. It was Lou. She held her hand to her nose and looked at me in shock.
 



 
15
 
I was so dazed I didn’t even register Alice leading us away from the commotion at the town square and down Bleakholt’s streets. When I snapped out of it we were in the dusty remains of a Chinese restaurant that hadn’t served a chicken chow mein in years. A poster stuck to the wall named it as Blossom Garden. Behind the bar area a golden cat statue stared at us. Save for specks of dust smeared on the table clothes, the place was oddly clean.
 
We sat around a ten-seat table as if we were waiting for a buffet. Alice had her arm around Ben, who was in the seat next to her clutching his side. The dried up remains of tears were crusted around his eyes. Justin seemed to have snapped out of his own daze, and he rubbed the hair of Melissa who cried into his chest. Lou sat across from me, her right eye bright red. I thought about what I had done and I felt my throat close up.
 
“I’m so sorry Lou,” I said.
 
I expected her to shout at me and tell me what an asshole I was. I had punched her in the face for god’s sake. It was an accident, but I deserved everything I got. Instead she rubbed her eye and shrugged her shoulders.
 
“Had worse playing netball at school. And they were girls. You punch like a ten year old girl, Kyle.”
 
“Tell that to the man whose face looks like mincemeat,” said Alice.
 
I remembered being on top of the man. Raising my fist, then smashing it into his face over and over again, emptying my anger over him like I was clearing water from a leaking ship. It didn’t matter how many buckets I threw over the side, there was always more.
 
Lou leant back in her chair and lifted her feet on to the table. Mud lined the grids of her boots. 
 
“I don’t know what the hell I walked into, but it was some intense shit,” she said.
 
My ribcage squeezed as though it were trying to crush me. It was the anger coming back, seeping into me like thick oil. Where the hell had Lou been all this time? I’d needed her help with the Vasey campers, but she’d let me down. If she’d been around when Ewan took Justin into the town square, she could have stopped this. Lou had let us all down. I held onto the sides of the table and gripped the edges as if it was going to tip. Applying the pressure lessened my anger, but I still felt it bubbling.
 
“Where the hell have you been, Lou? We needed you. I had to go and see Moe, for fuck’s sake.”
 
“You’ve been like a ghost,” Justin agreed.
 
“The monk breaks his vow of silence,” said Lou.
 
I glared at her. “Don’t start with the jokes.”
 
She crossed her arms. With her boots casually on the table and her body couched back, she could have been relaxing on a beach.
 
“You went to see Moe?” she said.
 
I nodded. “He’s worse than ever. And I had to take Billy with me.”
 
Lou moved her boots off the table and jolted forward. The colour drained from her face.
 
“Why’d you take him?”
 
“Because if I didn’t have someone with me, I would have killed the bastard, and then everything would have gone tits up. As it stands though, I think we’ve reached that point already.”
 
“And whose fault is that?” said Lou.
 
I raised my fist and pounded it on the table. The sound jolted Melissa away from Justin’s chest. Her eyes were as red as Lou’s, but hers was due to the tears that had poured out of them rather than being punched.
 
“Enough,” I said. I couldn’t hide the tremor in my voice. “You better tell us what the hell’s going on, Lou. I’m sick of this.”
 
“There’s nothing – “
 
“Cut the shit,” said Alice. Her voice carried the weight of authority. “We know there’s something between you and Billy. After all we’ve been through, you owe us an explanation.”
 
Lou looked down at the table. A silenced passed. I looked across the restaurant, over to a door that probably led to the kitchen. I half expected a waiter to walk out with a portion of spring rolls. Lou composed herself and then spoke.
 
“Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Guess I better tell you. I’d ask you to promise not to hate me when you hear it, but that’s asking too much. Just listen and don’t punch me again is all I can hope for, I guess.”
 
“Just spill it,” I said.
 
“You know when we met? After I killed that stalker that was going pounce on Alice?”
 
She looked at Alice, who nodded. Lou carried on.
 
“Well I told you I’d spent some time in Scotland already. I was part of a group of survivors. And yeah, you guessed it; Billy was part of it too. It’s remote up here, and the infected were far apart enough for us to handle. But things were fucking bleak, man.”
 
 “I’m a beanpole as it is, but food was so scarce that even I dropped a few pounds. Makes me wonder how gyms stayed in business, back in the day. Forget paying twenty quid a month, you’ve just gotta starve the shit out of yourself.”
 
“Stay on track,” I said.
 
“We ran out of food pretty sharp. We didn’t have any aim, there was nowhere to go. The group started to drop. An infected got one. Two starved. Three of them just up and walked away, I think they were crazy. They just walked into the wilderness with this weird look in their eyes. And that left me and Billy.”
 
Melissa coughed. She ran her fingers through her hair and flicked back the stray ends. “How long ago was this?”
 
“Hard to keep track of time,” said Lou. “A few months ago? Anyway, it was just me and Billy. We did things the honest way at first. We scavenged any food we could. We went into every house we passed and  checked every inch for something to eat. Even tried boiling some leather shoes in a soup.”
 
The thought of it made my stomach knot. I’d been hungry in my time in the Wilds, but I’d never reached the level where eating shoes looked appealing. Guess I had never had things as bad as I thought. No matter how much crap was flung at you, there was always someone else covered in more of it.
 
“So eventually we thought ‘fuck it’. We kept passing travellers on the road. They always had food with them. We’d stop for a chat, and then go on our way. I weighed seven stone when Billy and I decided we wouldn’t just stop for a chat anymore. We were going to start taking their food from them. Hell, it was either them or us, and I think in a pinch any person’s gonna choose their own life over someone else’s.” 
 
“Speak for yourself,” said Alice, and hugged Ben tighter to her chest.
 
“Yeah,” said Melissa. She moved her chair closer to Justin so that barely a centimetre separated them.
 
Lou grimaced. “Look, you’ve never been as hard up as we were, little girl. Come back to me when you’ve got blinding stomach cramps from eating paper.”
 
“Just because I’ve never starved doesn’t mean I haven’t had it bad,” said Melissa.
 
“Give me break.”
 
I pounded the table again. “Enough, guys. Get on with it Lou.”
 
“For a few weeks we had plenty to eat, so we eased off. Let a few people we met go on their merry way without roughing them up and stealing all their shit. But soon enough our supplies dropped and my stomach started to cramp again. So then we came across a bloke and his son.”
 
Her head sagged a little, and her eyes drooped. For the first time, I saw emotion written in her face. She gulped. “The boy was about Ben’s age, and the man looked a little like you, Kyle. They had tons of food. And they were nice people, offered us some of their stuff. But we didn’t just take what they offered us. We took it all from them.”
 
A loose tear dripped from her eye. It struggled through her tear ducts like a plant straining through the cracks in the desert. It was strange seeing someone like Lou cry, especially in front of us all. I didn’t think she was capable of it. Something about it gave me a strange feeling in my stomach, and I wanted to look away.
 
Everyone else watched in silence. Melissa looked like she were holding in her breath. Alice looked at the walls with sad eyes. Nobody could meet Lou’s stare. Watching Lou cry reminded me of being a kid and watching my dad cry after grandad died. There was something jarring about seeing strong people look vulnerable.
 
“Then” she said, her voice cracking, “We ended up having to go back the way we came a few weeks later. And we found the guy and his son again. Only this time they weren’t friendly. They didn’t offer us any food. They couldn’t because they were laid down in the middle of the road. Their faces were cold and shrivelled and covered in maggots. The whole place reeked of death.”
 
She stared at the ground now, unable to meet any of our stares. Her shoulders shook, and she covered her face with her hands. Revulsion twisted in my stomach, and my belly burned as if it was trying to digest itself. Melissa’s eyes were wide, her disc-like pupils staring out in shock. Justin looked on with disinterest as though he’d been listening to a weather report.
 
“Finish the story,” I said, wanting to get it over with.
 
A few seconds of silence passed, and then Lou looked up.
 
Alice interrupted her. Her face was cut into stone. Rage twisted through it so that she snarled.
 
“Get out,” she said.
 
I held up my hands. “Hold on a sec, Alice.” 
 
Alice moved Ben away from her. She stood up, her face stained red with anger. “Get the hell out. I never want to see you again.”
 
The anger in her tone seemed to bounce against the walls and fill the empty air of the room.  I felt sick but in some way, a small part of me struck sympathy with Lou. In the Wilds, it was easy to get to the point where you’d do anything to survive. The old rules of the world had rotted away a decade ago, and now it was up to you to ensure your own survival. Nobody was going to come to your rescue.
 
I thought about everything that had happened since we got to Bleakholt. Victoria treating us like freeloaders, making us beg to stay. Moe tying people to trees and leaving them for the stalkers. Charlie experimenting on Justin like a lab monkey. Ewan treating Justin like a freak and trying to get him kicked out. On top of it all, the wave of infected were still on their unstoppable march towards us.
 
“This place is poison,” I said.
 
Lou looked up. Alice towered above us and crossed her big arms. 
 
I carried on. “There’s something toxic here, guys. Everything has turned to shit. They’re treating Justin like he’s got some disease. There’s god knows how many stalkers prowling the woods. The Vasey crew are here, and the less said about them the better. You call this place safe, but I think it’s the worst place we could be. They might be trying to survive, but I don’t see a life here for us.”
 
Alice shook her head. “Don’t you see Kyle? There’s nowhere else to go. There isn’t some golden sanctuary waiting for us. The only safe place in the world is the one that we choose to make safe. Here they’ve got food, Power. Our choice is simple. Go out into the Wilds and keep running, or we stay here and fight. And I’m staying. I don’t care what you guys do, I’m not taking Ben outside of these fences.”
 
She pulled Ben to his feet and moved away from the table. Her chair slid back and tipped over. They walked past us and out of the restaurant. The door banged behind them and a breeze floated in.
 
Lou, Melissa, Justin and I sat in silence. Lou wouldn’t meet our gaze. Justin seemed lost in his thoughts, though what he thought about these days was anyone’s guess.  Melissa held her hand to her chin, as if she were weighing up what Alice had said. I wondered what she’d do, if it came to it. She was a hell of a lot tougher than she let on, and I knew she wouldn’t follow me blindly.
 
Lou stood up. Her face was pale, her shoulders slumped. She walked out of the restaurant without a word.
 
The group was falling apart. I couldn’t see a way forward, and I didn’t know what we were going to do. So much for my leadership. They needed someone like Alice to guide them, not me. All I ever did was lead them from one pile of shit to the next.
 
The restaurant door opened and the bell above it tingled. Billy stood in the doorframe.
 
“Victoria says it’s time to earn your keep,” he said.
 



16
 
Billy marched us to the mayor’s office, where Victoria sat behind her desk. Pale light filtered through the windows and illuminated the crow’s feet around her eyes. Her skin looked tired and grey, and she drummed her bony fingers on the table. Charlie stood behind her. He’d shed his blood-stained lab coat in favour of a cotton brown jumper with black patches on the elbows. It made him look like a physics teacher who was bored with his life.
                
“Take a seat,” she said.
 
Alice and Lou took seats in front of her. I was surprised that Lou had joined us, but we’d seen her on the way to Victoria’s office and Billy had told Lou that the boss wanted to see her too. Lou complied and joined the group without a joke or a wisecrack, as if her usual sarcasm had been drained out of her.
 
Alice gave Victoria a smile. It was strange to see the difference in her attitude towards the woman. When they first met, Alice looked like she wanted to throttle her. Now, after seeing Ben on the mend and being given a job on the fences, Alice’s demeanour had changed. There was a look of understanding between the two women. Billy stood against the back room of the wall. He didn’t move or speak, but I could feel his bulky presence in the room all the same. 
 
Despite the empty chair, I stayed standing. I knew what was coming. After the fracas in the town square, Victoria was going to throw us out into the Wilds. Alice would be devastated. Ben was only just getting better, and now he was going to have to go through it all again.
 
“Listen, Victoria. I know what happened outside, but you’ve got to understand-” 
 
“This isn’t about that,” she said.
 
“Then what is it?”
 
She looked up at Charlie, who shifted uncomfortably. Then she addressed us.
 
“Charlie’s come up with a plan. Something we can do to stop this wave of infected before they even get here. Haven’t you Charlie?”
 
Charlie nodded. “Sure have, Vicky.”
 
“Never call me Vicky.”
 
“So you believe me about the wave?” I said.
 
Victoria shifted her tongue in her mouth as though she were picking at something in her teeth. 
 
“Frankly, I thought you were paranoid. That maybe there was some infected headed here, but I sure as hell didn’t believe it was half a million.”
 
“Then what changed your mind?”
 
“Pure facts,” said Charlie, cutting in. His voice was strained, as though he didn’t like talking in front of so many people. I saw a glimpse of a gold chain around his neck, but it was buried under the v-line of his jumper so I couldn’t tell what was at the end. I thought it might have been a cross, but that wouldn’t fit a scientist like him. Weren’t they all atheists?
 
Charlie looked at Victoria, as if asking for assurance that he could go on. She huffed. “Get on with it, Charles.”
 
“It’s pure theory on my part, but I worked out that what you said was possible. I looked at population levels in Manchester. Compared them with what we know of the infected’s behaviour. Their instincts, their drives. How they travel. And grouping together like that seems like a logical outcome.”
 
“It doesn’t stop there. If I’m right, I think this wave is only the start of it. I can see a time when every remaining infected is drawn together, from John O’Groats to Land’s end. I can see them swarming to each other like wasps. At some point, it won’t be half a million infected we’ll be facing. No. It’ll be the population of Britain.”
 
A chill ran through me. “Sixty million?” I said.
 
He nodded. “Give or take the few thousand people who have survived.”
 
“Don’t like those odds,” said Lou.
 
Victoria straightened up. “That's why we need to get off our arses. Charlie has a plan, but it’s dangerous. Frankly, it’s stupid.  So I need you to go and do it. Show me how much you love me.”
 
“How dangerous?” I said.
 
Charlie scratched his ear. “It, err, involves some very volatile explosives and making a controlled explosion. You’d have to go out of the settlement.”
 
Alice crossed her arms, shook her head. “No way. I’ve got a kid who depends on me. I’m done endangering myself.” She turned to me. “Sorry Kyle, but you know that I can’t go.”
 
“We kinda need you to, Alice. If this is what it’s going to take to be able to stay here, then surely it’s worth it,” I said.
 
Victoria leant forward. Wrinkles cut into her forehead and made her skin sag. “You’ve got leadership potential Alice, and this place could use some of that. So I would suggest that Kyle, the girl, - “
 
“Lou,” said Lou, a note of irritation in her voice.
 
“I suggest that Kyle, Lou,” Victoria continued, “Billy and Steve go.”
 
“Who the hell’s Steve?” I said, racking my brain to try and place the name.
 
Victoria pointed behind me. “The man guarding my door with a baseball bat.”
 
“People always forget his name,” said Billy. “He’s a very forgettable guy.”
 
“Fuck you, Bill,” said a muffled voice through the closed wooden door. 
 
Victoria perked her head up, screwed her forehead. “Thought I told you not to eavesdrop?”
 
There was no reply.
 
“So what’s the plan?” I said.
 
Charlie took a step forward and leaned on the desk. Victoria gave him a glare, and he took his hands off the wood. He crossed his arms. “A while back, we scavenged some explosives. It’s pretty damn volatile, and I wouldn’t like to be holding it. I think it’s because the compounds have – “
 
“Focus, Charles,” said Victoria.
 
Charlie nodded. He closed his eyes as if he was looking for his train of thought.  “So the plan is to take the explosives and blow out the passage between the hills. Create a barricade of stone and completely block it.”
 
Billy sprang off the wall as if he’d been zapped by a cattle prod. “Blow the pass? Are you fucking crazy? It’d completely block us off from the South. We’d be stuck here if things ever turned to shit.”
 
Charlie nodded. “It also means that anything coming from the South would have to either climb the hills or take a lengthy detour around them. Either way, they wouldn't get to Bleakholt any time soon.”
 
“It also means we can’t get south,” said Billy.
 
I thought about it. The infected were coming from the south, so it made sense to cut them off. But right now the hill passage was Bleakholt’s only means of getting into England. If something were to ever come from the North, they’d be trapped between a rock and a hard place. This was probably the most literal example of that phrase there had ever been.
 
“You’ll be cutting off your options,” I said.
 
“The nature of options is that sometimes you’ve got to use them,” said Victoria.
 
“We’ve sent scouts North,” said Charlie. “There’s not much going on a few hundred miles north of us. We’re safe.”
 
“Nowhere is safe,” said Lou. She stared in every direction but Billy’s.
 
Victoria ran her hand along her desk, her nails scratching against the grooves of the old oak. “The girl’s right, of course,” she said.
 
“My names Lou.”
 
Alice put her hand to her chin. “It would mean other survivors can’t find the settlement,” she said.
 
It was a damn good point, and the cynical side of me thought that this was Victoria’s plan all along. Cut off the only accessible way to Bleakholt so that other survivors couldn’t get here and drain their resources. By doing it under the guise of stopping the wave, it made Victoria look like she was doing a good thing.
 
It didn’t seem like we had much choice. After all I’d put them through, I owed it to Alice, Ben and the others to fight for their right to stay here. I was going to have to put myself in danger again, but that didn’t matter. Like Alice had said a long time ago, I didn’t have anybody. So it didn’t matter what happened to me.
 
“I’ll do it,” I said.
 
Victoria smiled. “Thanks, Kyle. Charles is going to walk you through the details.”
 
As the scientist stepped forward and opened his mouth, I heard shouting coming from outside. Victoria got up from behind her desk and walked to the window. She stared out toward the town square for a moment and then turned around. Her eyes were wide with alarm.
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A throng of people packed the square. When we got closer I saw that it was the Vasey campers. They looked terrible. Their bodies swayed in the wind like weeds and their faces were gaunt. They wouldn't have looked out of place marching with the infected.
 
Sana stood at the head of the Vasey group. Her hair looked like wild tree roots twisting into her skull and her eyebrows arched above angry eyes. She looked like some kind of witch who had spurned society and spent her time isolated in the forest. She held a hatchet in her left hand, and there was a pale patch from where the wedding ring was missing from her index finger. I realised that everyone else in the Vasey group had weapons too. Some of them had thick logs of wood, whereas others carried hammers, knives, axes. The look in their eyes said that they were ready to use them.
 
When we got to the edge of the square Billy charged ahead, his mallet clenched in his hand. He looked like a warlord running into battle. I knew that if he got there first, he was going to sink the mallet into the forehead of the first person he reached. If that happened, blood was going to flow.
 
I started running and in a few seconds I overtook him. The bullet scar on my leg ached with the effort. Sana looked up at me, and there was fire in her eyes.
 
“You,” she said, her words dripping with acid.
 
I held my hand in the air. “Let’s all just take a second and calm down,” I said.
 
“Fuck off, gimp,” she said. “We’ve been shut out of this place for too long. You’ve kept your food from us like the fat pigs you are, and now look. We’re starving.”
 
Across the square, behind the Vasey group, I saw Ewan. He stood in his shirt and trousers like a worker commuting to the office who had stopped to see what all the fuss was about. He had a wide grin on his face, as though he loved what he saw.
 
Sana waved her hatchet in the air. “It’s about time we took what we deserve. We want a share of the food. Enough to feed us all.”
 
Victoria joined me at my side. Despite how tired she had seemed in her office, she’d managed to shed that for now. Her posture was straight and her shoulders firm. She stared into the angry faces of the Vasey campers.
 
“How the hell did you get in here?” she said.
 
Sana screwed up her face. “It’s amazing how persuasive a bunch of pissed off people with weapons can be.”
 
“So you forced your way in?”
 
“We waited long enough for you to invite us, but you’re happy to let us die out there on your doorstep. It turns out that your fences don’t mean shit when your people don’t have the balls to guard them.”
 
“We should talk,” said Victoria.
 
“We’re done talking,” Sana spat.
 
It was the most life I’d seen from Sana in a long time, a far cry from the defeated woman who had travelled with us before Bleakholt. It was like she’d taken grief and turned it into bile and anger.
 
If Victoria was worried, she didn’t show it. She crossed her arms, straightened up a little more, added a couple of inches to her height. Her face was set in steel. When she looked like this she was scary, as though she could step forward and tear your head off.
 
“If you’re done talking, then I suggest you get the hell out of my settlement.”
 
“We’re not going until we have food,” said Sana.
 
The Vasey group murmured behind her. They waited for Sana to do something. It was if they were looking for a cue, like Sana would give a sign and then the riot would break out and they’d release their built-up anger. I wondered where Moe was. This seemed like the kind of thing he’d relish.
 
I stepped forward until I stood in front of Sana. From a couple of feet away, she smelt horrible. It was an unwashed, damp smell, like a dog coming in from the rain. Her shoulder bones stuck out against her blouse like a coat hanger.
 
I tried to force a smile. “We can talk about this,” I said.
 
Sana swung the blunt end of her hatchet at my leg and caught me on the bullet scar. Molten pain ripped through my leg and made it burn from calf to thigh. I stumbled back and held my leg tight as if gripping it would squeeze the pain out.
 
Sana raised her hatchet in the air again. “Let’s take what we’re owed,” she shouted.
 
The Vasey campers lurched forward. Between sick bouts of pain I glanced at them, and the way they moved reminded me of the infected. They marched in step, their faces angry and eyes lifeless. They had only one thing on their mind; the drive for survival.
 
Billy, Steve and Lou stepped forward, their own weapons in their hands. A few more Bleakholt settlers joined them. They were like two opposing armies meeting for battle. Their nostrils flared, and adrenaline shot through their veins and made them grip their weapons.
 
“Enough,” boomed a voice, loud enough to echo off the cobblestones and into the air. I turned to the voice and saw Alice. She stood like a barrel-chested general, her strong arms crossed in front of her, a stern look on her face. Something about her made everyone stop what they were doing, and even Sana didn’t move. 
 
“You stupid bloody cow,” Alice said to Sana. “Can’t you see what you’re doing?”
 
“Fuck off,” sneered Sana. She looked past Alice, straight at Victoria. “I’ve got a message from Moe. Share your resources, or we’ll destroy everything. We’ll burn the crops into ash if that’s what it takes. Share with us, or we all have nothing.”
 
Victoria stood at Alice’s side. The two women looked more than enough to hold back the Vasey settlers. Hell, I’d put them in front of the wave of infected and see what happened. I think if the infected took one look at the two of them, they’d turn back.
 
“Get the hell out of my town,” said Victoria.
 
“This isn’t the end,” said Sana. She turned away. “We’ve done our job,” she said to the Vasey group.
 
The Vasey group trampled away, the march of their footsteps thudding on the cobbles.  After they left the square and walked out of sight, Victoria’s shoulders slumped. Her posture sagged, like a balloon bleeding air. Alice stood firm, her arms crossed.
 
Ewan walked across the square. He put his hands together and clapped. The mocking slaps of his palms echoed across the square.
 
“Well handled, Victoria,” he said. “I’m sure they won’t be back.”
 
I watched Victoria’s face as she thought of what to say. Doubt crept into her eyes, a shadow that moved across the glimmer. She turned to face us, and the doubt was gone, as if she had put on a mask.
 
“Show’s over. Steve, Billy, get back to your jobs. Come on people.”
 
Everyone filed away to their respective jobs. Alice went to the fence, ready to maintain the metal that guarded the perimeter. Steve traipsed back to the mayor’s office where he’d be the sentinel at the top of the stairs. He tapped his baseball bat against his shoulder like a batter who had been thrown out of a game.  Lou walked away, though I didn’t know where she’d go. 
 
“Got a sec, Kyle?” said Victoria.
 
Before I could answer, she walked across the square. She sat on a black bench that pointed at the fountain. She raised her hand to me, beckoned me over to her. She patted the seat next to her. I walked over, the pain seeping through my leg. I slumped into the bench.
 
“What happened to your leg?”
 
“Got shot.”
 
“Were you in the army?” she asked.
 
I laughed. “Do I look like I was in the army?”
 
“They need cooks and stuff.”
 
“I was a teacher,” I said, smiling through the pain in my leg.
 
There was a silence between us. Trees at the edge of the square blew in the wind, their thin limbs swaying.  A sparrow swooped overhead, flew in loops around the square and then departed east. Within a few seconds it had cleared the town and turned into a black speck in the distance.
 
She smiled at me sadly. “I can’t hold this together myself, Kyle. I know I must seem like I hate the campers, but I don’t. Sending them away kills me. I wish I could share food with them. I wish I didn’t have to see how skinny they look.”
 
I knew how it felt to have to choose between options where no matter what you did, someone had to suffer. Sometimes it was like you were leading everyone to hell, and no matter what decision you made somebody would come off worse. Your conscience was a dam that kept your soul from spilling out, but every wrong decision you made punched a hole in it.
 
“The fact that you have a conscience but still make those decisions is what makes you a leader. It means you’re the only person who can do it,” I said.
 
Victoria shook her head. “I’m not strong enough.”
 
“You’re the strongest person here.”
 
“There’s too much going on.”
 
I leant forward, rested my arms on my legs. “It’s nothing you can’t handle.”
 
“You must be feckin kidding. Between the infected that are coming, the stalkers nesting a stone’s throw away, we’ve got it bad enough. But then there’s the campers. That’s a problem that’s not going to go away. And Ewan’s always going to be waiting for me to slip so he can take power. Everything’s turning to shit.”
 
“Everything was already shit. Things are just getting – “
 
“Shittier?”
 
“Exactly.”
 
Victoria scratched her wrist. The skin was red and raw. “I need you to do something for me. I need you to go and talk to the leader of the campers.”
 
“You want me to talk to Moe?”
 
She nodded.
 
I sighed. I didn’t want to disappoint her. Victoria's willingness to make tough decision made me respect her, but I couldn't talk to Moe again. I’d done that once, and it almost ended with me killing him. If I had to look into his sneering face again, I didn’t know what I’d do.
 
“I’m the wrong guy for this,” I said.
 
“You’re the only guy.”
 
“I’m sorry Victoria. But I can’t.”
 
She let out a long sigh, as though she were recycling the bad air out of her lungs.
 
“We’ve got to fix this. If we don’t, something is going to happen sooner or later. Once it does it will be too late.”
 
I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to tell her that I’d do it, but I just couldn’t. She was right, I knew. The situation between the Bleakholt settlers and the Vasey campers needed to be fixed. But I wasn’t the man to fix it.
 
I stared out across the square. In the distance were the outlines of the rocky hills that formed a barrier between Bleakholt and the horrors further south. Such a natural defence was rare, and I knew that there couldn’t have been many more places like this in England or Scotland. I knew that we should do everything we could to protect this place, and my part in that should have been to talk to Moe. But I just couldn’t do it.
 
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. When I opened them, a man ran across the square. His cheeks were red and his mouth was wide open as he sucked in air. There was a look of shock on his face. Victoria leant forward and craned her head to get a look.
 
“That’s one of our scouts,” she said.
 
She got to her feet, walked toward him. The man stopped a couple of feet in front of her and bent over. He took a few breaths. When he lifted his head, his eyes were wide, and his face was like chalk.
 
“I’ve seen them he said,” choking down air. “The infected. My god, Victoria, there’s so many of them.”
 
Victoria looked at me, and the blood drained from her face, made her skin turn the colour of concrete. 
 
“They’re here,” she said.
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Billy unlocked the gate and slid back the bolt. The metal fence rattled in the wind as if it were shaking from fear. Lou stood to my side and stamped her feet on the ground to warm her legs. Steve tapped his baseball bat against his palm and looked out across the plains outside the fence.
 
Charlie held out a package in his hands. “Now remember,” he said. “This stuff is ancient, and it’s volatile. The slightest bump could spark it off. Whoever volunteers to carry it is taking a massive risk.”
 
“Surely it can’t be that bad. Doesn’t it need fire to set it off?” said Steve. 
 
His cheeks were lined with stubble, and his hair was shaved short, though not to the scalp. His hair was flat and featureless, like the hair of an Action Man figure. When he spoke his chubby cheeks puffed out, and he had a look in his eyes like he was constantly in a daze. 
 
Charlie screwed up his face. “Where did you get your chemistry degree?” he asked.
 
“I don’t have a degree.”
 
“Then maybe you should listen to me.” He turned to look at me, as though I was a more sensible person to explain it to. “I recommend everyone else should stay at least twenty feet away from the person carrying it.”
 
Billy pulled open the fence door. Beyond the safety of Bleakholt’s borders lay an open plain of swaying grass that had faded into brown with the cold of autumn. Clumps of trees were scattered around, and in the distance were the hulking hills that dominated the landscape. They stood watch over everything and cast their shadows over the ground before them. Every so often the wind dislodged rocks from the top which rolled down the sides, making it look like the hills spat them out.
 
Charlie held the explosives in front of him and waited for someone to take them as though he were playing pass the parcel. The walk to the hill passage was a mile. That wasn’t too far normally, but a hell of a distance when you carried something that could blow you to pieces. It was days like this that I missed the safety of the classroom.
 
“I’ll take it,” I said. I still felt like I had a lot of making up to do for everything I’d put the group through. 
 
Lou looked at me, her eyebrow arched. “No offence Kyle, but with your leg I wouldn’t trust you in an egg and spoon race. What if you stumble and blow us all to hell?”
 
“I’ll be fine.”
 
“The girl’s right,” said Steve. “I’ve seen you limping around. Give it to me. They used to call me safe hands when I was in the school footy team. Best goalie they ever had. Pass it here, Charlie. Billy, be a mate and hold my bat.”
 
Charlie passed over the explosive and breathed with relief when his hands were empty. Steve held them as though he were holding a football. I half expected him to start doing kick-ups.
 
“Okay guys, let’s get this over with,” I said.
 
It was a strange feeling as I stepped out of the fence. I’d only been in Bleakholt for a week, but I’d already gotten used to being away from the Wilds. It was interesting how accustomed you got to safety. I didn’t like the feeling of getting soft; it meant I wouldn’t be ready if someone stirred the shit pot. Beyond the fence I felt like I was climbing a mountain without a safety rope.
 
A chilly breeze blew on the plain. The grass crunched underneath our boots. Billy looked from side to side, scanning the area as if he expected danger to leap out at any moment. At least it was daytime. There might be infected hiding behind the clumps of trees, but we knew there wouldn’t be any stalkers.
 
“So how’s this going to go?” said Steve, trailing a few feet behind us.
 
“What do you mean?” I said.
 
“Well what’s the plan?”
 
“We blow up the passage way and create a blockade of rocks from the hill. It’ll cut off the infected.”
 
“But they’ll still get here, won’t they? They’ll just take the long way round.”
 
I shook my head. “The infected aren’t specifically looking for us. They just walk. If something blocks their way, they’ll go in a different direction.”
 
“And if they don’t?” 
 
“Then we’re fucked.”
 
“Oh.”
 
Billy tapped the baseball bat against his shoulder like he was on the way to a game in the park. “That doesn’t scare you, Steve?” he said.
 
Steve walked with the explosives held in front of him and carefully stepped over loose stones that lay on the floor.  “Think it was Churchill who said ‘The only thing to fear is fear itself’.”
 
“Think we’ve got a hell of a lot more to be scared of than that.”
 
“Well I’m also scared of birds,” said Steve.
 
Lou stopped, put her hand to her eyes and stared into the distance. A crow swooped overhead and flew in loops over the plain.
 
“You better give that to me,” she said.
 
Steve stopped. “Why?”
 
“You’re really afraid of birds?”
 
He nodded sheepishly. “I know it’s weird.”
 
He looked genuinely ashamed, as though we were going to make fun of him. The fact was that everyone was afraid of something. Steve had it good, in a way. The infected were everywhere, there was a nest of stalkers nearby, and the only thing that scared him were birds. It was nothing to be ashamed of. I once knew a guy who was scared of worms.
 
Lou sighed. “You’re right that it’s fucking weird. Give me the explosives.”
 
Steve passed the explosives over to Lou. She took them with care, made sure of the weight before straightening her back.
 
“Now you guys get the hell away from me. Keep at least twenty feet apart. No sense in us all exploding into pieces if this goes off.”
 
Steve and Billy gave Lou a wide berth, not that Billy needed to be asked to do that. He hadn’t so much as looked at her since we had set out, the terrible secret they kept weighing heavily between them. I walked next to Lou and matched her strides.
 
“What the hell are you doing, Kyle?”
 
“You’ve risked your neck enough times for me. Thought I’d give you some company.”
 
We were halfway across the plains now. The wind blew through my sleeves and down the gap between my coat and my neck. The hairs on my arms stood on end. I was looking forward to getting this over with and getting back into the safety of Bleakholt.
 
“You should walk with those two,” said Lou. 
 
“That’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about,” I said.
 
Lou said nothing, just carried on walking. Maybe she was hoping the conversation would stop.
 
“We’ve all made mistakes,” I carried on. “What you and Billy did was heartless. No point trying to pretend otherwise. And in another time, I’d be sickened by it. But the fact is that things are different now. Nobody owes someone else their survival. You have to look out for yourself.”
 
“Easy to say that, but it’s not true, is it? All you’ve ever done is look out for people. First Justin, now Alice and Ben.”
 
I hung my head and watched the grass as I trampled it with my boot. “I’ve made mistakes.”
 
“Like you said, haven’t we all.”
 
“I felt weak. Vasey was finished, and the wave was heading towards us. I didn’t know what else to do other than keep moving. Is what happened to Sana’s son my fault? Ben getting sick? Faizel dying?” 
 
“Technically I’m to blame for that.”
 
Flashes of memory hit me. Faizel’s eyes fading, and his skin turning grey. Watching in horror as Lou sank her machete into his neck and cut him until his blood poured out and welled onto the floor. At the time it was the only sensible thing to do. He’d been bitten and he was going to turn. Lou saved us from the danger of him being infected, and she saved Faizel from the torture of becoming one himself. She was the only one with the guts to do it.
 
“I know how you feel Kyle,” said Lou. “Part of me feels cracked like an egg, or something. The other night I couldn’t sleep so I tried to remember how many people Billy and I stole food from. How many people we left to die just for our own selfish survival.  Your mistakes have nothing on mine.”
 
She turned and looked at me, a faint smile on her face. It wasn’t happiness or her usual brand of sarcasm. It was something more genuine. As though she were trying to comfort me.
 
Her boot fell on the rough side of a stone and made her step twist a few degrees off-kilter. Without thinking she shifted her weight and tried to stay balanced, but it was too late. Lou tripped and tumbled to the floor, gripping the explosives to her chest.
 
My breath caught in my chest, and my ribs clamped. Blood pounded through me as I watched her fall. I sucked in air and held it in my lungs as I waited for the boom of the explosion and for her to be blown into oblivion.
 
Then I sighed and let out a trail of panicked breath. Lou stood up as slowly as she could, held the explosive tightly. To our right Billy and Steve stopped and watched with wide eyes.
 
“Jesus Christ,” shouted Steve.
 
Adrenaline shot through me. “You lucky bitch,” I said. They were the only words that popped into my head.
 
Lou nodded. Her cheeks had turned porcelain white, and her shoulders shook. She would no doubt try and shrug this off in a few minutes time, but I knew she was shaken. She was in no state to carry the explosives.
 
“You better give them to me,” I said.
 
Lou shook her head. “Has your leg miraculously healed?” she said.
 
I looked to Billy and Steve. “Steve, get over here.”
 
Lou handed the explosives to him. We walked on, this time giving the explosive carrier a wider berth. The near-fatal accident hammered through to us how dangerous this actually was. I think each of us would have given anything just to stop and go home. Back to Bleakholt and the safety of the fences. The hill passage was a quarter mile away now, so we didn’t have long to go. We just had to be wary. 
 
A clump of trees were to the left, just to the side of Steve. I pictured his boot hooking underneath a root and sending him crashing to the floor.
 
“Be careful,” I called over to Steve.
 
“You think I’m just going to trip and blow myself to hell? Don’t worry about me.”
 
He passed the clump of trees and stared at the floor to make sure nothing could make him trip. While he looked at the floor, he didn’t see the infected step away from one of the trees, its body so thin that the trunk had hidden it. After a few steps he heard it, but he was too late. The infected reached him and grabbed his shoulders.
 
 Steve took a step back. The infected dipped its head at him, teeth gnashing, trying to get a bite of his flesh. Steve fell to the floor, and the infected landed on top of him.
 
 My heart dislodged and leapt to my throat. My stomach filled with the chill of fear. The crow still swooped overheard but its swirls and loops were at quarter speed, as though time had slowed. I waited to see if the explosives would detonate after hitting the ground for a second time.  Maybe he would be okay. Maybe we’d get lucky twice in one day.
 
A boom shook the ground as the explosives blew. The force of it, even thirty feet away, hit me in the chest and knocked me onto my back. The sound rang through my ears, jarred my head like a pneumatic drill on my skull. It echoed through my head so loud that my brain shook and I couldn’t see straight.
 
I looked up in the air and saw it fill with a gush of blood. Mud sprayed across us like a fountain and pattered against down against the floor. My eyes filled with dust and started to sting, so I put my hands over my face. Chunks of Steve’s flesh were tossed in the air and then rained down on the ground in clumps. 
 
When the dust settled there was a sour smell in the air, like gun powder gone damp. I moved into a sitting position, thankful that I could still move. Overhead the crow still swooped and looped, unaffected by the explosion below it.
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I shivered as we walked back into the settlement. Billy tapped Steve’s baseball bat against his shoulder like a player trundling off the field after a defeat. Lou seemed lost in thought. I wondered if she was thinking the same things as me. About how the wave were coming, and we’d just seen our best chance of stopping it blow up in a spray of bone fragments and body parts. We’d failed everyone, and we’d done it with the most ridiculous mistake possible.
 
Rain drizzled down, pattered on my coat and ran down my sleeves. It collected in the cracks of the cobblestones and mixed with the dirt. I wondered what I was going to say to Victoria. It seemed likely she would just throw us out of the settlement. Not only had we failed, but we’d let one of her guards get killed.
 
Melissa stood in front of a building in the town centre. It was an old bank with scaffolding erected around the sides. Before the outbreak they must have been doing work on it, and in the years since there had been no point taking it down. I doubted anyone was looking to open a savings account these days, so  the bank didn’t need to look pretty. 
 
Melissa stared up toward the roof. When we got closer, I heard her shout.
 
“Stop being an idiot. Just get down.”
 
There was a look of panic on her face. When I reached her, she turned and stared at me. Her eyes were red around the edges.
 
“Kyle, thank god. Can you talk some sense into him? He’s going to slip and kill himself.”
 
Justin sat at the top of the building with his legs hooked over the metal bars of the scaffolding. The only thing steadying him was a steel bar that he gripped. One gust of wind would blow him straight off and splatter him on the ground.
 
“What the hell is he doing?” I said.
 
“He didn’t say anything to me before he did it, just climbed up there.”
 
It seemed like Justin was always giving Melissa something to worry about, but this time was different. Her eyes were wide and her stare was hollow.
 
I’d known something was going on with Justin for a while now, but I’d let it slide. I’d just let him get on with things as though he would magically get better. I was his friend, and I should have done something long before now. He sat on the scaffolding with his feet dangling over the ledge, one slip away from falling to the ground. The height didn’t seem to bother him. Instead, he just stared blankly ahead.
 
Part of me knew I should have done something long before now. But another part of me thought, I’ve got other things to worry about. There’s a wave of infected headed straight toward the settlement and it’s not just going to kill you, Justin. It’s going to kill every man, woman and child living here.
 
I pushed the feeling away. I walked up to the bank doors, pulled the handle. It didn’t budge.
 
“How did he get up?” I asked.
 
“He climbed,” said Melissa.
 
I looked up at the building and gulped. Once, when I was a kid, I’d climbed an acorn tree. I used the footholds that stuck out of the trunk and hoisted myself up until the ground looked far away. Then I used the branches, testing their weight before pulling myself even further up. Before long I was so high that I could see half a mile across town. And then I looked at the ground. A shot of panic had hit me in the chest, and I felt dizzy. I realised I wasn’t going to be able to get down.
 
Never look down. Isn’t that what they always say when you’re climbing? After some pissed-off looking fireman had gotten me down, my dad clipped me around the ear and gave me a different piece of advice. Never go up.
 
“Please, Kyle,” said Melissa.
 
I nodded. My throat felt tight, so I swallowed. I was going to have to do this for my friend. I stepped forward and gripped the first steel rung of the scaffolding. The metal was cold and slick with the drips of rain, and it was going to make for a slippery climb.
 
I climbed up rung by rung. I didn’t look down. Instead I kept Justin firmly in my sights and focussed on why I was doing it. It wasn’t a sky scraper, but the higher I got I swore I could feel a breeze lapping around my head, as though I was scaling an office block. My heart hammered, and my hands gripped on the steel as though they were begging me not to let go. Finally I reached Justin.
 
We were thirty feet up now. There was a roof behind the scaffolding, but there was a metre gap between it. Short enough of a distance to make in a leap, but big enough to fall through and hit the ground. I hooked one leg through a bar of scaffolding and clung onto another bar with a steely grip.
 
Justin looked at me and nodded as if I’d just met him at the bus stop.
 
“What the fuck are you doing?” I said, not caring to hide the tremor in my voice.
 
Justin shrugged his shoulders. His face was grey, his skin tone faded. Little red flecks swam in the whites of his eyes, like tiny worms twisting through milk. I dragged myself across the scaffolding inch by inch until I was next to him.
 
“That’s an irrational response,” he said.
 
I made a mistake. As I moved closer to Justin I looked down and saw the top of Melissa’s head. I saw how far away the ground was. My chest was a sheet of ice.
 
“What?” I choked out.
 
“The way you’re gripping the bars. I bet your heart is hammering. You probably thinking you’re going to fall. Your brain is showing all these different ways your body will splatter on the floor.”
 
“No shit,” I said.
 
“It’s a survival mechanism. By making you think of how easy it is to die, your brain is trying to force you to be careful. A part of your brain doesn’t want to be up here; it knows how dangerous it is. But you’re also in control. And the rational part of you knows there’s no way you’re going to fall unless you actually decide to let go.”
 
I was fighting between panic and anger. Part of me was shot cold with fear of the height, and another part wanted to grab Justin and shake him.
 
Justin carried on. “Take a deep breath. Know that you’re in control. That you won’t fall unless you choose to.”
 
“So I guess nobody ever died accidentally?” I said.
 
Justin shook his head. “I think deep down, everyone has a part of them that wants to die.”
 
I wasn’t going to be able to talk to Justin while my body was screaming at me in terror. I needed to calm down. I sucked in a deep breath through my nose and let it fill my lungs. I tried to let my nerves settle. Then I exhaled, and I imagined I was exhaling my fear along with it. A few more breaths and I started to feel a little less jangled.
 
“Do you actually care about her?” I said.
 
He looked at me. “Melissa?”
 
“No, the queen.”
 
“Of course I care about Melissa.”
 
“Then you’ve got to cut this shit out.”
 
Justin took one hand away from the scaffold, wiped rain off his forehead. “I feel different, Kyle. Like I’m not a person anymore. I see all these people living here and planning for their future, working together. And I don’t see myself being part of it. Everyone wants me gone. That Ewan guy would have thrown me out of Bleakholt if it weren’t for you and Victoria. I’m a freak.”
 
I hooked my arm around a bar and hoisted myself into a sitting position. My heart hammered while I adjusted my balance on the bar, and I felt like I was going to tip over. But Justin was right, it was an irrational response. If I was careful, I wouldn’t fall.
 
“You’re being a prat,” I said. “Melissa needs you. Do you think this is easy for her, seeing you like this? You act like you don’t give a shit about anything. Half the time, it’s like you’ve got a death wish.”
 
Justin hung his head. “I don’t know what Whittaker did to me, but there’s no going back. I’m changing. I can feel it.” When he looked at me, his pupils were black holes. “Why didn’t the infected in the farmhouse attack me? It could easily have gotten me, but it went for you.”
 
“I don’t know.”
 
“Am I one of them?”
 
More raindrops splattered onto my head and dripped down my neck. A chill spread down my spine.
 
“You can’t give in. You owe it to Melissa. Until I see you chewing on a person, you’re one of us. Now let’s get the hell off here before I start crying with panic. I’ve got to go see Victoria.”
 
***
 
Victoria’s office was filled with smoke. A dozen cigarette butts littered an ashtray on the desk in front of her. She listened to my story with a cigarette in hand and took hungry drags on the end of it. When I told her about Steve exploding, she pounded her fist on the table. The ashtray shook, and soot spilled onto the wood.
 
“For feck’s sake,” she shouted.
 
“I know how you’re feeling right now. But we’ve got to think of something else.”
 
She looked up at me. Her eyes were squinty black marbles. The fury on her face reminded me of the look my mum had once given me as a kid when she caught me stealing money out of her purse.
 
“Know how I’m feeling, do you? So you know that I think you’re a feckin' idiot?”
 
My blood pumped hot in my veins. I’d expected disappointment or anger, but not this. I wasn’t going to be spoken to in this way; it wasn’t like it had been my fault. It was her guy who had messed things up, after all.
 
“You better watch what you’re saying.”
 
She picked up the cigarette from the table. It was bent out of shape from being pounded against the wood. She flicked her lighter, lit the end of the cigarette and sucked on it. Finally she faced me, and her eyes were a little calmer.
 
“I used to have a son,” she said. “He had a condition. I’m not going to make you listen to the details, but it was bad. We could manage it with medication and surgery every few years, and we got by. Then all this shit happened. Suddenly, medication and surgery weren’t available. Hospitals were emptied, and the doctors died just like everyone else. I had to watch him die.”
 
I pulled out a seat from under the table, sat down in it. I rested my arms on the desk and leant forward. 
 
“I’m sorry,” I said.
 
Victoria took a deep breath. The cigarette burnt between her fingers, close enough that it would scorch her skin soon.
 
“I failed my son. And I can see Bleakholt going the same way, Kyle. I couldn’t protect him, and I can’t protect the people out there.”
 
I knew exactly how she felt. I’d promised to protect my wife, and I had failed. And when I thought of it, my stomach burned. I knew what it was like to blame yourself.
 
“We won’t give up,” I said.
 
Victoria straightened up and shook her shoulders as if casting off her mood. The steely glare was back in her eyes. 
 
“Then the only way we can stop the wave is with pure numbers. With my Bleakholt people, we don’t have a chance. But if the Vasey campers were to help, the odds change a little.”
 
“No way,” I said.
 
“I know how you feel about them. I know how they betrayed you. I know about Moe, and how you feel when you look at him. But you’ve got to put your feelings to one side for the good of Bleakholt.”
 
She didn’t know the half of it. She couldn’t possibly understand what happened when I thought of Moe. The acid that poured through my veins and feelings that blinded every thought except one. When I thought of Moe, I was like a shark in a feeding frenzy. I wanted to tear him apart for what he’d done.
 
“Kyle?”
 
“I can’t do it Victoria.”
 
“Think of all the lives we could save if you can put your feelings to one side.”
 
I thought about what Justin said. That there’s two parts of you; one that acts on instinct, and another that is rational. The rational part of me knew that saving the lives of everyone in Bleakholt far outweighed my need for revenge. No matter how much hate burned through me, I was going to have to do it.
 
“I want you to speak to Moe,” said Victoria. “And offer him a place in the settlement.”
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I found myself walking to the Vasey camp site again. Dawn was rising on a new day, but the same old feelings bubbled up through my stomach. When I thought of Moe my body flinched with hate. I knew I had to swallow the feelings down like a sour medicine. As much as I hated Moe and everyone who had followed him, Bleakholt needed their numbers. 
 
The scout who had first seen the wave had taken it upon himself to be Bleakholt’s infected watchman. He reported on their progress by radio every few hours, and his voice was always full of shock. I knew how he felt; ever since I’d first seen the wave, I hadn’t been able to get them out of my head either. It was a sight that was horrible and incredible in equal measures. Half a million dead faces pointed in our direction, half a million dead legs dragging hungry corpses closer. They were a week away, at most. That’s all the time we had to prepare.
 
Victoria had decided that the scouts needed to give a signal when the infected got to the hills. The scout, a military memorabilia enthusiast, had chosen a war horn. He couldn’t demonstrate it for me because he said it would shatter my ear drums, but he said he would blow it when he saw the wave reach the hills. When we heard the noise of the horn, we knew that things had gotten bad. We needed to figure something out before we heard it
 
Lou walked beside me. She’d been quiet lately, saving her usual sarcastic cracks in place of silence. I couldn’t forget what she and Billy had done, but I was thankful for her coming with me to see Moe. If anyone knew how I felt about the man, it was her.
 
“I need you to watch me,” I told her.
 
“Isn’t Moe the one to watch?”
 
I shook my head. My feet crunched on the frozen plains. “Keep an eye on me. If I’m starting to lose it, get me out of there.”
 
“Is it really that bad?”
 
I’d always been a calm guy. Back when I was a teacher, a kid called Damien Brown always tried to wind me up. As well as teaching English I was also stand-in for the school football team when the PE teacher was off. For one match I decided to leave Damien out of the side. His attitude was just wrong, and he was a bad influence on the other boys. Damien didn’t take too kindly to that. 
 
He spent the next year doing everything he could to piss me off. He missed homework assignments and scratched my car with his keys. He talked rubbish about me and my wife on social media. At that point I could have exploded, but I didn’t. I let it wash over me. I remembered a proverb about being a rock in a stream, keeping steady while you let all the shit trickle over you until it was out of sight.
 
I couldn’t do that with Moe.
 
“I can’t control myself when I see his smug face,” I said. “I’m worried that if he says the wrong word I’ll just kill him right there. And then the Vasey campers will run riot, and Victoria won’t get the bodies that she needs.”
 
Lou reached across and squeezed my shoulder. The physical contact felt alien when it came from her. 
 
“My brother didn’t love much,” she said, “but one thing he did love was heroin. Couldn’t get enough of it. He stole from me, my parents, and his friends. If he ever spoke to you, it was to use you, all with one goal in mind – getting more stuff. It broke my parents. My dad was fifty-six, but he looked eighty. White hair, sagging skin. It used to make me sick.”
 
“I’m sorry,” I said.
 
“My brother disappeared for three years. My parents were sick with worry, and they aged even more. Mom got admitted to hospital, and dad’s hands started shaking, like, all the time. I hated my brother for that, and I used to imagine killing him. Think of that! A sister wanting to kill her little brother. But when he came to me asking for help, saying he didn’t want money this time, he wanted to quit, I knew I had to put those feelings to one side. For the good of my parents.”
 
“And did you help him?”
 
Lou nodded. “Took him to rehab the same night.”
 
“How did that go?” I asked.
 
“He stayed there a month. Came out looking fantastic. Clean skin, a smile on his face, talking about the future. Then within a week of being out he bumped into an old pal, and before I knew it he was using again.”
 
We got to the edge of the Vasey campsite. It was worse than when I’d last seen it. The tents were sagging as if they were lungs on the verge of collapsing. Litter was strewn around. There was a hint of faeces in the air, like a hundred unwashed bodies excreting their dirt and not being able to wash it off. I zipped up my coat and covered my chin, but the material wouldn’t stretch to my nose.
 
Moe had the biggest tent. It was a twenty-man tent, big enough to be a marque. It was like the Vasey settlers were a travelling army, and being the general, Moe had taken the war tent. Two men stood outside, guarding. I recognised them as the men I’d seen days ago tying another man to a tree. They saw me, and scowls crawled onto their faces. 
 
I wondered if they were going to block my way, but when we approached they stepped aside. When we got into the tent, the putrid smell vanished. Moe’s tent was fragrant, like someone had shaken talcum powder over the floor. Moe lay in the corner on a camp bed, his head propped up by pillows, a book on his chest.
 
He put the book down. When he saw us, hate flickered on his face and then disappeared, like a flash of lightening that you weren’t completely sure you saw.
 
“Kyle,” he said in a syrupy voice, “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
 
My blood boiled in my veins. I wanted to punch him. I could almost feel the warm glow that would spread through me when my fist connected with his nose. I wanted to cover his smug face in blood.
 
“We need to talk,” I said.
 
He moved into a sitting position, swung his legs over the side of the camp bed. In comparison to the rest of the Vasey campers, Moe looked well fed. Just past him, in the corner of the tent, was a stockpile of food. I wondered if the rest of the Vasey people knew that he had it. I wondered if anyone of them would even dare to stand up to Moe.
 
“You know me Kyle,” he said. “I love a good talk. So shoot.”
 
Bile slid up my throat. I needed to keep calm. Half of me wanted to kill Moe, and the other half wanted to get as far away from here as I could. But I needed to do this for the others. If I went back without making a deal, then Bleakholt was screwed. 
 
Lou put her hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. I appreciated the support, even if her touching me still felt strange. 
 
“Victoria’s got a proposition,” I said, the bile thick in my throat. “I don’t know if you know this, but the wave is coming. It’s a week away at the most, and there’s no getting round it. We’re going to have to fight. Thing is, the only chance any of us have got is if we join together.”
 
Moe brushed his hair back other his ears. The long strands hung over his back like old rope. “Join together and do what?”
 
“Fight the wave. Together.”
 
He got to his feet, his knees clicking at the sudden movement. I realised how old Moe really was. He kept himself in as good a shape as you could expect for someone who lived in the Wilds, but there was a tiredness behind his eyes. His skin sagged like it was stretched by the horrors he’d seen, the things he’d put his body through.
 
“After we left Vasey,” he said. “I thought about you sometimes, Kyle. Wondered how you were doing. A part of me even felt bad for leaving you. But then I thought ‘No. He went off chasing the wave of infected. Clinging to the Vasey dream like it was actually going to work.’”
 
I opened my mouth to speak, but Moe held a hand in front of him.
 
“Let me finish. A few days after we left people started hearing things in the night. Cries in the forest that came from a hundred directions at once. The cries got closer every night. One evening, we heard something scraping on the floor. It was pitch fucking dark and we couldn’t see anything, but I knew what it was.”
 
“Stalkers,” I said.
 
He nodded. “What else? If it ain’t the fucking infected tearing you apart in the day, the stalkers come to finish the job at night. And boy did they finish it. Night after night they came. Didn’t matter how many lookouts we had, the sneaky bastards would always find a crack in our defence to crawl through. They’d take people in their tents. People would wake up to find one of the bastards next to them, tearing open their husband’s belly with their claws. Chewing on their kid's faces, giving them that sick goddamn grin while they did it.”
 
“It was night after night after night. Got to the point where I started to tune out the cries. Thought I could accept it, like it was just another part of life I had to chew down. But you can’t tune it out, Kyle. You can’t ignore the sound of a mother weeping because she’s watched a stalker eat her son’s face and then drag him away to its nest.”
 
I gulped, felt a wave of pity wash over me. I knew what it felt like to be in the Wilds at night listening to every noise, scared that it might be an infected or a stalker. I’d watched people get eaten, carved up, torn apart. Nothing could prepare you for it, and it never got any easier.
 
“All the more reason we have to help each other,” I said. “We have to get together and fight. Otherwise, the same thing is going to happen.”
 
Moe’s face was pale. The strands of his beard looked greyer and seemed so weak they might fall out and scatter on the tent floor like feathers.
 
“No,” he said. “It won’t happen again. Because we’re going to take Bleakholt. Run back to Victoria and tell her Moe’s coming. And he’s going to take everything from her. Bleakholt is weak, but I’m going to make it strong. And I’ll kill everyone who blocks my way.”
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“Four days,” said Victoria, and tapped on the desk. Her nails were chewed up to the skin and she’d even started to work on that, nibbling away at her fingers like they were pieces of chocolate.
 
“Five at a push,” said Charlie.
 
Lou and I had gone straight back to Bleakholt. We told Victoria what had happened with Moe. I expected her face to go red and for her to order us out of the settlement. Instead she just nodded, took the news and chewed on it. Finally she had sent for Charlie. He arrived in his lab coat, a trail of dried blood splattered on his sleeve.
 
“We don’t have much time to act, and there’s not a hell of a lot we can do,” said Victoria. “But Charles has a plan.”
 
“You’re not going to like it,” said Charlie.
 
I sat in front of the desk, and Lou was to my right. She crossed her legs and leant back like she was relaxing in a bar. The thing about Lou was that if you caught her on her own, she was a hell of a lot more open. Put her in front of a crowd and the sarcasm returned, her body language got cocky.
 
“There’s not much I do like these days, so you might as well spill it,” I said.
 
Charlie walked to the front of the desk and perched his ass against it. He looked like a biology professor explaining a theory to a couple of students. His cheeks reddened, as though having everyone’s eyes on him heated up his skin. He put his hand to his mouth and coughed.
 
“Blowing the pass is still the best way to head off the wave. I know what you’re thinking. ‘Look how that worked out last time, Charlie. We blew a guy to the moon. There’s no more explosives left.’”
 
He raised a finger in the air, as though one of us had actually asked the question. “But wait,” he said, “Because Charlie has a plan. He knows where there’s some dynamite.”
 
I leant forward. “Cut the crap Charlie, get to the point.”
 
Victoria tapped her fist on the desk. Her face was screwed up and her body was tense. She’d either run out of tobacco, or stress of the impending charge of half a million infected was getting to her.
 
“Come on Charles. If we’re doing this, Kyle will need to go soon.”
 
I flinched. “What do you mean ‘Kyle will need to go soon?’ I don’t know what the hell you’re proposing, and you’re making a hell of an assumption.”
 
Victoria took a breath. “You’re the only one capable of doing what we have in mind.”
 
“Then you better tell me what it is.”
 
Charlie adjusted his collar, unfastened a button as though his shirt was strangling him. “There’s a quarry a dozen miles away. We sent a scout party there once. Six men. Only one of them came back.”
 
“You’re really selling this to me,” I said.
 
“The man who came back didn’t speak for a week. He’d seen something there that sent him into shock, but whatever it was, he couldn’t talk about it. It must have been traumatic, because his brain had evidently blotted it from his memory.” 
 
“What the hell happened?” I asked.
 
“He couldn’t tell us. He was, however, able to tell us that the quarry had a storage shed where they stored old dynamite.”
 
“And you’ve never gone back to get it?” said Lou.
 
Charlie shook his head. “Couldn’t get anyone to go.”
 
“I know it’s a lot to ask,” said Victoria. “But Moe won’t help us. And the wave are days away. There really is nothing else we can do. I’m afraid it’s once more into the breach for you, Kyle.”
 
I looked over to Lou, wondered if I could ask my friend to go out there with me again. But I didn’t need to ask. Lou grinned, as though we were about to take a trip to the carnival.
 
“We better get going,” she said. “I’ll put on my Sunday best.”
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Our quads zipped across the plain, the tough wheels trampling the grass. Trails of smoke gushed out of the exhausts and filled the winter air with the smell of burning petrol. The wind stung my face and stretched my cheeks. Billy and Alice rode one quad, Lou and I rode the other. It took me a few minutes to get used to the acceleration, but I worked out the balance.
 
I’d been quad biking on a stag party in Prague once. It was fifteen guys riding motors around a field. By all rights we shouldn’t have been allowed to do it because most of us were blind drunk. Things came to a head when the stag took a slope too quickly, span in the air and landed on the side of the grass. His quad turned over and the weight of the metal pressed against his leg. Once we’d made sure he wasn’t hurt we all had a laugh about it.
 
I wasn’t drunk this time. Instead I had a deep ache in the pit of my stomach, a foreboding feeling about what lay ahead. It made me want to ease down on the accelerator, turn the quad around and drive home.
 
 The storage facility was a dozen miles west of Bleakholt. We rode ten of them, and then stopped at an expanse of forest. When the quad engines died their drone was replaced by the sounds of wildlife. Birds screeched in the trees, and something snapped twigs on the forest floor. 
 
“It’s through here,” said Billy.
 
I got off the quad and looked at the forest in front of us. The bare-limbed trees were bunched so tight that they blocked out all sunlight save for a few rays that struggled through. It seemed endless; a horizontal well of darkness that looked like it could hide anything within. The idea of walking through it made my feet heavy. I was done with forests. Nothing good ever happened in them.
 
Lou bent over, touched her toes, and stretched her calves. Then she sprang upright like a jack in a box.
 
“Remind me again why nobody came out here after the first scouting party,” she said.
 
Billy scratched his chin nervously, and then folded his arms as if to hide the gesture.
 
“Only one of them came back,” he said, “And he was scared shitless.”
 
I didn’t like the sound of this. “Why?” I said.
 
Billy looked at me, raised his eyebrows as if I should already know the answer.
 
“Stalkers,” I said.
 
He nodded.
 
The forest looked like the perfect place for them. It was dark enough to smother any daylight that dared to shine. The thick tree trunks hid the forest’s secrets from us. Tangles of bushes and thorns poked out from the ground, ready to snag on loose clothing, scratch the skin and draw blood. Stalkers nested in darkness, everyone knew that. As I stared into the forest, I couldn’t imagine a darker place.
 
“The quarry is on the other side of the forest,” said Billy. “We should make it back well before sundown.”
 
Alice took a step closer to the first tree. “So we find the storage shed, get the dynamite and then go home?”
 
“That’s the plan.”
 
I looked at Alice and I couldn’t shake the feeling that she shouldn’t be here, like something bad was going to happen.
 
“Why did you insist on coming?” I said.
 
“It can’t just be you who puts himself in danger all the time, Kyle. I didn’t go with you last time, and that was a mistake. I’m here to make sure you don’t blow yourself up.”
 
We walked forward, our chests heavy with a grim resolve. It felt like we were stepping into a shadow, as the daylight washed away in a shower of black and disappeared into a plug hole.
 
We walked for twenty minutes. Every twig that snapped sent a shiver down my spine, but I didn’t turn around. It felt like something was watching and listening. Like being a kid in a dark bedroom, knowing that there was something in your closet watching you. It waited for you to acknowledge it. If you admitted it was there you gave it power, and it took on a darker form in your imagination. It was better to put your head under the covers and pray for sleep.
 
The further in we got, the more the darkness drowned the light. Roots stuck up from the forest floor, twisted toward our feet and tried to trip us. We passed a fallen log, the insides rotted into damp mulch. Something skittered out of a bush and ran away from us.
 
“Shit,” said Lou.
 
It was a dark shape the size of a hare, but it bounced along the forest floor and out of sight before we could confirm what it was. I gave a sideways glance to Alice. She had her hands tucked into her pockets. Billy took careful steps at the front, his butcher’s mallet in his hand, his arm tensed like he was ready to strike. The darkness wrapped around my neck like a noose.
 
“How much further?” I asked.
 
Billy stopped suddenly. He held a hand in the air.
 
“What’s wrong?” said Alice.
 
“Shh.”
 
Billy’s breath left his mouth in a plume of steam. It was light at first, but as he scanned the forest ahead of us, the plumes grew thicker and left his mouth quicker. I could almost feel his heartbeat speed up and start to pound, like it echoed off the trees.
 
I followed his gaze and let my eyes adjust to the darkness in front of us. At first it seemed like the rest of the forest. Rotted trees, tangled roots. Leaves scattered on the forest floor like dead flaps of skin, hollow branches like amputated limbs. My eyes adjusted more. They filtered the darkness, gave the shapes of the forest definite forms.
 
My breath caught in my throat. Icy hands closed around my neck, and frozen fingers tapped up and down my spine. 
 
There were shapes on the forest floor. At first they seemed like black sacks strewn around us. But then I started to pick out features. Arms sticking out, legs curled at the knee. The rise and fall of chests. Oil black skin that glistened when a rare slice of light stabbed through the trees.
 
We had walked into the middle of a stalker nest. I felt the urge to turn around, like an unseen hand was pushing on my chest and begging me to leave. Instead of lessening the horror my brain dialled into it. It tuned out every other sound in the forest so that I heard the raspy breaths of the sleeping stalkers. They sucked in air and exhaled it with the choke of a hundred a day smoker. Dozens of the sleeping black forms were scattered around us.
 
Lou’s face was covered in shadow, but I could see the whites of her eyes as they widened. Her shoulders tensed, and she took a silent step back. Alice moved closer to me, so that there was only an inch between us. I felt like grabbing her hand.
 
Billy turned round and faced me. He took careful steps forward, away from the stalkers. He beckoned us to follow him. The quarry storage shed was less than a mile away, but we would have to abandon it. We couldn’t walk through a nest of sleeping stalkers. Even if I wanted to, I didn’t think my brain would allow me to take the steps. I felt like it would lock down on my motor movements like a vice and refuse to release the controls until I agreed to go home.
 
Before I turned around I took another look at the stalkers. Ice washed through my body and sent shivers across my skin. I scanned the black creatures on the forest floor from left to right and tried to count how many there actually were. And then I stopped. 
 
My throat tightened and I made a choking sound as if something strangled me. I opened my mouth wide in disbelief at what I saw.
 
Further back, in the centre of the nest, there was a black form bigger than the rest. This one was the width of four stalkers. Its belly was swollen like a balloon ready to burst. 
 
It reminded me of when I was a kid and I saw a pregnant woman on the bus. She was so far gone that I was worried she was going to pop before we got to our stop. I remembered her belly, the skin stretched around the oval shape. Swollen, like the slightest pin-prick could puncture it.
 
I knew know what this was. Now I knew how the stalkers bred. That is what waited for us in the forest. Not just a stalkers nest, not just twenty dozing stalkers. Here, sleeping in the darkness, was the source of them. This was a breeder.
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As we ran through the forest it was a while before my brain caught up with my legs. My head swam with thoughts of the stalkers shifting in their sleep, their limbs straightening out. I imagined the breeder in the centre of them. A swollen beast, its belly swimming with the stalkers inside it. 
 
We stopped a mile away from the stalkers nest. The forest was as thick as ever, but as far as I could see there were none of the black shapes were sleeping on the floor around us. Billy sunk to the mud and rested his back against a tree trunk. He ran his hand over his bald head and punched the ground.
 
“Fuck,” he said.
 
“Shit,” said Lou.
 
Alice leant against a tree. She gave a quick look behind her, as though she expected something to be waiting in the darkness. 
 
“Are we just going to stand here and swear?”
 
I scratched my cheek, felt my beard rough against my fingers. My face was cold. “Is there a way around them?” I said.
 
Billy stretched out his legs, cracked his knees. “We could skirt around them. But it would add a few hours onto the journey.”
 
“Then let’s do that,” I said.
 
The sensible thing to do would be to go back, but I wasn’t going back to Bleakholt empty handed. Victoria had sent us out on one mission already, and that had ended in a spray of body parts. If we failed this time, there was no hope for Bleakholt. They needed the dynamite to blow the hillside passage. If we couldn’t do that, then the wave of infected would get a free pass into the settlement. 
 
***
 
When we reached the storage shed the long fingers of night were closing the eyelids of the sky. The shed was the size of a house, a wood panelled building that look ready to fall apart. The wooden walls looked moist, as though they were sodden with rain and just couldn’t get dry. Beyond the shed was the quarry itself, a deep curve cut onto the earth, the sides of it covered in sandy limestone.
 
There was a disused quarry back in my hometown. Nobody had worked on it in thirty years, and at some point it had filled with water so dark and murky that I couldn’t see the depths. My friends had run to the side of the quarry and dived in. I stood on the edge and watched them lap in the brown sea. It was easy to imagine unseen creatures swimming around them, pulling at their legs and dragging them down. I didn't jump in.
 
This quarry was empty. A danger sign stood on the side of it with a warning drawn in faded red paint. ‘Demolition charge area. Keep out.’ On the other side, a stone’s throw away if you had a strong arm, a group of infected shambled along the sides of the slope. They dragged their feet aimlessly and focussed on nothing in particular. 
 
Billy put his shoulder to the storage shed door and forced it open. A musty smell hit me, a decade old collection of damp and dust. A film of stone powder covered the floor and crunched beneath my boots. There were various white bags that reached up to knee height, some full of stone chips and others wood. A row of shelves lined a back wall with the tools that once the quarry men would have used to collect their stone. Various sledgehammers, pneumatic drills, hard hats.
 
Billy walked over to the shelves and inspected them. He reached out and heaved away a box.
 
“Got it,” he said.
 
“That the dynamite?” I said.
 
“No, it’s the Xbox I’ve been dreaming about.”
 
“Fuck off.”
 
Alice stood at the window, leant against the frame. The glass was single-paned and encrusted with grime.
 
“We should have turned back,” she said.
 
I walked over to a table near the door and rested my weight against it. The wood bent a little underneath me. “We couldn’t go back empty handed,” I said.
 
“We let it get too dark,” she said. “There’s no way we can leave here tonight.”
 
“She’s right,” said Billy, and put the box of dynamite on the table next to me. “No fucking way I’m walking back through the woods at night. Not with them waiting for us.”
 
I thought about the breeder we had seen in the forest, its belly swollen with what I could only assume were stalker eggs. I couldn’t shake the feeling that passing it by was a missed opportunity. That maybe we could have killed it and ended Bleakholt’s stalker problem.
 
Outside the light had been sucked away like water in a whirlpool, leaving the sky the colour of crow feathers.  Alice was right, this had been a mistake. By taking the detour we’d gotten the dynamite, but we’d been out too long.
 
“We’re going to have to hole up here for the night,” I said.
 
Lou sank to the ground. She reached forward and tugged at one of her boots, straining as she pulled it off her foot. She threw it across the floor and then reached for the other one. Her blonde bob was greased back with sweat. 
 
“Better get comfortable,” she said.
 
***
 
We settled into sleep. We hadn’t had the foresight to bring sleeping bags or covers, because we hadn’t planned on this being an overnight stay. Alice lay next to me, our bodies almost touching. I never liked having someone sleeping next to me, not even Clara. I had always been an independent sleeper. Tonight, though, I was glad of the warmth that she gave off. 
 
Billy settled down near the shelves, his arm around the box of dynamite like a boy sleeping with his teddy bear. Lou sat against a wall and faced the door. She closed her eyes, but I could tell she wasn’t sleeping. I closed my own and let the haze of sleep slip over me.
 
A few hours later I woke to tapping sounds. Something pattered across the ground outside like a wolf walking on ice. I rose into a sitting position.
 
“Shh,” said Lou.
 
She stared at the door intently, as though she was trying to bore through the wood with her gaze. The way she looked at it reminded me of a guard dog keeping watch over a house.
 
“What’s going on?” I whispered.
 
She broke her stare and looked at me. From the bags under eyes, I could tell she hadn’t even dozed.
 
“I think they’re outside,” she said.
 
A chill ran through me like someone was blowing up and down my skin. I pictured the stalkers outside, their sneering eyes refreshed from sleep, their noses honing in on our scent. We had been stupid to stay here. Stalkers could track anything. It was what they were built for. 
 
I tried to make sense of the sounds outside. They could have been the delicate steps of the stalkers as they crawled across the ground. They also sounded like rain drops dripping from the gutter. It was easy for your senses to lie to you when you were already on edge. I had to be sure.
 
I got to my knees and crawled over to the window, my jeans shuffling against the stone floor. I reached the window and put my fingertips on the ledge above me.
 
“What are you doing?” said Lou.
 
Billy stirred at the other side of the room and his eyes flickered open. I held a hand out to signal quiet. I carefully raised my body so that my eyes were level with the bottom pane. I imagined a stalker waiting outside, staring at the window and watching my head slide into view. Its eyes snapping on mine, its body tensing up, a sneering smile snaking its way across its lips. 
 
The woods outside were swollen with the black of night. I scanned the trees and the forest floor. There was no sign of the black silhouettes that had so often sent a shard of terror through me.  
 
There was movement in my peripheral vision, something tracking along the forest floor. I almost didn’t want to look, as though my brain didn’t want my senses to confirm what was there. My heart pounded, and I gripped the window frame until my fingertips were white. I turned my head toward the movement and expected the worst.  It was a rabbit.
 
“Jesus,” I said, sinking back away from the window and letting out a gush of breath.
 
“What is it?” said Alice, her voice groggy.
 
“Just a rabbit,” I said.
 
Billy sat up, stretched out his arms, and gave a groan. “I need some air,” he said.
 
He got to his feet, walked over to the door and opened it. The cold air of the night seeped in and washed over my face like water. Billy stood in the doorway and drank it in. My skin tingled with the chill, but it made me realise how dusty the air in the storage shed was. Maybe we should have worn masks while we slept. You always heard about quarry workers and miners getting lung diseases from the crap they breathed in.
 
The sounds of the forest floated in. Birds chirped bedtime cries and critters snapped across the bracken on the forest floor. The wind wheezed through the air and wrapped itself around the branches of the trees. It could almost have been peaceful, a night time lullaby to go to sleep by. Then a shriek pierced the stillness of the night. 
 
It was a wail so full of hate and anger that it seemed to shake the trees. Other screams returned the call in answer, and soon the air was filled with dozens of them. It was like the howling of a wolf pack, but twisted and made more terrible by the desperation that the sounds carried with them.
 
Alice and Lou both looked to me, as if asking me for reassurance. I couldn’t give any. I knew what the cries were. Fear wrapped around my heart like a snake, slithered through my chest and then down my spine. My stomach twisted.
 
“They’re ready to hunt,” I said.
 
My words hung heavy in the air. It was night time, and the stalkers were coming.
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As Billy took a step back inside the glow of the moon slipped from his body and left him covered in shadow. Alice got to her feet. She put a hand to the back of her neck and rubbed, easing her stiff muscles with her thumbs.
 
“Shut the door,” she said.
 
It took a second for the words to register with Billy, like he'd  tuned out everything apart from the shriek of the stalkers.
 
“Billy.”
 
He jerked his head back like he was waking from a trance. He stepped forward and took hold of the door then pushed it shut, careful not to let it bang.
 
I ran my fingers through my hair and felt the knots strain against my fingers. Adrenaline spiked my blood, and I felt like I could run all the way to Bleakholt without stopping. The idea of the stalkers sniffing us out made my skin itch, like microscopic bugs were eating it.
 
Lou stood by the window. She looked calm, but the hairs on her arms were on edge like static had ruffled them. She moved her head as close to the pane of glass as she dared, hesitating as if a stalker might suddenly appear in the window frame.
 
“I thought we’d be okay here?” she said, and looked at Billy.
 
Billy screwed his face up. Despite a penchant for violence when it came to the infected and stalkers, he seemed like a good natured guy when it came to people. But when he looked at Lou, there was genuine dislike on his face. 
 
“I don’t control the stalkers,” he said. “And we don’t know they’re getting closer.”
 
Every so often something cracked on the forest floor. A cry rang out and floated through the trees, carried to the shed by the wind. The shrieks got louder, the snapping sounds were closer.
 
“They’re on their way,” I said, trying to put a touch of finality to the discussion. “So we need to decide what we’re going to do.”
 
Lou curled her fist and hit the wall with the bottom of her palm. The window frame shook.
 
“How the hell can they smell us? We’re miles away.”
 
“I didn’t have a clue,” said Billy.
 
“There’s a fucking surprise.”
 
Billy kicked out at the air like a drunk striking an annoying dog. “I’m not David Attenborough. I don’t know how they found us. Stop being such a bitch.”
 
The stalkers were hunters. They were fast and agile, with tough skin and senses keener than a wolf’s. They were experts at hiding in the night and sneaking through the dark. They hunted in packs and they killed without mercy. 
 
Despite that, I felt that Lou was right. We were miles away. How had they found us? Then it hit me. Frustration rushed through me and made me huff at my own stupidity.
 
“We were in their nest,” I said. “So we were the first thing they smelt when they woke up. Imagine how they felt when they woke up at night and got a whiff of us.”
 
“Angry?” said Billy.
 
I shook my head. “I don’t think they have emotions in that way. They felt hungry. They smelt us in the air and they knew they had an easy meal waiting for them. All they have to do now is follow the trail.”
 
“God dammit,” said Lou, and hit the wall again. The window frame shook harder, and it seemed like the glass panes could just pop out.
 
“Stop that Lou,” I said. “No point drawing their attention even more.”
 
“Like it matters now.”
 
Billy bent to the floor and picked up the dynamite. He held it to his chest like a baby, and then put it on the table.
 
“We should have just gone back to Bleakholt,” he said.
 
Lou shot him an angry look. She could give the meanest look I’d ever seen when she was in the mood. 
 
“You were the one who said we’d be okay here,” she said.
 
“Again, I’m not David Attenborough.”
 
“No kidding, he’s got more balls.”
 
Billy arched his eyebrows. “Didn’t know you liked them shrivelled up.”
 
Lou sprang away from the wall, fists at her side. “He’s faced lions, tigers, snakes. You lose your shit when you see a mouse.”
 
Billy looked at the floor, scratched the back of his neck. “Can’t believe you’re bringing that up.”
 
Blood rushed to my cheeks and a prickly heat ran down the back of my neck. 
 
“That’s enough,” I said. “You’re acting like kids, and we’ve got other shit to think about. Like what the hell we’re going to do.”
 
The sky was thick like a barrel of oil. The outlines of the trees seemed to blend into it until everything was a uniform black. The stalkers couldn’t have been less than a few miles away, and it wouldn’t take them long to cover the distance. We needed to make a decision. I walked to the centre of the room.
 
“We either stay here, or we move. The only question we need to answer is, which one makes it more likely we survive?”
 
I didn’t know where the sudden logic had come from. I was as scared as the rest of them. My spine felt like ice, and my stomach felt light and twisted. Maybe it was all the time I had spent in the Wilds over the years. The nights spent shivering in the forest with infected lurching by and stalkers screeching in the distance. I learnt that I had to keep my head or I would die.
 
Alice crossed her arms. Her face was the only one of the groups that wasn’t pale. Instead she had a healthy glow, and her breaths were even. 
 
“If we leave, they’ll catch us in minutes. You know that, Kyle.”
 
“We could outrun them on a quad,” I said. “Pity we had to leave them at the edge of the forest.”
 
Billy stepped away from the table. “Too much shit on the forest floor. Gets in the carriage and screws things up. We lost one that way once.”
 
“Leaving is out of the question, I guess. We’re going to have to stay here. At least it’s kind of defensible,” I said.
 
“These windows couldn’t keep out a badger,” said Lou.
 
Billy put his hands around his head and covered his face with his arms. He let out a long sigh. “For god’s sake! This is pointless.”
 
Alice glared at him. “Hold it together, Bill.”
 
He moved his arms away from his face. “Don’t call me Bill. My dad was Bill, and I’m nothing like that bastard. I’m Billy.”
 
A shriek rose in the night sky and spread through the trees. It drowned out the other sounds of the forest. This one was much closer, though I didn’t know which direction it came from. 
 
“Okay,” I said. “Let’s think. How do they track us?”
 
“Smell,” said Alice.
 
“Hearing,” said Billy.
                
“GPRS,” said Lou.
 
I cut her a look that I hoped she interpreted as ‘shut up.’ 
 
“So they wake up and catch our scent in their nest. The track it, and it leads them to this shed. They smell us in here and then they get ready to eat. That about the size of things?”
 
Alice glanced toward the window. “Sounds right.”
 
“So it’s clear what we need to do,” I said. “We need to disguise our smell.”
 
Billy took an uncertain step into the middle of the room. He scratched his head, and I heard his nails scrape against the stubble straining through his scalp. “I’ve got something. You’re not gonna like it.”
 
“We don’t have time to mess about, Billy. Spit it out,” said Alice. 
 
 “We could piss on each other.”
 
There room was silent as all of us thought about Billy’s idea and how to best reject it without telling him how stupid it was. Billy scratched the back of his neck and looked down at the ground. After a few seconds, he coughed nervously.
 
Lou rolled her eyes. “How would smelling like pee help us, you dolt? Think about it. Our pee is human. We’d still smell like humans, with the added bonus of smelling like a bus station toilet.”
 
Lou’s derision made Billy scowl back at her, but it gave me an idea. Lou was right. The problem would come when the stalkers worked their way toward the shed and smelt live humans. If they didn’t smell us, then they’d ignore the shed.
 
“I’ve got it,” I said.
 
Alice smiled at me. “Go on.”
 
“We saw some infected walking near the quarry. We need to bring them in here.”
 
***
 
The infected were heavier than they looked. Billy, Alice and I killed them and dragged them to the shed while Lou stood on lookout, shivering and rubbing her arms. The infected were three men, two of them young and bulky, and an older one who was smaller and thinner.
 
We piled them in the middle of the room as though we were making an infected bonfire. Then we stood around them in a circle and stared. I couldn’t tell if it was just because I had gotten used to it, or I was just being critical of the plan, but they didn’t smell as bad as I thought.
 
“This gonna work?” said Billy. 
 
I stuck a foot out and kicked the palm of an infected. “It doesn’t seem enough.”
 
Alice shook her head. “You’re right, it isn’t. The infected will be able to smell the difference. They’ll smell us in here as well as the infected.”
 
“So what do we do?” said Lou.
 
I knew what we needed to do. My throat felt thick, so I swallowed. 
 
“We need to paint the walls,” I said.
 
We sliced through the skin that covered their bellies. As soon as my knife punctured the grey flesh, the smell hit me in full force. I choked back a glob of sick that hit my throat. This was the smell we needed. Pure death and rotten flesh. It reminded me of when I’d been in Iceland and tried their nation dish, putrefied shark. In the shed, the smell of death was so ripe I tasted it in the air.
 
Billy found a sheet of canvas stood in the corner of the room. He rolled it out on the floor, borrowed my knife and then cut it into pieces.
 
“Always loved decorating,” he said.
 
The choke of death seeped into every available inch of space. It crept up my nostrils, made my stomach lurch and bile rise up my throat. Lou’s face was the colour of tofu. She picked up a clean sheet of the canvas and held it to her nose. Her cheeks bulged like she was about to hurl. She walked to the door and opened it.
 
The fresh breeze of the wind swept in and started to clear the smell from the room. My nose thanked her for it, but no matter how much I liked the breeze we couldn’t keep it. This would be the only time in my life I would think this way, but right then we needed the stink of the infected.
 
“Close the door,” I said.
 
“I’m going to vom,” said Lou.
 
“Then do it and get it over with. But we can’t let the smell out. That’s the whole point of this.”
 
Billy stood up. “Okay guys, roll up your sleeves and get painting. Time to give this place a zombie makeover.”
 
Lou turned. She looked at the zombie guts on the floor and the pieces of torn canvas. “We’re going to spread it all over the walls? I can’t do it.”
 
I had never seen this from Lou before. I knew that deep down things scared her sometimes. It was hard not to be afraid when spending the night in the wrong place could draw a stalker to your scent. She usually hid her feelings behind a wall of sarcasm, but that was gone tonight. Lou was scared, and she was showing it.
 
A cry rose in the night and crept through the open door, and it sounded much closer than the others. Cold seeped through me. The open door felt like a gaping wound, like it was an open invitation to the stalkers.
 
“Close the door,” I said.
 
Billy dabbed a piece of canvas against an infected’s intestines and covered the material in crimson. Clots of flesh clung to the sides of it and made it look like jam. He moved to the wall and dabbed the canvas against the wood, spreading the thick paste of infected blood across the panels. The smell hit me afresh, twisting and stabbing at my nostrils, remind me that death was in the room.
 
“Shut the bloody door and pick up a cloth,” shouted Alice.
 
This jarred Lou from her thoughts. She pushed the door and let it slam against the wood. She took a deep breath as if she was readying herself, and then she picked up a cloth.
 
***
 
The walls of the shed were covered red with a soup of infected blood. Chunks of flesh stuck to it like raisins in fruit bread. Billy had taken the infected’s trails of intestines and lined them against the bottom of the door like a draught guard. We’d scattered their organs randomly around the room, distributing the sick smell of death as evenly as we could. Lou’s guts had given in while we worked and she’d thrown up on the floor, but we were finished now. The shed looked like the finished product of a home makeover show where the contestants had gone insane.
 
Something crunched on the forest floor. The stalkers were here now. They had tracked our scent all the way through the forest and to the shed. If the plan had worked, then our scent should have stopped suddenly.
 
The question was would they give in, or would they explore? Did they possess enough logic to realise that if the scent trail ended at the shed, then the humans must be inside? Maybe they’d smell the infected and assume that the humans had died.
 
Either way, hearing them sent a shock of panic though me. Just being near the stalkers was enough to make my skin itch. It was like looking at the lion enclosure in the zoo and wondering if the cages could really hold them. Were the bars strong enough? What if you fell in and got torn to pieces?
 
Branches snapped. Tremors of cold shot up my arms. Lou darted a look at me, her eyes wide. Billy looked at the ground and closed his eyes. Alice stared at the window. I looked up at it.
 
There was a face in the glass.
 
My heartbeat jarred and then seemed to stop. My brain screamed at me, told me that the plan had failed and that I had to run. But at the same time, I knew my legs were frozen solid.
 
The dark face pressed against the window frame. It had dark eyes and oil-black skin that shimmered in the moonlight. I looked away, hoping that my not looking at it, it wouldn’t exist. My cold breath left my mouth as steam. I slowly turned my head back toward the window.
 
Sharp grey teeth flashed in front of a sneering smile. It stared in through the glass. I held my breath. I didn’t even dare risk the tiny movement of my chest. 
 
There was a shriek outside, as though one of the stalkers was communicating with the others and telling the pack what it had found. Any second now they were going to smash through the window or crash through the door. We’d be torn to pieces in seconds if they got in. 
 
I wondered if I should stand up. If I was going to die, I wanted to die fighting. I wouldn’t let the bastards take me that easily. I moved my foot, tested to see if my body would still respond to me. My leg twitched. Alice reached slowly across, put her hand on my shoulder and pushed me down.
 
The face left the window and its footsteps moved away from the shed. None of us moved. We hardly even breathed. Time dragged for hours like some unseen force was stretching it out and making the night last as long as it could. The cries of the stalkers drifted further into the night, like voices disappearing down a dark tunnel. When pale daylight flickered through the window panes, I knew that we had made it.
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As I walked through the streets of Bleakholt I didn’t even look up to say morning to the people I passed. My body felt wilted. I knew I should go and see Victoria and tell her we had the dynamite. Tell her about the breeder. I couldn’t do that yet. I just needed sleep.
 
I got home and walked upstairs. I drew the curtains and sank into the bed like I was falling into water. Pale light filtered through the curtains, so I shut my eyes tighter. Every so often I’d open my eyes and see that the hands of the clock had moved and the light that strained through the curtains had changed. It got brighter as midday came and went, then faded as the winter afternoon and onset of night suffocated it. Soon it had extinguished completely, and the bedroom swam with shadows.
 
My eyelids flickered. I tossed and turned. A breeze floated in, crept underneath my bedcovers and made my hairs stand on end. I tried to blot everything out, but at three o’clock in the morning I realised I wasn’t going to get any more sleep. I threw the covers back, got out of bed and walked to the window. I drew back the curtains and let the moonlight spill into the room. 
 
The streets were awash with darkness, a river of black that blotted out the features of the houses. The settlement was a curious mix of the old and the new. On the outskirts were homes that were built in the seventies. They were characterless blocks of stone that had the uniform two up, two down arrangement. In the heart of the town, beyond the streets that span like veins into the centre, were the older cottages. Some were a couple of hundred years old, the sodden timber having seen multiple generations live and die. They had sat silently through the end of the world without judgement.
 
I opened the window. I expected a breeze on my face but the night was still, and it would have been clammy were we not in the dead of winter. Instead the temperature chilled my skin but there was no gust of wind to blow it at my face. The night was silent. All the people would be in bed now, sleeping off their labour and letting their muscles recover in time for the next day.
 
Despite the layer of grimness the dark of the night bathed on the town, there was something bright about it all. There was a sense that everyone believed in Bleakholt and was willing to work together to make it somewhere worthwhile. If there was ever a place to spend the apocalypse, this was it. Bleakholt was all there was, and all there ever would be.
 
I was going to close the window and get back in bed, but a shriek broke the stillness of the night. My brain flicked to one thought; stalkers. Invisible icy fingers stroked the hairs on my arms, made them stand to attention. I thought back to the quarry shed and the stalker peering through the window.
 
There was another scream but this one stopped abruptly. It wasn’t a stalker, I was certain of that. This had been a woman. It had come from somewhere within Bleakholt, but the dark buildings and streets gave no clue where.
 
I pulled my trousers over my legs, ran downstairs and opened the front door. I stepped onto the dark streets, felt the night press down on me. The chill in the air was stronger now, made goosebumps cover my skin. My ears felt alert, attuned to the slightest noise. I ran to the end of the street, turned left, and ran a hundred yards down another street. I passed by houses that settled in stillness, no sign of life behind their drawn curtains. 
 
I didn’t know where I was going or where the scream had come from. Something about it made my stomach heavy. I tried to rationalise it to myself. Maybe it had been an animal. Perhaps someone just had a nightmare and left their window open. As I walked back down the gloomy streets, something fluttered inside me and made my insides feel like water. The scream had meant something.
 
***
 
The next morning my head felt like it was full of fog. I had planned on getting up early, but the sun snuck up on me. I woke up to something pounding on the front door.
 
I opened the door and squinted into the light. Lou stood on my doorstep. Her cheeks were pale and puffy. I waited for a sarcastic greeting or jibe, but it didn’t come. She smiled at me and stepped into the house.
 
“You look like shit,” she said.
 
I rubbed my head. “Did you hear anything last night?”    
 
Lou looked puzzled. “Like what?”
 
“Something on the streets.”
 
She shook her head. 
 
“We need to see Victoria,” I said.
 
I got dressed and we left the house. The streets were light now. People walked down them on their way to their assigned jobs. The bulk of them would go to the fields where their manual labour would ensure the town had food for the winter months. Some would trundle toward the fences and others toward the wind farm. Everyone had skills and a purpose. I could almost picture this as a normal town.
 
There was a burning smell in the air but I couldn’t see the source of it. It was as though an invisible fire licked and spat on the winter ground nearby. I looked around me and tried to see the plume of smoke responsible for the smell that teased its way up my nose.
 
“What the hell is that?” I said.
 
Lou pointed over at the school, where a black smoky snake twisted into the air. For a second my heart jolted, and I tried to see which part of the school was on fire. My legs twitched, and I thought I was going to have to run toward it. Lou put her hand on my arm.
 
“It’s not the school. It’s in that direction, but it looks like it’s outside of town. They’re probably burning the stragglers.”
 
“Stragglers?”
 
Lou pointed at the fence. “Sometimes infected get to the fence, and Ewan and his crew do a daily clean up. They burn the dead bodies.”
 
The smoke scratched at my throat. “I’ve never noticed the smell before.”
 
“They usually do it further away from the town. Maybe Ewan’s getting lazy.”
 
I thought about Ewan and his sneering face. His not-so-subtle jibes at Victoria, his green bulbous eyes on her power.
 
“I hate the prick,” I said.
 
We met Alice on the way to Victoria’s office. She greeted me with a grunt, no trace of her usual warmth or smile. Her skin was grey, and she looked like she had lost weight. For a second her face looked strained as though the stress of the last few days pressed down her. Then she shook it away, and her face looked strong again. 
 
“Going to the fence?” I asked.
 
“Yeah. You going to see Victoria?”
 
“We need to get the dynamite set up today. The wave are a few days away, and that’s being generous. We could see them spilling through the hill passage any day now.”
 
Lou’s boots scuffed on the ground as though lifting her legs to walk took more effort than she was willing to give. “You seem awful calm about it.”
 
The truth was that whenever I thought about the wave, a feeling of panic liquefied my guts. I pictured hundreds of their rotting faces walking toward the gates of Bleakholt. Then the hundreds swelled into thousands. 
 
I imagined our spotters seeing them and raising the alarm. Men shrieking, women screaming. People running around in panic. Victoria standing up and bringing everyone to order. Alice standing beside her and helping to control the chaos. We look to the fences and see the dead, their mouths open, saliva pooling in rotted gums.
 
***
 
I opened the door to the mayor’s office. The lobby was oppressively silent. Watercolour portraits of past mayors  lined the stairway, their serious faces imprisoned behind canvas. The step of my boots thudded on the stones. I stopped.
 
“Something doesn’t feel right,” I said.
 
Lou leaned against the bannister. “I know what you mean.”
 
Alice crossed her arms. “Let’s just see Victoria.”
 
Two men stood outside Victoria’s office. One of them scowled, and his fingers moved as he gripped the knife in his hand. It was a hunting knife with a green handle. The blade was serrated, and the edge of it was stained with dried blood. The man next to him watched the three of us intently. I didn’t recognise the men, but it had only been a matter of time before Victoria got new guards after what happened to Steve.
 
I opened the door, stepped into the room, and then stopped. Victoria wasn’t behind the desk. I’d expected her sat there, stern faced, a cigarette hanging between her fingers. Instead, Ewan Judah filled her seat. He sat with his back wedged into the chair and his boots propped up on the table. He spread his arms wide and gave a smile.
 
“Morning Kyle. What a pleasure to see you.”
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Victoria’s office looked like the scene of a drunken punch up. The bookcase behind her was missing books like a boxer missing teeth. In the corner, Victoria’s watercolour canvas lay on the floor with a boot print in the middle. At some point her ashtray had tipped over and spread ash on the floor.
 
Lou stepped forward. The colour was back in her cheeks now, a flush of anger that washed away the traces of tiredness.
 
 “You better explain yourself,” she said.
 
Ewan put his hands behind his head and leant back like he was reclining on a beach. There was smugness in the way he smiled, the self-satisfied grin of a man who loved himself. The chair behind him seemed to wilt, as though his bulk were bending the framework. When Victoria sat in it, the chair had looked enormous. Ewan’s presence made the office shrink.
 
“You guys smell smoky,” he said. “The smell got bad, so I had to shut the window. Shame, because it gets stuffy in here.”
 
I stepped forward and leaned on the desk. “Where’s Victoria?”
 
Ewan put a finger to his temple and drummed it. He leaned back, stared at the ceiling. “Victoria, Victoria.” 
 
He put his hand to his chin. He bolted forward, his grin wider than ever, the edges of his lips curling like a circus clown. It made my head pound with anger, and I realised I was gripping the edge of the desk. I laid my hands flat on the table.
 
“Oh yeah.” said Ewan. “You mean the lady who used to sit here.”
 
If I looked into his eyes for much longer I was going to flip the desk over. Or try to, at least. I turned to Alice. “I can’t deal with this guy,” I said.
 
Alice spoke a stern voice that wouldn’t have been out of place in the classroom. “Cut the crap, Ewan. I’m tired of it. Tell us where Victoria is.”
 
Ewan got up out of the chair. At six feet tall he was still smaller than Lou, and that was with the extra inch the heels of his boots added. What he lacked in height he made up for in bulk, with a frame that wasn’t muscled but looked like it could withstand a torpedo. He wore a mix of office wear and hunting gear; a crease-free blue shirt and black trousers with a green hunting belt hanging off his waist.
 
He reached to the floor and picked up a cane. It was made of polished wood that was so black it looked like it had been scorched, and the top of the cane was a silver bear head. He held the cane in his hand but he didn’t press it to the ground, instead carrying it with him as he walked to the window with a confident waddle. On anyone else the look would have been amusing, but there was something about Ewan that left a bitter taste in my mouth. 
 
He walked to the window and rested his arms on the frame. He turned to me and beckoned me over.
 
“What do you think of this?” he said, gesturing at the cane. “Found it in one of the supply rooms. Think it belonged to an old mayor.”
 
I screwed up my face and grunted in acknowledgment.
 
“You want to know where Victoria is?” he said.
 
I nodded. I didn’t want to spend another second with Ewan if I didn’t have to. We needed to see Victoria and tell her we had the dynamite. 
 
Ewan pointed at the window and dragged his finger across the frame, smearing a film of grease along it. I followed his finger until it stopped at the school. Behind it the grey swirls of smoke billowed into the air and released their toxic chemicals into the waiting sky.  
 
Ewan looked at me. His black pupils seemed to swell in his eyes like ink droplets dispersing into water. They were eyes that could hold a gaze for as long as Ewan liked, but not ones that you would ever want to look into.
 
“I don’t get it,” I said.
 
“You wanted to know where Victoria is?”
 
I sighed. Hot needles stabbed my neck. “Drop the act and tell me where the hell she is.”
 
Ewan’s grin spread impossibly wide, as though his lips were trying to stretch off his face. “I’m showing you, Kyle. Victoria’s over there. That’s her rising into the sky.”
 
I watched the black smoke rise up to the heavens, defiling the blue sky and seeping out across the horizon. The truth hit me like a plunge into an ice bath, and I felt shards of cold stab through my back and chest. Suddenly I knew what the swirls of smoke meant and what was burning. My stomach twisted and vomit rose up my throat.
 
Alice stepped forward. Her face was reddened by anger into a crimson hue. She grabbed Ewan by the shoulders.
 
“What have you done?”
 
Ewan cried out and tried to shake himself free. The office door opened and the guards outside stepped in. I realised that they weren’t Victoria’s guards. These were Ewan’s men. One of them held up his serrated hunting knife and stepped toward me. 
 
Lou stepped in close to me. I looked around the room for a weapon, but there was nothing in reach. Gritting my teeth and feeling the flush of anger melt the ice inside me, I stepped forward and got ready to fight.
 
Something crashed into the back of my head. My ears rang, and my vision twinkled as though my eyes were a television blinking through poor transmission. Hot pain exploded on the back of my skull, and a warm trickle of blood ran over my hair and onto my neck. I turned round in time to see Ewan, his cane raised, ready to strike me again.
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Why does life always run in circles? I thought as I paced the stony floor of the pen. I kicked out and sent a scatter of stones rolling across the ground. Lou and Alice sat next to each other on the other side of the enclosure. The swelling of a purple bump marred Alice’s head. Lou’s face was untouched, but her legs were covered in dirt from sitting on the floor.
 
I walked across to them. We were back in the same pen Victoria had kept us in when we had first arrived at Bleakholt. Back then Billy had led us in. I wondered what had happened to Billy, what his part had been in all of this. Had he helped Ewan? No, surely he would never do that.
 
“You think the entire town was in on it?” said Lou. She looked up at me, her gaze hard enough to smash through stone.
 
My leg ached. I wanted to lower myself to the ground and take the weight off it, but sitting down felt like giving up. We might have been locked in a pen that was closed off by a chain-link fence, but I wasn’t staying here. We’d get out, somehow. 
 
“No,” I said. “Not everyone. A lot of people loved Victoria.”
 
“Obviously not enough,” said Alice. 
 
She rubbed the swelling on her head and winced when her fingers slid over the part that was cut. Every so often she cast her glance back to Bleakholt School, where right now Ben would be in classes. Did he have any idea what happened to his mum? Could he see the fire through the classroom windows? Were all the school kids watching the bonfire of bodies?
 
She petulantly kicked out at the ground. “Then why didn’t anyone help her?”
 
“Ewan took everyone by surprise. He did it in the middle of the night, when most people would be in bed. And he got to Victoria first. He knew that if he stood up to her in the daylight, with everyone around, then people would fight him. But if he killed Victoria in the dead of night, there would be nobody there to stop him.”
 
“Bastard,” said Alice. She glanced over to the school, and she pressed her hand into the ground as though she were transmitting all her anger into the stone floor.
 
My body had been through so many emotions that I felt drained. My stomach was zapped with shock when I realised what Ewan had done, and then anger flooded my body as the need for revenge grew hot inside me. But now that was gone. I was empty, like a dish cloth wrung of water.
 
I had started to like Victoria, and she didn’t deserve this. Deep down she wanted the best for everyone, and thinking of what Ewan had done made my blood heat up. I couldn’t dwell on it. We needed to get out of here, and we weren’t going to do that with hot heads. At times like this, practicality was always better than emotion.  
 
“We need to get out,” I said.
 
Lou rolled her eyes. “Thanks, detective.”
 
Alice gave her a sidelong look. “See your guilt didn’t last long, then.”
 
Lou glanced down at the ground.
 
“We can’t get out by force,” I said. “We need to think.”
 
I said the words, but I didn’t have anything to back them up with. My head felt empty, a barrel empty except for a millimetre of anger that sloshed at the bottom. I looked at the chain fence that surrounded us. At twenty feet high, it was too tall to climb over. Even if Lou or Alice could give me a boost, broken glass was glued to the top of the fence, and I didn’t like the idea of slicing my hand open. The chain link that meshed the fence together wasn’t thick, but we still needed tools to get through it. Ewan hadn’t seen fit to provide us with bolt cutters when he imprisoned us.
 
The metal of the chain link rattled. I turned and saw the gate open. Ewan waddled through, his heels scraping across the stones. He held the silver-tipped cane over the shoulder of an expensive looking yellow suit. He looked like a Texan oil baron inspecting his claim.
 
Lou got to her feet. She held her hand out to Alice, who shook her head and struggled to her feet on her own. Lou marched toward Ewan. Ewan held up a hand. Lou stopped.
 
“Hold your horses little girl,” he said. “I’ve come to talk to the man of the house. Is your daddy in?”
 
Lou’s face flinched in anger. She was about to step forward when Ewan’s guards stepped through the gate. The one on the left held his hunting knife at waist height, his knuckles white with the force of his grip.
 
Alice put her hand on Lou’s shoulder. “Just ignore it,” she said, in the same soothing tone she used with Ben. “He’ll get what’s coming to him.”
 
I felt pin pricks of heat on my shoulders and neck, and I found myself scanning the floor for rocks big enough to do damage. Seeing Ewan brought up the same feelings I had when I saw Moe. Pure, almost uncontrollable, anger.
 
Ewan pulled his cane away from his shoulder and tapped the silver bear-head against his palm.
 
“Hope you understand why you’re here,” he said.
 
“Because you’re a poisonous little fucker,” Lou spat.
 
A grin slid on Ewan’s face. “I was hoping you’d have cooled off by now.”
 
“After what you did, you’re lucky we didn’t kill you in the office,” I said.
 
“Oh really? It seemed to me that you were actually the lucky ones.”
 
I shook my head. “What the hell do you want?”
 
Ewan smiled. It looked like he was trying for a comforting gesture rather than a mocking one, but any expression of his managed to turn poisonous.
 
“Despite our differences, I really don’t want to keep you in here. Did you know, Kyle, that since Victoria came to Bleakholt, only eight people have ever gone more than twenty miles away? What does that say to you?”
 
“That she was careful.”
 
He tutted. “No, no, no. She was soft. And she let everyone else get soft with her. But you’re not like that, are you? How many years did you spend in the Wilds?”
 
“More than you, I bet,” I said.
 
Ewan nodded. “True. And that’s why I want us to work together.”
 
Alice shot him a puzzled look. “And you think this is the way to do it? By killing Victoria and throwing us in here?”
 
Ewan sighed and ran his fingers through his hair, like a parent sick of repeating the same conversation with their child.
 
“Can we move past that? She’s gone, she’s not coming back, and we’ll all miss her terribly. Blah blah blah. I’m here to offer you a way forward. Work with me. Give me your survival experience. Use it to teach people how to live in the Wilds. Teach them to be strong. Do that and I’ll let you stay in Bleakholt. You’ll eat like a king and sleep in a feather bed.”
 
“Why do you even want to stay?” said Lou. “Don’t you know there’s half a million infected headed this way? Why not just pack up and leave?”
 
Ewan tapped his cane into his hand. The silver of the bear head was scratched. “And go where? Do you know anywhere as geographically sound? With a big fucking mountain blocking anything from the south? Bleakholt is like a barmaid with curvy hips and big tits. Physically blessed.”
 
“You’re disgusting,” said Alice.
 
Lou flinched at Ewan’s patronising words. “The wave will tear you apart. You’re not strong enough to lead anyone.”
 
“Don’t worry,” said Ewan. “If it comes to it, we have a fuelled-up double decker bus that can carry eighty people. If things turn to shit and I want out, I’ll get out. But I don’t give things up easily.”
 
He paced back and forth on the stony floor like a university lecturer talking to a group of freshmen.
 
“I used to be married, you know. I say ‘used to be’, because she’s dead now, and there’s no more final a divorce than that. But get this. While we were married, my wife took a fancy to my friend. She and him carried on behind my back. They plotted with each other. Thought about how they were going to run away and start a happy life together. All they needed was me to sign the divorce papers. But guess what?”
 
He looked at us as if he expected one of us to answer. None of us did. Ewan carried on.
 
“I didn’t give her the divorce. I stayed married to the bitch for fifteen years out of spite. What does that tell you? That I’m a heartless bastard? Maybe. But I’m also a stubborn one. I don’t give up what’s mine, and the infected are going to have to tear the flesh from my bones before I let them take Bleakholt.”
 
Lou shook her head wildly as if she had been asked to walk naked through a stalker nest. Alice stood, arms folded, face deep in thought. I knew what I wanted to do. I wanted to reach forward, grab Ewan’s cane and beat him until his skull cracked. 
 
I took a deep breath. I faced Lou, gave her a look that I hoped she understood as ‘trust me.’
 
“Is this what it has all been about?” I asked.
 
Ewan tilted his head. “What?”
 
“You wanting power. Scheming to take it from Victoria. Is it because you think you’re stronger than her?”
 
Ewan closed his eyes solemnly for a few seconds as if processing the question. “I just want what’s best for Bleakholt.”
 
“You don’t have a clue,” I said.
 
“Be that as it may, you’ll have to get used to it. If you want your friends to stay here, to stay safe, you’ll have to do what I say.”
 
I gritted my teeth. “And that about the wave? What’s your plan? Because Bleakholt is only safe as long as we can deal with them.”
 
Ewan flicked his hand in the air. “Don’t worry about them.”
 
I looked at Alice stood on weak legs, casting her eyes over to the school every few minutes, unable to concentrate on anything but her son. The boy deserved a safe place to grow up, and despite what was headed toward us, this was the safest place around. Or it could be.  If we could only block the hills and divert the wave, they’d move on. 
 
I sighed. “What is it exactly that you want?”
 
Ewan adjusted the collar of his jacket like a business man preparing for a meeting. “I want to banish the boy. And I don’t want you to fight me when I do it.”
 
Alice’s face reddened. She looked nervously over at the school.  Ewan shook his head.
 
“Not him. The teenager. The one with the red in his eyes.”
 
Lou stepped forward, eyes wide, brow furrowed. “Justin!”
 
“That’s the one.”
 
“But why?” said Lou.
 
Ewan’s eyes narrowed his eyes like a snake spotting a bird’s nest. 
 
“Because the boy’s infected. While he’s in Bleakholt, nobody is safe. So your choice is simple. Stay and put your skills to use. Help me defend Bleakholt. Build a life somewhere safe. Or leave with your friend and die in the Wilds.”
 
Behind him dark clouds swallowed the sun and cast a grey tint on the rest of the sky. They were bloated with rain, swollen enough to make everything seem a shade darker. The cobblestones of Bleakholt and the stone buildings behind them looked greyer than ever before.
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By the time Ewan let us out of the enclosure, word had already spread that Justin had to leave. I wanted to go to him and explain that I was just appeasing Ewan, but someone told him before I got there. Rather than stay and put up a fight, Justin resigned himself to leaving. There was no resistance in him, as though he was empty of energy.
 
 By the time I got to him he had left the settlement and he was two miles across the plains. I wanted to run after him, but Ewan stood at my side. I knew that I had to keep up the act. I had to stay on Ewan’s good side until we could get rid of him.
 
It felt like I’d let a part of myself walk with Justin. I thought back to the day - god over a year ago now - that he’d first joined me. He was naïve kid eager to see the world, but he’d never been closer than twenty feet away from an infected let alone killed one himself. Back then he was a pain in the arse, a burden I wanted to drop the first chance I’d got.
 
Since then he’d grown. He toughened himself up and killed his share of infected. We’d been through a lot of shit together, certainly more than anyone else in Bleakholt. He’d become more distant since we’d saved him from Whitaker’s lab, but that wasn’t all his fault. He’d pushed us away, and maybe that was down to him. But however much blame he deserved, I was owed a thousand times more. I’d allowed Ewan to send Justin walking into the Wilds.
 
What the hell was I doing? Was staying in this place so important that I’d let Justin walk into the wilderness alone? Was the security of the fences that important?
 
Not to me. But it was to Alice and Ben. Melissa and Lou. Everyone who I was trying to protect. 
 
I walked to the old bank and leant against the scaffolding. The rusty bars felt light, as though a shift in wind could collapse them like a Jenga tower. I wrapped my hand around one of the bars and felt the cold metal sting my skin. When I was little I used to open the freezer compartment below the fridge and press my hand against the icy sides. I’d hold it there and see how long I could last before it felt like my hand was a block of stinging ice. I wondered if one day I could hold it there until I was welded to the freezer and maybe my mum would have to call the fire brigade. Part of me wanted to try it just to get some attention. Maybe that’s all everyone wanted, really; another human being to notice them.
 
“Kyle,” someone shouted behind me.
 
I didn’t turn. I shook off the voice like it was an unwanted coat draped over my back. I unzipped my coat and let it drop to the floor. Cold fingers tugged at my shirt buttons, snuck in through every gap and ran their icy touch up and down my skin. My breath left my mouth as cold smoke, evaporating a second later.
 
When the cold felt like pin pricks testing my skin for weaknesses, I knew it wasn’t enough. It didn’t pierce the layer of guilt that had grown around me like a shell, but it was enough for me to feel something.
 
I lifted my leg and propped my foot on the scaffolding. Bar by bar I pulled myself up, and the further I went the more the cold wore down my senses like sandpaper. I wanted my nerves to fray away into nothing, leave me an unfeeling bundle of bones.
 
I got to the top of the scaffolding. There was a gap of two feet between it and the roof. I took a deep breath. I embraced my  mild fear of heights and used it as fuel. Then I leapt. I landed on the roof with a thud and felt a jolt in my ankle. Great. A busted to ankle to go with a busted leg, to go with a worn down body.
 
I sat on the roof and watched Bleakholt. The streets seemed empty at first, endless lanes of grey cobblestone. The more I looked, the more people I spotted. It was like watching a mound of mud and seeing nothing at first, but you stare some more and start to see the ants crawling from tiny holes. Worker ants trek up and down the dirt, their life an endless stretch of back-breaking labour and then death. The endless nothing, the black that marks the end of existence.
 
“What’s the point?” I said to no one, expecting no response.
 
Something thudded behind me. It sounded near yet far away, like a fist pounding on a double-glazed window. I thought about turning round, but my body felt as rusty as the scaffolding. We weren’t so different. Both the scaffolding and I had been around since before the outbreak. We’d both been intended for one purpose back then, and that purpose had long since left us now. We’d weathered what the world had thrown at us and come out a little weaker. Flecks of rust covered the surface as the elements rotted us away. Neither of us would ever change.
 
Footsteps walked behind me, and then beside me. This time I turned my head. It was Alice. Talk about change, she was the embodiment of it. She was a true leader, someone who had already made a difference to the people of Bleakholt and would carry on doing so long after I’d gone. Alice was everything a leader should be. 
 
“Quite a view up here,” she said, her tone enough to melt the ice.
 
She lowered herself to the ground, struggling a little with her weight, until she sat next to me. I could feel her body heat.
 
“How did you get up here?” I said, wondering how she’d navigated the scaffolds.
 
She gave me a look, like I’d said something ridiculous. “I used the stairs…and the door.”
 
I smirked, but felt the smile drop straight away.
 
“You must be bloody freezing,” said Alice.
 
A shudder ran through me but the feeling of it was blunted. It was as though my nerves had taken all the cold they could handle and had decided not to bother reporting any more of it. My teeth shook and my hairs stood on end. 
 
“I like it,”  I said.
 
She gave a laugh. “Don’t act like Mr. Mysterious with me, Kyle. You’re not some anti-hero in a book. I know you, and I know that you are fucking freezing.”
 
I looked into her eyes and saw a heat in them. Most people thought that smile was just moving your lips into the familiar shape, but that wasn’t enough. A smile like that could be faked by the cruellest of people. Alice smiled with her eyes.
 
“Okay,” I agreed. “You got me. I’m freezing my bollocks off.”
 
Alice laughed, then leant across and draped a big arm across my shoulder.
 
“I’m sorry about Justin,” she said.
 
The name stabbed me in the gut, made me want to shake her arm off my shoulders. It reminded me of why I’d climbed up here in the first place.
 
“Just wanted to get one last look at the place,” I said.
 
The smile dropped from her face. “I don’t like the way you’re talking, Kyle.”
 
Alice looked below us, down at the ground.  It took me a minute to realise what she thought I was going to do. I shook my head.
 
 “Jesus, no. I didn’t mean that,” I said.
 
“Then what?”
 
“I’m leaving Bleakholt,” I said.
 
Alice sighed like a only a mother can. I half expected her to say something like ‘I’ve told you until I’m blue in the face, Kyle.’ 
 
“Where are you going to go?”
 
“I don’t know. I’ll catch up to Justin and then just keep moving, I guess.”
 
Alice let out a long stream of hot breath, as though she were exhaling all her annoyance. 
 
“I’ve told you until I’m blue in the face Kyle,” she said. “There’s nothing out there that you can’t find in Bleakholt. You can’t keep running.”
 
“Doesn’t seem like me staying will do much good, either..”
 
Her arm fell across my shoulders again. I’d never admit it to anyone, but I enjoyed the comfort of it.
 
“What happened to Justin wasn’t your fault,” she said, her tone soft. “Ewan’s got too many people. You couldn’t have stopped him.”
 
I nodded. “See what I mean? Pointless staying here.”
 
“It is with that baby attitude. Answer me this. Do you really think there’s anything out there that’s better than Bleakholt? That there’s a place waiting somewhere that’s doing what Bleakholt does, and doing it better?”
 
I thought about it. I’d travelled a lot in the North of England, and I’d seen a bit of Scotland now, too. And in sixteen years, I’d never seen a survivor settlement like this one. Deep down, tucked under the shadows of my pessimism, I knew that this was the only place left. It was the only place worth fighting for.
 
“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “We’re fucked. Ewan’s going to screw the whole thing up, and we’ve got the wave coming any day now.”
 
“This place could be something special, with the right leader,” said Alice.
 
Flashes of Victoria flitted through my mind. Sat behind her desk, a cigarette burning in her hand and staining her fingers with tar. Her fingernails knobbly and bitten down to the skin. Her painting of Bleakholt resting against the easel. It made me realise how much I’d respected the women and how close I had been to buying into her dream.
 
And then Ewan came. He smashed that dream to pieces. I pictured his knife as he stuck it through Victoria's flesh and twisted until she couldn’t scream anymore. I imagined her eyes dimming like the sun in a thunderstorm.
 
I couldn’t let Ewan win. I couldn’t let the infected wipe us out. Maybe we could do this. Hell, we had to try. I owed it to Alice, Lou, Ben, Justin. I owed it to Victoria.
 
A rush of adrenaline blew away the cold in my veins like a leaf blower shooting through a cobweb. I backed off the ledge of the roof and got to my feet. A pain thudded through my ankle and then my leg, but I was glad of it. I looked at Alice.
 
“If we’re going to do this,” I said, “If we’re going to get rid of Ewan, then this place needs a leader.”
 
Alice nodded. She put her hand on the floor and pushed herself to her feet. “Yeah, it does. You.”
 
“I’m no leader, Alice. Bleakholt needs a true leader, someone born to do it. And that’s you.”
 
I looked down on the view of Bleakholt. This time it seemed calm. The cobblestones grew lighter, the glass of the shop windows reflected the yellow glow of the sun. People milled the streets, chatted with each other, walked to their homes or their jobs. The town buzzed.
 
“We’ll stay,” I said, “And we’ll fight. We’ll get rid of Ewan, and then we’ll smash the shit of this wave.”
 
Alice got to her feet and smiled. It felt like the kind of moment where we should high-five or something, but instead I looked beyond Bleakholt. I stared beyond it, all the way to the hillside pathway where soon, half a million infected would pour through.
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We met in the living room of the house I had been staying in. Although treacly darkness covered the streets outside, we drew the curtains to stop anyone peering in. With a candle burring in the centre of the room, wax dripping down the side and an orange glow cast by the flicker of the flame, it looked like a secret meeting of a resistance group. When it was someone’s turn to speak they picked up the candle, as if they were a teenager telling a ghost story around a camp fire.
 
I held the candle to my face and felt the heat lap against my skin. Any closer, and it would have singed the weeks-worth of stubble on my chin. With the flame so close to me the rest of the room was bathed in shadow. I couldn’t see the people in the room, but I knew that Lou, Alice and Ben were there. Where the darkness hid the faces of those present, it also kept from view the empty spaces where Justin and Melissa should have been.
 
“Where’s Melissa?” I said.
 
Lou shifted in the darkness. “She hasn’t left her room since Justin went.”
 
“Is she okay?”
 
“You might say she’s a tad unhappy.”
 
I hung my head back in annoyance, though Lou couldn’t see the gesture. “You know what I mean, Lou.”
 
“She’s fine. I keep checking in on her.”
 
I held the candle out toward Alice and Ben and let the orange light splash on their faces. Ben looked better than when he had arrived in Bleakholt. Alice made him sit as close to her as possible without spilling onto her lap, but the boy didn’t seem scared. With everything he had been though I expected him to be a wreck, but he was made of strong stuff like his mother.
 
I brought the candle back to my face. “We need to make a decision,” I said. “Ewan killed Victoria. Let’s be clear on that. He might say that he wants what’s best for Bleakholt and that he is protecting the people who live here, but he murdered her. He took her by surprise, stabbed her and then he burnt her body. This is a violent, manipulative man.”
 
“I’ve known worse,” said Alice.
 
I knew exactly who she meant.
 
 “Torben is nothing compared to Ewan,” I said. “I honestly believe that he would kill anyone to keep control. He says he loves Bleakholt, but that’s bullshit. He loves power. And he’ll destroy anyone to keep it. I’ve seen it in his eyes; the look of a man who craves what others have.”
 
“So let’s kill him,” said Lou.
 
I had killed people before. Those were evil men who were a danger to others and had deserved to die. I had shot Torben and I had stabbed Whittaker, and although I knew it was for the best, it left me with a rotten feeling in my stomach. But if I had to do it again, I would.
 
“That wouldn’t work,” I said. “Ewan has too many people with him. Half of Bleakholt were in support of his coup, and the other half are shit-scared. We’d be torn apart the second we touched him.”
 
“How about we leave?” said Lou.
 
A few weeks ago, all I wanted to do was leave. Staying in Bleakholt had never been on the agenda for me, because I knew what was coming. Now though ,I knew the potential Bleakholt had. It really could be a salvation given time, and I couldn’t abandon it. The wave of infected were coming, and if we could just do enough to stop them breaching Bleakholt’s defences, then maybe there was hope. 
 
“We’ve come too far to run away,” said Alice. I heard her shift in her seat. “Kyle, give me the candle.”
 
The sour smell of the wax drifted up my nostrils. I bent forward and passed the candle to Alice and felt the darkness of the room slip over me. I missed the comforting heat of the flame on my face.
 
Alice’s face was half lit by the candle and half in shadow. “I have an idea. You’re going to absolutely hate it, Kyle, but it’s the only way.”
 
“Right now I’ll consider anything,” I said.
 
“No. You’re going to despise this plan.”
 
“Just spill it,” I said.
 
Alice held the candle closer to her face. Her breath made the flame dance as she spoke. “I was thinking about what you said about Ewan and the amount of people on his side. That means that if we want to get rid of him we need bodies. And there just so happens to be a bunch of people camped outside Bleakholt who would love the chance to shake things up.”
 
Lou made a scoffing sound with her throat. “You don’t mean Moe?”
 
Alice’s eyes were set in stone. “That’s exactly who I mean. There’s enough of the Vasey group to at least put up a fight. We know that they want to move into Bleakholt and get a share of the resources, so we could promise them that. And Moe is a conniving son of a bitch.  I can’t think of anyone better placed to help us.”
 
I couldn’t believe I was hearing this again. I had already swallowed my feelings down a couple of times. I had tried to ignore the anger that burned in me when I thought about Moe and what he had done. I wanted to kill him, it was that simple. But I also knew that some things were more important than my own feelings.
 
“If we kill Ewan,” I said, “We’ll need someone to take his place straight away. If we chose someone strong and do it quick enough, the rest of Bleakholt will follow them. Maybe some of Ewan’s people would, too. These people just want an easy life, and they’ll follow the person with the loudest voice.”
 
“Congratulations Kyle, you got the job,” said Lou.
 
I shook my head. I had thought of myself as a leader once. I had ideals and I wanted what was best for everyone. I wasn’t the best leader in this room though. I had let my own thoughts and worries cloud my thoughts and force me into bad decisions.
 
“Not me. I’m not the leader. Alice, I think it should be you.”
 
Alice laughed. “Me?”
 
“I’m serious. You’re a better leader than I ever will be. If we’re going to do this, I want you to step in. The people will listen to you. They respect you. If you promise to take the job, I’ll agree with us speaking to Moe.”
 
Alice sat in silence for a few seconds. Ben looked up at her and waited to see what his mother would say. Thoughts of Moe flashed through my mind but I pushed them back. They would never go away, and someday I would have to deal with them. For now, they had to stay hidden in the shadows.
 
Alice looked up through the shimmer of the candle light and gave a solemn nod.
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Lou pulled her coat up to her chin and shivered. She looked at me, eyebrows raised. 
 
“Why did we have to set the meeting up at night?” She said. 
 
 I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
“Better ask Alice that.”
 
Alice’s heavy boots pounded through the mud. “Ewan’s men would have seen us if we tried to do it during the day.”
 
The front of my boot wedged into the mud and became stuck. The mud squelched as I shook it loose. 
 
“That’s doesn’t explain why we’re having it in Moe’s tent,” I said.
 
“It was the only way he would agree to the meeting,” said Alice.
 
Billy breathed heavily as he trampled through the mud. He walked on the right hand side, as far away from Lou as he could get. That left Alice and I in the middle. The four of us were strong people and seasoned survivors, but I still felt like we needed more.
 
The smell of the Vasey camp stopped just short of making me gag. It smelt like a crisis centre after an earthquake, with the homeless survivors squeezed together. The residents moved their tents closer for warmth, but many of them sank inwards at the roof and looked on the verge of collapse. It was as though they couldn’t be bothered to set them up properly, or maybe they just didn’t care anymore.
 
Most of the Vasey campers were asleep. Those who were awake stared into the night with empty eyes. They looked like Stalingrad soldiers shivering through a war, their bodies wasting away. Seeing them like this, it was hard not to feel sorry for them. After all, Moe had been the leader. Most of the people here had just followed him because he was a strong person. Was he stronger than me? Was it my fault that they’d followed him?
 
Moe’s tent was three times as high and twice as wide as even the biggest of the Vasey camper’s tents, and it watched over the rest like a monolith. The material was a yellow-pink hue, and in the dark it looked like flaps of skin that had been stitched together in the shape of a pavilion. The wind crashed against it and made a screeching sound as it rattled through the metal supports.
 
We stopped fifty metres away. Alice put her hand on my shoulder.
 
“Remember, Kyle. We need Moe’s help.”
 
“I know.”
 
“That means if he says something that pisses you off, you’ve got to keep control.”
 
An orange light flickered from inside the tent. Moe’s shadowy outline moved back and forth as he paced the floor. There was a figure stood to his side, slightly taller than Moe and not moving. As we reached the entrance my skin itched.
 
“This is it,” said Alice. “Stay calm everyone. Make the deal.
 
As I crossed the tent threshold a warm glow burned on my face. In the corner there was a black chiminea with logs burning in the middle. It seemed like a dangerous thing to have in a tent, but Moe had cut a hole in the top that allowed the chimney to stick out and carry away the smoke. It gave the tent a warmth that it had no right to have in the dead of winter. Moe’s tent was larger than the rest in the camp and it was a sick display of riches in a country of squalor.
 
Moe turned and gave a crooked smile. “Welcome to my humble abode.”
 
The figure next to him was Sana. She stood with her arms crossed. The steely features of her face were offset by the burning glare of her stare. As we all filed into the tent, Sana’s eyes ignored everyone else and followed me.
 
A table sat in the middle of the tent with eight places around it. I counted the number of people present. There was me, Alice, Lou and Billy on our side. That left Moe and Sana for Vasey.
 
“Expecting anyone else?” I said.
 
Moe shook his head. “Thought we’d keep this gathering cosy.”
 
He gestured to the table. “Take a seat”.
 
There were two bottles of wine and plates of fruit and vegetables on the table. Having seen the conditions of the camp outside, this amount of food seemed obscene. It was clear that Moe wasn’t sharing everything equally. I wanted to make a point of it, but I knew I had to stay quiet for now.
 
Alice, Lou and Billy took seats around the table. Moe pulled out a chair at the other end and lowered himself into it. Sana stood behind him, arms crossed, eyes fixed on me. 
 
“Sit down, girl.” Moe said.
 
Sana shook her head. “I’ll stand.”
 
Alice and Lou picked up on the stare that Sana was giving me. The hatred in her eyes transferred from her eyes and fixed in the air. It made the atmosphere tense, as though things could snap with the slightest pressure. This wasn’t a good way to start.
 
“Are you armed?” I said, looking at Moe but really wanting to know about Sana.
 
Moe nodded. “I sleep with a knife under my pillow and shit with one by my side.”
 
“Then I think we better put our weapons away, for now.”
 
Moe smiled and stood up. He gave me a look as if he was being the most gracious man in the world. 
 
“If you say so, Kyle. Forgot how paranoid you were.” He looked over at Sana. “Yours too,” he said.
 
Sana frowned and pulled a knife from her belt and passed it to Moe. He walked to the end of the room and dropped them in a box.
 
Alice looked at Billy. “Better take ours,” she said.
 
Billy collected our weapons and walked to the end of the room. As he walked near Moe, Sana moved in his way. Billy stared into her eyes and then bumped her out of his way with his shoulder.
 
Moe drummed his fingers on the table. “So here we are. Friends again and weapon-less to boot. What say we all have a drink?”
 
He strained his stubby fingers for the wine bottle, but Alice leant across the table and dragged it away. Moe gave her a stern look. 
 
“This isn’t the time,” said Alice. Her voice was strong and neutral. If she hated Moe as much as I did, she did a better job of hiding it. “We’ve got an agreement to make, and time isn’t our friend.”
 
Moe leant back in his chair. As he put his arms behind his head I saw how skinny his biceps were. Despite the fact that he had kept most of the food for himself, he had lost some of his bulk. Maybe it was just his age catching up to him.
 
“I’m guessing you’re here about our pal Ewan,” he said.
 
I sat forward, a dull ache cramping my stomach. A thought stabbed through my mind. Moe and Ewan are working together.
 
“You’re friends with him?” I said.
 
“Not really,” said Moe. “He used to come here and bitch about Victoria and try and get us to jump into bed with him. We turned him away. He’s scum.”
 
“You’ve got that right,” said Lou. Billy darted her a look, then turned his head away.
 
Moe beat a rhythm on the table. It sounded like a drumbeat that an army would march to. Outside the wind blew against the tent entrance and made the material of the door flap desperately against the sides of the tent. Through the open doorway I could see a sliver of the moon. The glow seemed impossibly bright tonight, as though the moon were hurtling itself toward the earth. A few miles away the hills stood large, like giant stone sentinels watching over the land.
 
“What do you suggest we do?” said Moe.
 
This was it. It was time to make the deal. Part of me still wanted to reach over the table and rip Moe’s throat out, but I knew that I just had to keep it together for a few minutes longer. Once the deal was done, we could get out of here.
 
Alice crossed her fingers and joined her palms together. Her shoulders were straight. She looked Moe in the eyes.
 
“If you and the rest of the Vasey people were to help us, we could get rid of Ewan tonight. I don’t know what would happen after that, but it’s imperative we get rid of him. He doesn’t seem to be doing anything about the wave of infected, and he’s ready to kill anyone who disagrees with him. He’s already sent Justin out into the Wilds. Our proposal is simple. Help us save Bleakholt by supporting us when we get rid of Ewan.”
 
Moe leant back and stared at the tent ceiling. After a few seconds, he opened his eyes. He looked at Alice and gave her a nod. Before he could speak, a shadow approached the entrance of the tent. A man poked his head in. He scanned the room, lingering on us for a few seconds with a nervous stare, then spoke to Moe.
 
“There’s a problem,” he said.
 
Moe’s face flinched. “What kind of problem?”
 
“You know what kind,” said the man.
 
Moe looked at us. “If you’ll excuse me for a few seconds,” he said. “I hate to be rude, but I have to deal with this.”
 
Moe stood up and walked to the tent, with Sana following him. Before she stepped out into the night, she turned and looked at me. There was a cold smile on her face. “We won’t be long,” she said.
 
As soon as Moe and Sana left the tension deflated from the room. It was as thought we had all been holding our breaths under water, and now that we had surfaced we could suck in as much oxygen as we liked.
 
“I thought he was gonna say no,” said Lou.
 
Billy stood up and stretched his arms above his head. His joints cracked. “What’s with the woman? She wouldn’t stop staring at you, Kyle. Looked like she was trying to drill into your brain.”
 
“It’s a long story,” I said. 
 
Alice crossed her arms. “I’m pleased with how this is going. You’re doing well, Kyle. Just keep it together long enough for us to work something out.”
 
Shadowy figures approached the tent entrance. I stood up and felt my blood pound. I was already annoyed. Had Moe decided to bring others with him? Was he intimidated by being outnumbered? The hairs on my arms rose, as though annoyance coursed through me like electricity.
 
The figures got closer. I felt my muscles tighten and prepared myself to start shouting.
 
“Kyle,” said Alice in a reprimanding voice. 
 
I sat back down. I took a deep breath and tried to let the feelings settle. 
 
As the first figure approach the entrance, my breath caught in my chest and a shard of fear stabbed through me.
 
“Oh shit,” I said.
 
 Instead of Moe’s cruel face or Sana’s unblinking stare, something else stepped into the tent. It raised its arms and stumbled toward the table, a guttural groan sneaking out of its throat.
 
More figures bundled in behind it, and soon the infected were spilling into the tent and filling the space. It was starting to resemble a tent at a festival, but instead of music we listened to the desperate cries of the dead.
 
Billy got to his feet so quickly that his chair tipped over. The first infected lurched at him but he stepped back and let it swipe the air. Alice stood up and walked around the table, putting the wood between her and the infected.
 
The infected filed in. Within seconds the tent reeked of death. It didn’t matter how many times I’d smelt it before, the stench of decay always threatened to empty my stomach.
 
Lou looked at me. “The bastard set us up,” she said.
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An infected span round, took a few steps and reached out for Lou. She moved to the side, grabbed the back of its head and forced it down onto the edge of the chair. The wood crushed through the infected’s skull like a hammer cracking an egg. Lou let it flop to the floor.
 
“Kyle. The weapons,” said Alice.
 
I ran over to the side of the tent where Moe had put the weapons, but I couldn’t see the box. I turned round and shouted to Billy. 
 
“Was it here?” I said.
 
“Yeah” he said, and took a few steps back to get out of the reach of an infected.
 
There were dozens of them in the tent now. In such small quarters we couldn’t have hoped to kill them all, even if we had our weapons. At some point the bastard had managed to get the box taken outside the tent. How had he done it, when we had all been looking in his direction?

 
Thoughts of revenge burned through my mind, but the groans of the infected cut in. The tent filled with the sound of their gnashing teeth. One of them lurched forward, stumbled and fell at my feet. I lifted my boot up and brought it crashing down on the infected’s head, splitting through its skull with a sickening snap.
 
“Shit!” shouted Lou.
 
My heart rate spiked and my whole body felt electrified. The smell of decay crept up my nostrils and made me retch. My heart banged so hard that I thought it was going to burst through my chest and splat onto the floor. 
 
As the infected shambled toward us we backed into a corner of the tent. With no more room to move, we all pressed together.
 
“We need to force our way out,” said Billy, his voice strained.
 
“We don’t have any weapons,” I said.
 
Alice put her arm on my shoulder. “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “If we stand here, we’re dead either way. Don’t let him get us like this.”
 
Alice’s words seemed to fill my chest with air and send adrenaline coursing through me. It rushed through my veins and gave strength to my muscles, feeding them with a steroid of fury and hate. I wasn’t going to die in the corner of a tent.
 
“This is it,” I said. “Don’t let the bastard win.”
 
We fought our way to around the table. I pushed away any infected who grabbed for me, taking care to avoid their teeth and they clacked together with each bite. One infected squeezed my shoulder with a sticky palm and then leaned in, like a horny teenager diving for a love bite. I grabbed it by the neck. My thumb pierced its skin and pushed through into its vocal chords, and I saw the stringy tendons move as the infected groaned. I smashed its head down onto the table.
 
The tent was alive with the shrieks of the infected and the snap and cracks of their bones as we fought them. The smell of clotted blood was thick in the air, look a week old jug of pig’s blood spilled on a carpet and left to dry.
 
We worked our way around the table. Billy picked up a chair, raised it over his head and smashed it down on the ground. He picked up a few shards of wood and stabbed them into the oozing flesh of the infected in front of him.
 
“Almost there,” said Lou in a breathless voice.
 
As we reached the entrance of the tent I had never been more thankful for the feeling of the cold Scottish wind on my face. We got out of the tent and spilled into the night air. Billy bent over and wheezed. My pulse fired so fast it felt like my veins were going to rupture.
 
Alice shouted to us. “Don’t stop now guys. We need to get the hell out of here before Moe sees that we made it.”
 
She was right. Moe had probably assumed that the infected had gotten us. After all, faced with dozens of them in such a cramped space and with no weapons, we couldn’t reasonably have expected to survive. It was a miracle that we all had.
 
I turned to Billy and Lou and was going to tell them to get ready to move. As I opened my mouth, I heard a horrible scream behind me.
 
I span round in time to see an infected loom behind Alice. It grabbed her and ripped a chord of flesh from her neck. Her face warped in a knot of agony as blood spurted out from her.
 
 I ran over, but before I got there two more infected had lurched out of the tent. They grabbed hold of Alice and pulled her down to the ground. Within a second they had sunk their teeth into her face, clamped down hard and then torn away her cheeks in a spray of saliva and blood.
 
The next minutes were a blur of gushing crimson and shrieks of agony. Hot sick filled my throat, and my veins pulsed to the point of bursting. Lou and Billy rushed past me. Alice struggled on the floor for a few seconds, shrieking out noises that were inhuman. 
 
Alice’s thrashing settled into a weak shake and her cries dripped into a sob. Blood poured off her face and neck and stained the mud. With great effort she turned her head and looked at me, her stare so intense it looked like her pupils could puncture.
 
Somehow, I understood the meaning behind the look. She was begging me to find Ben and take care of him. In her final seconds, with her face ripped apart and blood seeping out of her, Alice’s thought were on her son. Her body shook, spasmed and then she was still.
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I sank to my knees in the mud. My stomach burned, and acid slid up my throat. I bent over and vomited on the ground. I felt sadness run up to my face and into my eyes, where it welled up and streamed down my cheeks. It was so deep that it felt like a force pressing me to the floor, and it was going to keep me there until my body started to rot. I didn’t want to get up, and I didn’t know if my body would respond even if I tried.
 
Billy walked ahead of me to Alice and the infected. He grabbed one of them by the hair and lifted it an inch off the ground. The infected turned its head and gnashed its teeth. Billy smashed its face into the floor with such force that it exploded like a watermelon. 
 
The other infected stood up. Chunks of Alice’s flesh dropped from its mouth like crumbs. It turned to Billy and hobbled toward him.
 
Billy’s face was as red with blood, and a look of fury overtook his eyes that made him seem more like a rabid bear than a man. He put his foot on the infected on the floor in front of him.  He bent over, took hold of its arm and pulled. The infected’s bones snapped, and with one heave Billy pulled its arm away from the body. He held the limb in front of him, with jagged bones sticking from the end.
 
A wave of sickness took me again. I was dimly aware of Lou behind me, and I was sure I could hear her sobbing.  I knew I should go to her and try and comfort her, but the misery welling in my body held me down like gravity on an alien planet.
 
The infected groaned and then stumbled toward Billy. He raised the severed arm over his head, waited for the infected to get closer and then brought it down, piercing its skull with the bone. There was a popping sound like a tyre getting punctured, and the infected dropped to the floor.
 
An arm touched my shoulder and tugged me up from the floor. I turned and saw that it was Lou. The cloud of sadness shifted away from my eyes, and I knew that that I had to say something.
 
“Listen, Lou – “
 
Lou lurched forward and wrapped her arms around me. She squeezed herself against me and then sobbed into my chest. She made deep sounds that were almost howls and her fingers dug into my sides. I thought of Alice and everything she had done for us, everything she would have done in the future. And there was Ben, the boy who had now lost his mum as well as his dad.
 
I wrapped my arms closer round Lou. I wanted to tell her everything was going to be okay, but it wasn’t. Right now my stomach was heavy with a welling sadness. Eventually that would start to leak out and when it did, I would be empty. What would replace the feeling? Hopelessness? 
 
It was all because of Moe. He’d agreed to the meeting, and then he had set us up. He was happy to let us all get torn apart by the infected in his tent. He didn’t give a shit that he was making a boy an orphan, tearing a group apart. And for what?
 
My blood started to run hot. My shoulders tensed up, and my breath caught in my chest. I took hold of Lou’s arms and prised her away from me. She looked up, red rings around her eyes.
 
“What are you doing?”
 
My head was fogging over. My whole body shook as though the fury inside me was making my cells vibrate. Moe had to pay for this. He had to die for everything he had done.
 
I walked across the ground toward the centre of the Vasey camp. The colds wind slapped at me, but I didn’t care. I knew that as soon as I killed Moe, Sana or the other Vasey campers would want revenge. I pushed thoughts of my own safety into the recess of my brain. Right now, I was focussed on one thing. As I reached the tents in the centre I stopped and looked for Moe. This was it. Time for him to die.
 
The sound of a horn broke over the stillness of the night. It boomed over the plains and shattered the quietness like a sudden thunderstorm. The sound chilled my blood and knocked thoughts of revenge away, because I knew what the horn meant. 
 
The wave of infected had reached the hills.
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There was static energy in the air that electrified my skin. I stood on the plains just outside the fences of Bleakholt. I looked at the scared faces around me and tried to work out what they were thinking. Most of them looked panicked. Men with faces drained of colour, hands clenched around their chosen weapons. Women with expressions set in hard resolve. The last few hours had been a scramble to get everyone armed and to the plains, ready to fight. Now we watched and waited.
 
I felt a sickness deep within my stomach. The people needed a leader for the battle ahead, and I wasn't it. I thought of Alice, and sadness welled inside of me. I forced it back down. I wasn't the leader these people needed, but I would try to be.
 
The security of Bleakholt’s fences was too far behind us to give any comfort. The hills loomed a mile ahead, hulking masses of stone that watched us silently. They were here before us, and they would still be there long after our bodies rotted into the earth. How many of us would survive the battle to come? How long would it be before the infected spilled through the hill passage like pus seeping through a blister?
 
The wind whispered into my ears and blew down my back. The air was heavy with the sweaty stench of a hundred people. Hours earlier, when the horn blew and gave its signal, everyone picked up their weapons and headed to the front of the town. Some had delayed and others had to be dragged out of their homes, but ultimately everyone was here. Victoria had drilled them well.
 
Somehow the hills seemed even bigger than before, as though they had swelled until they covered the horizon. The people around me chattered with grimaces on their faces. Some zipped up their winter coats and rubbed their arms. Others stared at the ground and hoped it would swallow them up. These people were survivors, but they weren't fighters.
 
A man stood to my right, next to his teenage son. Grey had started to creep into the man's hair, and his thin frame showed that his daily rations weren't enough for him. The man stared ahead at the hills, eyes glazed. He looked like he would be better placed behind a table in an office boardroom.
 
His son looked more alert. He held two solid steel wrenches in his hand, the weight of them enough to shatter a skull if applied with enough force. He held one out to his dad, who had his arms at his side.
 
"Take it, dad."
 
The man didn't move or speak. It was like the hills cast a shadow over him, and the idea of the infected pouring out of them made him mute. I imagined this was what conscripts had looked like in the trenches before a push. White faces and faraway stares.
 
"Dad."
 
I wondered how people got like this. The man had survived the outbreak and the sixteen years that followed, so surely he must have been used to the infected by now? Or maybe you never got used to them. Perhaps living in Bleakholt so long, safe behind the fences, had taken away the dread of the infected. Now, faced with the reality of having to fight them, the dread was back.
 
A strong hand gripped my shoulder. I turned and saw Charlie Sturgeon. He wore a winter jacket that looked fit for arctic conditions instead of his blood-splattered lab coat. A thick scarf reached from his neck to his mouth, and his wispy hair lapped on the wind.
 
"You won't need that when the fighting starts," I said. “You’ll be boiling.”
 
Charlie looked over to the hills and grimaced. "There's something we need to do first," he said.
 
I looked across the ranks of the Bleakholt people. There were a hundred of them, but without the Vasey campers we didn't have the numbers to put up a fight.  This wasn’t a battle that we would fight to win. We were on the edge of a cliff holding on, and our fingers were turning white with the strain. There was only one way we could hold out.
 
"We need to use the explosives," I said.
 
Charlie nodded. "I've got to ask, Kyle. Why have we left it so late?"
 
I looked to the ground. I thought of Ewan and the time we'd wasted on him. I thought of Moe and pictured him smirking to himself as he left us to die in his tent. Hot bubbles of anger filled my stomach. Sadness was one thing, but fury was another. Fury would see me through the battle, while sadness would lead me to my death. I left my anger to boil.
 
"I let us get side-tracked," I spat. "And look what happened."
 
Charlie squeezed my shoulders. "We better do it now. We don't have much time."
 
"How long until they get through the hills?"
 
"Thirty minutes at the most."
 
I swallowed, but my throat felt cracked and dry. "Then we better do this. Have you got the explosive?"
 
Charlie nodded.
 
"Where are Billy and Lou?" I asked.
 
Charlie shrugged his shoulders. His winter coat added bulk to his body, but he looked weak.
 
"No idea."
 
The pit of my stomach burned. Where the hell where they? Charlie must have sense how mad I was because he scratched the back of his head and added: 
 
"Maybe they're with the kids."
 
I thought about Ben. I hadn’t even seen him since Alice died. "And where are they exactly?"
 
"In the mayor’s office with a few of the older mums and dads."
 
I pictured them shivering in the office for hours, listening to the screams of battle, too scared to even look out of the window. Then, when everything went quiet, they'd step outside. What would they see? A litter of corpses on the battlefield and everyone they knew dead and eaten? Would the infected finish them off after the rest of us were dead?
 
"This won't work," I said. "We need to be able to get a message to them."
 
Charlie adjusted his scarf. "We've got a spotter on the roof. If the kids need to leave, he'll blow the horn."
 
"Then what?"
 
"They got on the bus and leave."
 
"Wait a minute. There's a bus?"
 
Charlie nodded. "We have a double decker fuelled up and ready to go."
 
"How many people can it carry?"
 
"Eighty, in a squeeze."
 
Maybe it would have been better to just leave right now. Was Bleakholt worth the fight? I knew that there was nowhere else to go, that Victoria had built the only place capable of giving us a life. But was it worth the sacrifice?
 
As if reading my thoughts, Charlie answered me. 
 
"We've still got a chance Kyle. If we blow the hills, we can stop them coming. But we have to go now."
 
I felt myself fill with resolve. I'd spent so long running that I'd forgotten what it was to stand and fight. The infected had torn the world apart. They'd broken families and ruined lives. Those of us who were left had to take a stand. If we didn't, there was nothing else left.
 
I turned to my right and walked over to the scared man and his teenage son. The man's arms hung limply by his side, and now he stared at the ground rather than the hills.
 
"What's your name?" I asked.
 
The man turned his head slowly like a crane. He looked at me but didn't reply for a few seconds, as though the sound of my voice travelled miles before it reached his ears.
 
"What's your name?" I repeated, feeling irritation rise in me.
 
The teenager grimaced. "He shouldn't be here, he can't fight for shit. He should be with the others."
 
In contrast to his father, he was a stocky teenager. His face was chubby, youthful and flushed red, but in a cruel twist his hair was thinning at the back and receding at the front. He stood with one hand around the wrenches and another in his pocket, shifting his weight restlessly from one leg to another.
 
He gulped and his cheeks turned grey. His stringy hair blew in the wind and showed the pink of his scalp. He reminded me of Justin, in a way. He looked nothing like him physically, but he had the same lost look in his eyes.
 
"Then you'll have to do instead of your dad," I said. "What's your name?"
 
"Reece."
 
"Come with me Reece. It's time to save Bleakholt."
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As we crossed over the plains time seemed to stretch out like a ribbon of twine slowly unravelling. It was like we were on a conveyor belt and it didn’t matter how fast we went, we never seemed to move forward. With every step on the frosted-encrusted grass dread built up in my stomach and then spread into my chest. If someone stabbed me now the dread would seep out of me, thick and black like oil.
 
Charlie stared at the hills. I could tell he was scared from the way his fingers twitched, but he kept his focus on what lay ahead and where we were going to set the dynamite. Reece took clumsy steps and gripped his wrench so tight that his finger bones stuck against the skin.
 
The pathway cut into the centre of the hulking hills. It was a crevice the width of a bus, and it looked like it had been carved by the gods. I tried to look all the way along it and see the other side, but the sides of the hills cast a shadow over the pathway and hid what lay beyond. 
 
Despite the gloom it seemed so calm, and it was hard to believe that thousands of infected would soon groan their way along it. I put my hand to my forehead as if to guard my sight from rays of sunlight that weren’t there.
 
“What’s wrong?” said Charlie.
 
“I can’t see them.”
 
Reece folded him arms and shivered. His nose twitched, and he screwed up his face. A second later, I realised why. The wind had changed, and with it came the smell of rot. It was light at first, like a blocked drain, but then it thickened. The putrid smell crawled up my nostrils, down my throat, and made my stomach tumble. 
 
Then came the groans. The gust carried an orchestra of twisted wails, becoming louder and more terrible as the seconds passed. It was the tormented cries of half a million infected.  The passage was too shadowy for me to see them, but they were there.
 
Reece looked like he was about to be sick. I stepped forward and put both my hands on his shoulders. They shook beneath my grip.
 
“You know what we have to do?” I said.
 
He looked past me and over my shoulder, as if he wanted to be back with his dad at the safety of Bleakholt. That’s not a good idea, I thought. Bleakholt won’t be safe for much longer.
 
“Charlie’s going to set the dynamite,” I said. “We need to keep him safe while he works. If any infected reach us before he’s done, we hold them off. Understand?”
 
He gave a weak nod. I tightened my grip on his shoulders and felt his skin squeeze between my fingers. I shook him.
 
“Reece, I need to know that you understand me. This is the most important thing you will ever do. No matter what happens, we hold them off.”
 
Finally he gave a stronger nod. 
 
“Good,” I said. I turned to Charlie. “Better get to work.”
 
Charlie walked to the left side of the path and started to feel the rocky sides of it, testing for a place to put the dynamite. Reece and I stepped into the passage way and walked into the darkness. Despite being the middle of the afternoon, the sides of the hills stood so tall that they blocked out almost all the light. It made it seem like we were walking through the thick of night. After five minutes of following it, we stopped.
 
“This is far enough,” I said. “We wait here until Charlie shouts that he’s done.”
 
If any infected came before Charlie finished, we were the first in line. I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. I wanted us to get this done, blow the path and then get to Bleakholt without even seeing any infected. I just wanted some good luck for a change.
 
The wind gushed past and with it brought the odour of rotting flesh. This time it was stronger. I clamped my mouth shut and tried not to breathe, but the smell was so strong it worked its way through my closed lips. I gagged as I tasted the rot in the air. Reece put his sleeve to his mouth and coughed.
 
I strained my eyes into the shade of the path but it was like looking into a tunnel. I turned round and saw Charlie behind me at the other end of the pathway. He was stood against the side and pressed something into the rocks. Hurry up, I thought.
 
A sense of dread crept up my arms and made my hairs stand on end as if unseen hands stroked me. I shivered. The dark of the pathway gave it the feeling of a crypt with the lid pried off. It felt like any second we could be plunged into total darkness.
 
The wind whooshed past me again. The sick smell invaded me. The groan of an infected wheezed into my ears and made it seem like they were much closer than they actually were. I didn’t know how long we had before they arrived, but I wasn’t sure I could cope with the smell and the noises.
 
A desperate cry wormed into my ears. Another one sounded like it came from behind me. Another one to my right. Then to my left. My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and finally I saw them. They weren’t at the end of the passage way. They weren’t making their way towards us. 
 
They were already here.
 
Reece cried out and stumbled back as an infected sprang at him from the shadows. Another one reached at me and tried to grasp my coat with desperate fingers. I slid my knife from my belt and gripped it. I slashed at the fingers and sliced through the flesh. Clotted blood oozed from the skin, and the fingers hung from the bone. 
 
The smell was overpowering. It was like being deep in an abattoir with rotting carcasses piled knee high. No matter which way I turned the air was foul with the taint of the dead.
 
An infected stumbled toward Reece. He swung his wrench wildly and hit it on the collarbone. The infected didn’t even register the blow. It kept reaching out to him, eyes hungry, teeth bared behind its lips.
 
I strode over to him.
 
“Move” I shouted, and pushed him out of the way. 
 
I raised my knife, tensed my arm and sunk it into the infected’s brain. I tried to pull it out but the blade snagged on bone. Another infected cried out and reached for me. Panic bubbled inside me and turned my insides to water. I shook my arm wildly and tried to wiggle free my knife. As the infected got within an inch I knew I couldn’t get it loose. I tensed up and waited for the inevitable bite.
 
A wrench hit the infected on the skull and cracked through the bone. The infected slid to the floor. Reece held his wrench at his side, his chest heaving as he took heavy breaths. I put my boot on the infected’s back and then pulled my knife out of its skull.
 
I looked up. An army of infected poured through the shadows in front of me. They appeared from nowhere as if the darkness gave them form. They shuffled through the pathway and filled every inch of it, struggling against each other as they walked toward us. There were all ages, all genders. Their cries rose through the air, hung above us and made desperation seep through me.
 
I grabbed Reece. 
 
“We can’t hold them back,” I said.
 
We ran back to the entrance of the passage way where Charlie arranged the dynamite. The look on his face was so intense that it seemed like he hadn’t even registered the infected who worked their way toward him.
 
“Let’s go Charlie,” I said.
 
He didn’t answer. Instead he scraped mud away from the side of the path and tried to dig the dynamite into the hole.
 
“Charlie,” I shouted, my heart pounding.
 
No response.
 
The front line of the infected were a dozen feet away now, close enough that I could see where their rotting skin flaked away.
 
“We’ve got to go, Charlie,” I said. I reached out and grabbed him. He flinched and flung my arm off him.
 
The nearest infected was seven feet away. Its eyes were wide and bloodshot. Its yellow teeth dripped with spit.
 
I grabbed Charlie again.
 
“One more minute!” he shouted, red faced. 
 
The infected was steps away. It looked at me, but then it swivelled and lurched toward Charlie. I stepped forward and tried to grab it, but it was too close to him. As Charlie crouched and worked on the dynamite, the infected took hold of him. It lowered its head and sunk its teeth into his arm.
 
Charlie put his head back and screamed. He pushed the infected away and got to his feet. He put his hand on his bicep and then pulled it away. Blood was smeared over his palm. His eyes widened and his skin turned into chalk.
 
The infected lurched for him again. This time I grabbed Charlie and dragged him away. We turned our backs to the path and ran toward Bleakholt. As we fled, it wasn’t just the infected that we left behind us. It was hope.
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As the sun dimmed the infected poured out of the hill path like rats from a sewer. Every man, woman and teenager strong enough to fight met them on the plains. Some ran at the infected, weapons in the air, hellish war cries screaming from their mouths. Others took careful steps back, hoping that something would intervene and stop the battle. 
 
Knives sank into brain tissue. Mallets cracked skulls and sent infected falling to the floor. Clotted blood rained on the frozen grass. Infected stumbled forward, arms twitching. Some took a hammer on the temple, others a baseball back across the chest. Dozens fell to the floor, never to rise again. Others were maimed, their bones broken and knee caps smashed beyond repair. The men and women raised their weapons and brought them crashing down again in and endless, tiring motion. 
 
There were always more to take their place. They were like a virus, multiplying beyond all control. They gushed out of the hill paths and swarmed over the plains until hardly a blade of grass could be seen.
 
Arms started to tire. People slipped. They made mistakes and paid for it with the foul bite of decaying teeth. They screamed out and clutched their wounds. The desperate cries of men and women rose in the air, harsher than the groans of the infected and wracked with pain. Their squeals were inhuman, like horses dying in battle.
 
Reece and I carried Charlie through the battle and toward the fences. I tried to ignore the chaos around me and focussed on reaching the town, where we could lay Charlie down and let him rest. In the back of my mind I knew that he was done for. He had been bitten on the path, and right now the virus was working its way into his cells. Once that happened, there was only one end.
 
We set him down against the fence. The metal rattled as his back sank into it. Charlie held his hand tight against his bicep and tried to stem the flow of blood, but the thick crimson seeped between his fingers. Sweat covered his forehead.
 
I crouched in front of him.  “We have to join the fight,” I said.
 
He gritted his teeth as if he was biting down on pain. It made him look like he was angry.
 
“Are you hearing me, Charlie?”
 
If his eyes or ears registered me, he didn’t show it. I turned round, saw Reece a few feet away. He peered into the raging battle in front of him and scanned the crowd.
 
“We’ll find your dad,” I said.
 
“His dad is dead,” said a voice to my left.
 
I turned round. Ewan stood in front of me and leant on his cane. He’d gotten rid of most of his office wear and changed into in army fatigues, but his open khaki jacket revealed a blue shirt underneath. His stood casually, like a commuter leaning on an umbrella and waiting for a bus. Seeing him made me think of Victoria, and hot anger burned in my stomach.
 
He looked over at Reece.
 
“Sorry lad.  I saw him go. It was quicker than most, if that’s any consolation.”
 
Rage welled inside me. Ewan was responsible for a good number of the deaths today. Were it not for him killing Victoria and taking power for himself, we would never have gotten distracted. His insane lust for control had taken us away from the plan. If it wasn’t for Ewan, we would have blown up the path way sooner. We could have saved lives.
 
I got to my feet and held my knife in my shaking hand.
 
Ewan held his palm in the air as if he read my intentions.
 
“Think about what you’re doing,” he said. “There’s a time for you to be angry, but this isn’t it. At least not at me. Save it for them.” He pointed to the plains which were awash with infected. They outnumbered us three to one.
 
I knew he was right. Whatever I wanted to do to him would have to wait. What was revenge worth if everyone died? The only thing we could focus on now was killing the infected. We had to stem the tide somehow, but the infected kept pouring out of the hills in raging waves.
 
“Time we put our heads together,” said Ewan.
 
I rubbed my hand over my face. My skin felt freezing, but when I pulled my hand away it was covered in sweat.
 
“We can’t blow the pass,” I said. “So we’ve got no way of stopping them. We could kill a thousand of them and we wouldn’t even scrape the sides.”
 
Ewan twisted his cane and pulled it from the dirt. “It’s like trying to scoop out the sea with a bucket. We need a bright spark with a plan,” he said.
 
“What you need,” said a voice to my left, “is to cut my arm off.”
 
Charlie leant forward away from the fence. He took his coat off, grunting as he moved his arm. His eyes were as white as milk, and dribbles of crimson covered his bony hands. He rolled up his sleeve and winced as the material brushed his bite wound. He bared his bleeding arm towards us.
 
“Kyle,” he said, nodding at my knife. “You have to do it.”
 
My stomach dropped. I had seen people do this before; hack away bitten flesh in the hope that the virus hadn’t spread in time. I had seen a mother cut off the leg of her infant child in desperate hope, crying to herself as she sawed at his skin. I had seen a man hack away at his own wrist to stem the infection. Lots of people had tried it, but I had never seen it work.
 
I shook my head. “I can’t, Charlie. It doesn’t work. You must know that.” 
 
The words stung as they left my throat. I knew I was taking away his only consolation. With a bite on the arm it would take him hours to die, but the result was inevitable. Death wouldn’t be the end. Charlie must have known what he would become. His eyes narrowed.
 
“You need to cut off my arm,” he repeated, putting force behind every syllable.
 
Maybe the dangling promise of a cure gave him hope, but I knew it wouldn’t work. Once I started to cut through his arm and the agonising pain ripped through him, he’d realise there was no consolation. Only pain.
 
“Charlie, listen to me.” I leant forward and put my hand on his shoulder. The scientist stared at the floor. “It won’t work. You know this.”
 
I tried to make my voice soft, but the words were too harsh.
 
Charlie raised his head slowly. When he looked at me, there was fire in his eyes. He lifted his good arm and pushed me away from him.
 
“Fuck you. This is my only chance, and you’re denying it me? Based on what, Kyle? Do you think you know everything, you son of a bitch?”
 
He fell back and slammed against the fence. “This is my only chance,” he repeated, his words becoming softer and trailing off.
 
Ewan rolled up his sleeves up to his elbows. He stood over me, he face stern-looking.
 
“Give me your knife,” he said.
 
***
 
I tried to look away as Ewan got to work. Charlie shrieked in pain, his nerve endings screaming out as Ewan cut through his arm without any anaesthetic. I turned my head away from Charlie's screams only to have them replaced by the din of battle. Women cried out as infected bit into their arms, men shouted in anguish as they fell to the floor. It was like poking my head into two rooms, each of them filled with screams and pain.
 
I scanned the bodies fighting on the plains. It was hard to tell the people from the infected, because even those still living were covered in blood. They fought for their survival like caged animals, lashing out at anything that walked within reach. 
 
I looked to the faces of the humans and the infected, and I fell back to the floor when the enormity of the task hit me. We were outnumbered five to one now, and still the infected poured out of the hills. 
 
I thought of the bus, packed up and ready to leave. There had to be nearly a hundred people still fighting, and they couldn’t all get on the bus. But that number would shrink within minutes. We could get on the bus and leave. We’d survive for now but Bleakholt would be done, and there would be nowhere else to go. We would be buying time for the present by giving up on our future, but at least we’d live another day.
 
Ewan put his knife on the ground. He stood up and straightened out. The front of his shirt, once sky blue, was soaked in blood. Charlie lay against the fence, his eyes half shut, his forehead covered in a feverish sweat. His severed arm was on the ground next to him.
 
“Ewan,”  I said.
 
Ewan looked up at me, but he wasn’t the same man as before. There was a change in his face. Not on his features, but behind his eyes. A look shone out from them that spoke of the horrors twisting around in his mind. Suddenly, I felt ashamed that he had been the one to do it. That I had denied Charlie his slight hope out of a feeling that I knew it all.
 
Ewan rubbed his hands down his shirt, adding another smear of blood to what looked more like a butcher’s apron.
 
“He’ll need antibiotics,” he said.
 
“We’ve got to make a decision,” I said. “There’s the bus –“
 
An engine roared behind me. It got closer, the engine firing as it sped along.  I turned round, and saw a quad bike speeding along the plains and heading toward us. Billy rode it, his head bent over the handle bars. The sound increased, the engine droning like a beehive. 
 
Billy steered the quad bike away to the right, revealing another bike driving behind him. The rider of this one was planted firmly in his seat. He gripped the handlebars tightly, as though easing off would result in him plunging over them.
 
I squinted and tried to see who drove it. My eyes register familiar facial features. My heart almost exploded. I took a step back, my pulse hammering. Behind Billy, on another quad bike, Justin sped toward us.
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The drones of the engines faded to a stop and the sound of the battle carried through the air. For a second I almost asked Billy to switch the quad bikes back on. At least the firing of the engines had covered the screams of the men and women as the infected tore them apart.
 
Justin lifted his leg over the side of the quad and planted it on the ground. I walked over to him, calmly at first, but when I was a few feet away I nearly ran. I stood in front of him and then gave him a hug, squeezing him until he wheezed.
 
I dropped him and then stepped back. I wasn’t one for emotion, but the time felt right. People were dying all around us, and here was my friend, back after I thought I would never see him again. 
 
Justin flicked his fringe away from his eyes. 
 
“Where’s Melissa?” he said.
 
“She’s safe.”
 
Justin looked concerned. “Where is she?”
 
“With the kids. They’re far enough away.”
 
Billy stood at the end of his quad. He fiddled with something on the back of it, reached down and then pulled out his mallet. He gripped it tightly with one hand and beat the end against his palm. His face was set in a grimace.
 
“Where did you find him?” I said, still trying to take in the fact that Justin stood here in front of me. 
 
Billy pointed over towards the woods that hid the quarry.
 
“I went back to the nest,” he said. “I wanted to burn it, figured I could get rid of the breeder. But then I heard the horn, and I knew things had gone to shit here. On the way back, I bumped into this guy. I give him a lift into town and we picked up an extra quad.”
 
A woman screeched in the distance. I darted my eyes over to her just in time to see two infected drag her to the floor and tear chunks out of her shoulders as her body flopped. The image was a cold shower of reality.
 
“It’s all fucked,” I said. “There’s too many coming through. Maybe we better get the bus.”
 
“No way,” said Ewan.
 
My forehead started to heat up. “I don’t want to let the fuckers win, but there’s going to be a hell of a lot of corpses before long.”
 
“What happened with the dynamite?” said Billy.
 
Charlie groaned by the fence. He moved forward and tried to sit up but he winced and sat back. His face was a sheet of ice from the pints of blood that had drained from him and sprayed over the ground.
 
“My fault,” he said. “I messed up.”
 
I shook my head. “He didn’t mess up. We just didn’t have enough time.”
 
“We’re not leaving,” said Ewan.
 
I put my hand to my forehead. I felt it start to pound. “Haven’t you been watching? Look over there. See how many of them there are. Now look at the hills and see them pouring through. The tap’s been turned on and it’s going to overflow.”
 
“So we need to get to the dynamite,” said Billy.
 
I looked over to the hills. The passage way looked like a hole in an anthill, where dozens of the insects spilled through.
 
“Impossible.”
 
Justin looked at me. For the first time in god knows how long, there was a light in his eyes. 
 
“I have an idea,” he said.
 
Ewan rested on his cane. “Go on, boy.”
 
Justin folded his arms across his chest. “The infected ignore me. I could walk up to one, spit in its face, and it wouldn’t blink.”
 
The idea hit me like a punch in the guts. There were too many infected in the hills for anyone to get through to the dynamite without being lost in the swarm. I knew where Justin was going with this.
 
“You’re going to set the dynamite to blow?” I said.
 
Justin nodded. “Being a freak’s gotta be useful for something.” 
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The darkness crept into the sky as if someone had suddenly dropped a black sheet over us. The screams of battle raged on, but people started to tire. One man, his face shocked red with blood, bent over and let out wheezy breaths. An infected crept behind him, grabbed his shoulders and sunk its teeth into his back. The man cried out and tried to swing a hammer, but another infected took hold of him and dragged him down to the floor. His face twisted in agony as the infected feasted on him, and his screams drifted over the plains.


 I watched Justin as he sped on his quad across the plains. So far away, he was a speck on the horizon drowned in the shadow cast by the hills. His quad stopped, and he got off it and walked to the dynamite.


 Dozens of infected shuffled ahead of him. My heart pounded as I watched him move closer to them and toward the path. I knew that they wouldn't touch him. I had seen them ignore him before with my own eyes. But a part of me still wondered if maybe it was all a cruel trick. Would the infected turn on him, grab him and tear him apart? My arms felt tense, and I couldn't imagine how Justin must have felt being enveloped by a crowd of the dead.


 Charlie let out a groan behind me. His cheeks dripped with sweat and trickles of blood ran from the stump that jutted out from his shoulder.


 "We need to move him," said Billy.


 "Let's get him to the mayor’s office. Lou and Melissa can look after him."


 "Won't that scare the kids?"


 "They've got a hell of a lot more to be scared of."


 Ewan tapped his cane against his shoulder. If the chaos around us affected him, he didn't show it.


 "He needs to get help," he agreed, "but you two are best on the battlefield. Let the boy take him on the quad."


 He gestured over to Reece, who stared wide eyed at the battlefield. All emotion had left his face, as if hearing the news of his father had emptied his brain.


 "Think you can handle it?" I said to Reece.


 Charlie cried out in pain. This shook the teenager out of his stupor.


 "What?"


 "Can you take Charlie to the mayor’s office?" I said.


 "My dad..."


 "Reece," I said, not bothering to hide the urgency in my voice. "There's a time for that. Believe me. But it isn't now. We've got a hell of a lot of work to do."


 An explosion blasted across the plains. At first it was a rumble that blew along the grass but as it got closer the sounds of the detonation screamed at us.


 Half of the battlefield stopped and stared. For some the second-long of lapse in concentration cost them dearly, because the infection didn't take heed. One woman shrieked as an infected bit her neck and tore away a strip of flesh. This shocked the rest into action, and they heaved their weapons at anything that came of them. Now, they were outnumbered six to one.


 A film of dust in front of the hills hovered in the air and then started to settle. Rocks tumbled from the sides of the hills and blocked the passageway like a dam. The stem of infected had been stopped, and it looked like no more of them would be able to pour onto the plains.
 
I tried to see Justin, but it was impossible to make him out under the falling sheet of dust. As the crumbling rocks settled and the air started to clear, I realised that I couldn’t see him. Where was he? Realisation hit me like a bullet. Justin was trapped on the wrong side of the explosion.


 The plan had worked, but I couldn’t celebrate. Justin was a hero, and he wasn’t here for me to tell him. But I couldn’t dwell on it. There were still hundreds of the infected to kill and a rapidly depleting number of people left to do it, but we had a chance. We’d turned the tap off and now we just had to pull the plug and let the water drain out.


 Adrenaline exploded inside me. I turned to the battlefield, ready to burst into it and smash as many infected skulls as I could. I would stab them until I couldn’t move my arms. I wouldn't stop until I was drenched in sweat, my body drained.


 I turned and looked at Billy. "Are you ready?" I said.


 Billy stared at the plains. He held up his mallet and tensed his muscles.


 "It's about time."


 As we walked toward the battlefield, a dozen shrieks pierced the air. Louder than the groans of the infected, more terrible than the cries of the men and woman who were torn apart. The shrieks rose above us and seemed to suck the rest of the noise out of the sky.
  
 "Kyle," said Billy, his voice shaking. He stretched his arm out and pointed to the woods.
 
I stopped walking. My stomach turned to liquid, and I felt like my organs were going to slide out of me.  I looked over to the trees, where an army of stalkers crawled out of the shadows.
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Nothing has ever spiked my adrenaline more than the sight of a dozen stalkers slinking across the open plain. My feet melded to the ground, trapped in place as though roots had twisted from the mud and wrapped around them. Billy put his hands behind his head and watched, his eyes wide in desperation.
 
A man twenty feet ahead dug the end of his crowbar into the head of an infected. He pulled it back, wiped it on his jeans and then looked to his left, ready to meet the next oncoming threat. He realised it wasn’t another infected coming at him but an army of  stalkers with teeth shining like daggers. His face became a mask of screams. 
 
The lead stalker, smaller than the others but with bigger muscles, opened its mouth wide and shrieked. It was a cry that cut through the air and rained down in shards that stabbed at the eardrums of anyone unfortunate enough to hear it. 
 
It shook me out of my daze, unlocked my feet as if the roots had unwrapped and dissolved into the dirt. I looked at Billy. His clenched jaw stuck out, but his marble-sized pupils were as black as a winter night sky.
 
“The plains are too open. Think the fences could hold them back?” I said.
 
Billy turned his head and stared toward the hill passage, which was now a dam of rubble. Fifty men and women fought on, raising their weapons and smashing them down on the infected in automatic movements. Some strained their faces in anguish as they smashed through bone and were splashed by blood. Others lifted their arms in weaker and weaker arcs like wind-up toys that needed another twist.
 
Billy turned to me. He had a look in his eyes as though he stared at me and behind me at the same time. His body was here, but his mind was somewhere else. It was like the sight of the stalkers stretched the elastic of his brain to snapping point. We all had this point inside us, the time when the horrors just became too much to handle. Maybe Billy’s brain was reaching his. How much pressure would it take to break it?
 
“Does getting behind the fences mean giving up?” he said.
 
“The only way we’re giving up is if we stay in the open. It’ll be a slaughter.”
 
“There’s only a few hundred infected now. I could handle a dozen on my own.”
 
It must have been centuries since the British countryside had been strewn with so many bodies. The infected piled up in their hundreds, twisted heaps of rotting torsos and snapped limbs. A survivor, with a weapon and enough space to move, could kill tens of infected. The danger of the infected was not in the way they attacked; it was when they caught you in a tight space.  It was when a crowd of them trapped you, nowhere to go but into their death embrace.
 
If we stayed to fight then Billy was right. Given enough time, we could deal with the infected that had gotten through the hills before the pathway was blown. A stalker was different. They moved with such speed and agility that open spaces meant nothing to them, because they could cover it with a single leap. Faced with a stalker, space was your enemy
 
“We need to get behind the fences and regroup. The infected can wait but the stalkers won’t,” I said.
 
“So what now?” said Billy.
 
I needed a way to get the attention of the people on the battlefield so that we could order them behind the fences. With the screams of the dying, groans of the infected and shrieks of the stalkers, there wasn’t room for anything else. We needed something loud.
 
“Get the spotter to blow the war horn,” I said.
 
Billy looked up to the roof top where the spotter sat. The spotter stared out to the east, toward the woods. Billy waved his hand in the air as if he were trying to hail a helicopter. The spotter continued to look away from the battlefield as though he was waiting for something.
 
“Dumb bastard,” Billy muttered under his breath, “Look over here.”
 
“Wait here,” I said.
 
“Where are you going?”
 
“Just wait.”
 
I ran across the plain and back to Bleakholt. I opened the fence and let it slam shut behind me. My heart worked like a train engine, and my chest grew tight. By the time I got to the spotter’s building, my lungs felt like they were going to melt and flood up my throat.
 
I opened the front doors and sprinted up the stairs. It was an old furniture shop called Timber Furniture Land and along the walls were prints of old Dali paintings. As I ran up the stairs I watched clocks melt over tables and an elephant with impossibly large legs walk across a desert.  I reached the top and burst through the fire doors that led to the roof. Outside the nip of the wind lashed my cheeks. I bent over and sucked in air.
 
The spotter span round, rifle raised. He stared through the sights with his finger held tense on the trigger. After a few seconds, he realised I wasn’t infected.
 
“What the hell are you doing up here?” he said.
 
“I’m Kyle,” I said, panting. 
 
The spotter had long black hair swept over his forehead and a thick black beard that grew on him like moss. His eyes stared through narrow crevices, as though they never opened fully even when awake. He looked like he’d make a good policeman, with a stare that seemed to regard everything with a hint of suspicion.
 
“I know who you are,” he said. “But shouldn’t you be fighting?”
 
I couldn’t help the anger that started with a bubble in my chest and then rose like a poison air up my windpipe. He had the cheek to question me, when he hadn’t even been looking at the battlefield. I couldn’t believe the incompetence of him. What the hell had he been doing?
 
“Take a look that way,” I said, pointing at the plain. “Notice anything different?”
 
He followed my eyes toward the battlefield and shrugged his shoulders.
 
“I know.”
 
“Then what the fuck were you looking at?”
 
His eyes narrowed further until they looked like specs of coal. 
 
“Ewan had me watch the side of town. Said he would give me a signal when it was time to go.”
 
“What do you mean, ‘time to go’?”
 
As I stared to the east side of town, a bus turned a corner and rumbled to a stop. Lumpy brown bags were secured to the top with rope. Across the side was a narrow strip of paper advertising a movie that had been released sixteen years ago.  The top deck seemed to be full of tents, sleeping bags and assorted jars and containers. Twenty people sat on the bottom deck. Most of them looked down at their laps, pointedly ignoring what was happening on the plains.
 
“What’s going on?” I said.
 
The spotter blinked. “I think you know.” 
 
My throat shrank so much that air struggled to get through. Ewan was running away, I realised. After  all his bullshit about doing the best for Bleakholt, he was saving his own arse.  
 
I took a step toward the spotter. He treaded back and raised his gun at me. The green sling slapped against his shoulder.
 
“Best you don’t move,” he said.
 
I knew that one squeeze of the trigger would send a shard of lead through me, but somehow I didn’t care. It was if a giant strip of sandpaper had scratched away at my insides and left my fear as a pile of dust on the floor. What threat did a gun have when death waited in every direction? 
 
I stepped forward again. The spotter jerked his arms and pointed the gun at my head. I moved until I was only an inch away from him. I reached forward, took hold of the gun by the barrel and pulled it away from him. The spotter, faced with the prospect of actually having to kill a man, froze.
 
I turned the gun around. With the barrel now pointed at his own face, the spotter moved. He bared his teeth and made a grab for the gun. I swung the barrel and caught him on the mouth. There was a crack as the metal smashed his front teeth. He collapsed to the floor, blood gushing out of his gums. 
 
I slung the rifle over my shoulder and walked to the edge of the roof to where he had stood. The horn was propped up against the roof ledge. It was an old war horn made of weathered ivory. Three iron bands were wrapped around it in intervals, with swirling patterns chipped into them. It belonged in a museum. It seemed that a previous mayor of Bleakholt had been something of a collector.  The ivory felt frail enough to fall apart in my hands, and I was amazed that it could make such a booming sound. 
 
I looked over to the plains where the survivors fought. The infected dropped to the floor, their broken heads slamming against the dirt. A man edged backwards, away from two infected. He stumbled over something and fell onto his back. The infected followed, landed on his chest and ripped at his flesh as he screamed. 
 
I put the horn to my mouth, filled my chest and then blew.  The sound was louder than I could have imagined. It felt like it smashed through my eardrums and then swam in my brain, squeezing it until all I could do was drop the horn to the floor. 
 
I put my hand to my ears. A pulsating wave ripped through my ear canal and twisted around my head. The sound around me faded as if driven out by some unseen forced. A stabbing pain poked at my head and twisted my stomach.
 
A hand grabbed my shoulders and hauled me back. My first thought was stalkers, but as I managed to spin round I saw that it was the spotter. He stood shakily on his feet, blood dripping from his mouth. He pointed to his ears.
 
“You should wear plugs when you blow that,” he said.
 
My vision lurched from side to side like a boat rocking in a raging sea. The world around me was drowned out, and sound seemed to travel slowly as though it waded through water. My eardrums throbbed in nauseous pulses that made me want to empty my stomach.
 
I glanced behind me for a second and looked at the plain. The fighters looked up at me. They’d heard the signal, and they knew that they had to retreat. Some of them started to run toward the fences.
 
The stalkers, seeing their pray fleeing, crouched back. Those within distance leapt on the retreating men and women. A stalker landed on the back of a blonde haired woman, and the weight of it sent her sprawling to the floor. Her mouth opened wide, but I couldn’t hear the scream that I imagined left it as the stalker tore a mouthful of flesh from the back of her neck. The woman thrashed against the ground, but another bite stilled her movements. Her blood sprayed across the ground like paint from the end of Jackson Pollock's brush.
 
The spotter took a step toward me. He tried to stare deep into my eyes, but for a second his glance darted toward the gun. I tried to bend down to get it but a well of agony dripped from my eardrums. I put my hand to my head and felt a sticky liquid running from my ears.
 
The spotter stuck his boot out and connected with my ankle. I cried out but I managed to stay balanced. A channel of pain ran from my ear and into my head. I took a deep breath and tried to ignore the lurching of my stomach.
 
A fist flew at my face. I tried to duck from it but with two busted eardrums my balance was gone, and my nose cracked under the force of his knuckles. Blood gushed down my lips and over my neck. Another fist connected, this time with my chin. Fuzzy spots covered my eyes and I tipped over onto my back like a felled tree.
 
As soon as I slammed onto the floor I acted on instinct. I reached to my right and felt the cool metal of the rifle against my fingers. I gripped it, swung it to the spotter and pointed it at his chest, ignoring the pain that ripped through me. My heart jarred as I pulled my finger tight against the trigger. It moved back slowly, as if it were reluctant to fire. As it slid further and further back time seemed to slide to a stop. I stared deep into the spotter’s face and expected fear. Instead, his narrow black eyes were calm. The trigger slid all the way back and the gun clicked.
 
The spotter smiled. He spoke to me, but the words drifted at such a low volume that my battered eardrums only picked out a few of them. 
 
“Ran out of …weeks ago. Ewan told me….up here and keep pointing it at …. Make sure people saw me doing it. He said it … them feel safe.”
 
He reached into his coat and pulled out a long knife with a worn yellow handle. The silver of the blade was scratched and dull. He pointed it at me.
 
“He also told me to … … for you,” he said.
 
As the spotter moved cautiously toward me, his blade pointed at my stomach, I moved into a crouch. I sprang to my feet and drove the barrel of the gun at the spotter’s neck. I roared as the end of it drove into his throat and cracked through his windpipe.
 
The spotter clutched his throat tightly as if to stop the air from seeping out. His mouth opened wide and then clenched shut like a fish suffocating on dry land. Blood trickled from his neck, ran over his hands and dripped onto the floor. He fell onto his back. He held one hand on his neck and stretched the other toward me, as if there was something I could do.
 
Below, on the plains, people started to reach the fences. Their faces were shot white with panic, their eyes glazed like trench soldiers with shell shock. Billy held the fences open and herded them in as though he were a shepherd guiding frightening sheep away from the wolves.
 
To the east the double-decker bus fired to life. The headlights flickered and cast yellow cones onto the dark mud. The wheels span forward and the bus lurched away. On the bottom deck men and women pressed their faces against the glass. These were Ewan’s men and women, the ones who had helped him get to power. And now they were abandoning Bleakholt in the middle of the fight.
 
If the stalkers hadn’t arrived, maybe Ewan would have stayed. I guessed he would have helped clear the infected and then proclaimed himself a hero. As soon as things looked bad, he had taken our only means of escape and he had fled on it. His speech about how we couldn’t leave, how we had to stay and fight, had been bullshit. His words were weightless and carried away by the wind.
 
As the bus peeled away into the distance I wanted to run after it. It would have been so easy to jump on the back and ride it to safety, away from the infected and the stalkers.
 
The last of the survivors sprinted behind the fences. The stalkers leapt across the ground, yards behind, and one of them slammed into the metal as Billy pulled it shut. It slid back onto its haunches and stared at the metal as if sizing up its integrity.  I wondered how long the fences could hold them for.
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We backed away from the fences like a herd of scared cows. The stalkers crawled cautiously to the perimeter and stopped. They formed a line of twelve and stared, each of them sizing up their prey and deciding which man or woman would be their first.  One of them swiped at the fence  and made the metal shake, and the people around me took a collective step back.
 
A stalker leapt at the fence and latched onto it, claws gripping around the holes in the metal. The fence rattled as though a gust of wind had hit it. One by one the stalkers leapt at it and slithered up toward the top.
 
A man in front of us tripped over his own foot as he moved away. He fell to the floor and landed on his back. He cried out in pain, but he didn’t get up. He stared ahead of him, where the highest of the stalkers cleared the top of the fence and leapt over, landing on our side of it.
 
My ears still throbbed with pain, but sound slowly drifted back through them. I heard fallen men on the plain screaming in pain. Teenagers calling out for their parents, men crying. I wished I could turn the volume down again. I would have taken any amount of pain not to listen to it.
 
“So much for getting behind the fences,” said Billy.
 
“Better than being out in the open,”  I said. “At least here we have places to go.”
 
“Places to hide, you mean.”
 
“We just need time to breathe.”
 
The furthermost stalker slid across the ground like a komodo dragon eyeing prey. Its arms and legs moved at odd angles, first sloping outwards and then tucking inwards. It tilted its head up, though I knew that it wasn’t trying to see us through its ink black eyes. Stalkers had the eyesight of a mole, which was strange for a creature which moved almost entirely in the dark. Their sense of smell made up for it. This stalker sniffed the air and turned its head toward the man who lay prone on the ground.
 
“Get up, you moron,” said Billy. 
 
The man stared ahead with his mouth agape and head tilted back. The stalker rolled onto its back legs. Beside me, Billy twitched as if he was about to move. I put my hand on his chest and held him back. I knew what was about to happen, and we were too late to stop it.
 
The stalker’s calf muscles tensed until they bulged. It shrieked, pressed into the floor and then leapt through the air. Its claws were raised and its teeth were bared. The man looked up and his wide eyes registered the creature, but the only sound that left his mouth was a pathetic groan.
 
The stalker swiped its claws at the man’s neck at the same time its back legs touched the ground. The man’s skin slid away like turkey under a carving knife, and blood leaked over his exposed vocal chords. The stalker slurped at the blood, quenching its thirst until its face was dotted crimson. The upper set of its teeth jutted from its lips, and it bent toward the man and tore at his open neck wound like a lion.
 
A woman behind me screamed. It wasn’t a shout of panic or alarm, or even one of fear. There was a warped edge to it, something deeply inhuman that seemed to swim in desperation. It was the cry of a woman whose mind had snapped.
 
A river of panic broke through the levee of reason and flooded over the crowd. Men turned and ran, leaving thoughts of defending Bleakholt far behind them. Women ducked into doorways and rattled the handles, crying out in frustration at the ones they found locked. Others, those who had nothing to lose or weren’t scared to lose what they had, turned and faced the monsters. 
 
The rest of the stalkers, seeing the first creature gorge itself on the man’s flesh, slithered forward. Their black shapes seemed to meld into the night. Their mouth opened wider and their second sets of teeth poked out, spit dripping over them and onto the floor. They sniffed the ground, hissed, and stepped forward. They began to fan out to the side as though spreading into a formation. One crouched and then leapt through the air. One by one the others followed, and within two leaps they caught the fleeing men and women who scampered wildly away. 
 
Claws connected with skin. Teeth tore through flesh and crunched through bone. Blood spat through the air and drenched the floor. Screams welled in throats and then were cut short as claws snapped vocal chords. Some, seeing how impossible it was to run, stopped to fight. Others ran until either their burning lungs told them to stop or a set of teeth ripped a chunk out of them.
 
“Kyle!” I heard Billy shout.
 
I turned to my right in time to see a stalker diving through the air. I stepped to my right and watched it sail past of me. My nerves lit on fire, as if thousands of tiny pokers pressed into my skin. The stalker reared back, corrected its balance and then prepared to leap again.
 
I held my knife tight in my hand. The stalker pushed itself forward and cleared five feet in one leap. I waited as long as I dared as it sailed toward me, and at the last second I stuck my knife forward but tilted my body to the side. The blade of the knife snagged against the stalker’s skin and ripped along it as though it were tearing into a sheet of fabric. There was a pattering sound as black blood fell to the floor.
 
The stalker writhed on its back, teeth gnashing and a snort coming from the back of its throat. A long fault line of a cut ran from its neck to its groin. Billy stood above it, raised his mallet and then brought it down, crushing the stalkers face into the ground.
 
Billy looked up. 
 
“This is fucked,” he said with a tremor in his voice.
 
I had never seen him show fear. The infected didn’t bother him, and the stalkers were an annoyance. Hearing his voice wobble set my skin on edge. But as I listened to the sounds around me, I knew that he was right. Screams of pain rang into the night sky, a fresh one every second as the stalkers hunted, and caught, their prey.
 
Billy walked to the front of the gate where his quad bike was parked. He swung his leg over the side and slid into the seat. With a flick of a switch the headlamps glimmered, two narrow searchlights that punctured the dead darkness.
 
A few stalkers perked their head up ahead of us. Their eyesight was awful, but they couldn’t have missed the sudden beams of yellow that cut through the air.
 
“What the hell are you doing?”  I said.
 
Billy turned the ignition and the engine coughed. Another turn and it roared to life. Fumes drifted from the exhausts and the wheels seemed tensed and ready to scream across the plain.
 
“I’ll draw them away,” he said.
 
“Draw them where?”
 
“I’ll just drive.”
 
I ran my hands through my hair and felt something wet on my forehead. I didn’t know if it was sweat or blood.
 
“Are you looking to die?”
 
“Things are screwed here, Kyle. I’m swapping one suicide for another. At least this way a few more of these poor bastards might live.”
 
“You don’t need to do this,” I said. “You’ve done enough.”
 
Billy twisted the handlebar and the engine screamed out. A few more stalkers perked up and stared at him.
 
“I’ll keep riding until its light. I’ll get them miles away from here and see how the fuckers cope with daylight.”
 
“There’s no way you have enough fuel for that.”
 
Billy looked at the ground and closed his eyes. When he looked up at me, they were dark and sad. “Just let me have this, Kyle. After all the things I’ve done, I need it. This isn’t just for everyone else. It’s for me.”
 
I swallowed and felt my dry throat contract. “Lou told me what happened.”
 
“Then shut the fuck up and let me do this.”
 
He twisted the handlebars again and made the engine shout out until it drowned out everything else.  The stalkers perked their heads up like dogs hearing the dinner bell. Slowly they turned into Billy’s direction and took tentative steps forward. Billy rolled the quad down the path and toward the fence.
 
“Get the gate for me,” he shouted.
 
I walked to the gate, slid the bolts and pulled it open. I turned behind me and saw a dozen stalkers crawl toward us, drawn by the hum of the engine.
 
Billy stuck out his hand toward me. He gripped mine and shook it. He had a strange look in his eyes.
 
“You think this makes up for  what Lou and me did?”
 
I put my hand on his shoulder. “You don’t have to do this.”
 
He breathed into, then clenched his teeth. “I do.”
 
He twisted the accelerator and sped out onto the plains. The stalkers, seeing him leave, picked up speed. As they got closer I realised that they were going to have to run through the gate. I shrank back against the metal and held my breath as they pounded past me, the sour smell of their skin strong enough to make me gag.
 
The headlights of Billy’s quad sped into the distance, the trail of stalkers following behind. They faded into the black of the night and eventually disappeared into it completely.
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Limp bodies lay strewn around me. Before Billy led them away, the stalkers had managed to tear through us, leaving piles of corpses behind. One man pulled himself across the ground on his belly, blood trailing from his neck like a reel of claret ribbon.
 
Outside the gates, the infected walked towards us. I looked around me. Only fifteen or so men and women stood on their feet, and some had lost their weapons in the chaos. It wasn’t enough to fight the hundred infected who walked our way. 
 
They dragged their feet across the grass, some of them stumbling over corpses of fellow-infected. If they registered that one of their own had fallen, they gave no response. That was the difference between us. There isn't a man alive who can look at a fresh corpse and fail to feel a shudder of revulsion. The infected don’t care though; they've only got one thing on their mind.
 
The iron stench of blood was thick in their air. Across from me a woman heaved herself onto her knees. She turned and saw the infected coming towards us. She looked at me with pleading eyes, as if begging me to take her out of the nightmare. She coughed, and a spray of blood hit her shirt. She fell forward and cried into the dirt.
 
I felt alone. Alice was dead. Victoria was gone. Justin was trapped behind the debris of the explosion in the hills, and Billy had sped off on his quad bike to die. I wished that I had someone with me. I wished that Lou was by my side but she was in the mayor’s office with the kids, and that was the safest place for her. For now.
 
What would happen to Lou, Melissa and the kids when the infected tore us apart? Ewan had taken the bus, so there was no question of escape. Would the infected finish off the fighters at the gates and then go looking for the children? 
 
I felt sick rise in my stomach and burn my throat. I remembered when we first got to Bleakholt. I had warned everyone to leave, but Victoria had persuaded me that Bleakholt was the only hope for the future. I’d allowed myself to buy into it, and look at what had happened. I gripped my knife in my hand and squeezed the handle until my knuckles started to sting. I was going to give every last drop trying to protect the people who were left.
 
I walked out of the fence and onto the plains. The wind bristled against my cheeks and snuck down my coat, freezing the sheen of sweat on my back. The emptiness of the plains seemed to swallow me, as though it were a vacuum of darkness that sucked in everything in its path.
 
I heard a din of voices to my right. My adrenaline spiked. It sounded like the rest of the infected had somehow found a quicker way around the hills and now they were pouring in from the sides. Soon there would be hundreds of thousands of them, so many that they would cover the ground like spores.
 
Then I saw what the noise really was. My heart beat against my chest as though it were begging to be let out. To my right, walking across the plains, there were no infected. Instead, it was the people of Vasey.
 
When they got closer I saw that Moe and Sana led at the front. Moe held a meat cleaver in his hand, the silver blade square and shining. Sana carried a baseball bat with nails driven into the side. Her face seemed set in a cement grimace, as though she’d scowled once and then her features had hardened. The survivors from Vasey were behind them. Fifty men, women, and teenagers who carried makeshift weapons and wore faces of fear and anger.
 
When I saw Moe, revulsion twisted my stomach like a wrung dishcloth. My whole body shook as hate coursed through me. This bastard had killed Alice. He’d abandoned us in Vasey and left half the townsfolk to die, and as if that wasn’t bad enough he had found new depths to crawl to. I wanted to stick my knife in his belly. Images flashed through my head of blood pouring out of his mouth, his eyes wide as I buried the blade deep in his guts.
 
Ten feet away from me, Moe held his hand in the air. The Vasey campers stopped as though he were a general who had called a halt to a march. Sana looked at me, and I felt her stare burn through my skin. Moe turned and faced his people.
 
“You know what to do,” he said. 
 
He swept his hand in the air like a conductor, flicking it across the plains where the infected shambled toward us.
 
“Clean up the mess, and Bleakholt is ours.”
 
The Vasey people shifted uncertainly. Some cast worried glances over at the infected. Moe’s face reddened, and he clapped his hands together.
 
“Come on! Stop shaking.  Stop being babies. This is when you prove what you’re worth. And if you don’t, then you aren’t worth shit. They've kept us in the shadows for too long. Forced us to scrape and beg for the things any decent person deserves. This is your chance. Clean up the dead and take what you’re owed.”
 
The men and women seemed to drink in confidence from Moe’s words. They breathed it in and let it fill their chests. They held their weapons high, looked toward the plains and one by one they walked toward the infected.
 
As they reached the first of the infected, a man at the front of the group raised a hatchet in the air. He cried out and then brought it down on to the head of the creature, splitting its skull across the hairline. Others followed, and before long they were hacking and stabbing at every infected that came their way.
 
The air once more carries the groans of the infected. Men and women screamed as they raised their weapons and sunk them into every corpse that they saw. Every so often a wail punctured the air, and a man or woman would fall to the ground screaming. As blades cut through dead flesh and stabbed into brain tissue, more infected slammed into the ground never to get back up. I joined the fight and hacked at everything I saw, pushing my knife through infected skulls until the blade was red and my arm ached.
 
I heard footsteps behind me. I turned and saw the remaining people of Bleakholt had walked out of the fences and joined the fight. Their faces were grey and haggard, their arms tired from hours of fighting. But they saw their chance. The tide was starting to turn, and now they had to sail into the heart of it.
 
In the heart of the battle there was a heat in the air, as if the energy expended as each man and women sliced at the infected warmed the wind. The air stank of sweat, blood and rot. Shouts of anger were cut by shrieks of pain. Men fell, clutching wounds made by the teeth of the infected. For every person that hit the ground, never to get up, more infected met the same fate.
 
An infected lurched my way. It was taller than me and with a barrel-shaped chest that was bitten down by decay. It grabbed my shoulder in a burning grip and leaned its head toward me, teeth slimy and desperate for my flesh. I lifted my arm and drove my knife through its neck and up into its head, feeling a squelch as my blade pierced its brain.
 
A hand grabbed my shoulder. I span round, knife ready, but saw that it wasn’t an infected. Instead, Sana stood in front of me. Despite the mayhem around her, her face was pale and free from sweat, as if her pores were sealed shut. She held her baseball bat at her side, rusty nails sticking out from the wood.
 
“I just want you to know Kyle,” she said. “About my son. About what happened. I thought you should know…”
 
Was she trying to make peace with me? She had hated me for so long, and I understood it.  Grief twisted your thinking. It squeezed your brain until all reason dripped out and the only thing you could cling to was the idea that there had to be someone to blame. For Sana, that person was me. Hating me had helped her struggle through the tragedies in her life, and I was willing to take that.
 
“Look, Sana. I get it, okay? You don’t need to say anything.”
 
Her cheeks moved, as if she were trying to soften her features into a gesture that wouldn’t come. The cement had already set, and there was no room for smiles on her face.
 
“I do, Kyle. I need to tell you.”
 
“Okay.”
 
She stared deep into my eyes. "I need to tell you that Faizel and my son…”
 
I waited for the tumble of emotion, my heart leaping against my chest.
 
“I wanted to tell you that it was your fault.”
 
The words hit me cold in the chest. Sana raised her baseball bat and before I could react she swung it at my leg. Pain screamed through my thigh as a nail drove into it. The metal gouged through my skin and deep into my muscle, tearing at my nerves and sending a wracking agony through me. I stumbled forward onto my knees. 
 
Sana lifted her bat above her head. I wanted to move, but the pain spread through my legs, my chest and up into my brain, where it filled my head like a fog. I felt blind, as though it was seeping through my eyes.
 
I sucked in a deep breath. I was dimly aware of the fighting around me, of knives sinking into rotten flesh, decaying teeth ripping through skin. Screams and shouts, blood trickling onto the floor. I couldn’t move for the pain twisting through me. I waited for the baseball to fall and crack my skull.
 
Sana’s mouth opened impossibly wide, as though it worked on a busted hinge. A raspy wail left her mouth. She coughed and a splatter of blood left her mouth and hit my face like ocean spray. A knife pierced her throat and broke through her neck until the blade winked at me.
 
A hose of adrenaline doused the pain that burned inside me. Sana gurgled, reached up to her throat and fell to the floor. Lou stood behind her, a bloody knife held tight in her hand. She held it at her side. She looked down at Sana and her eyes seemed drowned in darkness.
 
“What the hell are you doing here Lou? Where’s Melissa? Where are the kids?”
 
The lost look left Lou’s eyes, and she smiled as if she were putting on a mask.
 
“You’ve got a hell of a way of saying thanks,” she said.
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Lou grabbed my hand and helped me to my feet. Stabs of pain coursed through my leg, and a trickle of blood ran down my thigh. Despite the chaos around me, the first thing I thought was what if the nails on the baseball bat were infected? I’m going to need a tetanus jab.
 
“Where’s Billy?” Lou said.
 
“He’s gone.”
 
“Motherfucker. As soon as things get tough.”
 
I shook my head. “It’s not like that, Lou. “
 
Lou and I joined the fight, as if there was an unspoken agreement between us that any questions would have to wait. There was work to do before we could celebrate. Men and women swung weapons with tiring arms, crying out as they struck dead flesh. Slowly the groans of the infected faded away until they were just a drone in the background. Only a handful remained. Hundreds of their own had fallen to the floor, but still they lurched pathetically on until there was only one left.
 
This one carried on walking, oblivious to the bodies of its own kind that lay on the floor like sacks of meat. It moved its head from side to side as if struggling to choose a person to go for. Finally it settled on Moe, and it shifted its body in his direction and took stumbling steps toward him.
 
Moe lifted his meat cleaver and heaved it at the infected’s neck. As the blade connected with flesh the infected’s head hung to the side and clung on by a scrap of flesh. With one more swing Moe took its head clean off.
 
The fighters looked around them. Seeing no more infected left to kill, they sunk to the ground. Some closed their eyes as if collapsing in exhaustion. Others looked at the corpses around them with wide eyes as  if they couldn’t believe what they saw. A man put his hands to his face and wept into them in huge uncontrollable sobs.
 
The adrenaline started to leave my body like air leaking from a sagging party balloon. I wanted to collapse onto the floor and let my emotions tear out of me, but I couldn’t afford to yet. The stalkers were gone and the infected were dead, but there was still something left to do. 
 
Moe stood twenty yards in front of me. He held his cleaver in the air like a Viking warrior celebrating in front of his gods. His blade, once gleaming, was smeared with blood which dripped off the end and fell onto his face.
 
I took a step forward. Lou put her hand on my shoulder.
 
“Steady on” she said.
 
I swept her hand off me. My heart pounded and my whole body shook. I let long-buried feelings course through me. Images of Vasey, the stonework stained with blood. Alice dying outside the tent and screaming because she knew she was leaving Ben behind. I let the thoughts course through me and burn my veins like acid.
 
I strode ten feet along the grass until I stood in front of Moe. He turned round and looked at me, his face streak with blood like war paint.
 
“This is how it feels to be a god,” he said. “Breath it in, Kyle.”
 
Anger throbbed through my brain and put my teeth on edge.
 
“Where the hell were you when people were dying?”
 
Moe arched his eyebrows. “Surely you’ve figured it out by now, Kyle.”
 
I was in no mood to try and process Moe’s logic. I felt like the rational part of my brain had slid away and fury washed over it like a tsunami.
 
“What the fuck do you mean?”
 
“It’s simple enough,” said Moe. “We waited for the others to die so that Bleakholt could be ours. It belongs to us now, Kyle. I’s Vasey the Second.”
 
I gripped my knife tight in my hand.
 
“After all this, there’s still not a shred of humanity in you, is there?”
 
Moe looked up at the sky as if pondering the question. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Then he opened them, and stared at me.
 
“I think there is, sometimes. I hate those moments.”
 
Fury crashed through me. It channelled through my veins like a rampaging river, overflowing the banks of reason and sending every part of my body awash it. My hands shook, my chest contracted, my whole body was electrified. But my mind was clear, and I knew what I had to do.
 
I stepped forward and put my hand gently on Moe’s shoulder. I looked deep into his dark eyes and lifted my hand. Moe gasped at the last second as if suddenly aware of what I was about to do. I jabbed my hand forward and buried my knife deep into his belly, twisting it until his eyes flickered in pain. 
 
Moe wheezed as the blade drilled into his guts. I pulled my knife away and then stabbed him again, holding it in until his eyes dimmed and the last breath left his body.
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Ewan's bus and Billy’s quad bike were smoke trails in the distance. The screams of hundreds of people, voices thick with pain, had died until they were replaced by the wails of a dozen. I couldn’t see all of them. One man lay on the floor with his hand on his bicep. He bit through the pain and squeezed against the muscle, but he couldn’t stem the ooze of blood. A woman shrieked as an infected crawled across the ground to her. It tried to bite through the top of her head, coming away with strands of knotted hair in its mouth.
 
I tried to rise, but my legs felt like they were pressed to the ground by unseen arms. The woman’s shriek sounded like a crow dying. It reminded me of the time when I was testing my dad’s pellet gun and I’d shot a magpie. I heard the flap of its wings as it fell from the tree, squawking as it hit the ground. I’d walked to the tree to try and find the magpie and put it out of its misery with a stamp to the head, but it had gone. Wherever it went, it went silently and full of pain.
 
The woman was too far away to put her out of her misery. If I started doing that now, where would I stop? Dozens of wounded people were strewn around the now-red ground. Some were bitten, some were hurt more than others, but all of them were dying. They would all become something else, in death,  and then I’d have no choice but to deal with them.  My body was empty, my resolve gone like oil leaked from a rusted engine. I couldn’t do it now. Not while they were still living.
 
I rested my head against the floor and tuned out the sounds of the dying. A few men stayed on their feet and dealt with the infected stragglers.  The groans of the creatures grew quieter with each swing of a hammer or a knife.  The battle was won. I knew that, but the knowledge didn’t fill me with joy. It left me feeling empty. I watched a grey cloud slide sombrely across the sky like a wispy funeral procession. I closed my eyes.
 
A boot crunched across the crusty grass. Was it one of them? Had a stray infected spotted me, sized me up as the easy prey I was in my depleted state? Did I have it in me to keep fighting? I opened my eyes.
 
“Guess you really are John McClane,” said a voice.
 
It was Lou. Blood was splattered over her t-shirt up to her collar bone, over her chin and almost up to her forehead. Her face was flustered  and her eyes were hollow, all white and no pupil. 
 
Charlie stood next to her, his stump wrapped in bandages. Blood seeped through at the end and spread through the fabric like an ink stain. His face was pale and covered with sweat. He shouldn’t have been on his feet.
 
“They’re all dead,” I said.
 
They were the only pathetic words I could churn out. We’d won. We’d beaten the wave. Or the part of it that had gotten through, anyway. There could only have been a thousand, maybe two, and that left the best part of half a million still out there. They could wait. 
 
Lou swallowed deep breaths. When she looked at me, there was something in her eyes that I hadn’t seen in a while. Triumph, humanity. I didn’t know what it was exactly. But it was something. There was a sense that we had something to cling to.
 
“What now?” she said.
 
I thought about the decision that waited for us. Did we stay in Bleakholt and try to pick up the pieces? Did we hit the road again? Would the responsibility of it all fall on me? The weight of the decision pressed down on my chest. That was another thing that was going to have to wait.
 
“Fucked if I know,” I said, and flopped back to the floor.
 
Charlie coughed, then started to speak. “I read all of Whittaker’s research. Went through the bloody thing twenty times. I thought things through, and I think there is a cure. Something we can do to end this –“
 
His voice carried on but the words stopped reaching my ears. I looked around me at the bodies littered on the battlefield like upended bowling pins. Infected hacked into pieces, men and women cold on the ground. Blood trickling from bite-marks and melting the thin cracks of ice that covered the grass.
 
I thought of everyone we’d lost. Not just in the battle, but before. Faizel. Victoria. Justin. Alice. A ripple of panic poured across my chest, covered my lungs, and made each breath heavy. I had let Faizel and Alice down. Victoria had never been my responsibility, but maybe I owed her more than I gave. Justin wasn’t lost. There was still hope that he might be out there, somewhere, but the hope seemed like a frayed thread ready to snap if I tugged on it.
 
I knew I should get up, but I couldn’t. Not yet. I let my back melt into the ground, let the feeling of loss wash over me like the lapping of the current. A time would come where I had to do something, where I could make all the losses count by finally ending this. Surely that, if anything, was worth fighting for. 
 
 
 



 
Thanks for Reading!
 
You made it to the end, so you either really enjoyed Fear the Dead 3 or you’re one of those people who absolutely refuses to give up on a book. Either way, thanks. 
 
What should you do now? You should join other zombie fans on my newsletter list. 
 
 
Here are 4 good reasons why you should:
 
·        You’ll be the first to know when I release a new book
 
·        I like sending out free books as gifts
 
·        I’ll email you once or twice a month
 
·        I love horror books, so I’ll tell you what I’m reading at the minute and recommend some awesome stories
 
 
All you need is your email address and then you can relax: http://eepurl.com/byjD6n
 



 
Q&A With Author Jack Lewis
 
Q: What’s next for Fear the Dead? 
A: Well you might have already guessed, but book 4 is the next thing on the agenda in the Fear the Dead universe. Before that though I have a couple of horror books coming out. 
 
To find out what they are and when they’re out, join my mailing list here: http://bit.ly/1D9yfvG
 
Q: I loved Fear the Dead. Do you mind if I tell everyone I’ve ever met that they should read it?
A: No worries, go for it. While you’re at it, why not leave a review on Amazon? More people will discover the book if you write a review, and if they’re a fellow zombie lover they’ll appreciate it. Plus I read all the reviews and I tell my mum about the good ones. Your feedback means a lot to me.
 
Q: How can I follow your writing?
A: You must have read my mind, because that’s exactly what I wanted you to ask. 
To follow me on Twitter: @jacklewiszombie
Send me an email: jacklewiszombie@gmail.com
 
Q: Does it not seem weird to you that you wrote these questions yourself?
A: I’ve done weirder stuff, believe me.
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