
        
            
                
            
        

    



Chapter 1


 


Someone once told me, ‘The only
thing we need to fear is what we do to ourselves’. I remember thinking that
it was pretentious crap, but it turned out to be true. After all, what were the
infected if they weren’t a part of us? The infection turned friend against
friend, parent against child, brother against sister. The world was full of
fear, and it was our own fault.


 


It was always worse at night, with
only the flickering bonfires lighting our camp. There was darkness in the daytime,
too, but this was blackness of mood rather than of the sky. Something wasn’t
right, and even I couldn’t hide from it. It showed in the men’s faces as they
fetched water from the stream, and in the women’s as they butchered livestock.


 


“Two bodies this month,” said Darla.
“How safe does that sound?”


 


“This isn’t the Wacky Warehouse. Name
me somewhere that isn’t dangerous,” I answered.


 


“That’s not good enough, Kyle.”


 


“I was a teacher,” I said. “When I
wasn’t spending time with Clara, I was watching Die Hard and drinking beer. I
don’t have all the answers.”


 


“If you want to lead us, then you
better find them,” said Darla.


 


She sat with her shoulders tensed as
if she expected someone to sneak up behind her and place their hands around her
neck. Not that someone could do that to her. Darla was a fighter, and even I
would think twice before a confrontation with her.


 


Ever since the battle of Bleakholt,
where we’d managed to survive an attack from a wave of the infected, we had
kept moving north. Back then the place was in chaos and the people were scared.
After all, most of the survivors of the battle had never faced the Wilds. Not
really. They’d lived in Bleakholt under the leadership of a Victoria, and they
had never had to worry about whether an infected would grab them from the
shadows. When Bleakholt fell and we had to leave, they lost that comfort
blanket. 


 


Darla had taken to her new life with
an ease that even I couldn’t match. As much as she was outspoken and sometimes
a pain in the arse, I needed her. The rest of the Bleakholt campers, around
fifty men, women and children, looked up to her. She had a natural leadership
style that, even if it was a bit forceful, worked.


 


“There has to be somewhere,” said
Darla. “I know this place is your idea of heaven, but two dead bodies in a
month must tell you that something isn’t right.”


 


“There’s a stream nearby. That’s a
fresh water source that will always be available to us. And we’ve done okay for
food so far, haven’t we? The hunters and foragers are bringing enough back to
keep us going. Not everywhere is like that, Darla.”


 


Lou shifted in the corner. She had
her legs stretched out in front of her and her arms propped behind her head. A
few days ago she had argued with one of the Bleakholt campers. After that she’d
gone into her tent and then an hour later she had come out with half of her
hair missing, as if she’d cut the ends away with a knife. It was now slicked
back over her head with what must have been grease or engine oil.


 


“It’s Maslow’s hierarchy of needs,”
she said. “Stuff we need to feel satisfied. Used to be that the only things
that mattered were how big our gardens were and how many miles to the gallon
our cars could get. It’s different now. This whole mess; the infected, the
stalkers. It’s given us a push and sent us falling to the bottom of the
pyramid.”


 


“What’s your point?” said Darla, in a
harsh voice.


 


“Point is, my little pit bull, that
only the basics matter right now. Food. Shelter. Water. Safety. This place
covers two of them straight away, since we’ll always have water and there are
enough sheep to feed a Viking army. If you can crack the safety side, this
place might be okay.”


 


Darla scoffed. “You make it sound
like it’s a small problem. Two people are dead. And not just that. They were
ripped open.”


 


Across from me, Reggie Jolton stood
up. He was another Bleakholt resident, and since we’d started travelling I had
come to trust him. He was smart and helpful, even if his wife, Kendal, was a
stone cold bitch. With Justin and Billy missing and Alice dead, I needed people
I could trust.


 


“Mind if I open the tent a little?”
he said.


 


I nodded. “Go ahead.”


 


Reggie strode across the tent and
took hold of the zip opening. He pulled it but the zipper was stuck, and he had
to fish fabric out from the edges before it would budge. When it did, a cold
breeze twisted through the gap. I smelled the sour smoke from the bonfires
outside, and a faint twinge of the toilet trenches that were five hundred yards
east of camp. Maybe we should build them even further away, I thought.
Fifty-odd people doing their business in the same place didn’t make for
wholesome air.


 


The four of us carried on the debate.
We each sat on cheap fold-away chairs that years ago were used at festivals by
revellers who needed a rest from partying. The whole field was once used as a
campsite and festival area, and we had found many of the tents still standing.
Others needed putting together again, but we had gotten lucky and found shelter
for everyone. A few families had to share with each other, but it built a sense
of community after a while. 


 


It was strange walking around camp
sometimes. With the light of the orange flames glinting on people’s faces, the
smell of lamb and beef twisting on a spit, it could almost be pleasant. People
had started telling camp stories around the fire, reviving a tradition that
almost died out when technology had advanced. A guy named Gregor Horlock had
found a guitar in a discount store on a supply run, and he’d used valuable
carrying space to bring it back. I was pissed off with him at first, but after
hearing him play Bob Dylan songs at night time, I decided that it was a good
call.


 


There was another chair in the tent
next to Lou which should have made up the council of five, but this one was
empty. In fact it had been empty for quite a while now. I thought about the
people who should have filled it; my buddy Justin, who I hadn’t seen since he
made a sacrifice to save us all. Alice, Ben’s mum who had died in Bleakholt.
Billy, a tough Bleakholt resident who again had made a sacrifice in the battle
of Bleakholt. But the empty chair wasn’t for any of my departed friends. It was
for Charlie Sturgeon, the one-armed scientist who had to juggle jobs as camp
researcher, doctor and vet. Charlie’s chair had been empty for every night this
week, and the week before he had only attended one meeting. I was starting to
think we should replace him, but I needed someone I could trust. It had to be someone
who didn’t support Darla.


 


“Let’s get down to the basics of
this,” I said. “Number one. Unless you can tell me somewhere safer, there’s no
way we’re leaving.”


 


“Come on Kyle – “said Darla.


 


I put my hand up to silence her.
“Number two. We need to find out what the hell is happening with the bodies.
Lou, you’re captain of the guard. Why haven’t your guys seen anything?”


 


Lou flinched from the criticism. “My
men still only have two eyes, same as everyone else. Difference is that they
choose to keep theirs open, shivering their balls off in the cold nights while
the rest of you sleep. You should be thanking them, not bitching.”


 


“The whole point of a watch is that
they see things,” said Reggie.


 


“Shut it, lanky. The bodies are
turning up in places we don’t expect. Whatever’s putting them there, it knows
where we aren’t watching.”


 


“It’s the mutilation I don’t
understand,” I said. “The organs get taken but the rest of the body is just
left there.” I had a shift in focus. “Where the hell is Charlie? I need his
input on this.”


 


Darla crossed her legs. “I don’t know
why you have that crackpot in the council,” she said.


 


From outside the tent I heard
Gregor’s guitar twang as he tuned the strings. The air in the tent was stuffy,
and it started to feel hard to breathe. I loosened the collar on my shirt.


 


“Okay Kyle?” said Reggie.


 


“Never better.”


 


“I think we should leave,” said
Darla.


 


“We can get to the bottom of this,” I
said. “We need to consider the chance that there’s a stalker nest nearby.”


 


Reggie shivered in his seat. His tall
frame looked too big for the plastic chair he sat in. The hems of his jeans
went way up beyond his ankles, giving him the look of a man wearing trousers
two sizes too small. Back in the old days there had been shops dedicated to
tall men whose physiques were too ungainly for regular shops. Reggie’s body
wasn’t profitable enough for the fashion brands even before the outbreak. The
apocalypse hadn't been kind to his wardrobe.


 


“I hate stalkers,” said Reggie. “I’d
never seen one until the battle. Never realised how real they looked. How slimy
and greasy.”


 


Darla stood up. “See Kyle? For all
your talk about how safe this place is, even you admit there could be a nest of
stalkers nearby.”


 


I made a dismissive hand gesture.
“Sit down, Darla. You can’t keep getting out of your seat every time you get
upset. That’s not how meetings work.”


 


“Don’t patronise me, Kyle.”


 


“Oh just sit down, bitch,” said Lou,
in a half-joking voice.


 


I shot her a look that told her not
to do it again.


 


“We can get through this if it’s
stalkers. We just need to find their nest in the day time. Look, we can’t just
abandon this place. If we do, where do we go? I’ve spent enough time in the
Wilds to know that there aren’t any safe places, and this one is as good as it
gets. Otherwise, what else do we do? Just keep walking until we die? Are we
supposed to have any sort of life?”


 


“What kind of life is it when people
are scared to sleep?” asked Darla.


 


I looked around the tent hoping for
any trace of support on the faces across from me. Reggie’s face was a page
scrawled in a foreign language; there was something written there but I
couldn’t read a bit of it. His shoulders sagged and his posture looked bent.
Lately, it seemed like confidence was seeping out of him the way air leaves a
punctured tire. I’d been meaning to talk to him about it to find out why, but I
hadn’t had the time.


 


I glanced over at Lou. She shot me a return
look, then turned her head and stared out of the tent. I got the feeling that
in these meetings she always supported me, but not because she agreed with me.
I think she just disliked Darla and loved to piss her off. Lou hadn’t been
happy since we had settled here.


 


Finally there was Darla. She reminded
me of a young, female Winston Churchill. Her body was squat, her face screwed
up as if she chewed on something nasty. She’d never made any secret of her
desire to lead. After we left Bleakholt, she’d been helpful at first. Then
slowly she asked for more and more responsibility. If I didn’t give her any, she
created some for herself. She began to disagree with me at every turn,
especially when others were listening. I should have stopped this before it
became a problem, but now it was too late and she had too much support.


 


She was the opposite of me. I never
wanted to be leader. Hell, I used to get as far away from people as I could. I
guess I had changed over the last couple of years, and the fact was that I was
a leader now, and I was stuck with it. Most of the Bleakholt campers were soft,
and they needed someone who knew what it was like to live in the Wilds. I
wouldn’t abandon them.


 


“Here’s what we’re gonna do,” I said.


 


Everyone lifted their head to look at
me. Darla’s glare was so strong it felt like sunlight shining through a
magnifying glass and scorching my skin.


 


“Our guard isn’t strong enough, and
we need more people on watch. Up to now we’ve let people volunteer to be on
watch at nights. Well this isn’t a charity, and the days of volunteering are
done. Until we stop finding bodies, everyone is going to do their share. People
will draw watch times, and if they don’t stick to them, I’ll kick them out of
camp myself. And that includes the people with children.”


 


“Don’t you think I get a say in
this?” said Lou. “As captain of the guard?”


 


Darla laughed. “Captain? Don’t make
me laugh. They all hate you.”


 


“Shut up Darla.”


 


I stood up. 


 


“That’s enough. We’ve got our plan,
and I expect you all to see that it’s done.”


 


“This isn’t going to be popular,”
said Darla.


 


“People don’t have to like what I
do,” I said. “As long as they’re alive long enough to hate me.”
















 


Chapter 2


 


A few hours later I stood in my tent
above a fold-up picnic table. I had stretched a map across the surface. The
sides of it curled over the edge of the plastic, but it didn’t matter, because
I wouldn’t reach that section of the map for a long time yet. I had drawn red
crosses through parts to mark where I had been. When I thought about the hours
I’d spent walking alone, I felt drained. I got a couple of hours of sleep a
night at best, and I woke up as soon as the sun peeked through the clouds each
morning.


 


I went looking for two things.
Stalker nests, and Justin. I didn’t know where my friend had gone after we had
gotten separated in the battle of Bleakholt, but I refused to think of him as
dead. He was alive out there, somewhere; I just needed to find him. 


 


“You look like shit,” said a voice.


 


I turned and saw Lou. She was wearing
a thick parka coat with fur running across the collar and over the hood. I
remembered the days when she would walk around in a vest no matter the weather,
and I was glad she was finally seeing sense. It seemed that these days Lou was
putting less and less effort into showing people how tough she was. She still
spat venom if someone looked at her the wrong way, but she didn’t go all out
trying to cause trouble.


 


I rolled the map up, walked across
the tent and put it in my rucksack.


 


“Going somewhere?” said Lou.


 


“Just getting familiar with the local
geography.”


 


“You should get some sleep, Kyle.”


 


“I could say the same about you.”


 


Lou crossed her arms.


 


“You appointed me captain of the
watch, remember? It’s my job to stay up at night. I get my sleep during the
day.”


 


“Like a vampire?”


 


She nodded. “Like Dracula without the
penchant for virgins.”


 


“Can you close the tent?” I said.


 


Lou walked across the tent and pulled
the zipper, muting the sounds of the camp.  The air became stuffy again. I sat
on the floor and crossed my legs. Lou took a seat opposite me. 


 


“Something wrong, Kyle?”


 


I knew what I wanted to say, but it
was like the words tried to work their way up my throat and something beat them
back down before they surfaced. I took a deep breath.


 


“I’m hardly sleeping,” I said.


 


“Well yeah. That’s what I told you.
You need a good few hours of shut-eye.”


 


“It’s not just that, Lou. With
running around trying to help everyone. The stalkers, the infected. I’m always
wired. Like I’m stood on a building top and the wind’s blowing on my back and
any minute it’s going to push me over the side. Something’s happening, Lou.”


 


“You’re worn-out and you’ve got a lot
of crap to deal with. Any shrink would tell you it’s normal and then charge you
forty quid for the privilege.”


 


I sank back against the side of the
tent and felt the fabric become taut against my weight.


 


“I get heart palpitations, sometimes.
And it feels like my breath is stuck in my chest and I have to really work to
get it out. Sometimes I try and sleep, but before I know it hours have gone and
my eyes haven’t closed.”


 


“Sounds like a grade-A case of anxiety.”


 


“I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”


 


“I picked up a few books on a supply
run. You might think it’s kinda stupid, but I’m trying to change my outlook on
life. Maybe they’d help you.”


 


“It’ll take more than a book to sort
my head out.”


 


“Maybe you should take a step down,”
said Lou. “As much as I think she’s a massive bitch, Darla could take the
weight off you a little.”


 


I sat forward. 


 


“You serious? I can’t give her the
reigns.”


 


“Then why have her bossy arse in our
meetings?”


 


“Because I have to. She has too much
support.”


 


Lou folded her arms. Strands of her
roughly-cut hair broke away from the grease and dropped over her forehead.


 


“Why is being leader such a big deal?”


 


“Well have a look around you. See
anyone else? The people out there are softer than butter. They were sheltered
in Bleakholt, and they don’t have a clue what it’s like to really have to
survive. If we left them to fend for themselves, they’d die. I can’t have that
on my conscience.”


 


***


 


I glanced at my watch, but I knew
what time it would say. Eight forty-five. That couldn't have been more wrong,
because judging by the deep darkness in the sky it was definitely past
midnight. I'd always looked for watch batteries whenever I came close to a town
or village, but I had never found any. I wouldn’t take it off though. The face
was scratched and the strap scuffed but this had been a birthday gift from my
parents, and it was the last thing of theirs that I had.


 


I stepped out of my tent and into the
air. Cold wind slapped my face. I stood for a minute or two as it teased across
my skin, and I drank in the utter silence of the camp. All the fires were
extinguished, all the tent doors shut. The only people awake would be me, and
whoever Lou had put on watch for the evening.


 


It took me thirty minutes, but I made
a lap around camp. This was something that I had done every night lately. It
started a few weeks earlier when I took a midnight walk to clear my head, and
soon it became a ritual. I started to think that unless I did a lap of the camp
at night, something bad would happen. It was as though my footsteps were the
only protection against unseen eyes that waited in the shadows.


 


I felt the responsibility as sure as
a physical weight. It felt like I had a ton of bricks on my back, and every
passing day someone added a new one to the load. My spine was starting to
crack, my face beginning to strain, and I didn’t know how much more of it I
could take.


 


As I walked across the field and felt
my boots squelch into the mud, I thought about Darla. I could hand over power
to her in an instant, and the people would respect her. But Darla was like the
rest of them. She’d never lived in the Wilds, and she’d rarely ever seen true
danger. I was the only one who could lead them, but my power was slipping.
Darla was chipping away at it piece by piece, and it wouldn’t be long until she
broke through. The question was, could I hold it together for long enough?


 


 I needed to resolve the problem of
the dead bodies. We had to know what was doing it, and why. The people needed
answers and they were becoming restless. If this carried on, I didn’t think I
was going to be able to control them for much longer.


 


I saw a shape in the field in front
of me. It was long and dark and it seemed to blend into the grass. As I walked
over to it the shape became clearer, and I felt my chest start to tighten and
my breath struggle in my throat. Soon I stood over it and saw it for what it
was.


 


In the field, laying on the mud and
grass, was the body of a teenager. Something had torn apart his chest and cut
open his stomach.
















Chapter 3


 


Rain battered down on the canvas of
the tent. The rain was frequent in Scotland, and at night I would lay on my
sleeping bag and listen to the drops on the fabric. It used to sound like
little fingers tapping on it, asking me to let them in.


 


After I’d recovered from the shock of
discovering the body, I had found Lou and Darla. Lou dismissed the man that she
had put on watch, and Darla and I carried the body carefully around the
outskirts of camp. The last thing we needed was panic spreading, and luckily
nobody saw us.


 


We were in a spare tent on the west
side of the camp. We placed the body on a net-less old ping pong table that
we’d found in the boot of a van nearby. The vehicle hadn’t started but the
table was easy to assemble, so it wasn’t a complete loss.


 


“Whatever it was, it made a mess of
him,” said Darla.


 


She had her sleeves rolled up to her
elbows, and patterns of blood were splattered on her arms. She didn’t seem to
care that crimson patches covered her clothes. The fact that most people had
only one or two outfits meant that a lot of folks were beyond caring about
appearances. Gregor Horlock religiously washed his clothes in the stream each
day and stayed in his underwear while they dried, but he was the exception
rather than the rule.


 


“He looks like a slab of beef,” said
Lou.


 


“You’re as sensitive as ever,” I
said.


 


I looked at the body. It was a
teenage boy. His eyes were closed, his skin white and cold to the touch. His
face and legs were as they should be, but his chest looked like it had burst,
and his torso was cut open from hip to hip. I was no doctor, but even I could
see that there were things missing from him. It didn’t seem as though all his
organs were there. That wasn’t the worst of it. Finding the body had been bad enough,
but when I saw his face I felt dread well up inside me.


 


“Where’s Reggie?” I said.


 


“Probably asleep,” said Lou.


 


Darla walked around the body and
stood by his head. She stroked her fingers through the teenager’s blonde hair.


 


“We should get him,” she said.


 


“For god’s sake keep Reggie away. For
now, at least.”


 


“You can’t hide this from him,” said
Darla.


 


“I’m not hiding anything from anyone.”


 


“You’re trying to blind people to the
dangers of staying here. That’s the same as hiding.”


 


I tried to bite back on the anger
that was growing in me. Something about Darla got deep inside and tweaked my
nerves. It wasn’t just that she stood against me on some things, because I
could deal with that. It was something about her as a person. That was my
dilemma.


 


“How is this helping? Can’t you do
something constructive?”


 


Darla gave a knowing smile. “Oh I am
helping,” she said.


 


“We need to clean the boy up,” said
Lou. “Then we need to go get Reggie and tell him what’s happened to his son. He
and Kendal need to grieve.”


 


For a second all I could think about
was how much more pressure this would put on me. Darla wouldn’t hesitate to use
this as a way of turning people against me. Person by person she was whittling
away my leadership, and soon I were going to find myself out of supporters.


 


As quickly as the thought came, I
shook it away. I looked again at the boy on the table, his arms flopping over
the edges, blood smeared down his waist and on the green plastic beneath him.
His flesh looked pearl white. His eyelids made him seem like he was sleeping.
If it weren’t for the hole where his stomach and chest had been, I would have
expected his eyelids to flicker as he dreamed.


 


“I’m done toeing your line Kyle,”
said Darla. “I’m going to start getting support to leave this place. Don’t
think that I’ll be subtle about it, either. Mum always said I was as subtle as
a brick to the face.”


 


The anger was becoming harder and
harder to choke back, like bile trying to climb up my throat. I knew I couldn’t
get angry. That was what she wanted, and it would show that she could play me
like Gregor’s guitar.


 


“What we need,” I said, “is to find
the stalker nest.”


 


Darla threw her hands in the air.


 


“I give up.”


 


She left the tent. Even though she
was gone, her aura hung in the air as if it was a perfume too strong for the
breeze to break up. My chest felt tight, my legs restless. I needed to sleep,
but all the same knew I wouldn’t be able to.


 


“How are you so sure it’s stalkers?”
said Lou.


 


I looked at the body again.


 


“We need to have Charlie take a look
at him. He’ll be able to tell us more. In the meantime, we need to get a group
together to go on a hunt. We’ll find the stalker nests and tear them apart
while they sleep.”


 


Lou leaned with her hands on the
table inches away from the boy.


 


“You’ll struggle for volunteers,
Kyle. You’ve got a camp full of people with post-traumatic stress disorder. Everyone’s
got the shakes. Anxiety. Depression. Most people are too scared to get out of
bed.”


 


I heard a commotion at the front of
the tent. Someone on the outside was trying to pull the zipper down so they
could get in, but it seemed like their hands were too shaky. They stopped
trying to pull the zipper and banged on the tent.


 


“Open the damn door,” they said.


 


I knew the voice, and I knew we
couldn’t stop him from coming into the tent. I just wished there was some way
we could clean up the boy before we let Reggie see him. I couldn’t even imagine
what it would feel like to look at your teenage son with his body so mutilated.


 


As Reggie entered the tent I looked
at his face and saw how creased it was. The wrinkles on his forehead foilded
with despair, and his eyes screwed up as though his grief was closing them.
Then I looked closer and saw that one of his eyes was swollen and the skin
around it was blue. He stood over the table and stared at his son’s body, his
clothes covered in mud and blood, chest peeled back and insides showing. When
Reggie’s eyes welled up, I had to look away.


 


***


 


I left the tent and walked across the
camp. Some people had heard the commotion and stood at the entrance of their
tents and peered out into the darkness to see what was going on. One man called
out to me as I walked by him. He wore nothing but a pair of tight boxers.


 


“Kyle,” he said, in an accent so
thick it flowed through my ears like treacle.


 


“Go to sleep Gregor,” I said.


 


“They’re saying there’s been another
body.”


 


“Just go back to sleep.”


 


“Think I could take a look at it?”


 


I ignored Gregor and carried on
walking across the camp until I reached the tent I was looking for. A glow came
from it, as I knew that it would. While some people had the luxury of sleep
when the sun had fallen, I knew that one person preferred to carry out her job
in the dead of night.


 


I tapped twice on the tent and then
unzipped it. I walked inside and saw a wooden bench. A plastic sheet covered
the surface, on which was the body of a pig. A girl stood above it wearing a
white shirt that was so dotted with blood that she looked like an artist who
had been gone wild with a tin of paint.


 


“Hey Kyle,” she said, and lifted her
right hand to her hand. She held a cleaver in her palm, and she ran the back of
her hand across her forehead and wiped a smear of pig blood on her skin.


 


“Evening Mel,” I said.  “Haven’t seen
you much lately.”


 


“I’ve been busy,” she said, and
nodded down at the table.


 


She had cut portions off the pig, but
it looked like she still had a way to go. Mel was important to the camp. Her task
was to butcher the hunter's kills and make sure they stretched enough to feed
everyone. It was the last job I would have ever expected a person like her to
take, because she’d always been so quiet. When Gregor Horlock told me that he
was looking for an apprentice, I was shocked when Mel stepped forward.


 


Mel raised the cleaver and brought it
down sharply. There was a squelching sound as it cut through flesh, and I
smelled blood in the air.


 


“What can I do for you, Kyle?” she
said. Sweat mixed with the blood on her forehead.


 


“There’s been another body,” I said.


 


Mel looked at me, nodded, and then
looked back at the pig.


 


“You don’t seem too bothered,” I
said.


 


“It’s been a long time since I was squeamish.
Death’s a part of life.”


 


I took a step closer.


 


“I’m organising a hunting party.
We’re going to look for stalker nests and put an end to this. I was wondering
if you could join me.”


 


“I’m a little busy,” she said.


 


“We might find Justin out there. You
never know.”


 


Mel dropped the cleaver to the table
where it clanged. Her face started to turn red.


 


“Fuck Justin.”


 


She took shallow breaths as though
she was trying to hold back her anger. She picked up the cleaver, raised it in
the air and brought it down harder than before on the pig. Blood splattered
back on her shirt. 


 


Mel used to be so nervous. She
wouldn’t get pushed around, but she was nervous all the same. She had been perfect
for Justin. When the two of them got together I had been sceptical, but it was
easy to see that she was good for him. I wondered how Justin being missing was
affecting her, and whether her manner was just a front. 


 


“Listen Kyle,” she said. “Justin is
dead. You know it, I know it. He went without even a thought for me.”


 


“He sacrificed himself to save – “


 


“He’s a selfish bastard.”


 


I stepped forward until I was inches
away from the table. The smell of blood was pungent enough to pinch at my
nostrils. When cooked the pig meat would make me salivate, but when it was cold
and dead it was disgusting.


 


“He’s not dead, Mel. When he walked
toward the infected, they didn’t attack him. They let him pass. Whatever
Whittaker injected him with, it made the infected see him as one of their own.”


 


A year earlier, a scientist named
Whittaker had kidnapped Justin. Whittaker believed he had found a vaccine for
the infection. He injected Justin with it, and ever since then Justin had
started to change. He became sadder, more withdrawn. He told me once that he
felt alienated from people.


 


Later, when we were fighting against
a wave of infected outside Bleakholt, Justin had sacrificed himself. He
detonated a bomb that trapped the infected and stopped most of them reaching
us. It was Justin’s actions that had swung the battle our way, and it was the
only reason that we were all alive today.


 


“Look,” I said. “I know he’s alive.
And he’s my friend, so I can’t abandon him. I want to find him, but at the same
time I can’t just get up and go. It’s the life of one person, versus the lives
of fifty.”


 


Mel lifted the cleaver over her head
and threw it across the tent.


 


“Didn’t you hear me? Fuck Justin. I
don’t care if he’s alive or not.  Can you guess what I did last night Kyle?”


 


“What?”


 


She leaned forward with both hands on
the table. Her face was scrunched up, her forehead covered in sweat and blood. 


 


“Last night, after I finished here, I
went to Peter Jenkin’s tent and let him screw my brains out. Two nights
earlier, I went to Kieron’s and did the same. I don’t care about Justin.”
















 


Chapter 4


 


When I went to speak to Lou later
that night, she wasn’t in her tent. I found her sat on the edge of the
campsite, with her back against a sycamore tree. She stared out toward the
field in front of her, at all the blades of grass which swayed in the cold
night breeze. In the darkness they looked like waves lapping back and forth. I
felt as though walking out too far into the fields could drown me. 


 


As I got closer, I wondered what the
fields hid. The grass was waist high, and it would have been a good idea to
chop it down. It offered protection if our enemies couldn’t see us, but it
wasn’t worth giving stalkers somewhere to prowl.


 


When I got closer still, Lou must
have heard my footsteps. She had a book on her lap, but when she heard me
coming she turned it over, put it beside her and covered it with her bag.


 


“Anything interesting?”


 


“Nothing for hours,” she said. “Not
seen a peep of any stalkers.”


 


“I don’t mean them. I mean the book.”


 


“Oh that?” she said. She looked at me
and gave a smile. “That’s none of your fucking business.”


 


I walked over and settled next to her
at the tree. We sat so close that our shoulders touched. I was never a fan of
physical contact, but it was good practice that if you were ever sat in the
open, you had something supporting your back. It meant that nothing could sneak
up on you.


 


“I’m sorry I snapped at you when you
suggested I let Darla take over. I know you didn’t mean anything by it.”


 


Lou’s smile was gone now. In the
faint glow of the moonlight I could see her neck. I saw the ink of the tattoos
that covered her from her chin all the way to her chest.  The tattoos
represented the inner workings of her neck and throat, so they were all bones
and veins and sinews. It was like she was showing everyone her interior, which
was strange for someone as guarded as she was. I knew that what she displayed
on her neck had nothing to do with how she was inside. Lou was a lot softer
that she made out, but at the same time she was also a lot tougher than she
pretended. She was the kind of woman who could buy you a birthday gift when she
was feeling nice, but kill you with it if you wronged her.


 


“Thing is Kyle, I did mean it. I
stand by what I said back then, even if it makes you pissy. You’re so stressed
and wiped out, I think you should consider delegating some responsibility. And
since Darla wants it, maybe she’s the right person to delegate to.”


 


“Wanting power doesn’t mean you
deserve it.”


 


“But learning to trust others is
something every leader should know.”


 


“Anyway,” I said. “What’s the book?
Come on. I saw it.”


 


Lou lifted her bag onto her lap. It
was a green camouflaged hold-all that she’d picked up on a supply run to a
nearby town called Larkton. She pulled on the drawstrings and opened it, and
then took out the book. She handed it across to me. 


 


“Don’t say a bloody word to anyone
else about this.”


 


“Calmness in a Chaotic World,”
I read, turning the book over in my hands. “Unleashing the Dragonfly Within. Is
there a dragonfly inside you, Lou?”


 


“You’ll be getting a knife inside
your arse if you don’t shut up.”


 


The trunk of the tree dug into my
back. I would have shifted position, but the discomfort of it helped to keep me
awake. Between that and the night-time wind, there was no danger of me getting
drowsy yet.


 


“What are you doing here anyway?” I
said.


 


“Counting sheep.”


 


“Seriously, Lou. Weren’t you on watch
earlier? You’re the guard captain, so that means you can delegate. Where’s
Carlisle?”


 


“He quit.”


 


“Vernon?”


 


“I don’t trust him.”


 


“Pollard?”


 


“Don’t trust him either.”


 


I shook my head and then handed the
book back to her.


 


“Damn it. You can’t do this by
yourself. I didn’t appoint you captain so you could keep watch every second of
the day on your own. You need to learn to delegate.”


 


Lou glanced at me and arched her
eyebrow. It was only after a few seconds of staring at her that the point hit
me. Everything I had just said, she had said to me earlier. It seemed like we
were just too alike.


 


Something made a clapping sound in
the field across from us. Lou slid her crowbar from beside her and got into a
crouching position. I sat up further and scanned the field. I couldn’t see
anything moving in the grass, but stalkers weren’t known for being easy to
spot. One of them could have been slinking its way toward us, leaving it until
the last possible second to pounce. My heart began to thud.


 


“It’s just a crow,” said Lou, and sat
back down.


 


A crow flapped its wings and drifted
across the sky, its black feathers blending into the darkness above it. I put
my head back against the tree. How was it that even after so long, I could
never get used to the stalkers? It was the same with the infected, too. Even
though I knew how to deal with them, I could never quite get rid of the primal
fear that the undead provoked in me. When I saw their hungry mouths, my hairs
stood on end, and when I heard them groan and walk toward me, my pulse quickened.


 


“I don’t mind doing the watch,” said
Lou. “I’m not exactly getting my beauty sleep these days. There’s hardly anyone
I trust. When all’s said and done, I think there’s too many of us. Maybe we
should split into two or three different camps.”


 


“You’re sounding like Darla,” I said.


 


“I just think it’s mad for you to try
and be responsible for fifty people. It’s too much for one person. The way I
see the future isn’t us staying in one place. There’s no Eden, Kyle. We’d be
much safer just travelling from place to place in roving bands. Never settle
anywhere, never go soft. Never let our guards down.”


 


“We need to put down roots.”


 


“When you put down roots, you get
stuck.”


 


Lou turned her whole body and looked
at me.


 


“I’m going to ask one more time,” she
said. “Give up power. Let Darla take over. Then you, me, Mel and whoever else
wants to come can just leave and look after ourselves.”


 


Hearing her mention Darla again put a
lump in my throat. It was one thing that Darla wanted to take power from me,
but it was another that one of my closest friends was encouraging me to let
her. Whose side was she on, anyway? 


 


“Good to know who your rooting for,”
I said.


 


“Oh for God’s sake, Kyle. Don’t be a
bitch about it.”


 


“You don’t know the first thing about
support, do you?” I said.


 


My voice was getting loud. The anger
was starting to flow through me, and I didn’t care enough to hide it.


 


Lou got to her feet. 


 


“I don’t know about support? Really?
Do I have to remind you that I saved your life when we first met?”


 


“And I’ve repaid that.”


 


“I don’t see anyone else around who’s
been beside you for so long.”


 


I got to my feet this time. At six
foot two I towered over her, yet somehow I felt the smaller person.


 


“I don’t see people queuing up to be
your friend either,” I said.


 


As soon as I said the words, I wished
I hadn’t. Lou put out an I-don’t-give-a-shit exterior, but deep down I knew
that she wanted to be liked. Not by everyone, maybe, but by some people. Like
every other human being, she still needed some degree of support and
companionship.


 


“Get some sleep Kyle. You’re getting
crabby. And you’re being an arsehole.”


 


I knew I should apologise, but the
words wouldn’t form. Instead I folded my arms and tried to let the anger fade
away. It worked, to a degree, and I felt my chest start to loosen. Lou was the
first to speak again.


 


“I’ve been thinking on this for a
while,” she said. “And the fact is that I’ve decided that I’m leaving. I don’t
know when, but soon. And you’ve got an open invite if you want to leave with
me.”


 


“But in the meeting with Darla, you
defended this place. You said it covered some of our basic needs.”


 


“I was defending you, Kyle. Not the
place. Now are you going to come with me, or not?”


 


Across from us, the crow flapped its
way back across the field. It drifted to the side and flew up into a tree,
where it settled on a branch and then disappeared from view. A cloud drifted
over the quarter moon and blocked out the sliver of pale light.


 


I thought about Lou’s offer, but I
knew I couldn’t take it. As much as being responsible for all these people was
a weight on my shoulders, it was one I knew I couldn’t shed. It wasn’t just a
case of rubbing my hands together and disappearing into the night. If I left
here, I’d leave with a stained conscience.


 


“I can’t,” I said. “They need me. And
they need you. Nobody here has survived like you have, Lou. Don’t give up on
them.”


 


“They’d get along just fine if I was
gone.”


 


“Just think on it,” I said.


 


“And you think on it too.”


 


“Like I said. They need me.”


 


Lou bent down and picked up her
rucksack. She slung one strap over her shoulder.


 


“This isn’t about them, Kyle. It’s
about you. You need to be needed. You won’t admit it, but it’s true.”


 


It was a thought that I couldn’t face
right then. Personal truths and startling epiphanies were the luxury of someone
who had nothing to worry about, and that wasn’t me. Besides, it couldn’t have
been true. Since when did I need to be needed? Maybe when Clara was alive I
felt good knowing I could keep her safe, but look how that had ended. It
couldn’t have been further away from the truth.


 


“Anyway,” I said. “I’m going to set
out tomorrow to find the stalker nest. Mel’s coming, and I was hoping you would
too.”


 


“Sure,” said Lou.


 


I smiled. “You realise it’s gonna be
dangerous? That we might have to deal with the stalkers there and then? We’re
gonna be gone days and it’ll be rough.”


 


Lou swung the other strap over her
shoulder and took the weight of the bag on her back. Her neck tattoo was a
shadow that disappeared under coat as she zipped it up. She fixed me a stare
that seemed to go right through me.


 


“Did you think that would bother me?
Let’s go take our rage out on something that’s already dead.”
















Chapter 5


 


The sky burst with light and then
sank into darkness twice before we got back to camp.  My leg throbbed from my
gunshot wound and reminded me that I wasn't cut out for long scouting trips and
hunts. Mel and Lou matter-of-factly told me that I wasn’t, with smiles on their
faces at first, but later with scowls. By the time we got back, after endless
hours, we had nothing to show for our efforts but sore feet and glares.


 


We walked back to camp through the
woods on the west end. These were the Grey Basin Woods, a thirty acre expanse
of mud and trees made famous by the murder-suicide of Atton-Wool. He was a
Scottish landowner whose business ventures went sour. In response, he turned a
shotgun on his wife and then, despite having a shell left, hung himself from
the branch of a birch tree. 


 


As soon as we got back into camp, Lou
walked off without a word. We’d bickered during the hunt and things had gotten
a little frosty. Stood beside the first camp tent, Mel turned to me.


 


“I would say it’s been fun, but I’d
be lying,” she said.


 


“And I’d say it’s good to be home,
but I’d be lying too,” I said.


 


As Mel walked off toward her own tent
I looked at the camp around me. Some of the tents were big enough for a group
of adults to stand up and walk around in, others so small it was a squeeze for
two people to sleep. The grass had given way under the feet of the people
trampling over it each day and it had turned to mud. 


 


I used to go to a lot of festivals
when I was younger. It amazed me that the farmers  let thousands of people jump
up and down on their fields to rock music. The grass would start pea green and
then gradually morph into a murky brown. There would be beer bottles
everywhere. If you were unlucky, there would be bottles of urine lying around,
and if you were spectacularly unlucky, one of the bottles would have flown
toward your head at some point.


 


I smiled to myself for a second, and
then I looked at the scene before me. With the mud and the tents, this wasn’t
so dissimilar to the scene of the festivals I used to go to. Except that now
there was no joy to be had. People tried to force a sense of happiness with
their camp songs and storytelling. When I walked by in the orange sunset and I
looked at the smiles they gave me, and I saw how empty they were.


 


Darla walked toward me from across
the field. As she got nearer I could see that her eyebrows were furrowed and
she had a sense of purpose to her strides. Again she reminded me of a younger,
female Churchill striding across the grass.


 


“We found nothing,” I said as she got
closer.


 


A few feet away from me, she stopped.


 


“We need to talk.”


 


“What about?”


 


“People are sick, Kyle.”


 


I looked around me. It was
approaching lunchtime, yet there was nobody walking around. Usually people
would have been walking in and out of camp. The hunters tracking the local
wildlife, others gathering firewood and collecting water. Today, the field was
getting a rest from the trampling of feet.


 


“What’s going on?”


 


She folded her arms. She wore a baggy
blouse that billowed around her. On her right cheek, parallel with the top of
her nose, there was a tiny dent which must have been a scar from some accident
years ago. I had one of my own on my left forearm from where I had managed to
smash a dinner plate over myself.


 


“It started just after you left.
Vomiting, diarrhoea, fever. Nobody can keep their food down and they sure as
hell can’t work. It’s getting so bad I can smell it in the air. I’m surprised
you didn’t. “


 


“My nose has been blocked for the
last twenty years. Or it feels that way, at least. What is it?” I said.


 


“I think it’s something in the food.”


 


I looked around me; the absence of
footfall in the camp told me more than Darla’s words ever could. Overhead
clouds gathered, grey and heavy, and the day seemed to take on a darker tint. 


 


Plenty of people got sick when our
sanitation systems failed and hospitals shut their doors. It was the stupidest
things that made them ill, the activities they took for granted that fell
behind the wayside. For some reason, after the world fell, people stopped
washing their hands. They took a chance on food that was days past being fit to
eat. They drank from water sources that were questionable at best, downright
dangerous at worst. 


 


“So what about a supply run?” I said.
“There’s a pharmacy in one of the towns nearby. We can get medicine.”


 


Darla shook her head. “Not even
enough healthy people to go. We’re focussing on the essentials right now;
getting water, making sure we have food. You’re not going to find a queue of
volunteers for a supply run.”


 


“So maybe I don’t ask for volunteers.
I think we’re getting beyond relying on people’s goodwill.”


 


Darla shrugged.


 


“What about you? Why aren’t you
sick?” I said.


 


“I’ve got a strong constitution,”
said Darla.


 


***


 


I walked across the camp and to find
Charlie Sturgeon. There was an outbuilding on the edge of camp which had once
housed toilets and showers. Since plumbing was another much-wished-for thing of
the past, Charlie had taken it as his lab. 


 


The room was sparse. Tiles covered
walls that had once been white but had taken on a film of grime. Looking at the
dirt which lined the cracks in the tiles, I could almost smell the bleach and
urine that would have once filled the room. Charlie had set up a workbench in
the centre. He’d laid a sheet of thin plastic over the surface and driven nails
into it to hold it in place. On one end were his tools; a hack saw, hammer,
sharp meat knife and a pair of pliers. This was Charlie’s autopsy kit, but it
made him look like a serial killer.


 


Reggie’s son was on the table,
stretched out and pale, his arms beside him. His chest and stomach were torn
open, and the skin nearest to the wounds had shrivelled. Charlie stood above
with a knife in his good hand. His other arm, hand and forearm missing and
giving way to a stump, hung off his body like a clipped wing.


 


“He was cut open by something that
knew what it was doing,” said Charlie, without even looking at me. He stared at
the body in front of him without emotion, as though the tragedy of what this
teenager represented couldn’t touch him. He could have been looking at an ant
farm for all the effect it had on him. 


 


“The cuts are sharp and there aren’t
many,” he continued, “Implying accuracy. The stomach, liver, bladder, kidneys
and spleen have been removed. Pretty much like the other bodies, give or take
an organ or two.”


 


“Can I see it?” said a voice.


 


I snapped my eyes to the corner of
the room. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed him earlier. In the corner, sat
on a plastic chair with his feet swinging an inch above the floor, was Ben. A
dark shadow covered him.


 


“What’s he doing here?” I said.


 


Lately, I had tried my best to watch
over Ben. It was the least I owed him; after all, I had killed his father. The
fact that his dad was a cannibalistic hunter who had tried to murder me didn’t
matter, because I had left Ben without a dad. Later his mum, Alice, had been
ripped apart by infected in an attack at Bleakholt. 


 


Sometimes, lying on my sleeping bag
with the moon casting glows on my tent, I would think about that night. Even
now I could still hear the groans of the infected and their hungry cries as they
moved towards us. I heard the soft thud as knives sunk into dead flesh. I heard
the ripping and tearing as four of them dragged Alice to the ground and made a
meal of her meat and skin. I could still smell the blood, still hear her
screams.


 


Ben played with something in his
hands. When I looked closer, I saw that he was toying with a bead necklace. 


 


“Where did you get that?” I said.


 


Ben ignored me. He stood up off the
chair and looked at Charlie. It amazed me how much the nine year old had grown
over the last year, despite a diet that many would say was lacking. 


 


“Can I see the body Charlie?” he
said.


 


“You know you can’t, buddy,” said the
scientist.


 


Ben’s shoulders slumped. He sat back
down in the chair and twisted the beads along his fingers. The scientist and
the boy seemed to have a bond between them. I felt a twinge of guilt flash
through my mind. Since Alice had died, I had tried to spend time with Ben, but
I just had too much to do around camp. I felt like I was on a rack getting my
arms and legs stretched, and soon they would just pop out of their sockets and
disconnect from my body. Every time I got something done the ropes slackened,
but then somebody else stepped up and made them taut again.


 


I walked over to Charlie and stood a
foot away from the work bench. I tried not to look at Reggie’s son’s face,
instead focussing on Charlie. Sweat covered his forehead. When he moved he
still looked awkward, and it seemed that even so much later he still hadn’t
gotten used to having one arm. I felt like he blamed me sometimes. He had a
point in a way, since I was the one who cut his arm off after all. I had done
it to save him, because he had been bitten and without my intervention he would
have been a corpse long ago.


 


“I don’t want Ben watching this kind
of stuff,” I said.


 


“The boy’s lonely.”


 


“Still. He shouldn’t be here,
Charlie.”


 


“You sound like Alice.”


 


He was right. Ben’s mum had always
been fiercely protective of her son. I used to think that we shouldn't shield
children away from the grim realities of the world we had found ourselves in.
That had been easy to say before I was responsible for one. Since Ben became my
problem – not problem, responsibility – my view was starting to change. The
body in front of us was pale and stained with blood, his chest carved open at a
sickening angle. It was something no boy should see.


 


“So what do you think?” I said,
nodding at the teenager on the table.


 


Charlie put his knife on the surface
of the table. Coagulated blood stained his fingertips red.


 


“Reggie’s lad, isn’t it?”


 


I nodded.


 


“I’m surprised he hasn’t been by
yet,” said Charlie. 


 


“Reggie and Kendal are grieving.
They’ve got a lot of hurt and it’s going to be a long time before it stops
stinging.”


 


Charlie’s curly black hair flopped
over his fringe and then stayed there, stuck in place by the sweat. I was
always surprised that Charlie was as clever as he was. I don’t know why, but I
found it difficult to picture him as a scientist. I imagined him more suited to
an office job, stuck far back in the corner where nobody else went.


 


That impression couldn’t be more
wrong. Charlie was devoted to science in a way that I have never seen with any
person in any vocation. Truth was, Charlie was starting to worry me a little
lately. He had missed council meetings despite knowing how much I needed him,
and he had spent more time in his make-shift lab with the corpses that we had
found in camp.


 


Still, Charlie’s knowledge was
indispensable to me. He wasn’t a qualified medical doctor, but he had spent a
year training as a clinical scientist with a pathology specialty. He only
dropped out because his mum had gotten ill. Charlie’s input was vital if we
were ever going to find out what was happening to these people.


 


“So what do you think did it?” I
said. “Stalkers?”


 


Charlie pinched the bridge of his
nose as though he were squeezing answers from it. “Perhaps. They’re getting
more sophisticated in the way that they hunt, and that scares me.”


 


I thought about the stalkers. I
pictured them crawling through the grass, their black bodies blending into the
shadows. They were agile and they made even less noise than the whisper of the
wind. In the Wilds, if a stalker had chosen you, then you rarely found out
about it until it leapt on you and tore strips away from your neck. Even now
they sent a shudder through me.


 


“I’ve doubled the watch. I’ve
allocated everyone a time to take watch, and that includes you, Charlie.”


 


Charlie went to speak, but I put my
hand up to stop him.


 


“I can’t play favourites,” I said.
“And at the minute, I owe you nothing. Your chair’s been empty at every meeting
this week, and that makes me look bad. But until we find out what the hell is
going on, everyone takes a watch. I’m going to send a work party out to cut all
the grass in the fields around us. It’s too high, and we’re leaving too many
places for stalkers to hide.”


 


“I guess that makes sense,” said
Charlie.


 


“I’m no military leader, but I’m
doing my best.  It’s hard enough looking after myself sometimes, let alone
everyone else. If there’s anyone I owe it to, it’s Ben. It’s my fault he’s
alone.”


 


“Really Kyle? So I suppose you were
the one who ate his mother?”


 


I shot a look at Ben.


 


“Damn Charlie, keep it down. You think
he needs to hear that?”


 


“He’s asleep.”


 


Sure enough, Ben slumped in the chair
with his head tucked forward and resting on his chest. His right hand was in a
fist in his lap, with the bead necklace wrapped around it.


 


I lowered my voice. “Does he blame me? 
For what happened to her?”


 


“This going to be hard for you to
hear.”


 


“Just tell me.”


 


Charlie put his hand on the table.
“Yeah. He does blame you.”


 


“I thought as much.”


 


Charlie looked up at me. “Nobody else
does, Kyle. It was the infected, for Christ sakes. We’ve all lost someone to
them. We all know what they’re like, what they can do.”


 


I turned by back on Charlie and tried
to collect my thoughts. I wondered if I should sit down with Ben and talk about
it with him. Maybe if I told him exactly what happened that night, it might
make a difference. Or maybe it would be better to just let him blame me, rather
than give him graphic images of how his mum died.


 


As I tried to let my mind settle I
looked around the room. The tiles had once been white but were discoloured now.
Some had cracked and others had fallen away to reveal the wall behind them,
with red brickwork that seemed covered in mold. In a corner of the room there
was another table, a smaller one, and a chair.  Stacks of paper littered the table
top. I walked over and glanced at them, and I had an idea what the papers were.


 


After we had met the unhinged
scientist Whittaker and I had killed him, we had taken his research notes with
us. I’m not sure why I saved them, other than the fact that I knew that it
wouldn’t have done  any good if he was right and I had destroyed his notes.


 


“Are those what I think they are?” I
said, pointing at the notes.


 


Charlie followed my finger with his
gaze. I couldn’t say for sure, but I thought I saw his eyes widen for a split
second.


 


“They are the notes of Barry
Whittaker, yes,” he said.


 


“Barry, huh? Never had him down as a
Barry. It doesn’t really seem like the right name, for a mad scientist.”


 


Charlie rolled his eyes. “Mad
scientist. That’s an offensive stereotype.”


 


“A true one, in this case.”


 


Charlie crossed the room and stood
over the table in the corner. He picked up a file and began to leaf through it.
Casually at first, but I noticed that the pages seemed to suck him in, and
within a few seconds they had enraptured him. I felt like waving my arms to
remind him that I was in the room. Eventually, he looked up.


 


“He was getting close,” said Charlie.
His voice sounded strange. “So close that I bet he could almost taste it.”


 


“What do you mean?”


 


Charlie scanned the notes in front of
him again. His eyes seemed to bounce from word to word. 


 


“He could have had a cure if he’d
gone about it slightly differently. I could figure it out myself, it’s just
that there’s no way to test it. Except if…..”


 


The seconds drew out while I waited
for Charlie to finish his sentence. I grew tired of the subject.


 


“Forget it,” I said.


 


Any topic that involved Whittaker was
a dark one, and I don’t want to lead Charlie down a path filled with shadow. We
needed him too much.


 


“Listen,” I said. “I suppose you’ve
heard about the sickness going around camp?”


 


“People are shitting their arses
off,” said Charlie.


 


I moved my head back in surprise. I
had never heard Charlie swear before.


 


“It’s a phrase I heard Gregor Horlock
use,” he explained.


 


I shook my head. “Anyway. Some people
haven’t eaten in days, and a lot of them are struggling to make it out of their
tents to actually go to the toilet. Only, some of us are okay. I was away from
camp a couple of days, so I guess that explains why I’m still perky. How about
you, Charlie? You seem fine to me. So how come you aren’t sick?”


 


“I did put a little thought into it.
It comes down to this, to my mind. I boil my water before drinking it.”


 


“How come?”


 


He shrugged. “Just the way I am. An
old boyfriend used to say that I wouldn’t even go for a pee without wearing
gloves.”


 


“Is that true?”


 


“He was exaggerating.”


 


“Anyway, Darla thought it was the
food,” I said


 


Charlie dropped the notes back onto
the table and turned to face me. 


 


“It’s the water. We don’t all eat
exactly the same food, but we all drink from the same stream.”


 


“And you didn’t think to say anything
to anyone else?”


 


He shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve been
busy.”


 


“Okay then,” I said. “I guess I
better go check the stream.”
















 


Chapter 6


 


The stream which supplied our
drinking water was to the east of camp, and it ran a twisting channel away and
into the countryside. With Lou, Mel, Reggie and a guy named Samuel, we followed
the stream out of camp without a clue as to what we were looking for. We just
hoped that we would know when we saw it. 


 


I had told Reggie that he didn’t have
to come, that we would understand if he needed to be with Kendal. He looked at
me though his one good eye. The other was bruised and swollen.


 


“I have to do something,” he said.
“I’ll go out of my mind.”


 


I nodded.


 


“What happened to your eye?”


 


Reggie looked at the ground. “It
doesn’t matter.”


 


All I had to do was ask Lou and Mel
to come with me and they had said yes. Despite the occasional argument and how
busy we all were, it seemed like I could always rely on them. I remembered my
conversation with Lou a few nights before and I hoped that she hadn’t meant it.
If Lou left camp, things could become difficult for me.


 


Samuel was the only surprise in our
party. He was a man who kept himself to himself. If I gave him a job he did it
without complaint, and at night he’d sit at the mouth of his tent and just
stare out into the blackness of the night. He walked with his head tucked
forward and his back bent. Not so much like a hunchback, but more that his
whole body seemed to lean forward when he took a step. His centre of gravity
was just an inch or two away from sending him falling to the floor every time
he moved his legs. 


 


Samuel reminded me of a supply
teacher in my old school. He’d never covered any of my classes, but I had met
him from time to time when the maths teacher, Glenn Mack, took one of his
hangover days. This supply teacher had walked around the school in much the same
way as Samuel. He had seemed quiet, but boy, did he get mean when he was angry.
I wondered if Samuel also had a nasty temper.


 


It was a grey day that lent a bleak
look to the Scottish countrywide, and in turn I felt a shadow cross my mood. I
started to wonder if maybe Darla was right and Charlie was wrong, that it was
possible that the food was the cause of the sickness. 


 


With the camp a mile and a half
behind us, we found the answer. In the stream, our only source of water, there
was a dead cow.


 


Its body was thin and its skin was
wrapped tightly around its bones, though a large part of it had been stripped
away to reveal its ribcage. The skin on its head had been peeled away to show
raw red flesh, and hundreds of flies lined it. As soon as I saw the cow I
smelled the aroma of death, so thick that I could almost see it hang in the air
and drift toward me. 


 


Reggie turned away from the body. His
skin turned as pale as the overcast sky, and I watched him put his hand to his
mouth. He took deep breaths, but each intake of air looked like it was making
him feel worse. He kept his hand against his mouth and battled against it, but
eventually he had to bend over and retch. Mel put her hand on his back and
rubbed it. 


 


Lou walked over to the carcass. She
swatted at a few flies which buzzed near her head, and she put her hand to her
chin. From the look on her face she could have been in a gallery admiring a
painting rather than staring at a rotting cow in the middle of a stream.


 


She turned to look at me.


 


“You know we’re going to have to move
it, right?”


 


Samuel grimaced. 


 


“The skin looks so slimy. It looks
like it would just slip away from the bones if we tried to pick it up.”


 


Reggie gave another retch. Mel rubbed
his back even harder.


 


“Still,” I said. “It’s got to go.
It’s either that or we find another drinking source, and I don’t think there
are many of them around. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m not going back to
camp and explaining that we couldn’t fix the problem because we felt a little
sick.”


 


Reggie’s skin had lost so much colour
that I could almost see through his skin. Poor bastard, I thought. He came with
us to take his mind off things, and this is what he gets.


 


“There’s no way I’m touching it,” he
said.


 


“It could be full of parasites,” said
Samuel.


 


Lou rolled her eyes.


 


“After everything we’ve seen.
Infected eating people, stalkers with blood dripping from their lips. And
you’re afraid of a dead cow. It isn’t coming back to life, you know. The virus
hasn’t jumped species yet.”


 


“But it will jump a few species the
day you get bitten,” said Mel.


 


I turned and looked at her. Mel had
always been a bit scared of Lou, and I hadn’t expected such a bitchy remark to
come from her.


 


“Just kidding,” she said.


 


I took my coat off and felt the chill
of the breeze as it slivered through the sleeves of my shirt and teased its way
up my arm. As well as the infected and the stalkers, the Scottish gusts were
another thing that I didn’t think I would ever get used to.


 


“Okay,” I said, and started turning
my coat inside out so that the inner layer of black fabric showed. “If you’re
all going to be babies about it, here’s what we’ll do.”


 


I took my knife from my belt and cut
around the inner layer of my coat until I pulled it free. From there I cut it
into sections and then handed two of them to each person.


 


“We’ll use these to hold it. That
way, you don’t actually have to touch the thing.”


 


Lou and I stood at the head of the
cow, and Mel and Samuel stood by the legs. Reggie watched, his skin slowly
regaining some of its colour.


 


“Let’s get this over with,” I said.


 


I bent down and put my hands on the
cow’s head. Flies flew off its raw flesh and buzzed around me. I let go of the cow
to swat them away. I took a deep breath and held it in, worried that if I
stopped for air then the flies would seize the opportunity to enter my mouth. I
wished I was back at camp.


 


Mel grabbed hold of one leg, Samuel
the other.


 


“One, two, three,” I said.


 


As we all lifted, I felt the soft cow
flesh on my fingertips, and realised that the coat lining around my hands
wasn’t big enough. It felt cold and slimy, and I knew already that even if I
washed my hands a hundred times, I still wouldn’t feel clean after this.


 


We held the cow four feet off the
ground and moved it away from the stream. Samuel and Mel took careful steps
backwards.


 


“You’re okay,” said Reggie. “That’s
it. Careful Sam, there’s a rock near your right foot. Good. Nearly there.”


 


I listened to Reggie as he guided us
out of the stream. I tried to focus on his voice, but all I could hear was the
wind. It was starting to gather in power, and I thought that I heard it shriek
at one point. A few seconds later, it sounded like it groaned. I felt a chill
run up my arms, and I had the urge to just drop the cow head and step away from
it.


 


Again I heard the wind moan at me. I
looked over to Reggie, and this time I dropped the cow head. With Mel and
Samuel still holding the legs, when the cow head fell to the floor it snapped
off at the neck.


 


“What the hell Kyle?” said Samuel,
dropping the legs and stepping away.


 


The smell of putrid flesh was in the
air now, but it wasn’t just the cow creating the aroma. I looked over Reggie’s
shoulder and saw that ten feet away, a crowd of infected stumbled their way
across the grass towards us.


 


I felt a momentary flinch run through
me, and cold panic began to flutter through my chest. I wished that I knew my
kill count so far into the apocalypse. The total must have run into the
thousands, yet the sight of the infected still made my fingers shake ever so
slightly as I reached for my knife.


 


There were six of infected; three
grown men, two women and a child. The child was missing his right hand, and two
of his fingers on his left hand had been chewed down to the knuckle. The men
were tall and strapping, their skin swollen and discoloured to look like
bruised peaches. The women walked with their arms outstretched. One had nails
that were an inch long and sharp at the end. The other infected’s chin hung
loose from her face, probably due to a dislocated jaw. 


 


I stepped forward, put my hand on
Reggie’s shoulder and moved him away. He seemed surprised at first, but then he
turned and saw the infected, and I heard him yelp. Within seconds Lou and Mel
were by my side, Lou with a red crowbar raised at shoulder height, Mel with a
cleaver.


 


I had thought about standardising
weapons at one point. It seemed to me that rather than knives and cleavers,
long, sharpened sticks and poles would be the way to go. That way we could
pierce the brains of the infected without getting close to them. In practice,
it hadn’t worked. The fact was that people had gotten used to their individual
weapons; to the feel of them in their hands, and the weight as they swung them.


 


One of the male infected cried out
and stretched towards us with a step so large that it almost lost its balance.
Lou was the first to move, by jamming her crowbar through its eye socket until
the eyeball popped and juice ran down the rusted metal.


 


The other tall male stumbled toward
Mel. She tried to get out of the way but lost her balance in the soft peat near
the stream. She fell back as the infected put its hands on her shoulders and
forced its weight onto her.


 


As Mel fell to the ground, shocks of
cold ran through my body. I ran over to her. She was on the floor now,
wrestling with the bigger and heavier creature and twisting her head away to
avoid the gnashing of its teeth.


 


“Kyle,” I heard Samuel say behind me
with a shot of panic in his voice.


 


I didn’t have time to turn round. My
pulse fired and my heart hammered in my chest. I grabbed hold of the infected
on top of Mel by its hair and lifted it. The strands started to tear away from
the roots, and as I lifted my hand the infected’s scalp peeled away from its
head. Ignoring the lump forming in my throat, I threw it away. I lined up my
knife and in one swift motion brought the tip down and through the infected’s
skull.


 


There was only a second for me to
catch my breath before I heard another scream behind me. I turned around to see
Lou grabbing the shoulders of an infected which crouched on the ground. She
pushed it way from her, and as the infected fell back into the grass, I saw who
had been underneath it.


 


Samuel was on the floor now, his
throat torn open, blood seeping down the flaps of skin and onto the green
grass. His face had turned pale and his eyes were almost impossibly wide, as if
the shock of what had happened had hammered through his brain. I couldn’t
imagine the pain and the fear he had felt in his last seconds, and I felt a
heaviness grow in my chest.


 


He didn’t look like he had the energy
left in him, so I was surprised when Samuel pushed down on the mud and
struggled to his feet. Blood poured from him. It dripped down his chest and
soaked into his shirt, sticking the fabric to his body. He took a few shaky
steps. The look in his eyes was lost, and it was as though he didn’t even
register that the rest of us were here. 


 


These steps were his last, and in his
mind he took them alone. He barely moved before falling face first toward the
ground, burying his head in the flesh of the dead cow.

















 


Chapter 7


 


I was glad that the wind picked up on
the way back to camp. I felt it crawl down my chest and snake its way around my
stomach and then seep deep into my bones. It was an unpleasant feeling, but I
didn’t want it to stop. I didn’t want to talk to anyone, and the breeze was so
loud that it felt like it was screaming into my ear, and it made conversation
difficult. 


 


Samuel was the first person in weeks
to die by the hands of the infected. There had been the bodies found at the
edges of camp at night time, but nobody thought those to be the work of
infected. The Scottish highlands were so remote that the infected had begun to
feel like an annoyance rather than a problem. Today had proved that it didn’t
matter where we went. They would always follow.


 


The silence was broken a few minutes
later when Reggie joined me at the front of the group. At first he didn’t say
anything. I gave him a sideways glance and saw that his right eye was even more
swollen than before.


 


“What happened to your eye?” I asked.


 


Reggie screwed up his forehead, as if
he was wondering what to tell me.


 


We walked for a few minutes more
before I tried again.


 


“Come on, Reggie. You obviously want
to say something.”


 


The camp was in sight now. When I saw
the lines of tents, I didn’t feel the pang that a person should feel when they
had been away from home for a while. I don’t know what I felt at that moment. Was
it emptiness? I had so many questions, but one was chief among them. Would
there ever be a place we could really call home?


 


Reggie coughed. He spoke, but his
voice sounded strange, as though it was the first time he’d used it and his
vocal chords weren’t used to the exercise.


 


“It’s Kendal,” he said.


 


“What about her?”


 


I didn’t speak to Kendal much, but
when I did, she always left me feeling that I’d lost an argument that I never
knew I was having. Plenty of others felt the same, too. Lou couldn’t stand her.
The thing was, sometimes Kendal would give you this great big smile, and it
genuinely made you feel warm. Then she’d follow it up with a cutting remark and
you’d walk away from her muttering curses under your breath.


 


Reggie coughed again.


 


“She’s…ah…she’s… Hell, it’s hard to
say it.”


 


He looked at me. His swollen eye was
closing shut now. His other eye looked just as damaged, but this wasn’t
physical damage. There was a deep sadness welling in him, the kind that I
couldn’t even come close to imagining.


 


Clara and I had talked about having
kids, but we’d never gotten round to it. There had been a scare, once. The joy
we felt when she did a test and it came back negative told us all we needed to
know about our decision to be childless. We’d get round to it one day, we
always told people when they asked. When that would be, we didn’t have a clue.
As it turned out, one day never came.


 


“You don’t have to say anything,” I
told Reggie.


 


“That’s the thing, Kyle. I have to.
And you’re the only one who I could say it to.”


 


“Say it then.”


 


He looked at me again. The eyelid of his
purple eye flickered.


 


“Kendal. She…hits me. Beats me. See
this,” he said, and pointed to his eye as if I wouldn’t have noticed it had he
not pointed it out. “She did  this. Smashed her elbow in my eye while I slept,
and I woke up to blinding pain.”


 


“Was it an accident?” I said,
thinking of all the times in bed when I had turned too quickly and given Clara
a shove.


 


Reggie shook his head. “She’s done it
for years. Punching, biting, slapping. She used to beat Taylor, too.”


 


I thought about Reggie’s teenage son.
I tried to remember him as a smiling, sometimes surly teenager, but all I could
think about was his dead body on the table, his chest torn open.


 


“When Taylor was five,” said Reggie,
“She broke his arm. I had to drive him to accident and emergency, and it was pretty
hairy because I’d had a couple of drinks. I wanted to leave her. I was planning
to. I’d found an apartment and everything.”


 


“So what happened?”


 


“The outbreak happened. And suddenly
I couldn’t leave her. She gets this look in her eyes sometimes, Kyle. Like she
wants to kill me.”


 


Thirty minutes later the wind had
dropped down. A cloud spat rain down on us, and I felt the patters splash on my
forehead. My legs felt heavy and each step was becoming more difficult. I
wasn’t cut out for long walks these days.


 


I slowed down until I was next to
Lou. In contrast to me, she seemed fine. I got the impression that she could
have kept on going for hours, as if something powered her that the rest of us
didn’t have.


 


“Don’t suppose you heard me talking
to Reggie?” I said.


 


“You never say anything interesting
enough to eavesdrop on,” said Lou.


 


I explained to her what Reggie had
told me, and it sounded even worse in the re-telling.


 


“Always knew she was a bitch,” said
Lou.


 


“This goes way beyond being a bitch.
Look at Reggie’s face. He looks like someone took a cricket bat to his eye.”


 


Lou shoved her hands in her coat
pockets.


 


“Well you know the rules, Kyle.”


 


Ever since we had gotten to camp, I
had made the rules clear to everyone. I knew all too well what happened when
there was no discipline among survivors. I had decided that although I would be
fair in the way I ran camp, I would be firm too. Our rules were few in number,
but they were severe and they were unbreakable. Number one above all others,
was this; deliberately hurt or injure another member of camp, and we would
expel you.


 


“It means she’ll die,” I said.
“Expelling people gives them a chance, but they’re as good as dead on their
own. I can’t help but feel we’re letting the infected do our dirty work.”


 


“There’s also hunger, thirst,
dysentery.”


 


“Come on Lou.”


 


“I’ll do it then,” said Lou.


 


I shook my head.


 


“If it’s my decision to make, then
I’ll see it through.”


 


***


 


The welcome party at camp reminded me
of a group of mourners greeting a hearse as it pulled into the cemetery gates.
Lou slipped through the crowd and walked toward her tent. Reggie stood in place
and watched as his wife walked toward him.


 


I wondered how she would react. Her
husband had been away from camp, and he had put his life on the line to help
the rest of them. Would Kendal appreciate that? I watched her walk toward him,
and I couldn’t help but feel disgusted with her.


 


When she reached Reggie, she stopped.
I thought she might try to hug him, but instead she crossed her arms.


 


“You selfish bastard,” she said.


 


With that she turned her back on him
and strode off back toward camp. I felt the heat of anger start to warm me. In
a few seconds I had caught up to her.


 


“Kendal,” I said.


 


She stopped and turned. When she
looked at me, she scowled.


 


“What do you want, Kyle?”


 


I wondered how to phrase it. How to
speak to her without letting the bile of anger leak out.


 


“I know what you did,” I said. 


 


She looked at me with a confused
face.


 


“Excuse me?”


 


“Reggie’s eye didn’t blacken itself,
did it?” I said. “What about Taylor? What screwed up shit did you do to him
over the years?”


 


The realisation hit her that Reggie
must have told me what she had done, and her stern expression disappeared.
Then, a second later, the shield was back up again.


 


“You know what I have to do,” I said.
“You know the rule.”


 


She gave me a sneering grin.


 


“Darla won’t let you expel me. She
won’t stand for this.”


 


I gritted my teeth. 


 


“Darla won’t have a choice. You’re leaving
camp right now, Kendal.”
















Chapter 8


 


We walked five miles north of camp
across fields of overgrown grass. In every direction jagged hills reached up
toward a misty sky, and gigantic rocks were littered around us. Our going was
slow, for the most part due to the brown sack I had put over Kendal’s head.
Lack of vision meant that her steps were slow and tentative. I had tied a rope
around her left wrist and connected it to my right arm, which meant that I
could make sure she didn’t try to run away. It also made sure that I could give
a gentle tug and alter our course when the terrain was too rocky.


 


I thought I could smell fire in the
air, but there was nobody around to light one. Maybe it could have come from
one of the camp fires if Mel had butchered meat, but it couldn't have travelled
five miles to meet my nose. That was the thing these days; I couldn’t rely on
my sense of smell. Most of the time I smelled death in the air, even when there
were no infected around. It was as though years of dealing with the dead had
made their rotten smell cling to my nostrils.


 


Soon we hit upon a road. It was a
single lane with lay-by stops every few hundred metres. Years ago it would have
meant that if two cars met each other on the road, one would have to pull to the
side and allow the other to pass. There were no cars now, but I hoped we didn’t
run into anyone else on the road today. The days of courtesies between
strangers were over.


 


At the side of us there was a
cobblestone wall. It stood over a farmer’s field that hadn’t seen the wheels of
a tractor or turn of a plough in years. As we walked the road we passed an inn
called ‘The Quarryman’s Secret’. It was named after a wealthy quarry owner who
had killed his cheating wife and buried her under tons of limestone. After we
left the pub behind, the road promised nothing but miles of wild grass and
hills that stayed silent and unmoving at our side.


 


Kendal said something, but the sack
over her head muffled it. I looked up and saw that there was a pothole in front
of her, so I gave the rope a tug and pulled her closer to me. She tried to
speak again, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying. I lifted the hood
over her lips. 


 


“I need water,” she said.


 


The dry sound of her voice made me
question myself. The rope around my arm rubbed on my skin, and it made me feel
like a slaver taking his prize to the market. I had to remind myself who this
woman was and what she’d done. The years of abuse that Reggie had finally told
me about, that Kendal had admitted with barely a trace of guilt. The infected
were always searching and the stalkers were always hunting. The world was a
dangerous enough place as it was, so it was unforgivable that someone could
treat another person that way. Especially those who she was supposed to love.


 


I looked around me. I knew where we
were from studying maps of the area. Kendal wasn’t a native of Scotland. She
had fled there post-outbreak after a thousand infected had crawled out of the
tide on Blackpool beach.  Before the outbreak, she had inherited a bed and
breakfast hotel from her mother who had died of lung cancer.


 


I tried to decide if it was safe
enough to take off her hood. There was no way she could find her way back to
camp from here because she didn’t know which direction we had travelled, and I
was going to let her loose in five miles anyway. I had too much to do in camp
to be away for much longer. I went to pull the hood further over her head to
bare more of her skin to the air, but my natural caution held me back.


 


I took a plastic bottle out of my bag
and passed it to her. It was filled with water taken from a different part of
the stream, further up from where we had found the dead cow. I hoped that in a
week or two, the stream would be completely uncontaminated again now that we
had removed the cause of the sickness. For now, we had to boil our water and
then let it cool before drinking.


 


I handed the bottle to Kendal with
the cap unscrewed. She lifted her left arm, tugging on the rope which connected
us. She sighed, then put the bottle in her other hand and lifted it up to her
lips. The water had a yellow tint to it, like tea made too weak. She lifted it
and took big gulps. When it was halfway gone she stopped drinking and held it
out to me.


 


“I’ve got my own,” I said. “You keep
it.”


 


“Where are we going?” said Kendal.


 


“We’re nearly there. A few miles
ahead we’ll come to a fork in the road, and that’s where I’ll leave you.”


 


Kendal seemed to stare ahead into the
distance, though with the hood on her head I knew that she couldn’t see the
same things as I did. The road seemed endless, a concrete intrusion in an
unchanging landscape. Yet I knew that two miles away a hill would suddenly
sprout up in front of us, and at that point the road would divide into two. 


 


It was called Dragney Pass. There was
a Scottish folk story about a man named Dragney Sam and his clan of cannibals
who would ambush the rich on the highland roads. They used to murder them and
then eat them. I once taught a module on folklore and its roots in reality, and
I had used Dragney Sam as an example of it. The story of Dragney and his inbred
family had always thrilled and disgusted the pupils in equal measure, but I had
to stop teaching it after getting a letter from the parents of a boy who
couldn't sleep because of it. 


 


I could still remember sitting in
front of the headmaster’s desk that day. I read the letter, screwed it into a
ball and threw it across the office. Headmaster Baldwin watched the paper ball
loop in the air and then make a perfect drop into a bin, and then his eyes
snapped back on me.


 


“They’re children,” he said. “Your job is to educate,
not to scare. You’re the youngest teacher here by a decade, and we hired you
for fresh ideas. But God knows that we didn’t want this. Not me, not the board,
not the parents.”


 


“It’s just a story,” I answered.


 


The headmaster slammed his hand on
the table, but he didn’t put enough weight behind the gesture to make it dramatic.


 


“It stops now,” he said.


 


After that I’d dropped Dragney Sam
and his cannibalistic chums from the curriculum. In the end though, the
headmaster’s orders and the parent’s wishes hadn’t been worth a damn. Sixteen
years later the kids were learning the lesson just the same, except that now
the cannibals were no longer just legends. 


 


“Kyle?” said Kendal.


 


I shook myself out of my thoughts and
looked over at her. The hood was hallway up her face now, so I reached across
and pulled it off. Her eyes were harsh, but I didn’t see any hate in them. Her
hair was tied in a ponytail that stretched back the skin on her forehead.  It
was a practical haircut, and one which was worn a lot around camp. It made
sense to have your hair as short as possible because gave the infected less to
grab hold of.  Lou had taken this to an extreme, of course, by hacking off most
of her hair and then greasing it back. Kendal’s style was typical.


 


She took a deep breath. She looked at
the sky and blinked as though she was being blinded by rays of sun. Her cheeks
were colourless, but parts of her forehead were red from where the sack had
rubbed on it.


 


I expected her to beg. I thought she
would plead with me to let her stay in camp or  tell me how it was all a
misunderstanding, a big mistake. There was none of it. Instead of begging,
Kendal had been calm ever since we left camp. Before I had first slid the hood
over her face, her eyes had locked coolly on mine with no trace of fear, and
they still showed none now.


 


I slid the hood back over her head.
She mumbled something into the cloth.


 


“Yeah?” I said.


 


Her foot hit a rock and she stumbled
forward, regaining her balance in time to avoid falling.


 


“Don’t you have lackeys to do this
for you?”


 


“Do what?” I said.


 


“Exile people from camp. I’m assuming
that you’re walking me far enough away so that I can’t find my way back. If
that’s the case we might as well stop now, because I’m useless with directions.
Feels like I lost my way decades ago and I’ve been trying to find it ever
since. Besides, don’t you have other things to do? Camp stuff?”


 


I stared straight ahead. Half a mile
away I saw a sheep walking down the slope of a hill that met the side of the
road. Its fur was patchy, with areas of skin showing as if someone had gotten
only halfway through shearing it. Its legs were stick-thin and its steps
uncertain. It stopped at the edge of the road and then stood motionless. I
thought about racing ahead to catch it, because Mel could have fed the camp for
a day or two even with the meagre meat from the animal. As I contemplated the
best way to grab it, the sheep  fell forward onto the road, revealing the side
of its body that had been blind to me. Its wool was dyed a dark crimson, and
its insides showed through a jagged hole gouged into its torso.


 


“The way I see it,” Kendal carried
on, “You have the right idea with the exiles. But it’s not people like me you
need to shoo away. When you’re at war, you don’t cast away the strong. You
identify the weak and then rid yourself of the weakness.”


 


“We’re not at war,” I said, unable to
take my eyes away from the dead sheep.


 


“Our whole lives are war. When you
wake up and force yourself out of bed, even knowing what shit you’ll have to
face, that’s war. When we get through the day and reach night and then go to
sleep knowing the whole sodding mess will repeat itself the next day, that’s
war. When we can’t let children play in the fields for fear something will eat
them, that’s war.”


 


“And when you beat the crap out of
your husband and son?” I said, not caring to hide the scorn from my voice.


 


Kendal turned her head in my
direction, though she couldn’t see me with the hood on and her head wasn’t
fully facing mine.


 


“That’s war,” she said.


 


In truth, when I had made the camp
rule that violence meant banishment, I hadn’t contemplated a situation like
this. I had made the law to stop people thinking that just because society had
fallen, they could get away with violence. In my time in the Wilds I had seen
people murdered for their sleeping bags. I’d stumbled upon a group of women
forcing themselves on a scared teenage boy, and intervening had cost me a
beating. With the fall of society, morals had begun to dissipate.


 


People thought in extremes these
days. Every passing morning was the start of a battle for survival, the odds
forever changing but never for the better. The infected population was
self-replenishing, and the stalkers bred as much as time would allow. Normal,
healthy humans were the minority now, and that meant we couldn’t turn on each
other.


 


“You know, I kind of admire you in a
way. You’ve got guts, Kyle. More guts than most of those ball-less wasters. I
can count on one hand the people I’d back in a fight.”


 


“Those being?”


 


“Gregor Horlock. He seems simple, but
he’s scary as hell. Mel, too. I’ve seen that girl butcher a pig, and I’ve never
seen such hate in someone eyes. Funny, now that I think about it. Didn’t the
bodies start to turn up when Gregor taught her how to butcher meat?”


 


Her voice was calmer than it had any
right to be. When she spoke of bodies, I knew that she wasn’t just talking
about strangers. Her own son had been the latest body to appear, his chest torn
open and his organs removed. Her boy had been murdered and mutilated, and she
talked of the killings as if she were reading a newspaper column.


 


I stopped walking. I tugged on the
rope. Kendal didn’t move so I tugged again, harder. Her shoulder jerked, but
this time she took steps toward me. I took hold of the rough edges of the hood
and slowly lifted it over her nose and then up over her head, letting it drop
to the floor. 


 


I looked properly into Kendal’s eyes
and searched for something in them. Emotion, sadness, anything. Instead all I
got was cold, blue glass. Hers was a gaze so dead that she could have been an
infected staring back at me.


 


“You’re an icy bitch,” I said. “Your
son was killed. Hell, this whole time you’ve never said anything about why
we’re here. About what you did to Reggie and Taylor. I’d even prefer it if you
denied beating them, at least that would show something.”


 


“Oh, I beat them alright,” she said,
her eyes never leaving mine.


 


I shivered. I felt like I was staring
into the frozen tundra, falling deep beneath the ice to places where daylight
couldn’t follow. There was something wrong about this woman.


 


“You need to watch your friends,
Kyle” said Kendal.


 


“What?”


 


“Your friend Lou. She’s a bomb
waiting to explode. I wouldn’t put any faith in her.”


 


“Lou’s never let me down,” I said.
“She’s a rock.”


 


“That’s as maybe. But she’s one
stumble away from falling into the chasm. And when she does, she’ll reach out
and drag you in with her.”


 


My mind reeled as I tried to process
what she was saying. Not content with implying that Mel and Gregor were the
camp murderers, she implied that Lou was  about to crack. Part of me thought
that she was playing me, but when I looked at her and saw her blank face, her
expression flat as if it had been ironed out of her skin, I knew that she meant
every word she said.


 


I saw movement in the corner of my
eyes. I pulled my knife from my belt and turned around, but there was nothing
on the road but the dead sheep. I felt cold all over. I turned back toward
Kendal.


 


“This is where I leave you,” I said.


 


In truth I had planned to leave her
five miles away from here. She didn’t know the area, but we were still too
close to camp. Kendal was an unpredictable woman, and I couldn’t risk what
would happen if she reappeared at camp. I knew I should have kept going, but I
couldn’t spend another second in her company. 


 


“I know what I did, Kyle. But I
couldn’t help it.”


 


“Save it,” I said.


 


I set down a bag in the middle of the
road.


 


She eyed it for a few seconds, and
then looked back at me.


 


“You might as well kill me. I’d
prefer it, rather than leaving me here.”


 


For a short time, doubt flickered
through me. I didn’t want to kill her, but was leaving her here any better?  I
thought about the pain she had caused. I remembered the world we were in, and I
knew it had to be one that didn’t tolerate people like her.


 


I threw a knife down at her feet.


 


“It’ll take you a couple of hours,
but you’ll be able to cut yourself free. After that, what you do is your
business. But if we ever see you in camp, you better be sure I’ll kill you.”


 


Before any more doubts could take
hold and I started to wonder if this was right, I turned my back on her and
started down the long road home.
















Chapter 9


 


When I got  back to camp the tents
were bathed in the black of night. Only one showed any signs of life. It was in
the middle of the sea of tents, and I couldn’t remember who it belonged to. It
was a two-man tent, smaller than mine with hardly enough room for a person to
stand up in, and from inside an orange glow flickered. Whoever it was had lit a
kerosene lamp, which was a ridiculously dangerous thing to do in a tent. I was
going to knock on the entrance flap and tell them to stop being so stupid, when
I heard a low chanting coming from inside.


 


“Dead God, you give us back what we
lose. You take away what we love and return it, corrupted. Spare us, Dead God.”


 


I felt a chill run through me, and
the night seemed to close in as a blanket of blackness and cold. Through the
dim glow in the thin tent material, I could see a figure that seemed to be sat
cross-legged on the floor. It was a bulky figure, with thick shoulders and
chest. Recollection came to me, and I realised that it was Gregor Horlock.


 


He was a butcher by profession, and
his job was one of the only ones that had stayed useful after the outbreak.
People didn’t need I.T. technicians anymore. Postmen were useless. Salesmen had
nothing to sell. There were no more stocks for the brokers to push, but people
still needed their meat carved up. I had watched Gregor work sometimes, and it
amazed me how he could slice a dead cow or sheep without leaving a single scrap
of it to waste.


 


After the fall of Bleakholt, Gregor
had been one of the survivors who decided to travel with me. He announced that
he needed an apprentice, and to my surprise, Mel had stepped forward. The bulky
butcher had taught her how to carve up an animal. He’d removed the
squeamishness and fear of blood from her, and now she could slice open a
carcass as easy as cutting a loaf of bread.


 


“Spare us all, Dead God. Do not take
us yet. Do not return what is not departed.”


 


Exhaustion swept through me. There
were no stars above us tonight.  Instead the sky was an endless void, under
which everything was still. Everything except the things that took their turn
in the night, like the stalkers who woke hungry in their dens.


 


I thought about Kendal. Would the
stalkers find her on the road? Had I condemned her to die, and if that was the
case, was I right to do it? Did I have the moral authority to make a decision
like that about someone else’s life? I thought of her son and the abuse she had
inflicted on him, and I left the question unanswered in my head.


 


I walked away from Gregor’s tent and
found my own. My makeshift camp bed was how I had left it, unmade and stinking
from the sweat of weeks of tossing and turning. I should really have given it a
wash at some point. Nevertheless, it had never looked so inviting.


 


Just as I was about to get in my bed,
I saw something on top of it. Looking closer, I saw that it was a book.  I
picked it up and tuned the cover to face me. Unleashing the Dragonfly
Within.


 


I smiled. “Thanks Lou,” I said aloud.
My voice sounded alien in the dead of night.


 


I regretted arguing with Lou. She
might have been brash, but she had changed a lot since I had met her. She used
to be aloof, uncaring, a loner who wouldn’t let anyone else near. She was
hardly a people-person now, but I had grown close to her. We had been through
too much together to argue.


 


I lay down on my bed and within
seconds felt my body melt into it. As my eyelids started to close I realised it
had been too long since I had slept. I felt like I could finally allow myself a
few hours of nothingness.


 


There was a rapping sound. I sat up
and realised that it came from the entrance of my tent. I felt anger flicker
through me. Was a single hour of sleep too much to ask for?


 


“Come in,” I said.


 


The tent was unzipped from the
outside and the figure stepped in. When I saw who it was, I felt my whole body
start to tighten up.


 


“Darla,” I said, knowing there wasn’t
a single person I would like to see less than her at this hour. Hell, I would
even have preferred Gregor Horlock in my tent, chanting about his Dead God or
whatever he had been talking about.


 


Darla’s face was set in stone, her
features cruel in the darkness of the night. There were no rings round her
eyes, no creases in her skin from lack of sleep. I wondered if she was stronger
than me, or if I was just weak.


 


“We want a meeting,” she said.


 


I rubbed my eyes and felt them sting.


 


“Check with my assistant,” I said. “I
think I can squeeze you in between half nine and ten.”


 


She crossed her arms. She was a foot
shorter than me, but something about the way she carried herself made her seem
bigger.


 


“I’m not joking, Kyle. The people
want a meeting. A proper one. There are things we have to discuss.”


 


***


 


We had the meeting at first light. We
were on the east side of camp, away from the tents where the sick residents
slept and vomited and sweated into their clothes. To say the people had wanted
a meeting, there wasn’t much of a turn out. Only ten had been well enough to
drag themselves away from their tents, the rest feeling too weak to even move.
There would be no jobs done today, I realised. No water collected, no game
hunted.


 


We stood in a circle. Darla was
opposite me, showing no more signs of tiredness than she had a few hours before
in my tent. Lou was at the opposite end of camp on watch, and Charlie was
nowhere to be seen. Although we were in a circle the other residents seemed to
bunch closer to Darla, and they looked up at her as if waiting for her to
speak. I felt alone, devoid of allies and searching for a friendly face but
finding none. Mel was there, but she barely looked at me. 


 


There was one person who I was
surprised to see at the meeting. Across from me, with sagging shoulders, was
Reggie. I thought about everything he had lost in the last week, and I wondered
how he could even drag himself out of bed. Maybe he was stronger than I
thought.


 


The other residents were those who
had survived the battle of Bleakholt and travelled North with us. Just normal
men and women, ages ranging from thirty to sixty. They were people who had
survived the initial apocalypse and had struggled during the sixteen years
since. Some of them would have been teenagers when it all happened, and they
had spent their formative years in a world forever changed. Others had seen
their world ripped apart, watched their loved ones die and witnessed their
lives torn to pieces by the undead. I remembered the words that I had heard the
night before.


 


“Dead God, you give us back what we
lose. You take away what we love and return it, corrupted. Spare us, Dead God.”


 


Although they were a hundred yards
away in the forest to my left, I heard the singing of the birds in the trees.
They didn’t seem like happy sounds, more like nervous chatter. They were
warnings that the birds gave each other, words of caution about the dangers
they had seen on the flights in the land around.


 


Darla was the first to break the
quiet.


 


“Quite a turn out, isn’t it Kyle?”
she said.


 


I looked at the circle of residents.
A couple caught my eye, and I saw a look on their faces that I recognised all
too well. Fear.


 


“I take it everyone else is still
sick?”  I said.


 


Darla nodded. “What do you think?
Most of them are still shitting out everything that’s left in them. Don’t tell
me you can’t smell it in the air. This whole place stinks.”


 


“We cleared the river,” I said. “We
need to boil our water for a while, but it should be safe to drink soon. There
was nothing I could have done. No way I could have known.”


 


“Tell that to the dead.”


 


“What?”


 


A woman stepped forward. She was in
her forties, with blonde hair that curled at the ends and whole patches that
had turned grey. I knew that her name was Stacey Blackwell, but not much else
other than she was married to a man named Trevor and that they had lost their
teenage son in the Battle of Bleakholt.


 


“Trevor’s dead,” she said. “He passed
last night.”


 


She looked down at the ground.


 


I didn’t know what to say. I knew
that words were needed, but I was finding sympathy hard. Day by day I felt my
insides turn to stone. Death used to be something dreaded and unspoken, but the
last sixteen years had changed that. It was something you couldn’t look away
from anymore. There was no use pretending death didn’t exist, because we were
confronted by it every day as sure as the morning sun.


 


“I’m sorry, Stacey. I really am.
Trevor was a good man.”


 


“Save it,” said Darla. “We’re not
here for condolence card sympathies. We’re here because time is running out.
Look around you. Smell the air. This place isn’t somewhere we can settle, Kyle.
It’s tainted, and we need to leave.”


 


“And go where? You say it’s tainted,
but tell me somewhere that isn’t? I’ve spent my time travelling, and I never
found somewhere that stayed safe for long. This place is as good as the next.
Better, in most ways. There’s a water source, so we need never worry about
thirst. It has wide open fields so that we can see dangers when they come. Go
to a town or city Darla, and tell me how you find it. Because I guarantee as
soon as you see what’s out there, you’ll think this field is paradise.”


 


Darla’s face told me that she wasn’t
persuaded by my words.


 


“This might be somewhere we can
survive. For now. But the people don’t want to just survive. They want to live.
Otherwise what’s the point?”


 


I thought about my time in the Wilds.
I had spent years moving from place to place, never settling. Later, I had
joined a community in a town called Vasey, and after that I had joined
Bleakholt. I knew that nowhere was permanent anymore. There was no such thing
as living; survival was the best we could hope for.


 


“Think about what you’re saying,” I
said. “What are you searching for, Darla? Some kind of utopia? It doesn’t
exist. Every day you spend with your heart beating and lungs breathing are a
victory.”


 


I looked up at the people around me. 


 


“Surely you don’t all agree with
her?” I said.


 


“We’ll have a vote,” said Darla. “The
ten of us. To stay or leave.”


 


As the morning wore on we debated
back and forth until my head began to throb. I threw the same arguments at
Darla and she spat words back at me. Other residents would chip in from time to
time, most of them supporting Darla.


 


When it came time to vote, I looked
at the faces of the people in the circle and I felt empty. I didn’t see any
sympathy in their eyes, and I knew that this was a vote I was sure to lose.
That meant that the people would follow Darla, and they would leave camp.
They’d follow her to their deaths.


 


Just before the vote, one man raised
his head to speak. He had stayed silent throughout the meeting, but now Reggie
looked like he had something to stay. I knew this wouldn’t work in my favour.
Reggie’s son had been brutally killed while in camp, and I had personally
exiled his wife. Under my watch, Reggie’s family had been torn apart.


 


“We’re making a decision that will
change us forever,” he said, his voice croaky. “The kind of thing we need to
get right. We need to. I’ve lost as much as anyone here.”


 


He looked down at the ground and
paused for a few seconds as if he was thinking about what he had lost. From
somewhere across camp came the pathetic sound of someone retching. The birds in
the forest were silent.


 


Reggie looked back up. 


 


“And even with everything I’ve lost,
I still follow Kyle. There are kinds of men who can keep themselves alive in a
world like this, and then there are the kinds who allow others to survive. Kyle
doesn’t just look after himself. He does what he needs to do, and he does it
because he’s the only person with the resolve that we need. I’d follow him
anywhere. If he said we need to go, I’d leave. And if he says we should stay,
then I’ll stay.”


 


The circle took in Reggie’s words.
Coming from a man who had lost everything, they seemed to carry weight. I
thought of my role in the fall of Reggie’s world, and I felt guilt weigh down
on me until I thought I would crumple to the ground. I didn’t deserve his
support, but I needed it.


 


Finally Stacey broke the silence. Her
blonde curls swirled in the gust.


 


“I vote to stay,” she said.


 


There were murmurs of assent, nods of
agreement. Within ten minutes all the votes were cast. Seven voted to stay in
camp, and only three voted to leave. I had won. I knew that I should have felt
relief, but instead I was tense. It was a hollow victory.


 


“Fine,” said Darla. “It’s on your
heads. I want you to all remember this day. When you’re lying on the floor
spitting blood. When the infected tear apart your families. Remember what you
did today.”


 


It was a victory, but not one I would
celebrate. I knew deep down that we had to stay here. For now at least, it was
the safest place we could be. After today though, I was aware that my power was
slipping. It would only take one thing to go wrong, one more person to die, and
everything would crumble.


 


If we travelled, then we’d die. The
cities and towns were full of infected. The food in the supermarkets was
rotting, and the water systems were corrupted years ago. Out here, nestled in
the greens of nature, we had a chance. Yet if something were to go wrong, the
knife edge would turn and it was me who it would cut first. Some people needed
only the tiniest excuse to start following Darla.


 


I wouldn’t give it to them. This had
to work.


 


We saw Lou walking toward us from
across camp as we were about to leave. She took strong strides across the
grass. Her face looked troubled. When she finally stood in front of us,
everyone in the circle looked at her. Lou took a deep breath.


 


“There’s been another body,” she
said.


 


The group murmured. Some of them
looked to Darla, others to me. A wave of nausea hit me.


 


Lou carried on.


 


“It’s a kid this time.”
















Chapter
10


 


Over the next two days we did what
came natural in the face of a crisis. We turned our heads from it. I kept
myself occupied with the organisation of camp. The morning after the body was
found, I rounded up as many people as I could who weren’t sick and we spent
hours chopping the grass in the fields. I liked the protection that overgrown
grass gave, because it helped shield the camp from passing eyes. The problem
was that strange eyes rarely came near by camp, and even if they did, most Wild
dwellers avoided large crowds. It seemed better all round that we cut the
overgrowth. If stalkers were to blame for the killings, it made little sense to
give them thick patches of grass to sneak through.


 


 In the absence of the necessary
equipment -there weren’t many lawnmowers to be found – we were forced to use
scythes. Reggie, Lou, Mel and I worked our way along the outskirts of camp with
scythes that someone had found in a nearby barn, swinging at the grass as it
bristled in the breeze.


 


At one point I stopped. I put my hand
to my head, and when I pulled it away my index finger was coated in sweat. I
watched the others wield their scythes under the shadow of the trees and I felt
a cold shiver run through me. In the dim light, under an unfriendly sky, my
friends worked with the tool of the Reaper, and their faces were grim and
heavy.


 


The camp started to recover from
illness. Tents doors were unzipped and people stepped out and stared into
daylight, sometimes for the first time in days. There was just one death
through sickness, and that had been because he had a heart condition before he
even got ill. It was one death too many, but privately some believed that we
were lucky that the number didn’t grow.


 


***


 


 


“You look like you’re about to drop,”
said Mel.


 


Later on, we were all sat in my tent.
The door flap was shut but it was still cold inside. Every so often the green
fabric billowed from the force of the wind. Dawn hadn’t long rose over the
third morning after the newest body, and despite the early hour, my tent was
full.


 


For once each chair was occupied, but
this wasn’t one of our usual meetings. Mel sat across from me. She wore a green
khaki shirt with the German national flag sewn into the right sleeve just below
the arm. Her hair was tied back and her face was clean, but some of her
fingernails hid flecks of dried blood. 


 


Next to her was Lou. Her hair was
greased, and she wore a thick black jumper. The neck of it rose up to her chin,
covering her tattoos and threatening to swallow her face. It was the thickest
piece of clothing I’d ever seen her wear, and I wondered where she had gotten
it. Maybe a fashion boutique had somehow opened up without me realising. I’d
always suspected that capitalism could even withstand the apocalypse.


 


Charlie and Reggie filled the other
chairs. Reggie had a faraway look in his eyes, though the skin around his left eye
was healing, with the blue tint making way for a rosy pink. Charlie glanced at
the tent door from time to time as if he couldn’t wait to get back to his room
so that he could carry on his work.


 


The last member of our meeting was
Ben. The boy sat in the corner on my bed playing with his necklace, twisting
the beads back and forth along the string. His shoes were lined up on the floor
below him and his legs were crossed. On his right foot, there was a hole in his
sock and his big toe poked out. His toenail was nearly an inch longer than it
should have been, and I made a mental note to make sure they were cut. With
Alice gone there was nobody to tell him about this kind of thing, and I was
left  feeling inadequate about my role as protector.


 


A gust of wind hit the tent and made
it bulge inwards. It looked as though some unseen force was pressing against
the side and trying to push its way in. I wondered if the weather ever
brightened here, or if the valley was just a trap for cold gusts and clouds
full of rain.


 


“We need to talk about the body,” I
said.


 


Mel glanced over at Ben.


 


“Go wait outside,” she told him.


 


Even though it was daylight, I didn’t
feel comfortable having Ben out of my sight. I had left my responsibilities to
others for too long, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to do that anymore. The
latest body meant that everyone was on high alert. I didn’t want to take part
in the panic that was rising around camp, but I felt paranoia settle over me. 


 


“He might as well stay,” said
Charlie. “He’s seen worse things than some of the adults around here.”


 


I leaned forward. I spoke in a quiet voice
because I didn’t want my words to leave the tent.


 


“I’m beginning to think it isn’t
stalkers. I mean, I can’t be certain. But there sure as hell isn’t a nest
within ten miles of here, and I’m not willing to believe that stalkers get up
in the night and commute to camp.”


 


Charlie sat with his hand cupping his
chin. “We simply don’t know enough about them to ascertain that. For all we
know, stalkers could travel across the whole country for their kills. This
isn’t a known species, they’re a mystery. And their behaviour is just as
mysterious.”


 


Lou sat forward. She crossed her arms
in front of her chest in a posture that looked defensive.


 


“If not stalkers, then what?”


 


There was silence as we all
considered the question. The wind seemed to die down until it was just a breeze
gently blowing on the sides of the tent. Charlie glanced over at the door and
then back at the floor. 


 


The only sound was a gentle
murmuring. I looked across the tent at Ben on my bed. With his index finger and
thumb he slowly moved beads from one side of the necklace to the other. As he
did so, his lips moved and made faint words that I couldn’t hear. I leaned
forward and listened.


 


“….Dead God…with you I take….”


 


I snapped my head toward him. I stood
up so quickly that the chair nearly fell behind me. Ben looked up and his eyes
widened. He grabbed his necklace in his right hand and closed his fingers
tightly around it.


 


“What did you say?” I asked.


 


Ben gulped.


 


“Nothing Kyle.”


 


Mel coughed.


 


“We gotta talk about the kid,” she
said.


 


I looked at her. She’d put on weight.
Not fat, but muscle. Being a butcher’s apprentice agreed with her.


 


“Spill it,” I said.


 


My heart was beating. There was
something about Ben that was disconcerting. I felt that there were unspoken
words that the people in my tent were holding back from me. I looked at them,
meeting all of their eyes in turn. My heart began to pound.


 


“You don’t look too good,” said Lou.
“Sit down before you have a heart attack.”


 


What was happening to me? I suddenly
felt as if my forehead was drenched in sweat. It pooled on my skin and then
poured down my face, but it was cold like ice water. My skin buzzed, and my
vision blurred as if I was looking at everything cross-eyed.


 


A hand touched my shoulder and guided
me a few steps back until I felt the hard seat of the chair under me. 


 


“I’m okay,” I said, as my sight
cleared. “Just tell me about Ben.”


 


“What do you mean?” said Mel.


 


“You said we have to talk about the
kid.”


 


Mel leaned forward. 


 


“I didn’t mean about him. I mean the
body. This one was worse than the rest. The way it was opened up, I mean. 
Christ, it was worse than some of the animal carcasses after Gregor’s finished
with them. There’s been a lot of talk about….”


 


As Mel talked I felt my vision start
to blur again. My ears rang, as though someone had shot a gun next to me and
the blast had shattered my ear drums. Cold hands slipped up and down my spine.
Was this a heart attack? Lou had joked about my age, but maybe this kind of
life was enough to kill me. 


 


“I can’t breathe,” I said.


 


My throat felt as though it was
closing. There were hands on my back, rubbing up and down. They moved around
and settled on my shoulders. I twisted my head and saw Mel above me, staring at
me through eyes shot with concern.


 


“Kyle?”


 


I took deep breaths. My hearing
started to return, my vision corrected itself. I felt my throat open up again.
After a few seconds my pulse had settled until it was approaching a normal
pace. What the hell just happened?


 


Charlie stood up out of his seat. He
grabbed his chair and dragged it over to the side of the tent.


 


“We better go,” he said. “Kyle needs
sleep.”


 


“It’s morning. I’m not going to
sleep.”


 


Hands squeezed my shoulder muscles in
what I assumed was meant to be a relaxing way. From somewhere, Mel had
developed a hell of a grip.


 


“It might be morning, but you’re an
insomniac’s worst nightmare. Stop being action man and get some shut eye. Don’t
worry Kyle; the camp will still be here when you wake up.”


 


The idea of sleep was a nice one, and
I knew I needed it, but I couldn’t let myself believe the second part of Mel’s
sentence. A big part of me worried that one day I would wake up, unzip my tent
and then step outside to find an empty field. I worried that people would leave
me in the night, and that I would be left with nothing but the barren Wilds.


 


I became aware of a shadow outside
the tent.


 


“Better get the door,” I said.


 


Charlie looked at me with confused
eyes. A second later, the tent started to open from the outside. The zipper
traced its way around the door until finally the light of the day streamed in
through the entrance. A familiar face stood there.


 


“Darla, what a horrible surprise,”
said Lou.


 


It wasn’t just Darla. When we all
left the tent and stepped outside, it seemed like half the camp was stood with
her. Darla positioned herself at the front, a General with a mean face and
crossed arms. The people behind her stood hesitantly, and most had pale skin.
Some would not long have recovered from illness, so I was surprised to see them
stood there as though they were an army.


 


“I won’t waste words,” said Darla.


 


“Good,” said Lou. “Your voice grates
on me.”


 


Darla ignored Lou, instead focusing
on me. I felt unsteady under her glare. The last thing I needed was to have
another dizzy spell, especially not in front of Darla. That would have just
proved what she already thought. It would have shown her how weak I was.


 


Mel stood beside me. She grabbed my
shoulder, and I was glad of the contact. For a flicker of a second I remembered
meeting her more than a year ago and saw flashes of how shy she had been back
then. In the time that had passed it seemed she had grown in strength, while
mine was beginning to ebb.


 


“This is it Kyle,” said Darla. Miles
behind her, cast against an angry sky, were the jagged hills of an unwelcoming
countryside. “I want change. Everyone else wants change. It’s time you accepted
it.”


 


“Let’s talk about this,” said Reggie.



 


Darla shook her head.


 


“We’ve wasted too much time, and
we’ve made our decision. Nobody will follow you, Kyle. And more importantly, we
won’t stay. Today we’re going to prepare, and come first light the camp will
disband.”


 


There was finality to her words, and
I knew that everything was done. I felt cold all over and knew that I should do
something, but at the same time I was aware how pointless it would be. I only
had to look at the people stood behind Darla to know that they had all cast
their lots with her. 


 


In less than a day we would all be on
our own. I couldn’t help but wonder how many of the people here would still be
alive a year from then. The only chance we had was to stick together, but I had
failed to keep things that way.


 


The breeze seemed to close in around
me and wrap itself around my bones. Mel kept hold of my shoulder but her touch
seemed weaker, muted as if she were miles away. I tried to think of the magic
words that would turn this in my favour, but when I looked at the crowd before
me, I knew there was nothing I could say.


 


“We won’t take everything, Kyle. I
might be a bitch but I’m no monster. But you can’t come with us when we leave.
Your road will split away from –”


 


There was a noise overhead. At first
I thought it was the choppy gust of the wind, but it grew louder and louder
until I couldn’t hear myself think. The noise raised something in me, a feeling
that started as confusion but grew into recognition. I hadn’t heard anything
like this in years. More than a decade, even.


 


One by one everyone lifted their
heads and looked into the sky. The roaring sound drowned everything else out
until it seemed to shake the whole valley. It grew until its decibels were loud
enough for some of the people to put their hands to their ears.


 


 I turned my head and looked up just
in time to see a helicopter tear across the sky.


 


 
















 


Chapter
11


 


At first, I thought that the
inevitable had finally happened. After all these years, after all the fear and
the stress, my mind had cracked. If it was just the sight of a helicopter in
the distance, a shape too blurry to see in detail, I would have convinced myself
I was losing it. After all, eyes could be easily fooled, and it could have been
a hallucination.


 


The rotary blade spun in circles, and
the yellow tail stretched out from the body with the words “MNN News” printed
on it in white. We heard a rumble in the air, like a thunderstorm brewing miles
away from us. I could believe that one of my senses was faulty, but I refused
to believe two of them had lost it.


 


Some of the people around me had
their mouths open. One woman, her fringe covering her forehead and fingers
stained brown from field work, covered her ears. I understood why, in a way. It
wasn’t that the sound was loud. It was just that we hadn’t heard anything like
it in over a decade. It had been over a year since I had even heard the sound
of a car, and it seemed lifetimes ago that I had seen anything in the sky but
dark clouds and flapping birds. Seeing the helicopter cut through the air was
like being thrown back into another time. We were time travellers to a world
that used to be our own but had been taken from us.


 


I wanted to reach up into the air,
grab the helicopter and pull it down. It was a relic from the past. A link to a
world that, tucked in their sleeping bags in the dead of night, many of the
older survivors dreamed about. Longed for. And now this relic had drifted
overhead and was leaving, without making the slightest sign it had seen us.


 


Lou held her hand against her
forehead and squinted at the sky. 


 


“What do you make of it?” I said.


 


“Do you think it’s from the army?”
said Lou.


 


“It had the name of some news channel
on the side. MNN.”


 


Lou arched her eyebrows.  “Never heard
of it. ITV, BBC and Channel Four were the only channels I had.”


 


Reggie was beside me now. He didn’t
even look at the helicopter. It seemed that for him, it could have been a fly
buzzing in the air for how interesting he found it. Maybe with everything that
had happened to him recently, nothing could surprise him anymore.


 


“It might have been a digital
channel. You know, a subscription station.”


 


“Wouldn’t know,” said Lou. “I didn’t
have the money to spend on things like that. Or I did, but I wouldn’t have been
able to eat. I had to make do with the free channels. Good old BBC and ITV. I
remember that during the day it was all antique shows and poorly-scripted soaps.”


 


“You didn’t have a job?” said Reggie.


 


I could feel the conversation start
to get tense. “Come on now. We’ve got more important things to discuss now,
wouldn’t you say?”


 


Reggie nodded. “Sure.”


 


Lou gave him a last look. Not so much
dripping in hate, but there was a flash of it. Had Reggie touched a nerve?


 


“I was freelance,” she said, before
folding her arms and looking at the sky.


 


The helicopter was smaller now. It
was hard to judge distance over the sky, but I thought it might have been thirty
miles away. The question was, where was it going? But that wasn’t the only
thing I needed to know. Asking one question was opening a door, and soon
everything else poured through the gap. Who was flying it? Where had they come
from? What did they want? Was it really a news crew? Who, after all these
years, had the know-how and resources to have a working helicopter?


 


Just as quickly as the questions
rose, they were forgotten. As I stared into the sky at the helicopter which was
growing smaller and smaller, I watched it dip. At first it was like an airplane
hitting a patch of turbulence, bouncing up and down on the crest of invisible
waves. Then it jerked and fell twenty feet. It straightened and then veered to
the right, as if the pilot was struggling for control.


 


Across from me, the woman with the
long fringe put her hand to her mouth. A sound let her lips. Not quite a gasp,
but the true sound of surprise, which was more of a choking exhalation of
breath. All around me were wide eyes and arched eyebrows. Even Lou stared at
the horizon in concentration.


 


The helicopter wobbled up and down.
It dropped a few feet, straightened up, then dropped again. Suddenly this
didn’t look like turbulence, and I started to feel afraid for the pilot. From
the shaking movements of the chopper it was clear he was losing his battle. Keep
control, I thought.


 


The helicopter plummeted. It happened
in seconds, but felt like it lasted hours. We stood and watched as the
helicopter disappeared from view, no doubt smashing into the ground miles away
from us.


 


The group broke into nervous chatter.
One man looked inexplicably pale, as if he had watched a loved-one fall from
the sky. Gregor Horlock stood at the outskirts of the group, his head taller
than the rest of the crowd. He folded his arms, and he had rolled up his shirt
sleeves rolled up to show tense muscles with veins sticking out against the
skin. He started to walk forward. At first he gently pushed his way through the
crowd, but soon others moved out of the way for him. Some were scared of him, I
knew. Others felt he was a friendly giant. I still didn’t know what to think. 


 


Dead God, you give us back what we
lose. You take away what we love and return it, corrupted. Spare us, Dead God.


 


Even remembering the words chilled
me. What did they mean? It sounded like a religious chant, as though that night
I had caught the butcher in prayer. Religion itself didn’t bother me, but his
choice of deity did. What the hell was the Dead God? Was it the infected?
Stalkers? Later I had heard Ben use the words. I didn’t know if he had even
spent that much time around Gregor, but I didn’t like it.


 


Gregor reached the middle of the
group and then stopped. He folded his arms and looked thoughtfully at the sky.
His lips moved as he repeated words that I couldn’t hear.


 


“So Kyle,” said Lou. “What do you
think of that?”


 


The question of leaving camp was cast
aside amid the excited murmurings about helicopters and governments. Fingers
pointed in the air and traced the helicopters route and guessed where it had
landed. Others looked south and threw guesses at the helicopters origins. Was
it Birmingham? London? Further afield? France or Belgium maybe?


 


The question that few seemed to ask
was the most important one. As I pondered it, a few people approached me.
Charlie was there, with Ben at his side. The scientist ruffled Ben’s hair with
his good hand. Mel stood with her thumbs wedged in her pockets, tipping back
and forward on the heels of her boots and driving them into the mud. Lou had
zipped up her jacket so that her tattoos were covered. She was doing that a lot
these days, as though she permanently had a chill.


 


I scanned the crowd around us. Gregor
stood motionless in the middle, his body still but his lips moving with silent
words. Reggie was talking to a worried-looking older woman who I recognised as
one of our foragers. The only person I couldn’t see was Darla.


 


“In my opinion,” began Charlie.


 


“Time for chemistry 101,” said Lou.


 


Charlie shook his head as if he had
heard something preposterous. “I used to study renewable energy for the
government, and before that I was a clinical scientist. It’s got nothing to do
with chemistry.”


 


“It all sounds like the same old
boring crap to me. Theories, theories, theories.”


 


“That’s because you didn’t listen in
school,” said the scientist.


 


Lou scowled. “Maybe not. But I used
to go to judo classes. I can show you, if you like?”


 


I held my hand out. “Cut out the
bullshit. Charlie, tell me what you’re thinking.”


 


The scientist pulled his hand away
from Ben’s hair. He went to fold his arms across his chest, but then stopped.
With only one good arm, folding them wasn’t an option anymore.


 


“This is going to sound farfetched,
but the best ideas always do. The idea that penicillin could be made from
mouldy bread, for instance. Had that been suggested before Fleming, you would
have been laughed out of the country.”


 


It was starting to get cold and dark.
We were approaching the season where daylight left us earlier and earlier,
exposing us to longer nights where unseen shapes prowled. Something was out
there, watching and waiting. We didn’t have time to waste.


 


“Get to the point,” I said.


 


Charlie took a breath. He seemed to
be mentally stripping what he was about to say, as if he had a speech prepared
and was being asked to edit it on the spot. Finally he spoke.


 


“I think someone knows we are here.
And that they are advanced. And despite knowing where we are, they are content
to observe us, rather than help us. In short, I think we are being watched.”


 


I took a few seconds to process the
words. The idea that there was a settlement which had managed to stay
relatively advanced was something I had thought of before. If Victoria kept
Bleakholt running with schools and farms and generators, then surely there was
another settlement which had thrived through the apocalypse. The idea that I
hadn’t contemplated, though, was that they might not want to help others.


 


“Then why fly over us in a
helicopter?” I said. “If they just want to watch but don’t want to say hello,
there are subtler modes of surveillance.”


 


“I think that whoever it was has
known about us for a while. They’ve watched us, and they know we’re not a
threat. So they can afford to fly overhead and look at us even closer, and they
don’t care if we know it.”


 


“This is all getting a bit X-files,”
said Lou. “Are you talking about aliens?”


 


A smirk bent on the corners of
Charlie’s lips. The scientist must have realised that Lou could easily knock
him to the floor, because the expression vanished.


 


“I’m not suggesting that it’s E.T. I
mean a settlement of people out there who are doing a good deal better than we
are, and are probably sizing us up.”


 


Ben sat down in the muddy field with
his legs crossed. He pressed his right cheek against his palm and stared into
the ground. Mel stopped pivoting in the mud and pulled her thumbs from her
jeans. I saw that her nails were still lined with dried blood. She must have
been butchering that morning. Either that, or she just didn’t care about
washing any more.


 


“Whoever it is, it seems pretty clear
to me,” I said. “The helicopter crashed and we need to go and find out what
happened. I need to know where it came from, and what they want. I need to know
if they can help us. Less than an hour ago most of the people here were ready
to leave camp and split up. This has bought us some time.”


 


“I would exercise caution,” said
Charlie.


 


I patted the knife on my belt. “The
apocalypse is sixteen years old, and I’m staring at the wrong side of my
forties. If I didn’t know how to be careful, I wouldn’t even have got this far.”


 


Lou was staring into the distance
toward the helicopter. Although we couldn’t see it through the miles of hills
that blocked it, it was obvious where it had gone down. Lou turned to me.


 


“My dad once took me out on a helicopter.
It was one of those gift card things, you know? An experience day.  My old man
got it for his birthday, and he decided he’d take me along. Thing is, I hated
heights, and the old bastard knew it. I begged him not to take me, but he just
laughed and said I needed to get over it.”


 


Her eyes looked clouded, and the skin
on her forehead was wrinkled. The breeze blew a greasy lock of hair out of
position so that it twisted in front of her face. She swept it back with her
hand, and when she brought her hand away from her face, her eyes seemed clear
again.


 


“I know Scotland,” she said. “Grey
Fume is in that direction, and it’s the biggest town in miles. Odds are the
helicopter was headed there for something. Problem is, we don’t know how close
it got. I’m all for finding the helicopter, but I don’t want to get to Grey
Fume.”


 


“It won’t be so bad if we’re
careful,” said Mel.


 


Lou shook her head. “Being careful
means not taking risks. And going near a town is a risk. Hell, there are a few other
places on the way there that I wouldn’t go within a mile of either. Only
exception I’d make is supply runs, and you know how carefully we plan them.”


 


Charlie spoke. “Logic tells us that
this field, despite offering resources, isn’t safe if stalkers are getting to
us.”


 


“We’ve been over this, Charlie. We
looked for the nests. I used to think it was stalkers too, but where the hell
are they hiding?” I said.


 


“The one thing we can’t do, is
nothing,” said Lou.


 


We discussed things for an hour. It
was late afternoon, and the daylight slipped away and the sky darkened around
us. Everyone agreed that we couldn’t just ignore the helicopter, we had to go
and find it. The question was, who would go? The camp was on a delicate
balance, and a strong hand was needed to keep it steady.


 


“I’ll stay here,” I said. “I can’t
leave the camp to Darla. She was close to getting her way today, and it’s only
the helicopter that stopped her leaving. Besides, I need to look after Ben. And
I’m getting old.”


 


“You have to go, Kyle. You’re the
most experienced person here. Nobody has spent as much time in the Wilds as you
have,” said Mel.


 


“So maybe I’ve earned a break.”


 


I looked at the faces around me and
searched for agreement, but I found none.


 


“Sorry Kyle,” said Charlie. “I think
that if anyone is going, they’ll need your help.”


 


“Damn it,” I said. “What about Ben?”


 


“I’ll look after him,” said Charlie.


 


“No. I need you with us. We might
find the pilot alive, and if so, he’s gonna be hurt pretty bad.”


 


“I’m not a doctor,” said the
scientist.


 


“And I’m not Indiana Jones, but we’ll
have to make do.”


 


Mel bent down next to Ben and patted
his shoulder.


 


“I’ll come on the trip. And we can
bring him. I’ll look after him.”


 


I thought about it. I didn’t like the
idea, but I couldn’t think of a single alternative. The fact was that we had to
go and find the crash site no matter what. It was the first real hint of
civilisation in years, so were we really going to turn it down?


 


“Fine,” I agreed. “Who knows. Maybe
we’ll find Justin out there.”


 


As soon as I said the words, I felt a
pang of sadness in my chest. I pictured my friend back in the Battle of
Bleakholt. The look of resolve on his face as he told us about his plan. I
remembered watching him walking across the battle field toward the infected.
What had gone through his mind then? Did he think he was going to die?


 


At hearing Justin’s name, Mel’s face
turned.


 


“Damn it Kyle, I couldn’t care less
about him.”


 


Part of me wanted to drop everything,
right there and then, and just go and find Justin. My friend was out there,
somewhere. There were times when I thought about walking away from camp so that
I could search for him, but my responsibilities wouldn't let me.


 


“What about Billy?” said Lou.


 


It was a name I hadn’t heard in a
while, and it caught me by surprise.


 


“What about him?” I said.


 


“Maybe he’s out there.”


 


“He’s dead.”


 


In the battle of Bleakholt, Billy had
driven away on a quad bike with a group of stalkers in tow. The stalkers had
appeared during the middle of the battle, and there was no way we could have
fought them at the same time as the infected. Billy had decided to lead them
away, using himself as bait. I sometimes wondered what happened to him. 


 


I guessed that he drove the quad as
far as he could with the stalkers in tow. Sooner or later the fuel tank had
emptied and the engine had spluttered. The bike slowed to a stop, and Billy
gripped the handlebars tighter, the prospect of his imminent death hanging over
him.


 


***


 


We decided to leave that night. We
could have left it until morning, but we knew that time wasn’t a resource we
had in abundance. After much discussion, the finally group was selected. We
needed a mixture of skills if we were going into the Wilds. Even though I
wasn’t happy with some of the choices, I knew that they were necessary. The
final group was me, Lou, Mel, Charlie, Ben, Reggie and finally, Gregor Horlock.


 


“No way am I taking him,” I had said,
when Melisa made her suggestion.


 


“He used to be in the army, Kyle,”
she said. “He’s got useful skills. Don’t just dismiss him because you don’t
like him. The meat might smell bad, but if it tastes okay then you eat it.”


 


“What the hell does that mean?”


 


“It’s one of Gregor’s sayings.”


 


“Jesus.”


 


Later that night, a mile away from
camp, we walked in silence toward the hills in the horizon. Somewhere east of
us was the Quarryman’ Secret, the pub Kendal and I had passed. To our west were
the Grey Basin woods. The legends of the countryside were silly in the
daylight, but at night the idea of murderous husbands and cannibal tribes was
all too plausible.


 


I turned and looked at the camp we
had left behind, and I watched a small bonfire flicker against the night sky. I
wondered what I would come back to, if I even came back at all. All I could
wish for was that we would find the helicopter, and return with some kind of
hope.
















Chapter
12


 


“I used to play guitar,” said Lou. 


 


She was sat on a rock that, if you
squinted enough, was in the shape of a hippo. She had taken off her boots and
socks and was massaging her right foot. Her skin was wrinkled. A few hours
earlier she had stood in a puddle that had reached up to her ankle. 


 


“And the first few weeks were a
bitch,” she carried on. “After a while my hands were covered in callouses. I
thought it was bad then, but this is worse. I didn’t think you could get them
on your feet.”


 


“Jesus. Quit moaning,” said Mel. She
was stood straight, with her shoulders back.


 


I couldn’t help notice the difference
in the two women. Just a year ago, Mel was inexperienced in the Wilds. Lou made
a point of showing everyone that she was alright on her own and didn’t need
anyone’s help or support. Skip forward a year and a change had taken place. It
wasn’t like Lou had become a beacon of light, but she had mellowed a little.
She moaned more about the hardships we faced, which reminded us that she was
human. Not so long ago, she would have bottled things up until she burst.


 


Lou picked up a small stone from
beside her and lobbed it at Mel’s head. Mel ducked out of the way.


 


“I’ve been thinking of learning an
instrument,” said Charlie. Before setting out he had taken off his lab coat in
favour of a green raincoat. His curly hair was so long now that it reached down
to the hood.


 


Gregor turned to look at him, but he
didn’t say anything. The gigantic butcher had hardly said a word in the hours
since we had left camp.


 


“Yeah,” Charlie carried on. “Always
fancied myself as a bit of a drummer.”


 


He mimed playing drums with his right
arm, and then looked down at the stump of his left arm, twisting his face in
exaggerated confusion. The he stopped and looked around expectantly, waiting
for laughs that didn’t come. Mel gave chuckle out of pity. Lou shook her head,
turned away from him and massaged her feet. Only Ben laughed properly.


 


“Tough audience,” said Charlie.
“Guess I can delete drumming and stand-up comedy from my CV.”


 


“Cross science off too,” said Lou.


 


“Sorry?”


 


“What good have you actually done us?
I mean, you’ve been holed up in your lab doing God knows what, and there’s feck
all to show for it.”


 


“Now now,” I said.


 


We hadn’t been in the best of moods
since we had left camp, but the last hour had been particularly tough. We had
reached a grouping of hills fifty feet tall. It was possible to walk around
them but it would have added hours to the journey, so we decided to tackle them
head on. My calves burned after scaling the hills. Looking at the rest of the
group, it seemed like they all felt it too. The going was particular rough on
Charlie, who had to stop in what seemed like every few minutes to catch his breath.


 


The path ran straight once we cleared
the hills. There was a single-lane road close to us which led to the nearby
towns of Larkton and Grey Fume. Larkton had been a town of thirty-thousand
people. It was famous for being the home of Larkton cheese, a mild cheddar that
was shipped across the country. Grey Fume, before the outbreak, was a grim
place where few people settled. It had a population that was overwhelmingly
old, with most of the adults nearing retirement age and their children leaving
for the cities as soon as they got the chance.


 


As we got nearer to the towns we
began to see more infected. Ragged groups of dead bodies walking across the
fields and roads, loose flesh hanging off their frail figures. We avoided them
for the most part and only killed those who got too close, but as sightings of
them grew, I became uneasy.


 


We came to a stone bridge. It hung
over a brook that trickled for miles through the countryside, eventually
joining a river. I stopped and leaned against the grey stone. Charlie, seeing
his chance, sat on the wall and took deep breaths. Lou shifted her rucksack on
her back. She held a quarter of our provisions in her bag, and I wondered what
else she had packed. Had she brought her book with her?  Walking in the
countryside used to be a calming experience, but I wouldn’t have blamed Lou if
she needed her anxiety book.


 


I took a bottle of water out of my
jacket pocket. The liquid had a pale yellow tint to it, but we had boiled all
of our water, so I knew it was safe to drink.


 


“This is going to be trouble. We’re
getting closer to Grey Fume than I’d like, and the infected are making me
twitchy.”


 


“We could take a diversion. Cut a
route a few miles wide and skip the towns,” said Mel.  She had been quiet so
far, only talking to share words of encouragement with Ben. The boy seemed to
prefer Charlie’s company, and tried to hoist himself up onto the bridge so that
he could sit next to the scientist.


 


Reggie was on the opposite side of
the bridge, a few feet away, with his back to us. He stared into the distance.
When he turned round, his face was neutral, as though all the emotion had been
sucked out of him.


 


“I went to Grey Fume once. We were
trying to buy out a solicitor practice. The owner was a snake, I’ll always
remember him. He promised us one day that we could look over his books. Then
the next day, the filing room had mysteriously flooded and all their papers
were ruined.”


 


“What was your job?” I said.


 


“It was boring,” said Reggie. “Take a
guess.”


 


I looked at his face. So long after
the outbreak, it was impossible to tell what people used to do. In the old days,
people worked their jobs so long that they became them. Postman had broad
shoulders and muscled calves. Office workers had slouched shoulders and weary
looks. You were your job. Now, I couldn’t tell what people were.


 


“I bet you were in insurance,” I
said.


 


“He looks more like an accountant,”
said Lou.


 


Reggie gave a smile, but there was no
humour in it.


 


“Thanks, guys. The most boring jobs ever.
That’s how you see me, is it?”


 


“Well it’s kind of hard to tell,” I
said. “Hell, you could have been a boxer for all I know.”


 


Reggie coughed. “I worked for a
merger company. We were vultures, really. We looked for businesses that were on
the edge of failing. You know, those little family run businesses where they
spend decades just staying afloat. Well, we looked for the ones who were
falling apart, and we stepped in and bought them for a fraction of what they
were worth. We used to take decades of good, honest work and pay them pennies
for it.”


 


“We all did that we had to do, back
then,” I said.


 


Gregor, at the edge of the group,
stretched his muscled arms into the air. He wore his guitar on his back, and
the instrument swung as he moved. The rest of us had packed useful provisions;
food, weapons, water. Gregor had deemed his guitar as the only necessary item.


 


“Not much has changed then, lad, has
it?” he said. “You did what you had to do then, and you do it now. Only now it
actually matters. Everything you do make a difference, because it’s keeping you
breathing. Just knowing that should make you feel alive. Me, I’ve never felt
better.”


 


I stood away from the wall.


 


“We need a plan. I’m not comfortable
with this route. I know we’re heading to the helicopter, but the line we’re
taking is bringing us nearer to the towns than I want to be.”


 


“Well, there is one way,” said
Charlie.


 


“Time for clinical science 101,” said
Lou.


 


Charlie grinned. “At least you got my
field right this time. But this has nothing to do with it. This is geography.
Or cartography. Whatever you like to call it. I know a route we can take.”


 


“Go on,” I said.


 


“How’s your history?” said Charlie.


 


Lou shook her head. “I thought Kyle
was the only boring teacher around here. You’re even worse.”


 


“Let the lad speak,” said Gregor.


 


Charlie gave him a stern look. “I’m
not a lad.”


 


“It’s just an expression.”


 


“Anyway,” said Charlie. “There’s a
diversion that avoids the towns. About a mile away from here, the allies dug a
tunnel system under the fields. You see, this entire area was a hotspot for
Scottish World War Two commanders, and one of their control centres was based
nearby. They dug tunnels into the fields so that the Axis couldn’t spot them in
air raids. It will let us skip the towns, but it’s not exactly safe.”


 


“As long as nobody is claustrophobic,
we’ll be fine,” said Mel.


 


Lou looked at the ground, but didn’t
say anything. She clenched her jaw.


 


“It’s not phobias that are the
problem,” said Charlie. “The tunnels won’t have been used in decades, and there
damn sure haven’t been maintenance crews keeping them ticking. The whole place
will be fragile.”


 


I put my hand to my chin and felt the
coarse hair on my face. I hadn’t shaved in days.


 


“I’m against it. At least the
infected are a known factor. Underground is another thing entirely. We don’t
know what the hell’s down there. I’ll stick with the danger I know rather than
the one I can’t see.”


 


Gregor shifted the weight of the
guitar on his back. One of the strings gave a squeak as it rubbed against his
shirt.


 


”Scared of the unknown, Kyle?”


 


I shook my head.


 


“Not scared of it. Just sick of it.”
I looked at the rest of the group. “What do you guys think?”


 


“I’ll take dark tunnels over the
undead,” said Mel.


 


“I guess I could cope with it,” said
Reggie.


 


Lou shook her head. “I vote no.”


 


Mel sighed. “But why? If it keeps us
away from the town, surely it’s better?”


 


“Nope,” said Lou.


 


“Care to say why?”


 


“I just don’t think that it’s the
best idea.”


 


“Brilliant explanation,” said Mel. 


 


“Leave the lass alone,” said Gregor. 


 


Lou’s face looked softer. She seemed
less sure of herself than she usually was. Something about the way she looked
disconcerted me, and I felt like we should back off. Besides, I happened to
agree with her this time. The tunnels were just too much of a risk.


 


Mel had her hands on her hips. She
carried a bag that was bigger than Lou’s, and almost as big as mine. It seemed
too heavy for her but if she felt that way, then she didn’t show it.


 


“I’m sorry Lou, but it’s four against
two.”


 


Lou squinted. “Me and Kyle are
against it. You, Charlie and Reggie voted for the tunnels. That’s three versus
two by my count.”


 


“Gregor is with me,” said Mel.
“Aren’t you?”


 


The butcher nodded. 


 


“So,” continued Mel, “If you want to
persuade us not to go that way, you better give a good reason.”


 


Lou threw her bag to the floor. She
gritted her teeth.


 


“I just hate tight spaces, okay? I
think something’s going to happen and I’ll be trapped, or something. Now leave
the hell off.”


 


It was difficult to see her like
this. There was something unsettling about seeing strong people looking
vulnerable. It reminded me of when I was a kid. My dad had always been the
strong, silent type. His word was final, and he always spoke it with
conviction. One night I couldn’t sleep, and I had crept downstairs to see my
mum and dad speaking in hushed voices in the kitchen. Mum was sat in a chair
with rings around her eyes, and dad leaned over with his palms flat against the
table.


 


“I just don’t know what we’re going
to do, Leanne. The savings account is dry. When’s the mortgage due? The eighth?
Hell’s bells.”


 


There was a vulnerability that I had
never seen before, and it seemed to shatter the image that I had of him. For
months after, years even, it had changed the way I looked at him. To hear such
a strong guy look so weak, had filled me with fear.


 


I turned at Lou. I was outvoted, and
I knew it. I tried to make my face seem friendly.


 


“Nothing’s going to happen to you,” I
said.


 


***


 


We found the tunnels a mile and a
quarter away. The entrance was in the middle of a field, a stone staircase cut
into the grass. The mouth was covered with overgrown weeds, and green moss
lined the concrete steps. I could only see a few feet into it, because after
that it melded with the darkness and even daylight couldn’t penetrate it. 


 


We each made sure that we had our
weapons handy. I ordered Ben to stay by my side. He complained that he wanted
to walk next to Charlie, but I was firm. Reggie, Mel and Gregor held kerosene
lamps. I asked Lou to carry one, but she insisted on only holding her crowbar.


 


The tunnels were black and damp. The
darkness was so thick that I could smell it, and it fused with the musty aroma
of the concrete. Water dripped from unseen places and made pattering sounds on
the floor. For a while I turned at every drip, expecting an infected to step
out of the shadows, but I quickly became used to it. The air was cold, but at
the same time it was constricting, as though it was too thick to breathe. When
the Allies had dug the tunnels they hadn’t spared a second to make them seem
welcoming. I wondered if people had been built of sterner stuff back then. 


 


The tunnels followed a straight path.
Charlie said we would have to move through them for a few miles before coming
out at in a field north of Larkton and Grey Fume. 


 


Gregor began to whistle as we walked.
It wasn’t a happy tune. It seemed sombre, like something that should have been
played on a lonely violin. The noise travelled through the tunnels and echoed
off the walls.


 


“What the hell?” said Mel.


 


I snapped my head at her.


 


“Something just moved,” she said.


 


She raised her lamp in front of her.
The flame tussled with the darkness, illuminating the wall on her left. On the
stone, “B12-C” was written in faded black paint. When she moved the lamp and
lit the floor in front of her, I saw what she meant.


 


Scurrying along the floor, close to
the wall as if it was hugging it, was a black rat. Its fur was damp and patchy.
It moved quickly, but stopped every few seconds and turned its little head
toward us. I couldn’t tell if it was wary of us, or if it was turning its head
to make sure we were following it. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the rat
was trying to guide us deeper into the tunnels. Get a grip, I thought.


 


Ben clutched my hand. I felt his
fingers wrap around my palm, so I gave them a squeeze.


 


“Don’t worry buddy,” I said.


 


My words echoed back through the
darkness.


 


Buddy…uddy…uddy.


 


The rat disappeared from view. As we
carried on walking through the black, we all bunched in closer together. It was
like there was an unspoken pact that this place was scary as hell, and that we
needed the reassuring proximity of each other. The only person who didn’t was
Gregor. He walked behind us, a few feet away, not bothering to mute the booming
sounds his big boots made on the concrete.


 


“This isn’t good,” said Charlie,
ahead of me.


 


We all stopped.


 


“What’s going on, doc?” said Mel.


 


Charlie took a few paces forward. He
lifted his lamp, and cast a glow over the tunnel in front of him. He shook his
head, and then took a few steps back. 


 


“We’ve got a problem.”


 


The tunnel ahead of us had caved in,
filling the passage way with tumbled stone. We had passed several points that
split off to the left and the right, but we knew that the path we had to take
was a straight one. Now, it was blocked with so much concrete that we would
never be able to get through.


 


“Maybe we can move it,” said Lou.


 


Charlie shook his head.


 


“I wouldn’t touch it. A system like
this, you don’t know how weak the structure is. You could kick a pebble and
send the whole thing crashing down.”


 


“So what now?” said Mel. As the light
from the lamp shined on her face, I saw that her skin was damp with sweat. I
put my hands to my armpits and felt that they were wet. Maybe it was hotter
down here than I thought.


 


“The tunnel branched off to the right
about ten minutes behind us. We could go back, take the turning, follow it for
a while and then head down the first left turning we see. That should set us on
the path again.”


 


Lou crossed her arms. She held her
crowbar tight in her right hand.


 


“Or we could a wrong turning. Then
another one. Then before you know if we’re stuck here.”


 


“So what do we do then?” I said. “It
seems that the only option we have is go right, or go back. And I don’t want
all this to have been for nothing. We don’t have indefinite supplies; this
wasn’t meant to be a long journey.”


 


“I say we think about this
carefully,” said Charlie.


 


“I say you shut up,” said Lou. Her
voice was tense now.


 


Ben squeezed my hand tighter. It was
good to know that he trusted me. I felt like I was finally living up to my role
as protector.


 


“Come on guys. Settle down. We need
to keep our heads.”


 


A sound boomed out from behind us. I
felt adrenaline rush through me as if it was injected with a needle. I pulled
Ben nearer to me, and with my free hand I grabbed my knife. Mel spun around and
lifted her lamp into the darkness behind us.


 


Gregor stood there, with a rat
squashed under his boot. Relief washed through me.  Then, from the sides of the
tunnel, another black rat scuttled out. Two more joined it. They kept their
distance, looking at us with curiosity.


 


To my right, Reggie shuddered.


 


“Rats,” he said. “Hate them.”


 


“Is there anything you’re not scared
of?” said Mel.


 


Reggie ignored her.


 


“Seriously,” Mel carried on. “Why’d
you come on this trip? You hate stalkers, you can’t handle the infected. And
now rats.”


 


“I’m just as much use as you.” 


 


“Oh, bullshit. You can’t even-”  


 


I held my hand up. 


 


“Quiet a minute.”


 


From somewhere in the distance, deep
in the tunnels, came a sound. It was faint, but seemed to be getting louder. It
sounded like the tide, like water rushing over the concrete floors. Was it
raining outside? Had the tunnels started to flood? Images crossed my mind of a
torrential wave crashing through the darkness, ready to sweep us up and drown
us.


 


As I listened to it, I realised that
the sound wasn’t coming from behind us. It was coming from the darkness ahead,
just beyond the concrete that obstructed our way. It grew louder and louder,
and the hairs on my arms stood up. I realised that it was a flood alright, just
not a flood of water. Something else.


 


“Oh fuck!” shouted Lou.


 


It crossed my mind to tell her to
watch her language in front of Ben. Then I saw the first rat squeeze its way
through the holes in the obstruction ahead. It was followed by another and
another, and soon dozens of furry bodies were squashing their way through the
cave-in. They squirmed through spaces that seemed impossibly tight. Their
clawed limbs guided them over damp stone. Soon the floor in front of us was
writhing with them, a living carpet of dark fur, their squeaks and sequels
echoing in the pitch black.


 


Ben’s fingers trembled against mine.
I heard him make a cry, a sound of fear so involuntary that it sent a chill
through me. 


 


“We need to go. Now.”


 


My words were clipped, my breaths
short. As the dozens of rats became hundreds, we fled through the darkness and
into the tunnels behind us. Our steps were panicked drumbeats that sprang off
the walls. The rats followed behind us, so many of them that it sounded like a
tidal wave chasing us into the abyss.


 


We reached the point where the tunnel
turned.


 


“This way,” I said.


 


“Not straight on?” said Mel, her
voice tense.


 


“We need to lose them.”


 


I gripped Ben’s hand and turned the
corner so quickly I almost flung him around with me. Charlie ran at my side.
Mel and Lou followed, and at the back of the group were Reggie and Gregor. The
rats followed us. The squeaks sounded harsh, as though they shouted threats at
us as they chased us deeper into their lair.


 


My lungs began to burn. The air
turned impossibly stuffy. Ben stumbled and fell to the floor. I bent down and
lifted him up and he put his arms around my shoulders. The bullet-wound scar on
my leg cried out at me and sent pain tearing through my thigh.


 


We followed the tunnel without taking
much care in to making sure we were going the right way. Finally we saw
daylight ahead of us, glowing in the darkness like a halo. Thank god for
that, I thought.


 


“They’re getting closer,” shouted
Lou, her voice breathless.


 


As I got within a few feet of the
exit, there was a crashing sound behind me, followed by a shriek of pain. I
turned around. I didn’t have a lamp of my own so I couldn’t see what had
happened, but I realised that the others were no longer running. I couldn’t
make out their figures in the darkness, but I saw the glows of Mel and Reggie’s
kerosene flames.


 


I ran over to them. When I reached
them I stopped, and cold dread filled me. One of the tunnel walls had caved in
and the stone had tumbled down. Next to it, Lou was on the floor. A concrete
block was on top of her left calf, and it looked like it had crushed right
through the bone.


 


Lou didn’t make a sound. I expected
her to scream or shout, but it was as if shock had already settled over her,
blunting her nerve endings for now so that she could feel it later. If there
was a later.


 


Gregor walked away from us.


 


“They’re coming,” he said.


 


Sure enough we heard the tidal wave
of rats as they rushed towards us. Mel and Reggie set their lamps on the floor.
They each took hold of the rock on Lou’s leg and lifted it. This time Lou did
cry out. Her anguished shout bounced from wall to wall and melded with the
patters of the rats to create a gruesome orchestra.


 


I heard a groaning sound behind me. I
turned around to see a crowd of infected walking down the steps of the tunnel
exit. Daylight slid over their faces and revealed their open mouths and dark
stares. Their features were quickly replaced with black shadows as they moved
further down the steps, toward us.


 


Of all the shitty luck, I thought. Rats on one side,
infected on the other.


 


“This way,” said Charlie. He glanced
at the infected, and his eyes widened.


 


His voice had a tremor to it. He
pointed to his right, to another branching of the tunnel.


 


“She can’t walk,” said Mel, bending
down to Lou.


 


Ahead of me, Reggie gave a shout of
pain. There was a booming sound, and then a horrible, flat squeak as he crushed
a rat under his foot.


 


“Bloody git bit me,” he shouted.


 


I dragged Ben behind me and stopped
above Lou.


 


“Look after him,” I told Charlie.


 


As the rats moved nearer and the
infected closed in from the other side, we lifted Lou to her feet. She gave a
scream of pain as she put her weight on her left leg. With one of her arms over
my shoulder and the other over Mel’s, we carried her to the branching tunnel.
The others followed behind us, and we all fled into the darkness with the
screams of the rats and groans of the infected echoing behind us.
















Chapter
13


 


It seemed like we fled for miles
after we left the tunnel. With Lou unable to run and the rest of us moving on
fumes, we crossed a field, climbed a crumbling wall and skirted around another
field until we reached a building. It was a small barn standing desolate in the
grass, and when we pulled on the doors they resisted against us. It took me,
Mel and Gregor to heave them open.


 


The infected from the tunnels had
pursued us some of the way, but I couldn’t see them now. I knew that they wound
find us eventually, but that was a problem for another time. We went inside the
barn and shut the door. It was dark save from patches of daylight which poured
in through the glass-less windows and a hole in the roof. The floor was muddy
and damp, and there was a foisty smell in the air. In the far left corner there
was a sleeping bag, but the mold that had grown on the fabric indicated that
whoever had used it was long gone. Next to the bag was a copy of an old horror
paperback. On the cover was a demonic-looking child stood in a doorway, dark
shadows gathering behind her. The paper of the pages had curled from the damp
in the air.


 


We put Lou on the floor, directly
under the stream of daylight which bled down from the roof. I knelt beside her
and felt my heartbeat begin to level out. Lou’s face was the colour of snow. Her
eyelids were half shut, making her look like she was waking from sleep. I
traced my gaze across her face, down over her jacket, stopping when I saw her
legs. I couldn’t help a quick intake of breath.


 


Ben stood next to me. He was crying.
I looked up at Mel.


 


“Take him over there, will you?”


 


She gave a nod and led the boy to an
overturned bathtub near the door. She made him sit down and then took her place
next to him. She drew him close to her.


 


“It’s okay,” she said.


 


Ben tried to get up. 


 


“Charlie,” he said.


 


Mel drew him back down.


 


“Charlie’s busy.”


 


The scientist joined me beside Lou.
His hair looked thicker, and it stuck out in curls. He saw me staring at him.


 


“It frizzes in the humidity,” he
said. “At school they used to call me Brian May.”


 


“Brian May?” said Mel.


 


“You know. The guy from Queen.”


 


“Bet you got all the girls.”


 


Charlie scratched the back of his
neck and then looked at the floor.


 


“Yeah, well, not quite…”


 


Reggie paced back and forth on the
muddy floor. His eyes were serious. The bruise had gone now, but he still had
dark rings under his eyelids. He held one hand in the other, rubbing the skin
between his finger and thumb.


 


“Can we focus?” he said. He winced in
pain.


 


“What’s wrong with your hand?” I
said.


 


“Bloody rat bit me in the tunnel. I
told you it was a bad idea going in there.”


 


“No you didn’t,” said Charlie. “Make
sure you wash the bite.”


 


Gregor walked across the room. He
stopped in front of a ladder which led to a wooden platform suspended above us.
There didn’t seem to be much up there except a dark shape which might have
started as a hay bale, but after sixteen years untouched was a tangled mess.
Gregory climbed up the ladder. At first I wondered if it would hold his weight.
The last thing we needed was for someone else to get injured.


 


Lou moaned. She moved her head to the
left, and opened her eyes.


 


“I feel sick,” she said.


 


“Mel, hand me my rucksack,” said
Charlie.


 


Mel passed the bag to the scientist.
He rummaged through it, finally pulling out a plastic packet with a
yellow-brown powder mixture in the bottom.


 


“What’s that?” I said.


 


Charlie shook the bag.


 


“Willow bark, turmeric and cloves.”


 


Lou tried to sit up but the effort
was too much for her.


 


“Are we making a casserole?” she said.
She didn’t so much speak the words, as sigh them. She leaned her head back
against the ground.


 


Charlie knelt beside her. He swept
the edge of his coat away from his knee. His joints cracked as he got closer to
the ground.


 


“You should take up yoga,” Lou sighed.
“What’s the powder for?”


 


“Natural pain remedies. We don’t
exactly have a pharmacy round here. Chew some of this. It will taste bitter,
but it’s worth it.”


 


Lou chewed some of the mixture. She
grimaced, and then coughed. I could smell the cloves in the air; they were
sour, and sharp enough to cut through the aroma of damp. I looked at my friend
and I started to worry.  I had tried to avoid staring at her leg, but it drew
my gaze.


 


Her left calf was a mess. Her shin
bone had been snapped by the rock which had fallen on her, making the bottom of
her leg sit in a grotesque shape. Even worse, a jagged fragment of bone had
pierced the skin. The bleeding had stopped, but her calf was covered crimson.


 


With a delicate touch, Charlie
inspected the wound. He tried to push Lou’s jeans up her calf, but when he got
near the wound, she flinched. Charlie put his hand to his forehead and stared
at her. The wooden treads above me groaned under the weight of Gregor’s boots
as he walked across the platform.


 


Charlie stood up and walked away from
Lou. He stopped by the door of the barn. Daylight peeped in through the slats
and cast bright lines on his face.


 


“Kyle,” he said.


 


I joined him by the door. Next to us,
on the bathtub, Mel and Ben watched. Charlie stepped closer to me. As he spoke
to me in a hushed tone, I smelled the cloves from the bag in his hand. It
reminded me of all the times I had tried, and failed, to make decent jerk
chicken for Clara and me. After the fifth failed attempt, no doubt wanting to
protect my ego, Clara had told me she was allergic to cloves.


 


“Must be a new allergy. It’s not your
cooking, I swear.”


 


I didn’t really believe her, but it
was convenient to pretend that I did. It meant that I could stop trying to
perfect a dish that just wasn’t my forte. I never forgot it though. I wasn’t
the kind of guy who liked to admit defeat.


 


“What do we do?” I said. We were
already in unspoken agreement that things had gone wrong.


 


“It’ll get infected for sure if we
don’t treat it. She could even lose her leg.”


 


Ben’s eyes widened. I was going to
ask Mel to take him somewhere else, but there was nowhere else to go. I felt
trapped. After being in the tunnels and now holed up in the barn, I completely
understood Lou’s claustrophobia.


 


“So what now?” I said.


 


“We need to try and set the break.”


 


We made Lou chew some more of the
pain remedy. At one point she looked like she was going to be sick, so I tipped
some water into her mouth. She took one gulp, swallowed it, but then spluttered
when I tipped more in.


 


“This is going to hurt,” I said, “But
it’ll be okay.” I didn’t know who I was trying to reassure; myself, or Lou.


 


I took hold of her leg. My hands
shook, and I kept looking at her face to see if she flinched. 


 


“Do it quickly,” said Charles.
“Quickly but carefully.”


 


There were more footsteps overhead as
Gregor walked over the platform. Reggie paced back and forth, sliding his boots
along the mud. Mel held Ben close to her, but she didn’t take her gaze away
from Lou. Sounds came from outside the barn and at first I thought it was the
infected. Listening more intently, I realised it was just the wind.


 


I held her leg. I started to move it,
but Lou cried out in agony. Her face turned even paler.


 


“I can’t do it,” I said. “Look at
her. She’s in agony.”


 


“I’m fine,” spat Lou. Even her lips
were losing colour.


 


I grabbed her leg again, but as soon
as I touched her she shrieked in pain. I moved away from her.


 


“There’s got to be another way,” I
said, standing up.


 


Reggie stopped pacing.


 


“Sure. Just take her to A and E.”


 


“You’re not helping,” I told him.


 


“And you’d know all about help,
wouldn’t you?”


 


The words left his mouth and then
hung in the air. They seemed to take on weight as we all thought about what
they meant. The words were sharp, and I felt the sting of them more than
anyone. I knew exactly what Reggie was saying.


 


Mel gently pushed Ben away from her.


 


“For God’s sake,” she said.


 


She walked across the barn and knelt
by Lou. 


 


“I’ll do it.”


 


I turn my head toward Ben. 


 


“Look away,” I told him.


 


He shook his head. “No.”


 


“Look away, Ben. You can’t watch
this.”


 


“I don’t have to listen to you.”


 


Mel held Lou’s leg. She took a deep
breath. She had steely look in her eyes. In one swift motion she pushed on the
leg, and there was a sickening crack as the bone slid into place. Lou screamed
out, put her hand in her mouth and bit down on it until blood welled on the
skin.


 


“We need a splint,” said Charlie.


 


Reggie rushed around the barn until
he found a piece of wood. He held it out to the scientist, who turned it over
in his hand.


 


“Before we do anything else, we
better disinfect the wound.”


 


Lou’s cries of pain turned into sobs,
and then faded away as she choked them back. Ben looked away. I sensed he
wasn’t doing it because I told him to, but because he couldn’t stand the scene.
His outburst had reminded me once again what a lousy guardian I had been. He
was right; he didn’t have to listen to me.


 


“How do we disinfect it?” I said.


 


“Here,” said a voice from above us.


 


Gregor leaned over the wooden
railing. He had something in his hand.


 


“Catch.”


 


He tossed it toward me, and I caught
it. It was a three-quarters empty bottle of Bell’s whiskey. Charlie took it off
me, and then turned toward Lou. He unscrewed the cap and took a sniff. He
brought the bottle to his lips and let some of the liquid drop onto his tongue.
He closed his eyes. When he re-opened them, he kept his gaze on Lou.


 


“This is going to hurt,” he said.


 


***


 


Hours later, we still hadn’t seen the
infected. Daylight no longer poured through the hole in the roof. Silver
moonlight streaked in through the slats in the barn door and cast lines on the
floor. Somewhere, maybe miles away, an owl shrieked.


 


We bundled our bags together and took
out anything with an edge so that we could give Lou a makeshift bed. I covered
her with my coat. I wished that we had brought our sleeping bags, but we had
decided not to take them because we couldn’t afford the extra weight. This was
to be a quick journey, and if we slept in our coats we would have been warm
enough since the Scottish winter hadn’t quite taken hold yet.


 


Charlie leaned back against a wooden
beam which reached up and supported the roof. Ben was stretched on the floor
next to him. Mel sat next to Lou with her hand on her forehead. The two women
had never been good friends, but Mel seemed to have taken Lou’s injury to
heart. Reggie stood at the door of the barn and peered through the slats to the
darkened fields outside. 


 


“So what now?” said Mel? “Do we go
back?”


 


“It’s clear we can’t go on. She needs
medical attention,” said Charlie.


 


I stood with my arms crossed. Without
my coat to shield me from it, the breeze smothered my skin. I walked around the
barn to keep warm. In the corner I saw a rusted rake resting against the wall
and next to it was a wheelbarrow filled with bricks.


 


“What about the helicopter? If
someone’s alive, we need to get to them.”


 


Mel leaned forward. “And how about
Lou? You know, your friend? She needs help.”


 


Reggie turned away from the door. His
face was haggard.


 


“I hate to break this to you. But we
don’t exactly have five star medical facilities back in camp. She won’t be much
better off there.”


 


“And if we go back now,” I said,
“there might not be a camp for much longer.”


 


Lou stirred on her bed. She hadn’t
opened her eyes for hours, but her chest rose and fell as she slept. I hated
seeing her like this. She had always been the strong one, and it didn’t seem
right for her to be so weak. I knew she needed help but at the same time,
Reggie was right. There was nothing at camp that could help her. Charlie was
the only one with a slight amount of medical knowledge, and he was here with
us.


 


I knew that we had to go on. If we
went back empty handed, then the people would side with Darla. They would start
to leave camp in groups, and most of them would find nothing on the road but
death. There was more at stake than just one person, and going back now would
have made a mockery of Lou’s injury. It would have meant that she had suffered
it for nothing.


 


“What if we make her a crutch?” I said.


 


Mel shook her head.


 


“It’ll be a couple of days before she
can walk . Even then, she’d still be going at a snail’s pace.”


 


“I could stay with her,” said Reggie.
“You guys could press on, find the helicopter.”


 


I rubbed my head. There was no sweat
this time, but my skin felt cold. 


 


“I don’t know.”


 


Reggie walked up to me. When he
stopped in front of me, I saw how bloodshot his eyes were. His hair was so
greasy I could smell it.


 


“Just leave me some food. I have my
knife, and if we’re quiet and keep the barn closed, we’ll be fine.”


 


I thought about what to do. More than
anything I wanted Lou to be okay, but I knew that I had to find the helicopter.
I felt like it was the most important thing any of us could do. As I considered
the options, I heard the twang of guitar strings. Above us, Gregor picked at
his guitar and played a maudlin tune.


 


I turned toward Lou.


 


“Wake her up,” I told Mel.


 


“But Kyle…”


 


“Just wake her up.”


 


Mel put her hand on Lou’s shoulder
and softly shook her. After a few seconds Lou stirred, and then her eyelids
flickered. When she opened her eyes there was a lost look in them, as though
she didn’t know where she was or how she had gotten there. Then she looked down
at her leg, and recollection flooded back.


 


“We need to ask you something,” I
told her.


 


Lou moaned.


 


“We don’t know what to do, Lou. I
mean, we have a plan. But it means you staying here with Reggie. And I wanted
to know what you thought, because I won’t leave you unless you’re okay with
it.”


 


Lou turned her head toward me, but
her eyes were unfocussed. She opened her mouth to speak.


 


“Ugh. Kyle, I don’t-” 


 


Her head dropped back onto the bag
beneath her. Mel put the back of her hand on Lou’s head.


 


“She’s burning up.”


 


I turned my head toward Charlie.


 


“She must be infected,” he said.


 


On hearing the word infected,
Reggie’s head snapped toward the scientist. His hand reached for his knife. The
movement was slow and instinctive, and when he recognised he was doing it, he
pulled his hand away.


 


“I don’t mean that kind of infection,”
said Charlie. “Her leg. There’s a reason they don’t just pour whiskey over a
wound and then call it a day. It isn’t exactly medicinal.” Then he looked at
me. “We need to get her some antibiotics. There’s no two ways about it.”


 


“Where from?” said Reggie.


 


“You’re not going to like it,” said
Charlie.


 


I nodded. I knew what he was going to
say. “From town.”


 


Charlie nodded. “A pharmacy in one of
the towns will have them. They’re probably years out of date by now, but we don’t
have much of a choice. It’s either the antibiotics or…”


 


“Or what?”


 


“She could lose the leg.”


 


I didn’t like the idea of going to
town, but it was clear that I couldn’t just stay idle. I had already chopped
off Charlie’s arm, so I didn’t like the idea of being responsible for Lou losing
a leg. There was no other choice.


 


“Okay,” I said. “But only two of us
will go. I don’t want to get there and attract the wrong attention. The rest of
you will stay here.”

















 


 


 Chapter
14


 


Sometimes it took going near a town
to remember what we used to have and how our lives used to be. Among the oak
and willow trees, the swaying grass and cresting hills, it was easy to forget
about the machine-driven smog and  commercialisation of our old lives. It had
been sixteen years since I’d held money in my hands, yet my palms didn’t feel
empty for its absence. I never carried a wallet anymore and I never worried
about bills.


 


I turned to Mel. We were the only
ones going to town and we were comfortable, both with each other and with our
silence.


 


“Can I ask you something?” I said.


 


“Sure Kyle.”


 


“I was just thinking how long it’s
been since we had to carry money. More than sixteen years. But even after all
this time, for some damn reason I still remember the pin number for my bank
card. Do you still remember yours?”


 


She arched her eyebrows. “I was,
like, eight when the outbreak happened. I didn’t even get pocket money, let
alone a debit card.”


 


A brown sign welcomed us to Larkton
and informed us that its population was thirty thousand and that it was twinned
with a town in France. Your population isn’t thirty thousand anymore, I
thought.


 


“Eight. That’s rough. I forget what
it’s like for people like you. At least I had something of a life. I was
married, I had a career. You barely had time to learn long division.”


 


“Yeah, well, that’s how things go. I
spent fifteen years of the outbreak terrified and one year getting stronger.”


 


“How so?” I said.


 


“That’s when I met you and Justin.”


 


“What about your parents? Back then,
I mean.”


 


She put her hands in her pockets and
looked at the floor as he spoke.


 


“You’re getting awfully talkative.”


 


“What can I say? I’m becoming a
people person.”


 


“My mum lived in Tenerife, so I don’t
know what the hell happened to her,” said Mel. “Dad was fifty five when it all
started. He was old as dad’s go, and not really in the best of health. He
passed away a couple of years into the outbreak when we lived in the government
camp just outside of Newcastle. Lucky it was nature that got him, and not the
infected.”


 


We passed the ‘Welcome to Larkton’
sign. The air changed once we properly stepped into the town. It became heavier
somehow, as if it was weighed down with things that you didn’t find in the wide
open fields. It was the smell of crumbling buildings, of infected collapsed in
doorways, and long-dried blood smeared on the pavement. The only sign of life
was a dog as it scurried down the street in front of us. We walked the road
which led into the centre of the town. The centre was usually the target of our
scavenging trips, but I wanted to avoid it today. The whole point of only two
of us coming to Larkton was that we would be able to sneak through.


 


In the distance, rising above the
slanted roofs of the shops and houses, were the twin chimneys of the Larkton
cheese factory. They were dirty and grey and stood fifty feet tall. There would
once have been a constant stream of smoke drifting from the tops, but now they
stood silent, like sentinels watching over the town.


 


We walked slowly down the right-hand
side of the road. Mel looked across the road to our left and kept on watch for
infected. I scanned the shops to our right. It was all too easy for an infected
to be lurking in a doorway or on a street corner. Once they saw us, it would
take just seconds for them to grow hungry.


 


“Hang on,” I said. “Check this out.”


 


We stopped in front of the window of
a shop named Express Newsagents. The glass was covered in dust. There didn’t
look to be anything useful in the shop itself, since chocolate biscuits and
milk didn’t fare so well sixteen years into the apocalypse. I bent down to my
knees and felt a faint pain in the scar on my leg.


 


Halfway down the window there were
little index cards. Each of them was written in different handwriting, some
printed, some ornate and slanted. The ink was black, red and blue. 


 


For sale: Trampoline, 2 years old,
10ft. Collection only. Call Tom and Heather on XXXXX.


 


Wanted: Owners for four Schnauzer
pups. Free to a good home.


 


There were cards advertising every
aspect of people’s lives, from baby cots for sale to funerals with an open
invite. Most of them had gone unfulfilled as the outbreak started and the world
began to end. It just seemed so pointless. At one point, the focus of Tom and
Heather’s life had been the sale of a used trampoline. It was probably in their
back garden now, collecting rain and growing moss, while Tom and Heather were
either dead or infected.


 


Mel stood above me and read out the
headlines from pages of Larkton Evening News which were stuck onto the glass.


 


“Vigil held for missing girl,” she read.
“Hundreds of residents attended a vigil outside Mount Hope church to pray for
the healthy return of Gilly Moss, six.” She looked at me. “That’s all I can
read, the rest is covered in crap.”


 


“We better go,” I said.


 


It all seemed so empty. It was easy
to forget sometimes that life had stopped dead while we were in the middle of
it. People were selling trampolines, finding homes for puppies, holding vigils
for missing girls. Then everything had been uprooted.


 


I leaned forward and read more of the
index cards. I knew that we had to leave, but it was addictive to scan over
them and see what people wanted  and what was happening in the world back then.


 


As I read, a face appeared against
the window. Its skin was falling away from its cheeks. Its eyes were bloodshot.
It stared at me and snarled, and its teeth were so brown that I could almost
smell its foul breath through the glass.


 


The shock of it made me fall back
onto the pavement. In a second I had straightened up again and grabbed my
knife. I got to my feet, and from inside the shop the infected got to its feet
too, following my movements like a decayed mirror image. It raised its hands
and pounded on the glass, its fist making a dull thud on the double glazed
windows.


 


“That’s our cue to leave,” I said.


 


We walked down the street away from
the thudding. I hoped that nothing around us heard it. I couldn’t see any
infected, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. Far down the road, a brown
speck against the grey concrete, the stray dog stopped. It looked at us for a
second, and then went on its way. 


 


We took the first right turning that
we could find. It led to a back street, and the rear yards of the town shops
looked onto it. There were wheelie bins lined up next to each gate, all of them
waiting for a rubbish collection that would never come.


 


“Let’s cut down here,” said Mel.
“Better we avoid the main street.”


 


I nodded, and we walked down the
grime-covered backstreet. The air was unwholesome, and I felt like I was
breathing in moss or mould. We followed the path and went by an old Chinese
takeaway, a haberdashery and a solicitor’s office. I wondered if it was the
solicitor’s office that Reggie had once been sent to buy, but then I remembered
that the office he told us about had been in Grey Fume, not Larkton.


 


“Think they’re all okay at the barn?”
I said.


 


“Sure. Everyone’s there,” said Mel. 


 


“I’m worried about Lou.”


 


“I know, Kyle. But you’ve done
everything you can. You’re here, aren’t you? Let’s get her the antibiotics and
get the hell out of here. The smell is giving me a headache.”


 


Soon the only way to progress was to
go back onto the main road, so we left the dingy rear street and re-joined it.
The clouds had started to spit at us and the concrete flags of the pavement
were dotted with little splatters of rain. The pharmacy was five minutes away
on the opposite side of the road, on a left turning at the edge of the main
street.


 


As were about to walk toward it, I
saw movement in the corner of my eye. I felt on edge. I put my palm around the handle
of my knife on my belt, and I stepped back against the wall of the building
behind me. I crouched down. Next to me, Mel followed suit. Neither of us spoke,
but I could hear her breaths coming quicker.


 


The movement came from behind us, on
the opposite side of the street. A figure dressed in black stepped out of a
side street. I could tell straight away that it was a person rather than an
infected. His movements were deliberate and fluid. He paused for a second to
zip up his black jacket to his chin. He wore a hood over his head, so the only
thing I could tell about him was that his face was pasty white.


 


I wondered what to do. Should we
approach him? My natural caution held me back, though I knew that anyone who
could walk through a town on their own was someone who was gifted at survival.
Maybe that was the kind of person we needed.


 


The figure turned in our direction.
He seemed to look at us for a split second, and then his gaze passed over us.


 


“Did he see us?” whispered Mel.


 


I held a finger in the air. I waited,
but the figure didn’t move. Then, without warning, he bolted into a run down
the high street. As I wondered whether to call out or give chase, he had
reached the end of the street and turned right and then disappeared from view.


 


I got to my feet.


 


“What are you doing?” said Mel.


 


“I need to know who this is.”


 


I started to walk down the street. I
thought I saw movement from the doorways around me, but looking around there
was nothing. There was a faint sound in the air. It could have been the breeze,
or it could have been something more. For the moment, I had to ignore it.
Something about the figure in black was disconcerting, and I felt that I had to
know who they were and what they were doing.


 


When we reached the end of the street
and turned the corner, we saw nothing but an empty road. I wondered where the
figure had gone. Had he ducked into one of the houses? Was he watching us now
from behind a twitching curtain?


 


The sound in the air was louder now. I
pulled my knife from my belt.


 


“This is getting hairy, Kyle,” said
Mel.


 


We needed to turn around. The
pharmacy was behind us, and I was letting my curiosity get the better of me.
Was it really curiosity though, or was it something else? Deep down, I knew there
was something wrong about the person in the street.


 


I walked forward, down the right
turning. It was a short road, and I just needed to see what was around the
corner. If he wasn’t there, I would turn around. If he was there…well, what was
I going to do? What was my plan?


 


“Wrong way Kyle,” said Mel.


 


I ignored her and carried on down the
street. I felt eyes watching me from the windows of the shops around us, but
when I looked up, all I saw were dark rooms or drawn curtains.  I reached the
corner, and turned it. And then I stopped and felt my heart sink.


 


On the street around the corner were
a group of infected. On the split second I had to count, I thought there must
have been thirty of them. As quick as I saw them, I spun back around the corner
and leaned against the wall. Mel went to take a look, but I grabbed her arm and
pulled her back.


 


“Don’t look. Trust me.”


 


The next few seconds would tell us
everything, I knew. It only took one infected to see you, and sure enough you
would have an entire gaggle of them sloping down the street after you. I must
have only been in view for a matter of seconds, but that was all they needed.


 


I listened. I heard them cough and
splutter. I heard their sighs. I heard them groan through torn vocal chords.
There was another noise, but what was it?


 


Footsteps.


 


The noises of the undead grew louder,
and I knew that they had seen me.


 


“We need to move. Now,” I said.


 


“What’s around the corner?” said Mel.


 


“Can’t you hear it?”


 


She paused. She put her hand around
her ear, as if this would amplify the sound. Then her stare grew hard as she
recognised what headed our way.


 


“Think he knew they were there? Maybe
he led us into a trap.”


 


“How do you know it’s a he?” I said.


 


“I don’t know. I just get the
feeling.”


 


“I guess I did too. Let’s go back the
way we came.”


 


Mel shook her head.


 


“We still have to hit the pharmacy.”


 


An infected groaned. It was long and
drawn out, almost as if it was trying to make us hear it. I wondered if their
primitive brains allowed communication. After all, why did they groan? There
had to be a reason that the infected’s brains thought it was useful to let
these sighs of despair leave their mouths. Was it communication? And if it was,
who was it aimed at? Was it directed at us, or each other? When an infected saw
you and let out a moan, was it one filled with hunger and desire? Or were they
begging you to end their misery?


 


“Kyle. The pharmacy,” said Mel.


 


I knew we couldn’t go back without
the antibiotics. “Shit. We don’t have much time.”


 


We turned and ran down the street
toward the pharmacy. As we got nearer to the sign with a green cross painted on
it, I stopped. I turned around and saw that the infected had rounded the corner
and were walking our way, steadily gaining ground.


 


Mel moved to the pharmacy door. She
stopped and put her hand to her head. Then she looked up and punched the glass
of the door.


 


“Shit shit fucking shit,” she said.


 


I joined her at the doorway and saw
the cause of her frustration. The pharmacy was completely bare. Every single
shelf had been stripped, and some had been pulled apart and left on the floor.
On one side of the room there were pills littered all over the carpet, but
otherwise it was empty.


 


***


 


It was nightfall by the time we got
back to the barn. Every yard closer we had gotten, the sky had darkened and
each footstep seemed heavier. I almost didn’t want to face everyone. I knew
that I wouldn’t be able to look at Lou and tell her that we had failed.


 


“It’s not our fault,” said Mel. “It
was probably stripped years ago. Hell, it was ridiculously optimistic to even
think there would still be anything there.”


 


The moon was blocked by a creeping
cloud. Insects chirped around us, and the grass blew in the night time breeze.
When we reached the barn, we found everyone outside. Charlie was a hundred yards
away walking along the nearby wall. Reggie walking around the outskirts of the
barn. None of them noticed us as we got near.


 


“What the hell’s going on?” said Mel.


 


Gregor was the first to see us. He
took big strides across the grass. His beard, thick and curly, covered most of
his face and made him seem expressionless. He reached us and stopped in front
of us.


 


“It’s lad,” he said. “He’s run away.”


 


I looked behind Gregor. I noticed
that Charlie wasn’t just walking alongside the wall. He was studying it and
leaning over to see if there was anything behind it. Reggie’s face look
worried, and he paced around the barn.


 


“What the hell are you talking
about?”


 


“I better go see,” said Mel, and
rushed away from us and toward the barn.


 


Gregor put his hand on my shoulder.
He was such a heavy guy that even the slightest pressure from him felt like he
was trying to squash me.


 


“Reggie was on watch while the rest
of us tried to get some shut-eye,” he said. “Guess Reggie dropped off, and the
lad must have gotten the door open somehow. Charlie was the first to notice. He
opened his peepers and then starting shouting.”


 


Over at the barn, Mel shouted to me.


 


“He’s not here,” she said.


 


“Are you telling me you let Ben run
away?” I asked Gregor.


 


The butcher nodded. “We didn’t let
him. But aye, he’s gone.”
















Chapter
15


 


The countryside around us hid a lot
of things, but it didn't hide Ben. We searched all through the night, and
before we knew it the weak morning sun was looking down on us. 


 


As the day wore on, we combed the
fields of knee-high grass. We searched through thorny bushes and inspected any
tangled undergrowth that was big enough to conceal a boy. The sunlight changed
from white to yellow to red, finally draining of colour. We had split up so
that we all covered search areas of our own. At each side of me Charlie and Mel
walked in parallel lines. It reminded me of the search parties that we used to
see on television. The news crew would show footage of volunteers scouring the
nearby woodland and marshes, before cutting to the crying parents who would beg
their child to come home.


 


The grass around us was yellowing
with the approach of winter. I doubted Ben would be in it. I just couldn’t
figure out why he would run away. I knew that he wasn’t happy; he’d lost too
much over the last couple of years to wear the smile of a normal kid. Surely
he didn’t think that he would be better on his own?


 


I imagined him walking alone through
the countryside at night. The wind lapped around his head and crawled down his
coat collar until it could spread itself over his back. Shivering, he would see
dark shapes move in the shadows, and he would wish for a mum and a dad who he
knew were long gone and never coming back.


 


We had to find him. If something
happened to him, I didn’t think my conscience could take it. To my left,
Charlie stopped. He seemed to be studying the ground in front of him. 


 


“Anything?” I asked. The gust slapped
my words out of the air.


 


Charlie put his hand to his ear.


 


“Have you found anything?” I shouted.


 


Charlie shook his head. He lifted his
hand to his forehead and swept away a mess of curls that almost hung over his
eyes. Beyond him, Gregor took relaxed steps through the field, more like a man
on an afternoon walk than a member of a search and rescue team. Mel walked
quicker than the rest of us, her head moving from left to right. Finally there
was Reggie. He walked with wilting shoulders, as though the gravity around him
was heavier than for everyone else. Lou was in the shed, sleeping her way
through the pain.


 


As I walked forward, the grass in
front of me shook. I stopped. My blood rushed through my veins that little bit
faster. Part of me wanted it to be Ben, but my instincts made me reach for my
knife. The blades of grass vibrated.


 


I took a cautious step forward. I
gripped the hilt of my blade and drew it an inch out of my belt. I swallowed,
but my throat felt dry. A rage started to pump through me, the leftover toxin
of two days of hell. First there was Lou's accident, then Larkton, and now
this. I was worried for Ben and I needed to find him, but at the same time I
wanted to shake him. Why put us all in danger like this?


 


I moved further forward. Whatever was
in front of me must have sensed my presence because the grass quivered.


 


My knife gleamed in the dying light
of the day. My heartrate spiked.


 


A shape burst out of the weeds. It
was small and black, and as it bounded away, I felt like it was me who needed
shaking, not Ben.


 


“What was that?” shouted Mel, with
her hands cupped around her mouth.


 


“A hare,” I said.


 


“Did you catch it?”


 


I shook my head.


 


“I like hare,” said Gregor. “A salty
meat. Good with roasties and red wine.”


 


The fields stretched out for miles
ahead of us until they reached a slope, which then cut a twisting path down
into the Redeye Valley. A stream snaked through the valley and slithered for
miles across open fields, finally reaching an aqueduct that stood a hundred
feet over the rest of the countryside.


 


Ben couldn’t have gotten that far, I
knew. We would only search in this direction for only an hour more, and then we
would need to turn back and look the opposite way. We had to be quick because
the colour was bleeding out of the sky and I didn’t like my own chances in the
dark, let alone those of a boy.


 


I turned around to look at the barn.
The glassless windows in the side were dark. The two near the roof looked like
eyes staring back at me, and the smaller ones on the ground level reminded me
of a crooked grin. The roof was slanted, and there was a hole in the middle.


 


There was something beyond the barn,
a shape moving through the fading light. At first I thought it might have been
a tree, but when I concentrated, I saw that it was definitely moving.


 


“Charlie,” I shouted.


 


The scientist stopped and looked at
me. The bottom of his coat trailed over his knees and blew in the breeze. The
sleeve of his left arm was tied up in a knot at the stump.


 


I pointed over at the barn. Charlie
turned around and followed my finger. When he saw what I was pointing at, he
nearly fell over.


 


I turned back around. There wasn’t
just one figure now. More of them had joined it, bulky dark shapes moving in
the fading afternoon light, heading our way from the direction of Larkton. They
were about a hundred metres away from the barn now.


 


The breeze around me seemed colder;
the sky took on a darker edge. On the other side of me, Mel had stopped.


 


“They followed us,” she said.


 


“You led them here you mean,” said
Reggie.


 


There was no doubt that it was the same
crowd of infected that we had seen in Larkton. When Mel and I had left the town
we had made a series of detours through road turnings and back alleys so that
no infected followed us. It clearly hadn’t worked, and now the stench of thirty
undead creatures blighted the countryside air.


 


We rushed back to the barn. Reggie
reached it first, his long legs vaulting him across the open fields as if he
was on stilts. Mel joined him and ran into the barn. When I reached the door,
the scar on my leg throbbed. I put my hand out against the barn wall and let my
breath catch up and the pain fade away. Finally, Charlie joined me.


 


The infected were close now. Their
moans were messages of hunger delivered by the wind. I stepped into the doorway
of the barn.


 


Lou was stretched out on a sheet of
wood on the floor. The others must have found it while Mel and I were in
Larkton. The bottom of her jeans on her left leg was cut away, and a patch of
them was tied over the wound where her shin bone had cut through her skin. Her
face was white and her head was covered in sweat. Lou opened her eyes and there
was confusion in them, as if she was waking from a long sleep and taking time
to adjust to her surroundings.


 


Gregor climbed the wooden ladder
until he reached the platform above us. His footsteps thudded overhead, and the
wooden support creaked under his weight. Dust fell from cracks in the platform
and sprinkled onto the ground. Gregor leaned his head over the railing.


 


“Kyle. Catch,” he said.


 


Before I had time to get ready,
Gregor threw his guitar over the railing as if it were a ball. I reached up and
caught it. One of the ends of the strings trailed out from the neck, and it
scratched across my face as I took the weight of the instrument.


 


On the floor, Lou moaned.


 


“We need to move her,” said Mel.


 


The groans of the infected didn’t
need to sail on the wind anymore; they were strong enough to reach us through
the hole in the roof and walls. Soon enough it wouldn’t just be their moans
greeting us at the windows. It would be their bodies too, their thin fingers
gripping the frames as they climbed in, their mouths open and baring their
teeth.


 


“Lou, can you walk?” said Reggie.


 


Lou looked at him with unfocused
eyes. 


 


“We need to carry her. Gregor, grab
one side of the board,” I said.


 


We lifted Lou up on the wooden board
and took her out of the barn. Mel and Reggie carried most of our bags, and
Charlie managed to sling one rucksack over the shoulder of his good arm. We
left the barn and stood in front of it. 


 


“Which way?” said Reggie.


 


“Larkton’s a no-go,” I said. The
rough edges of the makeshift stretcher dug into my hands. “And we’ve explored
as much of the fields as we need to. If we’re going to get away from the
infected and try to find Ben, there’s only one road to take, I guess.”


 


I looked to my left, to where a thin
road tore through the hills. It curved away from the hills and then ran
straight for a mile, where it turned a corner beside a hill and then
disappeared from view. I knew where that road led.


 


“Ben wouldn’t have gone to Grey
Fume,” said Mel. 


 


I looked at the road. I didn’t want
to walk down it any more than the rest of them, but I didn’t see what other
option we had.


 


“I’m done guessing what that boy will
do. We’re going to have to go to town.”


 


***


 


We had been on the road for fifteen
minutes when Reggie stopped and bent over. Three heavy bags of provisions swung
from his shoulders, but he wore them well. Since we had gotten back to find Ben
missing, Reggie had been full of energy. He had helped us search for the boy,
and he had volunteered to carry our bags while Gregor and I moved Lou on her
stretcher.


 


Reggie bent down to his knees and
scraped the tarmac of the road in front of him. He picked something up, and
then rose to his feet. The moonlight shone down on the countryside like a torch
running out of batteries. Reggie pinched something between his fingers and held
it up to the streak of silver light.


 


“What’s that?” said Mel.


 


Reggie twisted his fingers.


 


“Look,” he said, and handed it to
her.


 


“Can we set her down a second?” I
said to Gregor.


 


We lowered Lou to the floor. Relieved
of the weight, my arms throbbed. I stretched them out in front of me, and with
one hand I felt how tight the muscle on my bicep was. Gregor stood with his
arms folded, not showing any sign of discomfort whatsoever. Somewhere, a
cricket chirped a love song to its mate.


 


Mel looked at me.


 


“It’s one of the beads from Ben’s
necklace. You know, the one Alice gave him.”


 


“I wondered where he’d gotten that
from,” I said. “So that’s good, then. We know he came this way.”


 


“Only…” began Reggie.


 


I felt my muscles begin to slacken a
little. “Only what?”


 


“We’re headed to Grey Fume. So he’s
not exactly safe.”


 


Lou coughed. Her forehead was dry and
a tiny bit of colour had seeped back into her cheeks. She said something, but I
couldn’t make it out because her voice was too croaky.


 


“You sound like you’ve been smoking a
twenty pack,” I said.


 


 I took a bottle of water out of my
jacket pocket. There were only a couple of swigs left in the bottom. I handed
it to Lou. She was well enough to reach out for the bottle, unscrew the cap and
then drain it dry. Charlie had told us that Lou would swing back and forth from
burning fever to top-of-the-world.


 


“If we’re going to Grey Fume,” said
Lou, “There are a couple of books I wanna find.”


 


She gave me a grin. It was good to
see a smile on her face, but the feeling didn’t last long. I stretched my arms
out again.


 


“Let’s go then. We know that Ben came
this way. He won’t have gone far into Grey Fume, if he went in at all. But
unfortunately we’re gonna have to go into town. Don’t look at me like that
Reggie. I don’t want to set foot in that place any more than you do, but there
are a couple of pharmacies.”


 


“Maybe we can go see the solicitor’s
office that you helped buy,” said Charlie.


 


Reggie gave him a look of disgust.
“Why the hell would I want to do that?” 


 


***


 


Gloom covered the streets of Grey
Fume. Street lamps stuck up from the ground, their bulbs dead and never to be
used again. Brick buildings lined both sides of the street, three stories high
and squashed together so that not an inch of space was left to spare. On the
fronts of the buildings were ventilator fans that hadn’t turned in years, and
shop signs advertising businesses that had long gone out of trade. A bookies
gave good odds that the England football team would beat France, and a charity
shop displayed three-for-two romance books.


 


Cars were parked around us with dirty
windows and dead batteries. Mel and Charlie’s kerosene lamps, almost empty,
highlighted yellow markings on the road which years ago would have showed
people where to park. 


 


There was little movement around us.
For the most part we walked in silence, not daring to utter words in case they
reached the wrong ears. Rats scuttled around but disappeared from view when we
walked within ten feet of them. On one street, as we followed it around a
corner, a fox ran across the road. When it saw us it stopped and stared for a
few seconds before making its escape.


 


The first pharmacy was just like the
one in Larkton; shelves raided and dismantled, empty bottles and jars all over
the floor. The second had paracetamol that would have been out of date when
Henry VIII was alive, a bottle of cough medicine, and an unopened box of ear buds.
In the back office behind the counter, the pharmacist had pinned a calendar to
the wall. He’d crossed off every day of June before stopping abruptly on the
19th. I lifted the page and turned it to July and saw that he had written ‘Holly’s
due date!’ 


 


Only one more pharmacy remained. It
was in the centre of town, right in the middle of a shopping arcade. We came
into contact with a few infected on our way to it, but Mel dispatched them with
her cleaver and let their dead bodies fall to the floor. As we went inside the
last pharmacy, I crossed my fingers.


 


“Didn’t have you down as the
superstitious type,” said Charlie, looking down at my hand. I wondered if the
scientist ever missed anything. I guessed that was what he was trained for; to
be alert and aware of his surroundings.


 


My act of superstition didn’t amount
to anything, and we found the third pharmacy as bare as the two before it.
Gregor, at the far corner of the room, lifted something into the air.


 


“Found a crutch,” he said.


 


Lou was sat up now. After eating
something and drinking a little water, she had seemed more alert. I wondered
how long this would last, and whether the fever would come rushing back in full
force. 


 


“I don’t believe this,” I said. “Not
a single damn place has anything worthwhile.”


 


“It’s sixteen years since they were
last stocked,” said Mel. “Can’t blame them for running out.”


 


Reggie stood at the counter. He read
a sign on the wall behind it.


 


“This place was owned by Anthony
Green who had a Masters in pharmacy and was part of the GPhC.” He turned
around. “Where are you, Anthony? When are you going to get some more damn pills
in?”


 


A voice cried out in answer. At first
I thought it had come from behind the counter, but when I heard it again, I
realised it was coming from outside. I thought it might be Ben. We hadn’t seen
any sign of him as we had walked through town. The plan had been to get the
antibiotics for Lou, and then find the boy, but so far we were failing at both
of them.


 


“Better go,” I said. “Gregor? Help me
with Lou.”


 


Lou looked at Gregor.


 


“Hand me the crutch, big lad,” she
said, her voice straining.


 


“Come on Lou, I don’t think – “


 


“Don’t treat me like I’m made of
tissue, Kyle,” she said. “Hey. BFG. Give me the crutch.”


 


Lou put her hands out on the floor
and tried to push herself up. Her face started to turn red. She shifted her
good leg, but it was clear she wouldn’t be able to get up without our help.
Gregor put his arm out. With his shirt sleeves rolled up his veins pushed
against his thick arms, and his muscles twitched as he pulled Lou to her feet.


 


Lou stood up now with the crutch
underneath her armpit. Gregor’s hands wrapped around her and held her steady.
Although the colour had returned to her face, I could tell that standing took a
lot of effort.


 


“What’s a girl got to do to get some
pain killers?”


 


“There’s nothing here we can use,”
said Charlie. “But if Mel will hand me my bag…”


 


Lou shook her head. “Not more of the
clove and willow bark shit. Jesus.”


 


The voice cried out again from
outside the shop. It was a desperate wail, angry almost. The voice was too deep
to be Ben’s. 


 


“We’re coming Anthony,” said Reggie.
“Sorry we raided your shop.”


 


“Cut it out Reggie. We better go see
what it is,” I said.


 


We left the pharmacy and stepped out
into the shopping arcade. At the far side, next to a bargain department store, stood
an infected woman. She swayed from side to side in the doorway of the shop as
if she was waiting for it to open.


 


The voice cried out again. It was a
thick cry that came from vocal chords that had been scratched raw. We followed
the sound through the arcade as if it were a length of thread, turning when we
came to a television shop on the corner. Lou hobbled on her crutch, her face
straining with effort. Gregor and Mel were at her side and ready to step in if
she faltered.


 


The air smelled dusty. Shops lined
each side of us, and weeds had grown through the edges of the concrete flags
beneath our feet. A glass roof covered the arcade, above which was the starless
sky. At the end of the arcade there was a fountain, and sat next to the
fountain, was a figure.


 


In the shadow of the night, I thought
it might have been Ben after all. I started to run. The nearer I got the more
the figure groaned and cried, and in my mind the voice twisted and took on a softer
tone until it became Ben’s.  I reached the fountain and stopped.


 


The fountain was carved out of stone
that had once started out as a brown-grey colour, but was now dotted green
through the spread of moss. There was a plaque on the front which dated it to
1885 and announced that it was commissioned by the mayor at the time, Terence
Butler. Stone figures lined the top of the feature, six feet up from the
ground. They were sculpted cherubs with demonic smiles. Some had their heads
hung at the ground, while others stared ahead and challenged me to meet their
gaze. Once, water would have flowed from their mouths and pattered down into
the basin below, but now they were silent.


 


The only noise came from the figure
that was sat in front of the fountain. It was a man. His face was soft and
pink, but the skin around his lips had been stripped all the way back to reveal
a full set of teeth. They clacked together as he gnashed them. His black hair
was swept back over his head, and on the right side of his skull was a wound
from where something had hit him. Blood covered his clothes, and there were
rips in his sleeves.


 


He stuck his arms out and strained to
reach us. I stepped back and pulled my knife from my belt. At first it stuck,
but after wiggling it I was able to shake the hilt free. I prepared to plunge
my blade into the infected, but then I realised it was struggling to move
towards me. It bit its teeth together and squirmed forward in frustration, but
there was a rope tied across its waist.


 


“Looks like someone left him here,”
said Mel.


 


“He’s got a bloody big gash on his
head. Someone did him in and left him here for the infected,” said Gregor. “He
must have turned. God knows why they only took a few bites from him.”


 


“Maybe they didn’t like the taste,”
said Lou, her voice weak. She slouched against a white pillar which supported
the edge of the shopping arcade.


 


“Look at his skin,” I said. “He’s not
been infected long. Someone tied him and left him here, and they did it
recently.”


 


“Let’s just get out of here,” said
Reggie.


 


***


 


We left the centre of Grey Fume and
walked through the outskirts of the east end, opposite from where we had
entered the town. It seemed that even the rats and foxes were sleeping on this
side of town. A few infected saw us and groaned, but we dispatched them before
they could become a nuisance.


 


My whole body tightened up as though
someone were wrapping a rope around me. I felt anxious. With every step I
wondered if we were walking nearer to Ben or further away. Maybe he was at the
barn waiting for us, and by going to Grey Fume we could have made a big
mistake.


 


“What’ve we got here then?” said
Gregor.


 


He bent down in the street and picked
something up off the floor. 


 


“Come here with that lamp, lass,” he
said to Mel. To save fuel we had extinguished all our other lamps, and Mel’s
was the only one cutting through the blackness.


 


Mel walked over with her lamp and
illuminated Gregor. I saw the light flicker over his thick beard. He held up
his hand to us all and showed us a shoe. It was a boy’s, and it had once been
white but it was now brown with mud. It had to be at least a size six.


 


“Is that Ben’s?” said Reggie.


 


He looked at me, as if expecting me
to answer. I didn’t have a clue if it was his shoe or not, and come to think of
it, I couldn’t even remember what he had been wearing when I had last seen him.
It showed how little attention I paid.


 


“It is,” said Charlie. “It’s
definitely his.”


 


Mel put her hand to her head and
rubbed it. “Where the hell did he go without a shoe?”


 


I felt a deep sense of dread in the
pit of my stomach.


 


“We need to get a move on.”


 


We followed the road that went out of
the town, leaving the shops well behind us. We passed a neighbourhood of urban
houses, three-bedroom family homes with gardens in the front and at the back. 


 


After hours of walking the sun
started its rise in the sky, and little by little it chased away the darkness.
We were at the edge of town now in an industrial area. It was a patch of
concrete and brick and metal, and I could almost taste the steel in the air.
Small units were to our right. A few of them advertised that they were for
rent, and on our left there was a brick-walled warehouse with a giant metal
shutter on the front. The shutter was almost fully closed, but there was a gap
at the bottom. Large windows lined the front-face of the building, many of the
panes smashed.


 


Mel stopped and stared into the
building. Her eyes locked in concentration.


 


“Okay Mel?” said Reggie.


 


She answered without turning around.
“Yeah, there’s just…”


 


I followed her stare. There was
movement through the windows in the warehouse. My head leapt to one conclusion.
Ben. Then I realised that the window was high up off the ground, so if we could
see something moving then it had to be someone taller than the boy.


 


“It can’t be,” said Mel. Her voice
sounded strange.


 


“Can’t be what?” said Reggie.


 


Lou was on the ground behind us. For
the last few hours, we’d had to carry her on her stretcher. Charlie had taken
off his coat and had asked Reggie to tie it around his waist. Reggie was the
only one of us who didn’t look exhausted. He had let his beard grow out since
we had left camp earlier in the week, and it gave his face a tougher look. It
had been a while since his wife Kendal had taken her lonely walk, and it seemed
that her absence had lifted a weight from him.


 


Mel walked out of the middle of the
road and toward the warehouse. She didn’t take her eyes off the window for a
second.


 


“We don’t have time for this,” I
called after her. “It’s just infected. Don’t rile them up.”


 


A figure moved in one of the
warehouse windows. It was tall and skinny, with blonde hair that was messed up
and stuck out around the crown. From its shuffling movements, I knew it was
just another infected. 


 


I looked around me. Where the hell
had Ben gone? It seemed impossible that he would run to Grey Fume on his own,
yet where else could he be? If he was here, surely he would have seen us.


 


“Kyle?” said Charlie. He crouched
down in the road.


 


“Yeah?”


 


“You need to come see this.”


 


Across from me, Mel took a step
toward the building. She couldn’t take her eyes off it, though I didn’t know
what was so important that it had stolen her attention. The blonde figure in
the window swayed from side to side. It seemed to stare out at us, though the
darkness of the warehouse covered its face from view.


 


Charlie stood up. He held something
in his palm.


 


“Kyle,” he said.


 


“What is it Charlie?” I said, without
looking at him. I couldn’t take my eyes off Mel. She took a few steps forward
toward the warehouse. The figure in the window was still.


 


“More beads from Ben’s necklace,”
said Charlie.


 


I turned around. Charlie opened up
his palm. There were little beads in it. The edges of them were smooth and
plastic, and they had holes in the centre where a piece of string once
connected them together.


 


“Is it definitely his?” said Reggie.


 


Charlie nodded. “He used to sit there
playing with it all day while I was working. I’d recognise it anywhere.”


 


Reggie was sat on the floor next to
Lou, his long grasshopper legs stretched out in front of him.


 


“Think he dropped it?”


 


The scientist looked at the beads,
and then back at Reggie.


 


“He’d never lose it. I know that
much. It was the last piece of Alice that he had. If he dropped it, there was a
good reason for it. And he damn sure wouldn’t have let it break.”


 


“So what does this mean?”


 


Lou stirred.


 


“It means someone’s taken him,” she
said, voice croaky. “And he left it as a sign.”


 


“How could he possibly know that we’d
come this way?” I said.


 


“He’s a bright kid,” answered
Charlie. “Or he has a lot of faith in us.”


 


To my left, Mel bolted into a run
toward the warehouse. It happened so quickly that I couldn’t stop her, and I
watched for a few seconds as she closed the gap and headed toward the shutter
door. As she ran, she shouted out.


 


“Justin!”


 


“What the hell are you doing?” I
said.


 


 “It’s Justin in the window,” she
shouted, without even pausing to slow down.


 


The figure in the window had moved
out of view. I thought about what Mel had said, but it was so crazy that the
words wouldn’t settle in my brain. The figure in the window had blonde hair and
it was tall and lanky, but that didn’t mean it was Justin. What would he be
doing in a warehouse in Grey Fume? It didn’t make any sense.


 


“It’s not him,” I called out after
her.


 


I was too late. Mel had reached the
shutters. She put her fingers under it and her face strained as she pulled the
door up. The clacking of the metal disturbed the calm of the night. The hinges
squealed impossibly loudly, and I looked around me to make sure nothing lurking
in the area around us had heard the noise. 


 


When the shutters reached the top,
Mel shouted out in alarm and took a few steps back. Her heel hit a rusted
exhaust pipe on the ground, and she almost fell over. The squealing of the
shutters stopped, but another noise replaced it. This one was quieter in volume
but more terrible in what it meant.


 


Inside the warehouse, waiting to be
freed, were a crowd of infected. There was so many of them that they seemed to
fill the entire factory floor. They squirmed against each other and jostled
forward. Their smell drifted out of the warehouse and spread over the street.
Instead of the oil of the warehouse machinery and nose-wrinkling dust, the
aroma was one of death.


 


Mel stepped forward. She grabbed the
top of the shutter and tried to pull it down, but I could tell that the metal
fought against her. She grunted and I saw her face turn red, but the shutter
didn’t budge.


 


“Oh shit,” said Reggie. He got to his
feet.


 


Mel backed away further. The
infected, seeing her now, started to walk forward. A few at the front groaned,
and the sound rippled through the crowd until those at the back made their own cries
in answer. I was struck again with how much like communication it sounded. Had
the ones at the front raised a question? Had they given an order?


 


Don’t be so stupid, I told myself.


 


They took slow steps toward us. There
was too many of them to fight, and even if we could kill ten each, we would
still come up short. I wondered if we even had enough time to run. We would
have to carry Lou, and that meant that whoever supported her could only go at a
pace not much faster than the undead.


 


Cold sweat dripped from my forehead
and over my cheeks. I knew that whatever happened, I wouldn’t leave Lou. If I
had to face my end, I would do it with my friend. The prospect still made me
shudder.


 


Mel joined me at my side. The
infected took steps across the factory floor. I turned to Gregor.


 


“Help me pick her up,” I said.


 


I walked over to Lou and crouched
down beside her. I took hold of a corner of her makeshift stretcher.


 


Instead of helping me, Gregor walked
toward the warehouse. His strides were large and full of confidence and
purpose. He was walking toward almost a hundred infected, but he didn’t show
any fear.


 


“Reggie, help me,” I said.


 


Gregor put two big hands around the
top of the shutter door. His shoulders tensed up as he tried to move the metal,
but the doors held firm. The infected were feet away from him now. They were close
to getting out of the warehouse, where they would begin a pursuit that would
see us fleeing back into the Wilds.


 


Gregor looked up. He seemed to notice
something inside the warehouse.


 


“Kyle,” said Reggie.


 


He held a corner of the stretcher. I
gripped my corner and we lifted it up. Although adrenaline flooded my body, my
limbs felt sluggish and ill-equipped for the weight.


 


“I’m sorry Kyle,” Mel began.


 


“Not now,” I said.


 


The wails of the desperate dead
shattered the night. They had almost reached Gregor now. Some wore the overalls
of factory workers, the fabric torn and stained with what looked like oil but
could have been blood. I saw the infected with blonde hair who had been at the
window. He looked nothing like Justin.


 


As the infected almost reached the
door, Gregor stepped inside the warehouse. What the hell are you doing?
I thought. 


 


He reached up and grabbed a link of
chain that was on the corner of the door. He started to pull on it. There was a
screeching sound as the shutters began to fall, the metal moving down inch by
inch.


 


We watched as the shutter door
closed, leaving Gregory on the wrong side of it. The noise of the metal
couldn’t drown out the infected, and their moans and wails increased until soon
it was all I could hear.


 


 I could only see Gregor’s legs now.
Gradually they were covered with metal until I could only see his boots,  and
then finally a dozen more feet joined his at the door.
















Chapter
16


 


I couldn’t shake the image of
Gregor’s feet at the bottom of the door. The shutter covered the rest of him
from view, and the groans of the undead became a haunting song that my ears
couldn’t shut out. When we saw shuffling feet join Gregor’s in the doorway, we
didn’t need to see him to know what happened next. Gregor cried out once, but
after that he didn’t scream in pain or beg for help.


 


We spent the next day searching for
Ben. The birds chirped songs as morning rose, and they carried them on through
the day as we combed the countryside fields and roads. We split up into two
groups. 


 


Charlie and Mel walked a half mile to
our left, a hundred yards away from a reservoir which sat murky blue under a
placid sky. Reggie and I supported Lou on her stretcher. In the early morning
she tried to walk with her crutch nestled under her armpit, but within an hour
her forehead and cheeks burned red.


 


There wasn’t exactly a hum of
conversation. Lou was otherwise occupied with the infection her body was trying
to fight. Reggie didn’t have much to say, and I was glad of it. I ran the
events of the last few days through in my head and I tried to think of another
way they could have turned out.


 


So many questions demanded answers.
What if we hadn’t gone into the tunnels? The wall wouldn’t have collapsed, and
Lou’s leg would be fine. She wouldn’t have sweat pooling on her head, with her
leg losing the battle to the infection. Maybe if we hadn’t gone into the
tunnels, we wouldn’t have ended up in the barn. There would have been no need
to go into Larkton, and Ben would still be here. If the kid hadn’t run away, we
wouldn’t have gone to Grey Fume, and Gregor wouldn’t have had to shut himself
in with a factory full of infected.


 


Or perhaps none of it mattered. Maybe
our decisions were just dust blown around by the wind, and whichever way the
breeze blew, we could do nothing but follow it. We’d set out with seven healthy
people, and now there were five of us.


 


No. There are still six, I told myself. I wasn’t giving up on
Ben.


 


As the day wound on we all met on the
field and settled next to a tangled bush. The trail had gone as dead as the
darkening sky above us, and everyone wore grim expressions. When Charlie joined
us, he walked over to Lou and knelt by her side. He put the back of his hand on
her head.


 


“If we had a thermometer she’d be
melting the mercury,” he said.


 


Lou groaned. Her lips looked cracked
and raw, like tectonic plates rubbing against each other.


 


“Give her some water,” I said.


 


“How are we doing for supplies?” said
Reggie. 


 


He paced in front of us. His
shoulders looked strong now, as if every passing minute lifted the weight of
Kendal from him. I knew that part of it was an act. Sometimes, when he thought
nobody was looking, he would stare out into the distance with an empty look.
His eyes peeled back the landscape and found nothing in it. 


 


“Can you hand me the bags, Mel?” I
said.


 


Mel sat with her back to us and
stared in the direction of Grey Fume. Losing Gregor had hit her in the gut. He
had been a strange guy but he was one of us, and he had given his life for the
group. Mel had been close to him in camp, I knew. She and the butcher had spent
a lot of time together while he trained her. Maybe he had filled a role that
had been empty since she lost her dad.


 


“Mel?” I said.


 


She turned around. She lifted a
rucksack and threw it over to me. The ease in which she tossed it worried me,
because it meant that the bag had lost a lot of weight. We should still have
had enough supplies to get to the helicopter and back, but the journey was going
on a lot longer than I expected it to.


 


Lou groaned again. She tried to sit
up but strained at the effort, and Charlie gently pushed her back down. Seeing
her like this made me feel sick. We needed to do something for her.


 


“What’s going to happen?” I said. “If
we can’t treat the infection.”


 


Charlie stared at me with wide eyes
as if he was trying to tell me to shut up.


 


“We need to talk about it,” I said.


 


“Kyle’s right,” said Lou, her voice
weak.


 


Charlie squeezed her arm.


 


“You need to rest.”


 


She shook her head. 


 


“I want to know what’s going to
happen to Me. Don’t treat me like a kid, damn it. I won’t have you talking to
me like that. Or talking about me as if I’m not here. Just tell me what the
hell’s going to happen.”


 


Charlie’s face looked as grave as the
grey countryside around him. He sat in the muddy field, his curls stuck to the
sweat on his head. The scientist had adapted a lot better to the expedition
that I had expected.


 


“You could lose the leg,” he said.


 


“That the worst case?” said Lou.


 


“That’s the only case. If we don’t
treat the infection, you’ll lose it.”


 


“Love your bedside manner.”


 


“If you ask for the truth, I won’t
mince my words.”


 


Lou’s head sagged back down onto the
wooden stretcher, as if the effort of talking had been too much for her.


 


“I’m holding you back,” she said. 


 


Reggie stopped pacing. He rubbed his
temples with his index fingers.


 


“I feel sick,” he said.


 


His right hand was starting to swell,
the skin between his thumb and index finger inflamed and red raw. It reminded
me of when I was a kid and I had been stung on the thumb by wasp whilst
climbing a tree. This was no wasp sting though; who knew what kind of diseases
the tunnel rats carried?


 


I sat up straight and felt the thorns
of the bush dig into my back. I thought about what we had seen over the last
couple of days. First there had been the stranger in Larkton who had run away
when he saw us. When we had followed him we had run into a crowd of infected. I
replayed the scene in my head and I still couldn’t decide if it was an accident
or if the man had led us to them. Then there was the infected in Grey Fume, the
one tied up next to the fountain. The image of the ropes stretched over his
newly infected skin disturbed me.


 


“One thing I’ve been wondering,” I
said. “About the guy next to the fountain. He was tied up.”


 


“He’d been there a while,” said
Charlie.


 


“The question is who put him there?
And why? Someone fastened him to the fountain and left him for the infected.
Who the hell would do something like that?”


 


Reggie looked up.


 


“There are bad people in the world.
No sense trying to see what makes them tick; they’re driven by something else.”



 


“Actually,” said Charlie, “there’s
every sense in trying to see what makes them tick. We need to learn what drives
people like that. Did you know that the FBI used to interview convicted serial
killers to get an insight into their minds?”


 


“What the hell could you learn from
those maniacs?” said Mel.


 


“You can learn what drives people to
do despicable things.”


 


Reggie scoffed.


 


“Some people don’t have anything
driving them except evil.”


 


Mel fixed her stare on Charlie.


 


“Don’t tell me the FBI used to give
them reduced sentences?”


 


Charlie shook his head. “On the
contrary. They promised the killers nothing except time to talk and an ear to
listen. The murders loved to make themselves heard. They yearned to be
understood.”


 


As the group talked around me, their
voices started to fade. I stared at the overgrown fields and overcast sky. A
flock of birds were so far in the distance that they looked like dots swooping across
the clouds. Life went on, I realised. No matter what happened to the people on
it, the world would carry on in ignorance. If we were to survive, we’d have to
do it ourselves because we’d get no help from the world around us.


 


Guilt sloshed in my stomach like
spoiled milk. I looked at Lou, her face pale but burning up at the same time
and her broken leg starting to swell with infection. I had let her get injured.
Not only that, but I had allowed Ben to run away. True, I hadn’t been there
when it happened, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t my responsibility. Everything
that had happened so far was down to me and my stupid need to be a leader. Back
in camp when we’d argued, Lou had been right. This wasn’t about helping
everyone else, it was all about me. I really did need to be needed.


 


I stood up. Charlie stopped
mid-sentence and looked at me.


 


“I owe you all an apology,” I said. I
rubbed the back of my head. “Shit. I’m no good at this. Guess the fact is that
I’m not much of a leader after all. Maybe I’ve been wrong all this time.”


 


Mel crossed her legs. “Kyle, you
don’t have to – “


 


Before I could say anything, Reggie
stopped and turned his head.


 


“What was that?” he said.


 


We all stopped talking. I listened,
but I couldn’t hear anything. I looked at Reggie.


 


“I heard something,” he said.


 


I listened again. Sure enough, there
was a sound. Something soft pattered across the grass. Whoever it was, they
walked nearby but took care to hide their footsteps. 


 


I got up off the ground. I pulled my
knife from my belt. Deep in my heart I hoped that the sound was Ben coming back
to join us, but I had learned not to hope for best case scenarios. The only
saving grace was that I didn’t hear the groan of the infected.


 


The footsteps came from behind us,
but the bush blocked my view. I stayed on my knees and moved to the side so
that I could get a view of whatever was behind us. Daylight was draining down
the plughole of the sky, but there was still enough light for me to make out a
figure in the field behind us.


 


Even though he crouched low so that
he could sneak through the fields, I knew that the figure was too tall to be
Ben. He wore a hood over his head. His entire outfit was black and seemed to
meld into the shadows around him, but the crunching of his boots on the ground
gave him away.


 


I turned around. Everyone looked at
me.


 


“It’s him,” I said, in a low voice.


 


“Who?” said Charlie?


 


“The guy we saw in Larkton.”


 


“I’m going to kill that bastard,”
said Mel.


 


I held my hand up to stop her.


 


“Quiet. I don’t want him to run
again.”


 


Back in Larkton, the man had sprinted
away as soon as he saw us. He was fast, and right now he had a fifty yard head
start on us. We needed to be careful about this if we were going to catch him.


 


I got to my feet. I would watch him
and wait for him to turn his back to us, and then I would creep up on him.


 


Lou stirred behind me. She tried to
sit up but failed, and she slumped onto her back. She let out a moaning sound
as if she was trying to speak but her brain filtered the words and made them unintelligible.


 


The figure in the field looked up. He
turned his head in our direction. I knew that I had to make my move. As I rose
to full height and started running, the figure bolted into a run and trampled
the fields with the speed of a sprinter. I gave chase but my leg started to
ache, and I watched as his black frame disappeared into the horizon.
















 


Chapter
17


 


“Think they’ll be okay?” said Mel.


 


A stone path was buried somewhere
under the wild grass and bracken, but sixteen years without maintenance had
allowed nature to reclaim its patch. It must have been the early hours of the
morning now, and the nocturnal insects and birds of prey buzzed and shrieked
into the night. 


 


To our right there was a wall made of
stone of various shapes and sizes all jammed together. Next to it, looking out
of place in the remoteness of the landscape, was a wooden bench. The oak seat
was sodden and scratched. A plaque was fastened onto the backrest, black and
made from metal that had resisted the rusting of nature. It read ‘Dedicated
to the memory of John Arthur. He would sit here sometimes. Other times he’d sit
somewhere else’.


 


I looked at Mel. She and Reggie were
the only ones walking the rough path with me.


 


“There wasn’t much choice,” I said.
“In any case, Charlie has a knife. If they stay quiet, they’ll be fine.”


 


The man we had seen near camp had
fled in this direction, but the countryside spread wide and it made no effort
to help our search. Instead we relied on instinct, with our tired legs fuelled
only by a desire to find the stranger.


 


Chance encounters with strangers were
rare, and most started with a wary nod and ended with polite tidings. This one
had been different from the beginning; the man had run away from us, and now we
had caught him spying on our conversation.


 


“I used to beg my dad to take me to
Loch Ness,” said Mel. “But he always said we were skint. I remember seeing that
grainy photo. You know, the black and white one with the monster sticking out
of the water. Man, I was obsessed with it.”


 


“You know the photo was a hoax?” said
Reggie.


 


“Yeah, I do now obviously. But I was
a kid.”


 


“Guess I know what you mean,” said
Reggie. “I used to think Jurassic Park was a documentary.”


 


Mel looked at me. 


 


“We’re confusing Kyle. He was never a
kid. He was born a forty year old man with a frown on his face.”


 


I tried to smile, but the expression
felt wrong. I glanced from left to right and took in the details of the
landscape. Green grass, some patches overgrown, others yellowing and lolling in
the breeze. Purple flowers buried under tangled weeds. I had never been a plant
person, so I couldn’t even begin to remember what they were called.


 


 I tried to look deeper.  Small
shrubs formed natural dividing lines across the open fields. A thread of barbed
wire was above the wall and ran along it into the distance. Somewhere north the
shimmer of a loch glinted in the sun.  In front of us, close enough to a cresting
hill that it looked like it was being devoured, was a cottage.


 


The changing of our direction served
as our wordless pact to follow the path toward the house. Hills rose on either
side of us, curved blocks of rock and stone that were covered in parts by
grass. It felt like we were walking through a valley that tolerated our
presence now, but could easily have closed in on us and crushed our bones.


 


The cottage had a thatched roof that
seemed to droop over the edge of the building. The brickwork was beaten by age
and wore patches of moss. Drawn curtains covered the windows. The garden had
sprouted into a jungle of weeds, dandelions and grass. The plants had spread
over the bonnet of an abandoned hatchback, and looked like they were trying to
swallow it whole.


 


Mel stopped walking. She put her hand
out to lean on the stone wall of the garden, but then pulled her hand away.


 


“Okay. Now I’m uneasy.” She turned
her head toward me. “I’m getting a bad feeling about this.”


 


I saw what she meant. The house looked
corrupted, and it felt unwelcoming. Everything about it seemed designed to
repel people; from the hungry garden to the ivy slithering over the walls.
There was something waiting for us in this house, I decided. But then, there
was something waiting in every house, in every town, in every city. We lived in
a world where danger was a constant, and the chance that Ben was here meant
that we had to go inside.


 


The concrete flags of the path to the
front door wobbled under our steps. I led the way, my knife clutched in my
hand, with Reggie and Mel walking behind in single file. 


 


“Something just moved,” said Reggie.


 


I stopped cold. I didn’t see
anything.


 


“The room on the top floor. Far left.
The curtain twitched.”


 


The window frame seemed too small, as
if it was three quarters the size of normal dimensions. A pale yellow curtain
covered the glass and didn’t give even an inch of a view of inside the house. I
kept staring, but nothing moved or twitched.


 


“You’re seeing things. Try and keep
it together,” I said. I paused, then added: “But tell me if it twitches again.”


 


We crowded around the front door. So
far nothing had happened. No infected had burst from the undergrowth, no
suspicious homeowners had ran at us with kitchen knives. Yet my heart kept a
rapid tempo and I had a feeling on the back of my neck as if unseen eyes stared
at it.


 


“Guess this is it,” said Mel. “Who
wants to do the honours?”


 


She nodded at the door handle. It was
metal, and at some point it had started out gold but the paint had worn away to
reveal silver. It looked as cold as the rest of the house.


 


“I’ll go,” I said.


 


I gripped the handle and sure enough,
the metal was freezing against my skin. I started to turn it, expecting the
door to be yanked forward and for someone, or something, to be waiting on the
other side. The lock let out a whine as the handle turned.


 


“Should have brought some oil,” said
Reggie.


 


I turned it again. I realised that I
was starting to breathe quicker, so I took a lungful of air and held it in and
tried to settle the drumbeat thumping in my chest. As the handle screeched, I
felt the latch opening. 


 


I stepped back and readied my knife.
I don’t know what I expected; infected? Stalkers? A crazy farmer with a
shotgun? Instead there was nothing but a carpeted hallway that smelled of damp.
The door opened onto a lobby which turned into a hallway filled with four other
doors.  At the end of the lobby was a staircase.


 


“Ladies first,” said Mel, and pushed
passed me.


 


When she stepped over the door, her
foot snagged on something and she fell over. She didn’t have time to put her
hands out and she landed awkwardly, hitting the yellow carpet forehead first.
Reggie stepped forward and put his hand on her back.


 


“Okay Mel?” he said.


 


She turned around. The skin on her
forehead was grazed and her cheeks were red, but otherwise she was okay.


 


“I’ll make it. Guess that’s karma,”
she said. 


 


I looked down at the door step. At
the bottom of the doorframe, just an inch above ground, a silver wire was tied
from one side to the other. It was so thin that it was easy to miss at first
glance, yet it looked sturdy.


 


“Not karma. Just a trip wire,” I
said. I pointed down at the doorframe. “Look.”


 


“There’s something wrong here,” said
Reggie.


 


“Let’s not go rushing in.”


 


Mel got to her feet. She licked her
fingers and then rubbed her head, wincing as she touched the graze. 


 


“Wait until I catch the bastard who’s
playing games,” she said.


 


The air was musty, like fabric that
had gotten wet with rainwater. There was an atmosphere inside, something heavy,
and it felt like we had disturbed it. Paintings lined the walls, oil depictions
of a desolate landscape. In one of them, a lonely man pushed a wheelbarrow down
a deserted road while the sky darkened around him. I wondered if the paintings
were of the local area.


 


“Four doors, three people. Better get
exploring,” I said. “I would say we should split up to save time, but I’ve seen
my share of horror flicks.  Given how many times I’ve called people idiots for
splitting up, it’d be pretty ironic for me to tell us to do the same thing.”


 


Reggie nodded. He seemed pleased that
we would be searching the house together.


 


“Let’s start here then.”


 


We opened the first door on the
landing. The room was dark save the daylight that snuck in through the gaps in
a net curtain. It made for a dim illumination, but my eyes soon adjusted. When
they did, I felt my breath catch in my chest.


 


Reggie must have seen it too, but he
lost his footing and nearly tripped over the edge of a couch.


 


“What the hell?” he said, straightening
up. He stared at the walls around him.


 


Handwriting covered the walls. The
size of the words changed from sentence to sentence. Some were written in giant
block capitals, and others were so small that I had to press my nose against
the wall to read them.


 


“Is that what I think it is?” said
Mel.


 


She pointed at one wall, where all
the writing was in a deep red colour. Looking around, I saw that only two
colours had been used for the scrawlings; crimson red and dirty brown. It made
it pretty obvious which natural resources the writer had used for his ink.


 


The writing didn’t mean much. Most of
it was a variance of a single sentence.


 


Shawn keeps them fed.


Keep them fed, Shawn.


Feed us Shawn. Feed us. Feed us feed
us feed us.


 


“Interesting design choice,” said
Mel. “Not exactly welcoming.”


 


She walked to the end of the room,
gripped the net curtains and pulled them. With the curtains gone, daylight
filled the room. If Mel had done it to make the room seem less cold, then she
had failed.


 


I wished the room was dark again. I
looked around me. I put my hand to my mouth and coughed, and felt my stomach
start to bubble. Reggie turned around and walked straight out of the door.


 


On the table in the centre of the
room was an array of body parts. The wooden surface was covered in dismembered
arms and legs that someone had lined up in a perfect row. I started to get a
dizzy feeling. I tried to keep it together. Why was it that years after the
outbreak, after everything I had seen, certain things still brought up a
feeling of revulsion in me? 


 


“Why don’t they smell?” I said.


 


Mel stood over the table. She picked
up a severed leg. The wound had been cauterised and the skin was a dull pink.
It looked like it should have been hanging from a hook in a butchers shop. Mel
twisted the limb in her hands.


 


“It’s been salted,” she said.
“Someone preserved it. Did a pretty good job, too.”


 


There was a crashing sound in the
hallway. I turned my head and saw that Reggie was struggling with someone
outside the door. A figure had latched onto him and they wrestled in the
hallway, slamming each other into the walls of the house. A painting slid off
its hook and fell to the floor, the glass frame shattering into hundreds of
pieces. Reggie grunted with pain as his back thudded into the wall.


 


I ran out into the hallway. The
figure wrestling Reggie was dressed in black, with a hood over his head. I
grabbed the hood and yanked him away, putting my shoulders behind the effort.
The man was surprisingly light. When I threw him into the wall behind me, his
head slammed back and his hood fell down. 


 


He was just a teenager. He looked to
be Justin’s age, and he had a similar flop of blonde hair. His eyes were green
and almost feral, and inch-long fine hairs grew from his chin. His eyes looked
dazed but they soon cleared, and when they did he stared at me with a look of
hate. I saw him reach for his pocket.


 


Before he could do anything else, I
stepped forward and threw my full weight into a punch. My fist connected with
his right cheek, and the strength knocked his head back into the wall. His eyes
glazed over once again and he slid down to the floor.


 


***


 


 We propped him up on a wooden chair
that we found in the kitchen. Mel was at his side with the blade of her cleaver
resting in her hand. She studied the teenager with a grimace on her face. It
was strange to think that she was a similar age to him; over the last year, Mel
had grown a hell of a lot older.


 


“I’m going to go look upstairs,” she
said.


 


I shook my head. “Remember what I
said about splitting up?”


 


“This isn’t a horror film, Kyle. I
know it might seem like it sometimes, but unfortunately for us this is real
life.”


 


“Yeah. That’s what makes it worse.”


 


Mel walked across the room. The
teenager turned his head and his gaze followed her every step. When she stopped
in the doorway, she tapped her cleaver against her palm.


 


“I’ll be careful, honestly” she said,
and left the room.


 


The stranger turned his gaze toward
me. His cheek was swollen red from my punch.


 


“Nice to meet you,” he said.


 


He was no more than a boy; sparse
sprouts on his chin from a puberty not long gone. His arms and legs were
sprightly, having no muscle mass but no fat either. Back in Larkton we had seen
him sprint down the street, so I knew that he was fast. His body shape wasn’t
exactly strange given his sparse diet and regular exercise. 


 


There was an animal cunning in his
eyes, a glimmer in his gaze that held experience long beyond his age. If the
world hadn’t changed all those years ago, this boy would have just been at
college with his friends. Instead, he had managed to survive alone in the
Wilds. I knew what that took, and I knew that some of the things you learned,
and some of the things you had to do, aged you beyond the normal run of time.


 


“If you kill me,” he said, “Salt me.
Don’t let me go to waste.”


 


Reggie perched on the end of the
couch. He couldn’t take his eyes off the boy, and he gripped his hammer in his
hand and twisted the handle in his palm. The teenager seemed oblivious to
Reggie’s stare.


 


“Is there anyone else here?” I said.


 


He shook his head.


 


“I’m not a fan of surprises,” I said.
“So if you’ve got any, you better tell me. Are there any other survivors here?”


 


The teenager shook his head from side
to side in exaggerated slow movements.


 


“Noooooooooo,” he said, drawing the
word out so that it sounded like a whale song.


 


I showed him my knife.


 


“Are you sure?”


 


“That won’t be sharp enough to
butcher me. There’s a whetstone out back, go and freshen up the blade.”


 


“Just answer the question.”


 


He shook his head, quicker this time.
“I told you. No survivors here.”


 


He was twenty-odd years younger than
me and half my weight, but something about him chilled me. He was part of a
generation of people born in this new world; boys and girls who had to grow up
fast. I got the sense that he was capable of anything.


 


“Reggie, stand in the doorway and
keep listening for Mel.”


 


I turned to face the teenager.


 


“What’s your name?”


 


“They never named me.”


 


“Who are they?”


 


“My group. We never called each other
by names. You don’t personalise something that’s about to die, it gets too
hard.”


 


Reggie gave me a funny look and then
shook his head. 


 


“Call me Rhadamanthus,” said the
teenager. 


 


Reggie let out a sigh.


 


“What kind of name is that?”


 


“It means judge of the dead. He was
an Egyptian god.”


 


“I’m not calling you that,” I said.


 


“Fine. Call me Shawn. I always liked
that name.”


 


“What are you doing by yourself,
Shawn?”


 


“Isn’t that how we all end up,
eventually?”


 


It struck me how much his voice
didn’t match his face. His skin was pale and soft, and it bore the aftermath of
an acne flare up. His voice was rich and thick, and the words and their
meanings carried more maturity than I expected. It was like talking to an old
man in a teenager’s body.


 


Floorboards creaked above us, and
then a door opened. I glanced over at Reggie.


 


“It’s Mel,” he said.


 


“You better go up there with her.”


 


“What about him?”


 


“I’ll be okay.”


 


“What about me?” said Shawn.


 


He leaned forward in his seat. He
wore black jeans, black boots and a black hooded sweater. There was a dried
stain on the cuff of his right arm, and he had tucked the bottoms of his jeans
into his socks.


 


“What about you?”


 


“You’ll need to decide what to do
with me.”


 


He said it so matter-of-factly that
he could have been talking about the best way to cook a potato. He was right,
though. We would have to decide what to do with him. Deep down I knew there was
something dangerous about him, and I wouldn’t feel right letting him go. On the
other hand, there was no way that I wanted him with us.


 


The floorboards whined. Reggie poked
his head out of the doorframe. He ducked back in a few seconds later and stared
at Shawn again. It was a deep stare, as though the boy fascinated him.


 


“I was just lonely, you know,” said
Shawn. He leaned back and crossed one leg over the other. “Just lonely. There
are worse people than me around.”


 


“What are you talking about?” I said.


 


“You’ll find out. Sooner rather than
later, probably. But hey, what do I know? Not much except what I’ve seen.”


 


“Such as?”


 


“Guys racing around on quad bikes and
hunting people down. Other things, too. You learn to keep your eyes open when
you’re on your own.”


 


Reggie rubbed his hand over his face.


 


“I’ve had enough of this. Kyle, let’s
ditch him, search the rest of the house and then get out of here. He’s a sick
little bastard.”


 


“Sick?” said Shawn.


 


I nodded over to the table.


 


“The arms and the legs,” I said. The
words felt strange to say. “Explain yourself.”


 


Shawn put his hand to his chin and
sat, deep in thought. The air held a tension, a wire stretched out and ready to
snap. I realised that I was gripping my knife so tight that my knuckles had
turned chalky. Shawn seemed relaxed. He leaned his arms behind his head and
supported his neck.


 


“Like I said. I’m not the worst thing
out there. You’ve got more to worry about than me. You and your little camp.”


 


I snapped my head toward him. His
eyes were slits, and a flicker of a grin played on the corner of his lips. How
did he know about camp? I took a step closer. I was going to have to shake the
truth out of him. 


 


There were four sharp thuds upstairs,
and then a loud banging as if a door had been flung open.


 


“Kyle,” shouted Mel. “Kyle!”


 


Reggie looked out of the doorway.


 


“What’s up?”


 


“Tell Kyle to get the hell up here.”


 


There was an edge of panic to her
voice that cut through the tension of the room.


 


“You okay with him?” I said to
Reggie.


 


“Yeah.”


 


“You don’t look so good.”


 


“Good enough to keep this little bastard
under control.”


 


I left the room and ran upstairs. Mel
met me at the top and pointed at a doorway across the hall. The door was a
brown mahogany with flowers carved into it. It seemed out of place in the
cottage, as though it belonged in a much bigger and more expensive house. 


 


“Got your knife?” she said.


 


I held it up. Mel lifted her cleaver.


 


“Just be careful, Kyle.”


 


“What’s in there?”


 


“You’ll see. Just stay away from the
walls.”


 


A chill covered the skin on my back.
I walked through the doorway, running the fingers of my right hand along the
carved wooden trim. I clutched my blade in my left hand and tried to stay calm
despite the anxiety leaking into my veins. I could feel Mel following just a
step behind me.


 


“Watch out to your left,” she said.


 


It was an arresting sight. A blood
stain covered the wooden floorboards. The walls had been stripped bare, and red
handprints of different sizes decorated the plaster. Some of them were big
enough to be a man’s hand prints, and others were from children. On one wall,
written in messy red writing, were the words ‘Help me’.


 


Stainless steel rings were fastened
in place along the walls. Lines of metal chain were looped through the rings,
and on the end of the chains were some infected. When they saw me they lurched
in my direction, and the chain jangled as it was fed through the hoops. The
infected were silent. Even as they tried to reach for me they made no sound,
and I realised that their necks were torn open and their vocal chords had been
ripped out. The chain around their waists allowed them movement in the room,
but the line was just short enough that they couldn’t reach me.


 


The biggest shock was in the centre
of the room. Sat on a woodmen stool, with mute infected surrounding him, was a
boy. He stared down at the ground. Blood matted his hair, and I saw that the
palm of his right hand was covered red. To his right, on one of the walls, was
a hand print the size of a boy’s that looked fresher than the rest.


 


“Ben?” I said.


 


The boy lifted his head. His face has
dirty and his hair was stuck to his face by a mixture of sweat and blood. There
were rings around his eyes, but there was no doubt it was Ben. I felt relief
rush through me and flood my chest.


 


The infected strained. Their line of
chain screeched through the stainless steel rings and then it ran out of length
and jerked them back. They opened their mouths to scream, but despite their
efforts nothing but silence came out. I walked into the centre of the room
toward Ben, and when I reached him, he stood up. I put my arm around him and
hugged him.


 


“Are you okay?” I said.


 


Ben held up his hand. A deep gouge
ran across his right palm, and dark lines of blood had dried around it.


 


“Did he hurt you?”


 


“He made me put my hand on the wall.
There was another boy here too, but Shawn took him away.”


 


I felt the heat of anger start to
rise. I thought about the salted limbs in the living room downstairs. Shawn was
killing people and eating them, that much was obvious. If we hadn’t noticed him
prowling near us earlier, then we would never have followed him and found his
nightmare house. He would have killed Ben.


 


I’m going to tear his heart out, I thought.      


 


The burning anger turned into a
bonfire. I felt my cheeks flush with blood, and I gripped the knife as if I was
trying to snap it in two. I didn’t know if it was anger at Shawn or if it was
anger at myself for being a lousy protector, but the effect was the same. The
flames of rage poured over me and scorched me.


 


I walked by Mel in the doorway.


 


“Watch him,” I said.


 


My boots boomed on the staircase. I
reached the lobby and walked toward the living room. I didn’t know what I was
going to do, but I knew that I wouldn’t be able to stop myself. The time for
self-control was long behind me now, replaced by madness and adrenaline.


 


When I stepped into the living room,
I stopped. I looked around. The chair was empty, and a breeze blew in the room
from the open window. Reggie was on the floor, his face pressed into the
floorboards, with blood running from his temple.
















Chapter
18


 


A trickle of blood ran down his skin,
hitting channels of wrinkles as it drew a red line down his cheek and then onto
the curve of his chin. Reggie’s eyes were unfocused, and he sank into the couch
and let it take his weight.


 


Mel found a washcloth in the kitchen.
She took a bottle of water out of her rucksack, put the washcloth over the lid
and tipped it over. With delicate swabs she cleaned Reggie’s head, the wash
cloth getting redder as she worked.  I walked over to the window and pulled on
it. The wooden frame resisted at first, then gave way with a whine and slid
down to the window sill. The sharp breeze dropped immediately.


 


“Think he went far?” I said.


 


Mel lifted the cloth away from
Reggie.


 


“Guy’s an Olympic sprinter or
something,” she said. 


 


Reggie’s head wobbled as he tried to
focus on Mel.


 


“How do you… know about the
Olympics?” he said.


 


He slurred his words. He must have
been concussed from whatever Shawn had done to escape. We needed to get him
back to Charlie so that the scientist could take a look at him. 


 


Mel smiled. 


 


“Because dad and I stayed in a house
for a week once. It was the longest we ever stayed in one place. He took the
master bedroom and I took the kid’s room, and it just so happened that a
sports-crazy boy lived there and he had tons of books. I had to pass the time
somehow, so I read about the Olympics and the World Cup and Wimbledon.”


 


“Wimbledon. Huh. Hate tennis,” said
Reggie.


 


Ben stood by my side at the windowsill.
There was just an inch separating us, and it seemed that even that was too much
distance for him. He hadn’t said much since we found him, and I was starting to
get worried. We needed to take him out of this house, but we had to have a plan
first.


 


“Got a sec?” I said to Mel.


 


She nodded, and stood up. I walked
across the room and went to leave, when Ben grabbed my shirt.


 


“Stay here with Reggie,” I said.


 


Reggie lifted his hand in the air.
His eyes glazed over. Shawn had really given him a walloping.


 


“But Kyle,” said Ben.


 


“Just give me a minute. We’re only
going into the hall.”


 


I shut the door behind me. In the
hallway, the pictures on the walls stared back at me. One showed a lonely
bridge that looked decades away from collapse. Others were of crumbling country
walls and remote mountains. It was a bleak landscape, and I was sure that it was
local.


 


I kept my voice low.


 


“We need a plan. It makes me edgy
that Shawn’s out there, but something tells me that the crazy little bastard
knows enough to stay away from us.”


 


Mel settled down on the bottom step
of the staircase. Blood stained her fingertips from cleaning Reggie’s wound.


 


“So what’s there to decide then? We
need to get back to Lou and the others.”


 


“But I just don’t know. Maybe Shawn’s
dangerous, maybe not.”


 


“He’s definitely dangerous, Kyle.
It’s just whether that danger is gonna be directed at us. Like you said, he
probably knows enough to keep his distance.”


 


“I can’t get my head straight.”


 


Usually, when I needed to make a
decision, a single choice cried out at me. My decisions weren’t always the
best, but at least I made them with conviction. This time it was different. It
felt like I was the one who had taken a blow to the head. Like my confidence
was off-kilter and my thinking skills were marbles spinning across a room.


 


Maybe it was time for me to face
facts. I had stepped up as leader because, after Bleakholt, the crisis had
demanded it.  Things were in disarray back then. Most people had spent hours
fighting the undead, and nearly everyone had watched a loved one die in the
soil. On top of that their leader was gone and their settlement was unsafe. I
had stepped up because I had to.


 


Being a good war time leader didn’t
mean I could move things forward in times of peace though. Hell, you only had
to look at Churchill to see that some leaders prospered under certain
situations. I had my limitations, and it was time that I accepted them. I
needed to stop trying to decide things for people. Who the hell was I to decide
whether we should stay at camp, or leave? They needed to decide for themselves,
and then whatever the decision was, I’d have to stick by it.


 


“Listen,” I said. “I think it’s time
I stopped  giving all the answers. After all, doesn’t seem like I’m leading us
into paradise, does it? When I saw the helicopter, I guess I just thought
that…I don’t know. That there was something else out there. That it was worth
chasing.”


 


Mel gave a faint smile.


 


“It was. It is. Hell, I’ve never seen
a helicopter in person in my life. Think of that, Kyle. We had to come find
it.”


 


I felt weak. My stomach turned on
itself, and my arms felt heavy. I just wanted to sink to the floor for a while
and close my eyes.


 


“I don’t know if I can do this,” I
said.


 


“Do what?”


 


“Take all of this on. The people, the
camp, Ben. It’s all getting too much.”


 


“No shit, Kyle.”


 


Mel sat with her chin resting on her
hand and her back bent forward . For a second, she reminded me of Lou. She was
different, though. Her face looked younger than Lou’s, but the way she carried herself
was much older.


 


“You keep it together pretty well,” I
said.


 


Mel patted the step next to her.


 


“Come sit here a sec.”


 


I joined her on the step. We sat so
close our shoulders touched, and it reminded me of being with Lou by the tree
when she was on watch. I was glad of the contact now; it reminded me that I was
still here, that I was still a human being who was alive and could feel things.


 


“I’m gonna tell you something, Kyle.
And I want you to make me a promise.”


 


“Depends what it is,” I said.


 


“Just promise me.”


 


I nodded.


 


“I’ll give you a conditional promise.
Because I don’t know what you’re asking yet.”.


 


Mel grinned. “Okay, whatever. Just
promise me this; that when I tell you something, you won’t ever ask me about it
or bring it up again. Once these words leave my mouth, you listen to them,
understand them, and then let them fade away. Because I’m only saying this to
make you feel better.”


 


I tapped her knee with my hand and
gave it a squeeze.


 


“Sure,” I said.


 


Mel sighed. “Okay. Here goes.” She
sighed again, a long trailing breath. Then she looked away from me, at the
floor. “This is the thing, Kyle. You came to my tent back in camp and you
started talking about Justin. About how you think he’s still alive.”


 


“Mel, I – “


 


“Just hear me out. I told you that I
didn’t give a shit about him. That I screwed Peter Jenkins and Kieron because I
don’t care about Justin.”


 


“You don’t have to explain yourself
to me,” I said.


 


Mel pressed her thumb into her calf
muscle and pivoted her hand, as if she were trying to drill the digit into her
skin.


 


“It wasn’t quite true. Everything I
said.”


 


Her voice was low now, and she
wouldn’t look at me.


 


“So Pete and Kieron then. You didn’t...”


 


“Oh, I slept with them. But it wasn’t
because I hate Justin. It’s because when I think of him, it feels like every
single cell in my body is screaming at me. It’s agony, Kyle. I close my eyes
and I see Justin walking across the plains like he’s some big fucking hero. I
don’t see his face anymore, I see the back of his head. So it’s not that I hate
him, it’s that I need to forget him. If I don’t, it’s gonna tear me open.”


 


I put my hand on her shoulder. She
shrugged me off and looked at me, and her eyes burned.


 


“How could the selfish bastard just
abandon me?”


 


“He didn’t. We had bigger things to
think about. The picture doesn’t end at me and you. Think about everyone else.”


 


“But what about me? A bunch of
strangers meant more to him than I did. I miss him so much that I could be
sick. But you know what, Kyle? I’m done. I’m not gonna let myself get attached
to anyone. From now on, everything is about survival. Fuck Justin.”


 


“You don’t mean that,” I said.


 


She shook her head. I could tell that
something had left her, as if a tiny part of her resolve had drained away and
left her that bit more vulnerable.


 


“No. Guess not.”


 


***


 


Ben sprinted across the open fields,
his eyes fixed in one direction. He didn’t see the rock on the ground until it
was too late, and by that point his foot had stumbled on it and he fell to the
floor. At least he managed to put his arms out in front of him before he hit
the dirt.


 


By the time I caught up to him,
Charlie had seen us. He reached Ben before I did and he helped him up off the
floor. Ben gave the scientist a hug.


 


“Missed you, buddy,” said Charlie. He
looked at me and mouthed the words ‘is he okay?’


 


I nodded.


 


“How’s Lou?”


 


Charlie let out a sigh. He led us
over to the bush. Lou was on her stretcher. Her forehead was dripping with
perspiration, but her cheeks were chalky pale. Charlie had changed her bandage,
though it was debateable whether wrapping denim around a broken leg was stellar
medical treatment. I longed for the days of the old health system. The waiting
times were long, but at least treatment didn’t mean a wooden plank in the
middle of a field, with a one-armed scientist feeding you whiskey.


 


“She’s not at her best,” said
Charlie. “Hasn’t said a word in hours. Not one I could understand, anyhow. This
is reaching breaking point, Kyle. She needs help.”


 


“There’s nothing we can do?” I asked.


 


He shook his head. 


 


“Clean her wound a little. Make sure
she’s drinking. I hate to talk about it like this, but if I was putting my pay
packet on a bet, it wouldn’t be on her side.”


 


I looked away into the distance. Less
than a mile away, a large grey rock stuck thirty feet into the air. Something
drifted up into the sky behind it. It looked like smoke, but the trail was so
thin and light coloured that it must have been a cloud.


 


“Jesus,” said Charlie. “Reggie looks
like crap.”


 


Mel and Reggie had reached us. As
soon as they got here, Reggie sank down onto the floor. On the walk back from
the house he had seemed to perk up a little; his eyes focussed, his words were
straight rather than slurred. 


 


I walked over to him. He hung his
head forward so far he looked like he was about to tip over.


 


“Okay, pal?” I said.


 


He shrugged his shoulders. 


 


“Reggie,” I said.


 


He lifted his head. I wasn’t prepared
for how he would look. His face was bright red, like a coal smouldering in a
blacksmith’s forge. I put my hand to his skin and felt his heat warm me. When I
pulled my hand away, his sweat covered it.


 


“Is this normal for concussion?” I
said.


 


Charlie walked over to us. “If this
is concussion, then I’m a stalker’s uncle.” He lifted Reggie’s hand. “Look.”


 


Two little dots were on Reggie’s
hand. The skin around them was swallow and red, as though it was filling with
blood and ready to burst. The bites were an oval shape.


 


“It was back in the sewer,” I said.
“I heard him cry out when a rat bit him.”


 


“I’d love to give you good news, but
this looks like he’s got rat bite fever,” said Charlie.


 


“Is that actually a thing?” said Mel.


 


Charlie lifted Reggie’s hand higher.
“Look at him.”


 


“So what do we do?” I said. “Wait.
Let me have a guess. We get him antibiotics.”


 


Charlie gave a grim nod.


 


I stood up and kicked the muddy grass
in front of me.


 


“Well that’s great. Because we know
how plentiful they are, don’t we?”


 


We had rat bites and broken legs. Our
rucksacks were almost empty, and our moods were darkening faster than the late
afternoon sky. I looked at Lou on her stretcher and Reggie with the sweat
pooling on his face, and I knew that we only had one choice.


 


“We’re gonna have to head back,” I
said.


 


We were all silent. Mel knelt beside
Lou and zipped her coat up to her chin. Charlie held the back of his palm to
Reggie’s forehead. 


 


“Fire,” said Ben.


 


I turned around.


 


Ben pointed over to the east.


 


“Something’s on fire.”


 


Sure enough, the plumes drifting in
the sky were the fumes from a fire. It was the same patch that I had dismissed
as a cloud, but there was no doubt about it now. The hulking rock shielded the
source of the smoke from my view, but I knew there weren’t many things that it
could be. The towns were far behind us and Scotland wasn’t known as a country
of spontaneous wildfires.


 


Charlie stood up.


 


“What do you think it is?”


 


“It’s the helicopter,” I said.
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Sometimes things became more
noticeable in their absence. Gone were the days where smoke pumped out from the
brick chimneys of warehouses and factories. Cars exhausts were rusting away,
having fallen out of use in the years since car keys turned in ignitions.  Not
even cigarettes or vapour pens sent their white plumes into the air. The only
smoke a person was likely to see these days was from the campfire of a fellow
traveller, and in that way, smoke acted as a warning. It was a sign that a
stranger was in the area and that a change in route was needed.


 


The smoke we saw from behind the rock
wasn’t from a camp fire. It was grey and thick. It twisted up into a waiting
sky and then spread wide across it, making it look like a wispy forest floating
amongst the clouds. 


 


We took a wide path so that we could
get a clearer view of what was behind the rock without getting any closer than
we needed. Mel helped me with Lou’s stretcher, walking in front of me with one
end of the wooden plank in her grip. Reggie moved at a stumbling pace, his skin
grey and wet with sweat. Charlie held Ben’s hand and led the boy along.


 


Mel stopped walking. Her triceps
twitched with the strain of Lou’s weight.


 


“Okay, Kyle. You’re gonna want to see
this.”


 


The wider we went, the more the countryside
came into a view. In front of us, nestled amongst the untamed grass and
nettles, was the helicopter.


 


Cracks lined the cockpit window,
though the glass must have been shatterproof because it had stayed in place.
The helicopter leaned to its left so that one of its propellers was dug into
the dirt. The tail was dented in places and bent out of shape, and the smaller
propeller at the end was completely smashed. 


 


The smoke we had seen came from a
fire next to the helicopter. It looked like it had been started recently,
though it was dying down. Someone had ripped out the chairs, upholstery and
parachute from the helicopter and had set it alight.


 


“Looks like we’re not the only ones
who came to find it,” said Mel.


 


A group of infected were surrounding
the helicopter from all sides. There were ten of them, and they were almost all
completely naked. They took blundering steps forward, breasts and penises
swinging in the cold air. Some had scorched flesh as if something had burned
them, and others had missing limbs and holes in their flesh.


 


“Scotland’s last nudist colony,” I
said.


 


The infected were closing in a circle
around the helicopter. There was something inside that they wanted. I didn’t
know what it was, but after coming all this way, I wouldn’t let them have it. I
lowered my end of Lou’s stretcher to the floor. She stirred, but didn’t walk
from her sleep.


 


“What do you think?” I said. “Ten of
them. That’s three each for me and Mel, two each for you guys.”


 


Charlie shrugged his shoulders.


 


“It’ll be fine if we’re careful.”


 


Dealing with the infected was routine
now. In any ecosystem, the prey and the predators adjust to each other. Sixteen
years ago the infected had been something new, a dangerous animal that we
hadn’t seen before. We’d had a lot of time to adjust, and they had their
limitations. Seeing them still gave me a chill, but that was just an
instinctual response that I doubted would ever leave. I knew I could handle
them.


 


“Mel and I will take the ones from
six o’clock to twelve. You guys take the other four. Keep your distance until
you’re ready to kill. Ben, I want you to stay here with Lou. Shout your lungs
out if you see anything.”


 


We descended down the gentle slope. I
felt a heaviness in my back muscles and my calves, but at the same time a light
feeling fluttered through my stomach. Nerves, maybe, but not fear. Charlie’s
face was set in a scowl. I knew that he didn’t like fighting the infected, but
I was glad that I had made him practice back in camp.


 


When I was four feet away from the
first infected, it turned around with a speed that I didn’t expect.  It repulsed
me. It had once been a man, judging from what swung between its legs, but it
resembled nothing human now. Deep gouges covered its face as if someone had
scratched its flesh with a knife, left it to heal and then scratched it again.
Dead flesh didn’t heal, I knew, so this must have been done to him while he was
alive. This infected was the only one who wore any clothing, with its upper body
covered by a tight-looking denim jacket.


 


The infected cried out. Another
creature to its left, a woman, turned around. One of her breasts was missing,
and a wound ran across her from hip to hip, thick and deep like a dried up
river cutting a channel across a desert.


 


“Keep it tight,” I told everyone. 


 


One by one the infected turned to us,
each of them alerted by the cries of the others. The creature in front of me
stared into my eyes. Its irises were dark brown, with so little colour that
they appeared to be black. I got the sense that this wasn’t just an absent
stare. It felt like this infected was really seeing me, that it knew I was
there and that I wasn’t just food.


 


The wind scoured my body, sneaking
through every crevice in my clothes and smothering my skin. 


 


“Kyle,” said Mel.


 


An infected to my right stumbled
toward me. It was a short, middle-aged man, his scalp missing and his grey
brain matter facing the elements. He reached out for me with fingernails an
inch long and lined with dirt. 


 


I stepped back. I gave the scratched
infected another glance, and then focussed on the middle aged man. The infected
screamed and groaned like a nest of undead birds. Some concentrated on me,
hunger in their gaze, whilst others looked at Mel. 


 


In the background behind me, Charlie
held his carving knife in his hand and swung at the head of an infected. The
blade dug into its scalp, but the blow wasn’t deep enough to damage its brain.
The scientist strained to pull his blade free.


 


A woman lurched at Mel. Her hair ran
to her waist, and flowed over the hem of a dirty skirt. It was tangled with mud
and twigs, giving her the appearance of an undead forest witch. Her cry was
high pitched and it seemed to crawl into my ears and worm its way into my
brain. The shouts around us rose until they sang out like a chorus.


 


The middle-aged man groped for me
again. I stepped out of reach, moved to the side and then stabbed the end of my
knife into his exposed brain. He tumbled down to the dirt.


 


Charlie tried again with the infected
near him, and this time he stabbed the metal through the monster’s brain.
Instead of falling back onto the floor, the infected toppled forwards, and the
scientist was too slow to move out of its way. He caught the full weight of the
corpse and struggled with it. As he tried to push it away, a monster to his
right moved toward him.


 


“Reggie,” I shouted, trying to get
him to help Charlie.


 


Even in the midst of a fight I could
see that Reggie didn’t look good. His eyes were vacant and it looked like he
could hardly keep them open. His steps were unsure, his gait not much different
from the infected whom he fought.


 


I was going to have to help Charlie.
That meant leaving Mel with three infected to fight, but I was more confident
of her prowess than I was of the two men across from us.


 


“You okay?” I said.


 


She nodded, and swung her cleaver at
the head of the forest witch infected who strained for her.


 


Charlie pushed the infected to the
floor. The one to his right, six foot tall and black, grabbed his shoulders. He
cried out in pain under the infected’s grip. 


 


I moved in his direction, but as soon
as I took a step I felt pain in my scalp, and something yanked my head back. I
tried to move my head away but the pain was searing as if my skull was on fire.
I moved to the side and felt a clump of hair tear from my scalp.


 


The taller infected looked at me. It
held a clump of my black hair in its fists. It reached for me with a speed I
didn’t expect, and grabbed hold of my arm so tight that it was like it was trying
to squeeze through my flesh.


 


“Help!” Charlie shouted.


 


The infected held my right arm, so I
couldn’t do anything with my knife. It moved its head toward me in an absurd
movement that looked like it was stretching for a kiss. I saw its teeth, yellow
at the bases and stained brown in between, gums swollen and red raw. Its breath
tweaked my gag reflex.


 


Charlie screamed behind me. His voice
was desperate.


 


With my left hand I reached up and
grabbed the infected’s skull. I held it in a grip so that my thumb was on one
of its temples and my middle finger on the other, with my palm resting on its
head. I squeezed tight and then pulled away. The infected’s scalp came off with
surprising ease, the skin making a tearing sound as I ripped it away.


 


Charlie shrieked. Mel shouted
something, but a thumping in my ears drowned it out.


 


I held the infected’s scalp in my
hand. I bit back on the urge to be sick and threw the piece of skin and hair to
the ground. The wind lapped around the infected’s exposed brain. It was slimy
and full of gouges. I put my hand around it and squeezed, imagining that I was
gripping a sponge. I closed my hand tighter around the brain tissue until
finally I sensed a change. The creature in front of me went limp, its hand fell
away from my arm, and it dropped to the floor.


 


I turned. Charlie fell to the floor,
and an infected fell on top of him. Reggie took a few paces toward the
scientist and then stopped.


 


”What the hell are you doing?” I
said.


 


Reggie looked at me, but his eyes
were unfocused. He looked empty, a broken shell hobbling on two legs. As his
friend grappled with an infected just feet away, Reggie’s eyes went completely
blank and he fell to the floor.


 


I was too far away to get to Charlie
in time. With his one arm he wrestled with the infected, but the creature’s
desire and hunger and two good arms were winning out. My stomach churned as I
watched what I knew would be the death of yet another friend.


 


Something exploded. It was a bang so
loud that it made my ears ring. The infected above Charlie stopped fighting,
went limp and then slumped to the floor.


 


A man emerged from inside the
helicopter. He bent his head through the broken door and squeezed himself out
onto the fields. When he straightened up, I saw that he wore a military
uniform.
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He was shorter than most military
men, and a whole lot rounder. Though his body seemed thick it was also bulky,
and I sensed that he was sturdy enough that it would take more than a few
punches to knock him down. His eyebrows were bushy, and his black hair was
swept over his head where it fell into curls at the back. A carefully groomed
moustache claimed territory on his top lip.


 


Despite the uniform, I couldn’t
imagine him in the army. He looked like he’d fit in better behind the bar of a
low-class whiskey joint. Gossiping with the regulars, twisting a glass and wash
cloth in his hand and making the glass squeal as he wiped off lipstick stains.
Knocking back a short when the feeling took him, then looking up at the clock
and breathing out a sigh of whiskey-tainted breath.


 


He stopped for a few seconds and looked
at me. To my left, Mel raised her cleaver one last time. An infected cried out,
and there was a thud as it hit the ground. Then everything was silent.


 


The pilot turned the gun in his
hands. He looked at the handle. Then he raised it and pointed it at my head.


 


I didn’t say anything. I just stared.
I looked at his moustached face, at his skin wrinkled like a hide left out in
the sun. His eyes were deep and dark.


 


Mel turned her head toward me, and
then back at the pilot.


 


“The fight’s over. You can lower
that.”


 


He blinked. His irises disappeared
for a second, and then came back as dark as ever. He held the gun loosely, as
though he didn’t want it but knew that he needed it at the same time. I saw his
right eye squint through the sights. He seemed like a man getting ready to pull
the trigger.


 


“Listen,” I said, holding my hand up.
“We’re not here for trouble. We saw you fly over our camp, that’s all. Just
curiosity.”


 


He coughed.


 


“Well now you’ve seen me. So fuck
off.”


 


His voice was northern. It was gruff
and brutal, the words taking on a thickness as they left his mouth. It was a
voice as brash as the cold winter wind.


 


“Where are you from?” I said.


 


The smoke rose up behind him. It was
starting to disperse now, and the plume was thinner and clearer. I wondered why
he had started the fire in the first place. Was it to attract attention?
Throwing his chair on the blaze meant that the helicopter was probably grounded.


 


“I’m not in the habit of telling
strangers my business,” he said.


 


“So maybe you don’t tell us your
business. Just clue us in a little.”


 


“I’ve gotta say,” said Mel. “I’m
freaking out here. It’s been God knows how long since I saw a helicopter, and
then you go flying overhead. Then we come and find you, and you look like you
should be behind the counter in an antiques shop.”


 


The pilot seemed to think about it.
The gun stayed firm in his hand, the barrel pointed at my forehead.


 


“What’s with the fire?” I said.


 


“I’m not in the habit of – “


 


“Yeah, we get it.”


 


It was a Mexican standoff, but
instead of a dusty desert, it was the wet countryside of Scotland. Rather than
having pistols pointed at each other, only one of us had a firearm, which left
the rest of us at a disadvantage. We also had no idea what each of us wanted.
Where had he come from? Why was he here? 


 


I started to feel like none of this
had been worth it. It had cost us a lot to get here, and there was nothing to
show for it but a paranoid pilot who looked too stocky to even get in the
cockpit.


 


“Kyle,” said Charlie, to my right. 


 


Caught in the moment, I had forgotten
about him. He crouched down on his knees next to Reggie, who was out cold. The
bodies of the infected were slumped out on the grass around them. Charlie
pressed his index and middle fingers against Reggie’s neck.


 


He turned and looked at me. His face
was white.


 


“He’s dead,” he said.


 


The words stopped in the air, the
breeze sweeping them up and carrying them away so that I wondered if I had even
heard them.


 


“Say that again?” I said.


 


Mel started to walk across the field.
The pilot pointed the gun at her.


 


“Steady, love,” he said.


 


Charlie pressed his fingers against
Reggie’s neck again, and then shook his head.


 


“No pulse. He’s gone.” He put his
hand to his forehead, covering his face for a few seconds.


 


“This can’t be right,” I said. “What
the hell are you talking about? He didn’t get hurt in the fight. Look at him,
there are no marks on his body. Try his pulse again.”


 


Charlie shook his head. “Kyle, he’s
gone. I don’t know what - Well, I don’t know how this happened. One minute he
was walking, next thing we know, he drops to the floor.”


 


I thought about Taylor and about
finding the teenager’s body, his chest and stomach ripped apart. A few days
later, I had evicted Kendal from camp. Now, later still, Reggie was dead. This
was a whole family unit which had been torn to shreds in less than a fortnight.
One of them was gone by my hands, but what about the other two? Who had killed
Taylor? What the hell had happened to Reggie?


 


“You need to watch your pal,” said
the pilot. “Make sure he doesn’t get back up.”


 


“He wasn’t bitten,” said Mel. She was
edging closer to the pilot. 


 


“No? So your mate just dropped dead?
Well lucky him, I suppose. Not many of us get to die of natural causes these
days.”


 


Mel took another step. She was feet
away from him now. The pilot aimed his gun at Charlie and Reggie now.


 


“Make sure the bugger doesn’t get
back up.”


 


Charlie looked incredulous. “You’re
not listening to me. He wasn’t bitten, and he damn sure wasn’t infected.”


 


Mel edged closer. I willed the pilot
not to look at her. I felt my pulse quicken.


 


The pilot instead moved his gaze to
me.


 


“You. What’s your name?”


 


“Kyle.”


 


“Well, Kyle. I’m Al Redmayne. You
seem as bull headed as me, and I don’t like that. But now that we know each other,
are you going to listen to me?”


 


“Helps that you’re pointing a gun,” I
said. “I’m not exactly going to ignore you.”


 


“An ears an ear, I don’t care what
makes you use it. Take heed of this, though. If you’ve got any sense in you,
you’ll put a knife through your friend’s brain.”


 


I sighed. “You’re the one who needs
to use your ears. He wasn’t bitten. He was…”


 


Mel moved another step as I spoke,
and this time she was close enough to lunge at the Al. As she reached for him
the pilot saw the movement, and he span around to face her. Quicker than Mel
could react, he swung the pistol and hit her on the face with it. It made a
thumping sound as it smashed the bridge of her nose.


 


Al raised the gun. His face was calm,
his breathing steady.


 


“Now listen to me, lass,” he started
to say.


 


Charlie cried out. Still on the
ground, he started to scamper backwards with one arm, but he lost balance for a
second. He scrambled on the floor and then pushed himself up to his feet.


 


There was movement in front of him.
Reggie’s hand flinched. It twisted on the ground, his fingers stretching out
and then curling in toward his palm. He jerked his arm and then twitched his
feet. Slowly, he moved his head. He started to lift it to look at us, and when
his eyes met mine, a shock ran through me.


 


Reggie’s gaze was cold and dead. The
skin on his face still seemed soft and human, but the look behind his eyes was
something else. It was wild and hungry. This was a stranger in Reggie’s body.
He opened his mouth to talk, but the only sound that came out was an agonised
cry. It was a wail so desperate that it sounded like it came from the deepest
pit of his stomach.


 


Al turned. He lifted the pistol and
looked down the sights. As his finger wrapped around the trigger, Charlie
launched himself at Reggie and aimed his blade at his eyes. Reggie fell face
first onto the grass. Charlie stood with his knife coated in blood, his chest
rising and falling as he sucked in air.


 


***


 


“Right now, we’ve all got things spot
on,” said Al. 


 


He walked among the infected,
kneeling beside each one and turning them over to look at them. He stopped by
the one with scratches all over its face. It was the only one which wore
anything, but even this infected was naked from the waist down. He put his hand
in its jacket and pulled out a wallet.


 


“How do you figure?” I said.


 


Al opened the wallet. He pulled out a
bank note, looked it for a second and then let it go. The Queen’s head printed
on the side stared at me before it was carried away by the wind. He flicked
through the wallet and found a valet ticket, which he screwed up. He unclasped
a button and pulled out a photograph the size of a stamp. He studied it for a
few seconds and then put it in his pocket.


 


“Well,” he said, as he pulled the
coat off the infected. “You don’t trust me, I don’t trust you. Means neither of
us is gonna make a move that doesn’t serve our own interests.”


 


“Which are?” said Mel.


 


“Which are my business,” said Al.


 


I looked behind me, to the top of the
gentle hill. Ben and Lou waited on the crest of it. I waved up at them. Ben
waved back, but Lou didn’t stir.


 


“Let’s just leave it,” I said. “This
guy’s a dick.”


 


Mel had her hands on her hips. “Are
you serious, Kyle? We come all this way and then just leave because he’s an
arsehole? I want answers. I want to know what the hell he’s doing here.”


 


Al ignored her. He slung his new
denim jacket over his shoulder and walked over to the helicopter. 


 


I wanted to know what was happening
as much as Mel, but I sensed that Al wasn’t a man accustomed to giving answers.
I knew that it wouldn’t do any good to try and persuade him.


 


Mel wouldn’t give up. 


 


“Come on. What’s with the big
silence? We come all this way and you’ve got nothing to say to us?”


 


“I don’t give a shit how far you’ve
come. Your miles are your business, not mine.”


 


“You owe us an explanation.”


 


He shook his head. “I owe you nowt. I
don’t know you, I don’t trust you, and I sure as hell don’t have anything to
say to you.”


 


“Supposing I make you talk?” said
Mel.


 


Al grinned. “Supposing you try.”


 


“Leave it,” I sighed. “He’s right.
Trust works two ways, and I don’t have any in this guy. Let’s go.”


 


I turned my back on Al and started to
walk away toward the hill. I counted each step in my head, but I only made it
to ten before I heard his gruff voice call out.


 


“You made the right choice, Carl,” he
said.


 


“Kyle.”


 


“Whichever one it is.”


 


He tried to tuck his gun into his
belt, but the leather was so tight around his waist that he couldn’t. He held
it in his right hand, but put his left up in the air.


 


“Come on now. Come sit down a second.
You’ve got to be careful, round here. In the untamed parts. You never know
who’s looking for trouble and who’s bringing it.”
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“The way it seems to me,” said Al,
“You were gonna leave. Means you weren’t interested in taking what I had,
though many in your position would try.”


 


Al had walked around the side of the
helicopter, where a thin line of smoke drifted. He poked the ashen edges of the
fire with his boots. I stood a few feet back.


 


“I didn’t know you even had anything
worth taking.”


 


“Oh I don’t. I’m poorer that a
beggar’s arsehole. Doesn’t stop people from trying, though.”


 


Mel rubbed her nose. It didn’t seem
broken, but it had already started to swell.


 


“You’re an arsehole, alright. Think you
can do that again, do you? Put the pistol down and fight me properly.”


 


“You lunged at me, love. I know I’m a
handsome bastard but you could have waited.”


 


I gave Mel a look. I didn’t want to
provoke Al yet.


 


Charlie knocked on the helicopter
with his knuckles. The metal rang.


 


“Doesn’t seem like you’re poor to
me.”


 


“The sparrow isn’t mine,” said Al.


 


“Sparrow?”


 


“It’s what I call the helicopter.”


 


We stood around the smouldering wreck
at the side of the helicopter. The black seat had melted around the edges and
some of the leather had dripped away like wax. The bulk of it hadn’t caught
fire completely.


 


“It’s time you were straight with
us,” I said.


 


Al rubbed his hands around his mouth,
the bristles of his moustache moving under his fingers.


 


“How many of you are there?” he said.


 


I didn’t know how much I should tell
him. I had learned to be wary of strangers, but it seemed clear that Al had
gotten the same lesson. We needed to find out what he was doing here, and he
wouldn’t give any information away without getting some from us in return. I
reasoned that if he meant us harm, he could have shot one of us already.


 


“Just what you see here. We’re a
small group,” said Mel, answering him before I got a chance.


 


Al studied her for a second. I got
the impression that he saw beneath the surface, that his wise eyes saw the
truths we tried to hide away.


 


“Come on, love,” he said. 


 


“Do you see anyone else?” said Mel.
“And don’t call me love.”


 


Al held up his hand. “Sorry. But if
you’ll beg my pardon, that’s bullshit.”


 


“Think what you want.”


 


“If that’s the way it’s going to be,”
said Al.


 


He turned his back on us and walked
to the window of the helicopter. He rummaged around inside, before pulling a
bright orange rucksack through the opening. He hefted it onto his shoulder, and
then stopped. He looked at us all for a few seconds, dark eyes focussing on
mine, and then he started to walk away.


 


I looked at Mel and Charlie. Charlie
shrugged his shoulders. Every few seconds, he would dart his gaze to Reggie’s
body on the ground. 


 


“I don’t trust him,” said Mel.


 


Al was walking across the grass now.
His heavy boots trampled the blades underneath him.


 


“Hang on,” I said.


 


He carried on walking.


 


“Al.”


 


He stopped and turned around.


 


“Feeling chattier?”


 


“Just come back here.”


 


There was a chill in the air. The
faint tinge of burning and smoke infused the air around us. I pinched the arm
of my jacket and sniffed it. I smelled like a fire. It took me back to bonfire
nights with my dad; a twisted Guy Fawkes doll melting in the flames, and
fireworks screeching into the sky. I had always hated my dad dragging us out on
those nights, but I would have given the world to go back in time.


 


Al walked back toward us. His bag
made a heavy thump as he dropped it on the ground.


 


“Time we spoke honestly,” he said.
“Now trust me on my word. I don’t mean you any harm. But I can’t say the same
about you lot.”


 


“You’re the one with the gun.”


 


Al nodded.


 


“And I don’t mind telling you that
I’ve only got one bullet left. Enough to drop one of you. Probably the big guy
here,” he said, nodding at me. “I say big, but you’re more lanky than anything.
But the rest of you will still be standing. Seems to me that I’m the one
placing all the trust here.”


 


“Look around you,” said Charlie. He
jerked his shoulder to show Al his stump. “I’m not exactly in prime condition.
And Lou over there won’t be putting up much of a fight. We’re not a threat to
you.”


 


I sighed. Weariness made my bones
heavy. It was like the journey of the last week was hitting me in full force
all at once. 


 


“We’ve got a camp. South of here, not
too far away. There’s about fifty of us.”


 


“Any guns?” said Al.


 


“This is Britain. We don’t have Uzis
lying around.”


 


“Maybe so. But we’re in the
highlands. There are poachers, farmers. People who like the feeling of a
shotgun hanging over their arm.”


 


“We already told you we’re not going
to hurt you,” said Mel.


 


Al watched us. Again I got the
feeling that he saw much more than we intentionally gave away. His wrinkled
face stood out under the dim light. The gouges that time had carved in his face
made him seem as craggy as the hills and rocks around us.


 


“The situation’s this,” he said. “We
dropped into London a fortnight back.”


 


“Who’s we?” I said.


 


“Sounds a little silly, when you look
at how things have turned to shit. But you’d probably know us as the
government.”


 


It was a word I hadn’t heard in a
long time. It brought back images of politicians in suits, of debates and
referendums, of lies and propaganda. At the same time, it had associations of
civilisation, of the world as it had been before the cataclysm. 


 


The first few years of the outbreak,
I had always wondered where the government were. I was so angry at them that I
could spit. Why weren’t they doing anything? Why had they just left us to waste
away? After a while, I gave up on the idea of seeing them.


 


“Say that again,” I said.


 


Al bent down and adjusted the lace on
his right boot. Straightening up, he looked at me.


 


“We’ve been coming back every few
years. Don’t know what we expect to find, because nothing changes. We find
survivors every so often and take them back to the island, but there’s no
helping some people. Did you ever see on the news, those stories about kids
found in the wild? Abandoned when they were babes and then raised by wolves or
wild dogs? People are like that, we find. Anyone who’s survived this long has
had to go a little wild. Some of them can’t adjust when we take them back.”


 


“Hold on a second,” said Charlie. He
tucked his hand in his jacket pocket. “What island?”


 


Al reached into his rucksack. He
rummaged around and then pulled out a compass. He studied it for a few seconds,
sighed, and then threw it on the ground.


 


“Bloody thing’s busted.”


 


He looked up at the sky, and then
turned to his right. He pointed.


 


“Over that direction,” he said. “Know
what we call that?”


 


I followed his finger, but I saw
nothing but more of the bleak landscape that seemed to fill every inch of the
highlands. Rocks forged millions of years ago and then carved away by the
passage of time.


 


“I’m not the best at geography,” I
said.


 


Al grinned.


 


“We call that south east.”


 


I shook my head.


 


“Very funny.”


 


“If you follow that direction,”
continued Al, “you’ll hit the coast. Go far enough across the sea, and you’ll
come to an island called Gann. Used to be a small fishing village. Now it’s
something else. You won’t find people catching cod out there, anymore. Well you
will find that actually, because that’s what we eat, but it isn’t just a
fishing village anymore.”


 


“Get to the point,” said Mel.


 


“That little island in the sea is
where the government lives now,” said Al in a patronising voice, as though he
was talking to a child.


 


For a few seconds nobody said
anything. The only sound was the wind which blew through the open windows of
the helicopter and rattled something inside. Charlie stared south east, his gaze
focused on the horizon as if he could see through the hills that blocked our
view.


 


“Come on now,” said Al. “Don’t tell
me you never wondered where everyone went.”


 


I hadn’t been south since the world
ended. It had occurred to me that if by some chance anything was left of the
leadership of the country, they would be down there. I also thought they would
be hunkered in a bunker, shutting themselves away from the apocalypse with
steel doors and tons of rock. They would be either oblivious to the screams of
the survivors above, or just plugging their ears to ignore the noise.


 


In my time in the wilds I had met a
few people who were going south. It always seemed like a stupid plan to me. The
capital was in the south. It was the most populated city in the country, and
that meant more decayed foot soldiers for the army of the undead. Cities meant
death. Everywhere meant death, really, but going to a city was like walking
into your own grave.


 


Al picked up his rucksack and slipped
the strap across his shoulders. He adjusted the weight on his back, bending his
knees under the strain.


 


“I better go,” he said.


 


“Go where?”


 


He spread his arms out wide.


 


“Where else? I can’t stay in the arse
end of nowhere, no matter how beautiful the view and how delightful the
company. I’ve got to get to the other side of the country.”


 


“Why don’t you fly?” said Ben.


 


I didn’t even know that the boy had
left Lou’s side. I looked behind us and saw that she was on her own, on the
stretcher, at the top of the hill. I felt guilty that we had just left her
there.


 


“Mind checking on her?” I said to
Mel.


 


She nodded. She gave Al a wary
glance, and then walked away.


 


Al kneeled down so that he was at the
same height as Ben.


 


“The sparrow’s wings are broken, so
I’m going to have to walk,” he said. “And I better get a move on.”


 


“What’s the rush?” said Charlie.


 


“Our ship is only docked for a few
weeks. If I’m not back to meet them, they’ll just leave. And then I’ll be
spending the next few years on the mainland.”


 


“That’s a hell of a journey,” said
Charlie. “London is miles away.”


 


“And I’ve got sore feet,” said Al.
“But I’ll have to make do. Now, are you coming, or what?”


 


“Excuse me?” I said.


 


“I told you. We pick up survivors.
The ones who haven’t gone savage, at any rate. There’s room on the ship for a
few more scruffy looking people.”


 


It seemed too good to be true. An
island off the coast. Ships, helicopters, government. Every instinct in my body
told me to keep my guard up, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but trust
Al. Jesus, I really had changed.


 


“What about the people at camp? We can’t
just bugger off,” I said.


 


Al shrugged his shoulders.


 


“The more the merrier.”


 


“And what about Lou?” said Charlie.
“There’s no way she can make a journey like that.”


 


He was right, I knew. Lou’s leg would
take months to heal properly, if it ever did. The journey would be long, and we
didn’t have much time to make it. Al said that his ship would leave with or
without even him, so it sure as hell wouldn’t hang around for us.


 


I looked at the hill behind us. Mel
walked up it, each step seeming more laboured than the last. Lou was at the
crest of the hill, stretched out on her plank of wood, her body completely
still.


 


I caught movement to the left of her.
It was slight, but my peripheral vision registered it. Someone was stretched
out on the grass, their head ducked down.


 


They looked directly at me and for a
few seconds they just stared at me, but the grass blocked most of their face so
I couldn’t tell who it was. Then, without warning, they straightened up.


 


“Shawn,” I said.


 


Charlie looked up. Al put his hand to
his forehead as if to block out sun that wasn’t there.


 


He had turned and ran away before I
could get a good look, but it had to be him. He had stalked us before, after
all. I didn’t think there were many other voyeuristic weirdos hanging around the
Highlands.


 


“I’m going to kill the bastard,” I
said.


 


Chapter
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Mel reached the figure before me. She
ran after them and tackled them to the ground. They became two tangled bodies
clawing at each other on the dewy grass, before Mel threw a punch that ended
the struggle.


 


Al, Charlie and I followed them up
the hill. As we walked, Al spoke to the scientist.


 


“Stumpy,” he said.


 


“Don’t call me that.”


 


“One thing pecking my head,” said Al.
“You said your pal wasn’t bitten. So what’s your explanation?”


 


Charlie shrugged his shoulders. It
was one of the first times that I’d ever seen him admit that he didn’t know
something. Usually he would at least try to give some sort of an answer, even
if it took him hours to dredge it up from the murky corners of his brain. 


 


I remember one time Lou and I had argued
over which chemical element was the rarest, and we asked Charlie to settle it
for us. I have no idea why this was the subject for our debate, but Charlie
seized his chance at proving his knowledge. He put his fingers to his temple
and rubbed them as if he had a headache. 


 


The longer he went without an answer
the harder he rubbed, until finally he pulled his hand away and there were red
finger marks on his skin. He walked away with a mean-looking g scowl on his
face. Later, when the sky was black and every right-minded person was sleeping,
I heard him banging on my tent.


 


“Astatine” he said, when I unzipped
the door. “It’s astatine.”


 


I made a sound that I hoped conveyed
annoyance, and went back to my sleeping bag. Charlie let out a huff of air in
relief, as if he’d been holding something in for hours and had finally gotten
his release. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that Lou and I had settled the
argument hours earlier by deciding that neither of us cared.


 


We reached the top of the hill. Lou
was to my right. Her eyes were open now, but it seemed like she didn’t really
see me. Her forehead was drenched in sweat. Her skin was like a doll’s; neutral
in colour, plastic-looking. There was no life to her.


 


“Are you sure one of them didn’t bite
him while you were fighting?” persisted Al.


 


Charlie stared down at the corpses
that littered the grass at the bottom of the hill. Most were nameless to us,
just bodies that had come back from the dead and then had met their end a
second time at our hands. I felt nothing when I looked at most of them, but
then there was Reggie. His tall frame was stretched out on the overgrowth, his
socks and ankles showing below trousers that were too short.


 


“Something nipped him in the tunnels,”
said Charlie.


 


Al closed his eyes and shook his
head.


 


“So he was bitten then. Mystery
solved.”


 


“You don’t get it,” I said. “It was a
rat bite.”


 


I tried to think back. Reggie had
been with me almost every second since we had left camp. The only time he
hadn’t been was when Mel and I went to Larkton. When we came back, there were
no infected in sight. There was never a point when an infected could have
gotten near the group and bitten Reggie without anyone else seeing it happen.


 


“Kyle,” said Mel.


 


I had almost forgotten about her. She
was on the ground now, sat next to the figure that was limp in the grass. Mel
must have had a hell of a punch.


 


I walked across to her. I reached
them, stopped and looked down at the body on the ground. It wasn’t Shawn after
all, but it was a familiar face all the same. I couldn’t believe it. 


 


“Kendal?” I said.


 


Reggie’s wife lay on her back on the
floor. Her eyelids flickered, and then her eyes started to open. She blinked,
as if she was just waking up from a night’s sleep and getting hit full in the
face by a ray of sun. She was a terrible sight. She had lost weight in the
short time since I had escorted her away from camp. Her jacket was torn on the
right sleeve and covered in dark stains. Her knuckles were swollen and
scratched. I looked at her waist and I saw that she had cut a hole in her belt
and looped the metal through it, holding her jeans tight against her skinny
frame.  She belonged in a hospital bed with an IV pumping her full of vitamins.


 


She squinted at me, and there was a
desperate look on her face. It was as if weight wasn’t the only thing that she
had lost; there was much more missing than that. The woman that I had escorted
out of camp used to have something behind her gaze. It was a primal energy that
made  the whites of her eyes brighter than most. Since I had last seen her
something had put a crack in her, and her energy had leaked out of it and left
her body shrivelled.


 


Mel got to her feet and stepped back.
She gave Kendal a look so full of disgust that it chilled me.


 


“You,” she said, making the single
syllable sound as venomous as possible.


 


Kendal put her hands down on the
ground. She tried to push herself up, but she was too weak.


 


Al walked over.


 


“Have you lot lost your manners?” he
said.


 


He put a hand out toward Kendal. She
took hold of it.


 


“You’re freezing, love.”


 


He pulled her to her feet. For a
second it looked like she was going to fall to the floor, but she kept her
balance. She ignored Al, and instead looked at me. The skin around her eyes had
the darkness of an insomniac forty hours into a spell of sleeplessness.
Tiredness had cut cracks in her face and they seemed to run to the corner of
her eyes and down her cheeks.


 


I braced myself for an outburst of
scorn, but Kendal kept me waiting. It was as if the rage left her, sucked out
of her by the desolation of the Wilds. In the absence of anger she would need
to find something else to fill her, but it seemed like she was still trying to
work out what that was.


 


“Look, Kyle,” she said. Her voice was
softer than I had ever heard it, barely a whisper above the wind.


 


“Don’t listen to the bitch,” said
Mel.


 


Kendal gave a solemn nod.


 


“I don’t deserve much from you. Lord,
I’m not gonna ask much. Just don’t leave me. I can’t face it again. Before I
saw you, I stopped walking. I sat down on the grass and thought that was it for
me.”


 


Mel’s gaze was full of fire. “Think
about what she did.”


 


Kendal’s expression was the opposite;
the flames of anger gone, and replaced instead by pleading.


 


“Think about Reggie,” she said. “What
he’d want. He wouldn’t want you to leave me.”


 


Al turned his head from Kendal, to
Mel and then to me.


 


“Am I missing something?” he said.


 


Mel held her cleaver in her hand. Her
hand wrapped around the handle as if it had a life of its own and could just
fly off in any direction without her firm grip.


 


“We evicted her from camp. Kyle ran
her out and told her to never come back.”


 


“Why?” said Al.


 


“She was abusing her husband. And her
son.”


 


“So you just left her to die?”


 


I nodded. “One of our rules. If you
harm another person without cause, then you’re on your own.”


 


 


Al put his hand to his forehead,
rubbed it, and then turned his back on us. 


 


“Hellfire. You guys really have gone
savage, haven’t you?”


 


Kendal reached out and grabbed my
hand. Her touch was icy, and it spread a chill up my arms. I pulled away.


 


“Please, Kyle,” she said. Her voice
was getting more desperate by the second.


 


I knew that the decision would be
down to me. The question was whether we let her come with us, or if we left her
here. There was a biting wind in the air, and not much around us other than the
grassy mounds and hills which loomed in every direction.


 


I couldn’t face Kendal like this. She
was half a person, the life-force drained out of her and replaced by emptiness.
With her weight loss and the rings around her eyes, marks of endless nights
without sleep, she looked almost dead already. I had condemned her to die in
the Wilds once before, but I couldn’t do it again.


 


“Fine,” said Al. “Far be it from me
to mess with your rules. Bring her or leave her, but make your bloody mind up.”


 


I had heard people say in the past
that everyone deserved a second chance. I never subscribed to that; some things
made forgiveness impossible. That was old world thinking, though. The landscape
had changed, and morality had to adapt to it. I searched inside my heart and I
found that I wasn’t cold enough to leave her to die a second time.


 


I held Kendal’s gaze. I looked at her
hollow eyes, unblinking, and spoke.


 


“I’m ready to kill you, Kendal. If I
have to. I’ve done worse. I don’t want to see your eyes on mine or hear you say
my name. You stay at the back, and you keep your mouth shut.”


 


“Thank you Kyle. Really.”


 


“He said keep your mouth shut,” said
Mel.


 


Kendal looked down the hill at the
corpses on the ground.


 


“Reggie turned,” she said.


 


She looked at her feet. Everyone was
silent for a few seconds, even Mel. It was as though, despite everything, basic
human decency meant that we had to give her this. Her husband was dead, and
we’d let her have a few seconds to think on it.


 


Al adjusted the weight of the
rucksack on his back. There was a badge sewn into the strap. He saw me looking,
and he stretched the strap out toward me. It was a picture of a bonfire, with
logs burning on it and smoke drifting up toward the sky.


 


“The first badge I ever earned,” he
said. “Got it about a month after joining scouts. Our leader said I was the
quickest in our group’s history at getting it.”


 


 He nodded his head at Lou.


 


“Better pick up your cripple, we need
to leave.”


 


“How long until your ship goes?” I
said.


 


“A few weeks. Is that enough time? I
bloody hope so. But it isn’t just that. This place isn’t safe.”


 


“Well, yeah. Don’t know if you
noticed,” said Mel, “But nowhere’s really safe these days.”


 


Al stretched his arms out, and I
heard his joints crack.


 


“I spent days here trying to fix the
sparrow. Heard some things at night that I don’t care to hear again.”


 


“Stalkers,” I said.


 


“Sorry?” said Al.


 


“You must have seen them. They hunt
at night. Slimy looking things.”


 


Charlie left Lou and walked back over
to us. Ben clung to his hand.


 


“They’re nocturnal creatures. Like
the infected, but more agile. Have you seen them?”


 


“I have,” said Kendal.


 


Mel gave her a look that was best interpreted
as ‘shut up’.


 


Al shook his head.


 


“The things I heard weren’t
creatures. It was engines. Lots of them, buzzing around at night. I won’t lie
to you, one night they sounded so close that I climbed in the cockpit and spent
the night shitting myself.”


 


“I heard them too,” said Kendal. “And
other things. Makes me shiver when I think about it.”


 


“What sort of things?” said Charlie.


 


“Like people chanting,” said Kendal.
“And screaming. When night’s at its darkest.”


 


***


 


We started the walk back to camp. I
lost track of how many miles we had walked to get to the helicopter originally,
but I knew that we would soon come across the Quarryman’s Secret pub. Next to
it would be the road back to camp. I wondered how it would feel to get back.
Would it feel like going home?


 


With each mile we covered the terrain
became more familiar. Where once it looked like an endless sea of grass and
hills, I began to recognise its features. The rock formation shaped like a
giant head. A cobblestone wall with barbed wire running along the top and
shreds of old carrier bags fluttering from the spikes.


 


After a full day of travel, it seemed
like there was still miles between us and camp. We didn’t have much chance of
making it to the capital in time, I realised.


 


We rested next to a wall as the sun
dipped from the sky. Next to us was a cattle grid installed over a narrow path
at the boundary of a field. Once the field had belonged to a local farmer, but
nature had reclaimed it now.


 


Lou was on her stretcher, but she
asked that we prop her in a sitting position with her back against the wall.
Ben lifted a water bottle to her dry lips. She drank the bottle dry, then put
out her hand and ran it through the boy’s hair.


 


Kendal hovered on the outskirts of
the group, sitting by herself and staring at the ground. Mel leaned against the
wall and just stared at Reggie’s wife.


 


Al stood up, arms folded, rucksack
hanging from his back. He looked up at the sky and scowled.


 


“Something wrong?” I said.


 


“Wish I was up there,” he said. “It’d
take an hour in the sparrow.”


 


“Well we’ve got to work with what we
have.”


 


Al glanced at Lou. He sighed.


 


“Isn’t going to work. Do you really
think we’re going to make it down there in time? My boys won’t wait. That’s our
rule. No matter who makes it back to the ship or not, we leave when we say we
will.”


 


“So what do you suggest?” I said.


 


“We need to think about what’s
slowing us down.”


 


“Which is?”


 


“He means me,” said Lou.


 


Her voice was croaky, but I was glad
to hear it. I wouldn’t have said that she looked better, but it reassured me a
little to see that she was conscious, at least. I wondered how long it would
last.


 


“Kyle, have you got a second?” said
Mel.


 


I nodded. I turned my stare to Lou.


 


“One sec,” I said.


 


Lou gave a thin smile and put her hand
up in a dismissive gesture.


 


Mel and I walked a few paces away
under the crunching grass. Al and the rest of them stayed back and watched us.
When we were far enough away, we stopped. Mel spoke in a hushed voice.


 


“We need to decide what to do with
her,” she said.


 


I glanced over at Lou. My friend
looked weaker than I’d ever seen her.


 


“We need to get her something for her
leg.”


 


“I looked at it earlier, Kyle. Have
you seen it? It’s swollen as hell. And I don’t know if it’s just something in
the air, but I’m sure it was starting to smell.”


 


“We can do something.”


 


Mel huffed. “What if she, you know,
goes the same way Reggie did?”


 


“This is different. She broke her
leg, she wasn’t bitten. I’m worried, Mel. It’s become infected, and Charlie
said she could lose it.”


 


“And if we try to get to London
carrying her with us, we’re going to lose a hell of a lot more.”


 


Across from us, Kendal sat on the
grass. Al stood with his rucksack on his bulky shoulders and shifted on his
feet. He looked into the horizon as if he was worried it would disappear.


 


“What are you saying, Mel?”


 


“I think you know what I’m saying.”


 


A dark cloud hung above us, heavy
with rain, a deep, dark grey. So plump that it looked like it could fall out of
the sky any second. A shadow was cast over Mel’s face. I tried to read her
expression, and it worried me. There was something there, a look that she’d
worn more and more lately but I had pretended not to see. She was developing a
mean streak.


 


“I don’t want to hear another damn
word from you,” I said.


 


Without giving her a second to reply,
I walked away from Mel and joined the rest of the group. I knelt down next to
Lou. The grass was wet with dew and it soaked through my trousers. I put my
hand out. I went to move the makeshift bandage away from Lou’s leg, but she saw
my hand and flinched. Instead I rested my palm on her forehead. It was hot and
wet.


 


“Kyle,” she said. Her voice was
strained.


 


“Shh. Just rest.”


 


“I’m sorry about how I’ve been acting
lately. I’ve been a real bitch to you. With Darla. And then I was an idiot and
got myself into this state.”


 


I smiled at my friend. 


 


“It wasn’t your fault.”


 


“I just want you to know,” she said.
“You’re one of….There’s plenty of bad people around, and I guess by their
standards, you’re alright.”


 


“Wow, Lou. Steady with the
compliments,” I said.


 


She gave a weak laugh. She reached up
and grabbed my hand. Where her forehead was burning, the touch of her hand was
ice. She tried to squeeze my palm but her grip was weak.


 


I sat back on the grass. I felt the
rain soak through to my knees and wet my skin. I closed my eyes and sat for a
while with Lou’s hand in mine, aware that everyone around us was waiting for
something.


 


Al wanted to get to London to meet up
with the rest of his crew. I didn’t have a clue what Kendal wanted, but I
didn’t care. Mel just wanted to get somewhere safe, and Charlie was itching to
be back in his lab at camp. What did Ben want? The boy stood next to the
scientist and clung to his leg as if it was all that kept him upright. He
probably wanted nothing more than to have his mum back. Did he miss his father?
Who knew, but he was better off without him.


 


All these people, some of them my
closest friends, all needed something. The people back at camp did, too. I
thought I could decide for them what they wanted and needed, but the truth was
that I didn’t have a clue. I thought I was some tough survivor and I knew
better than them, but I was just as clueless as everyone else. My big conceit
was thinking I could decide their futures for them. I was an idiot. An
arrogant, selfish idiot.


 


I looked at Lou. Her hand slipped
from mine and fell by her side.


 


“I was wrong,” I said.


 


She looked at me, though the effort
seemed to take every last shred of energy away from her. I became aware of a
smell. Something unpleasant. Not quite rotting, but something dark and
unnatural.


 


“Wow,” she said. “Three words I never
thought I’d hear you say.”


 


“I thought I could be the big guy and
tell people what to do and what’s good for them,” I said. “But I guess the
thing is, I’m just no good at it. People have to decide their own paths, so I’m
gonna let them. From now on I’ll only look after me and my own.”


 


“And does that include me?” said Lou.


 


I reached out and brushed her hair back
over her forehead into her trademark sweep.


 


“I’m never getting rid of you, am I?”


 


Al dropped his rucksack to the
ground. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his gun, and then he bent
down to his rucksack and pulled out a combat knife.


 


“When you two have finished having
your little moment,” he said, “You might want to help deal with these.”


 


The smell was stronger now. It was
the stench of decay, so strong that it made me want to gag. 


 


I stood up. At the bottom of the
hill, fifteen feet away, dead bodies walked toward us. Some approached us head
on, while others were at our sides, both left and right. There must have been
over fifty infected.


 


Mel ran over to us. She held her
cleaver tight in her hand.


 


“There’s way too many,” she said.


 


Charlie put his good arm around Ben’s
shoulders and pulled the boy close to him.


 


“So where do were go? Back?”


 


Al shook his head.


 


“I’m not running. Don’t know if I
mentioned it earlier, but there’s somewhere we need to be. We can’t go back. If
we miss the ship, we’re stuck on this shithole of an island.”


 


“So what then?” said Mel.


 


Al looked at me.


 


“What do you think, Kyle?”


 


I felt weak. Maybe I had been
fighting too much and for too long, and my body was giving up. I got to my feet
and felt my right knee click. I took out my knife.


 


The infected walked toward us at a
slow pace. I wondered how we hadn’t heard them approaching, but then I realised
that it was because they weren’t making a sound. Every single infected I had
ever seen came with a trademark groan, a pathetic cry borne of desire and
hunger. These were different. They made a silent approach with steady
footsteps.


 


I looked at one of them. She was an
old woman, with straggly grey hair stuck to her waist by a gluey mixture of
rain and blood. She opened her mouth as if to scream, but nothing came out. I
realised that her tongue had been cut out. I looked at each of the infected and
saw that they all tried to groan, but each of them had been made mute.


 


“Time’s ticking,” said Al.


 


“I don’t see what choice we have,” I
replied.


 


Al nodded. Kendal got to her feet and
shrugged her shoulders as if casting off the tiredness of the road. We stood
and watched the infected march silently toward us, their mouths opening and
closing but no sound meeting our ears.
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23


 


At the bottom of the sloping hill
were almost fifty infected who wanted nothing more than to reach us. The grass
was wet from the morning rain, and the grey clouds above us hung so low I felt
like they were trying to suffocate us.


 


I looked at the people around me and
I wondered about our chances. Charlie had one arm and wasn’t much of a fighter,
but we had made him train back in camp. Mel was as good a person to have in a
battle as any, especially with her cleaver clutched in her right hand. Al was
ex-army and looked like he’d seen his share of trouble. Kendal was tough with
her words, but I had no idea if that extended toward using the black metal
poker that she carried. That left Lou and Ben. Normally I would have loved to
have Lou by my side, but today she wasn’t much use. And Ben, well, he was a
kid. It hit me that I needed to teach him how to fight.


 


The infected walked toward us at the
bottom of the slope. They were spread so wide that there was no way we would
have been able to get around them. I recognised some of them as the ones who
had attacked us at the barn, but there hadn’t been that many back then. They
must have pursued us here, and somewhere along the way their numbers had
swelled. For an unknown reason, their tongues had been cut out.


 


There was no way around it. We needed
to get back to camp, and from there we had to somehow travel the country and
get south to meet Al’s people before they left. It was quickly becoming the
only way out in my mind, a glimmer of a chance of leaving the hell behind.


 


“We better move Lou back,” I said.
“If the infected get up here, I don’t want them getting anywhere near her.”


 


“What about Ben?” said Mel.


 


“He can stay by Lou.”


 


“I don’t want to,” said Ben. His eyes
were wide.


 


Al grabbed one end of Lou’s stretcher
and I took the other. We heaved her up and walked ten feet back, well away from
the top of the slope. As we put her down I lost my grip and she hit the ground
harder than I intended.


 


Lou winced. 


 


“Steady,” she sighed, her voice
barely a whisper.


 


I put my hand on Ben’s shoulder and
gently pushed him to the ground.


 


“Stay here,” I said.


 


“But Kyle.”


 


“Come on, kid. We’ll be fine.”


 


Al and I joined Charlie and Mel at
the top of the slope. The infected were starting to climb it now. One of them,
a tall black man with shoulders that looked like they could have busted down
doors, tried to walk up the dewy grass. His foot slipped, and he fell down.


 


“You really think that…” said
Charlie.


 


I looked at him.


 


“…That we’ll be okay?”


 


“Just have to keep the higher
ground,” said Al. “As soon as any of them reach the top, jam that knife through
their skull.”


 


I watched as the infected tried to
climb the hill. I held my knife in my hand and felt the gouges of the handle
dig into my skin. Undead eyes locked on mine, and the infected opened their
mouths and gave cries that made no sound. A shudder ran through me. I felt my
stomach wrap into a knot.


 


“There’s a famous quote I used to
like to say before a fight,” said Al. “Courage is what it takes to stand up
and speak; courage is also what it takes to sit down and listen. But I
realised that it’s bullshit. Let’s go and cave their heads in.”


 


The first of the infected managed to
reach the top of the hill. Al heaved his machete at its head, tearing off half
of its scalp. He pulled his weapon back and sliced at the infected again, this
time stabbing through its brain. It went limp and flopped down on the grass,
and then slid down a few inches until it was motionless.


 


They tried to climb up toward us but
the hill was so slippy that most fell back to the bottom and had to start
again. The ones that did make it to the top met with a cleaver or a knife or a
machete. 


 


Their bodies started to pile up on
the hill. One of them climbed up near Mel. She swung her cleaver and sliced
away its nose, and there was a sickening crack as the blade whipped through its
forehead. 


 


She pulled her weapon back, but she
hadn’t seen the second infected that had managed to reach her. It grabbed hold
of the sleeve of her jacket. Mel gave a shout and pushed it back, but she lost
her footing and slipped on the grass. I felt my heart pump to near exhaustion
as I watched her slip down the hill toward the infected.


 


She hit the middle of the hill on her
back. Some of the infected at the bottom took note and split away from the
crowd, ignoring Al, Charlie and I and moving toward Mel.


 


Al ran over to her. He got to his
knees at the top of the hill and stretched out to her, careful not to reach out
so far that he ended up falling down the hill too. Even with his arm filly
outstretched and Mel straining to grab him, there was still two feet between
them. 


 


“Come on lass,” he said. “Stretch.”


 


Kendal waited at the top for an old
infected man to reach her. When he finally did, she didn’t panic. She took hold
of him by his hair, tilted his head back and then jammed her poker straight
through the skin underneath his chin. There was a popping sound, and dark blood
gushed out.


 


An infected reached Charlie. He was a
tall man in an office shirt, with a black leather belt making his trousers
cling to his skinny waist. Charlie stabbed his knife through the infected’s
head. He was going to pull it away again, but the infected fell backwards and
took his knife with it, leaving Charlie defenceless. 


 


The hillside was filling with the
bodies of dispatched infected. The ones who remained standing began to climb
over the bodies of the fallen, finding better grip on the corpses than they did
on the grass.


 


“Come on Mel! Put your shoulders into
it,” said Al, panic in his voice. His eyes bulged with the strain of trying to
reach her.


 


An infected climbed halfway up the
hill. He reached out for Mel’s shoe, and managed to grab it. Mel kicked her leg
out but the infected, set on its prize, wouldn’t be shaken off.


 


I was going to run over to help, when
two infected reached my part of the hill. One was a woman, her earlobe torn and
flapping loose from where an earring had been ripped off. The other was a man
with a football shirt covering what looked like an athletic body.


 


The woman clambered over the bodies
of other infected on the hill until she was a foot away from me. I took hold of
her head. I tried to keep it steady so that I could jam my knife through her
temple, but the other infected reached the top of the hill. It grabbed my right
arm.


 


I let go other the woman and turned
to meet the athletic infected. His grip was strong, and his body was too bulky
for me to shove him away. Charlie walked behind him, grabbed his hair and
pulled him away just enough for me to free my knife arm. I stabbed the blade
through the man’s eyes and then let him fall down the hill.


 


“Thanks,” I said.


 


Charlie nodded.


 


The woman grabbed my leg. I kicked
her with my other leg, destroying her nose as my boot met bone. 


 


The infected near Mel grabbed hold of
her thighs now. It pulled itself up, desperately trying to reach her with its
teeth. Al stood up. Seeing that he would never reach her, he gave up trying.
Instead he took a deep breath, and then started to run down the hill, launching
himself down the grass.


 


He slipped on the dew and fell on his
back, smashing straight into the infected above Mel. They both fell down to the
bottom. Al was the first to his feet, slicing at the infected with his machete 
until it went limp. Al’s face, jacket and arms were covered in a dark treacle
of infected blood.


 


Kendal ran over to Mel. She sat down
on the grass and then slid down the hill until she was next to her. She reached
out, grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet.


 


“Fancy helping me? said Al.


 


At the bottom of the hill, the
remaining infected turned to him. There were only eight left now. Kendal and
Mel slid their way down. Charlie and I walked down the hill to join them.
Charlie stepped over the bodies of the infected, moving away from their heads
in case any of them were still alive. It was a known fact that ankle bites were
one of the most common means of infection.


 


A few sweaty, adrenaline spiked
minutes later, all the creatures were on the ground. Tiredness washed through
me as the last of my energy seeped out. I became aware of a stinging in my
lungs, and I opened my mouth and drank in the air. Everyone was silent, and the
smell of rotten blood hung heavy around us.


 


***


 


The miles back to camp seemed
endless. The weight of Lou on her stretcher made each step heavier. Every
passing second, the deadline to meet the ships ticked away.


 


None of us spoke much in the day in took
to get back. We each walked in the company of our own thoughts, speaking only
to correct our route or to ask for a break.


 


I dreamed of getting back to my tent.
I knew that we didn’t have time, but I wanted nothing more than to just lie
back on my bed and close my eyes. Through lack of sleep and poor diet I had
lost weight over the last week, but all the same my bones felt heavy. 


 


“It’s too quiet,” said Mel.


 


It was the first she’d spoken in
hours. We had stopped to sleep the night after fighting the infected, and I had
taken watch. Under the silver moonlight and black sky, I had seen Mel toss and
turn on the grass. Her sleep had been uneasy, and I was sure that at one point,
I had heard her mutter “Justin”.


 


I stopped. I fought the urge to just
sit down on the grass and let sleep take hold, and I looked around me. We could
see camp now, a garden of mud splattered tents that flapped in the wind. 


 


It was midday. This would usually
have been the busiest time in camp. Foragers would be combing the field around
us looking for edible berries, plants and mushrooms. Smoke would rise into the
sky from bonfires. Men and women would walk back and forth to the stream to
replenish our drinking water. Instead of all this, today there was only a
deserted field and a heavy silence. 


 


“What’s that smell?” said Ben,
screwing up his nose.


 


I took a breath through my nose. A
twinge of odour hit me. It was a smell of rot and blood. 


 


I looked closer at the camp in front
of us. I swept my gaze from tent to tent, praying for any sign of activity.
Nothing moved save the fabric as the wind swept through camp.


 


“You have a problem,” said Al, and
pointed.


 


I followed the line of his arm. In
the middle of camp, just yards away from my own tent, dozens of bodies littered
the ground. There were dark patches of blood covering the soil, and strings of
intestines and other organs littered the ground. The bodies were covered in
stab marks, cuts and gouges.  Some of the people had their noses pressed into
the mud, but I recognised the faces of the ones who didn’t.
















 


Chapter
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I remember when we had first found
the camp. It was after the battle of Bleakholt, when the horror of the fighting
was still fresh. We spent hours walking on the roads until our legs ached, but
many of us still couldn’t sleep. Those who managed it suffered through
nightmares of the hungry undead and ever-hunting stalkers.


 


We had trekked miles over the
Scottish highlands after the battle. We were a fifty-something strong band of
refuges. We were survivors just looking for a safe place to rest, with hunger
closing on one side and the infected on the other. 


 


I remember the morning when I saw the
first tent. At first I thought it might have been a lone camper battling
against the elements. When another tent appeared, and then another and another,
I felt such a rush of relief that I almost fell to the floor. 


 


Back then the tents were standing but
were empty. The grass was green and free from trampling, and the only things
staining it were the weeds as they pushed through the soil. 


 


Looking around me now, things had
changed.


 


“Is this your camp?” asked Al. “It’s
not exactly Butlins.”


 


I shook away my thoughts. I nodded.
It was our camp, alright, but it wasn’t how we had left it. Instead of the
usual hustle of the day, of people chatting, hunting game, fetching water and
firewood, there was silence. In the middle of the camp, left to get sodden by
the autumn rain, were the bodies of the campers.


 


Mel strode forward. I took slow
steps, looking around me to see if whatever had left the bodies was still
waiting. Mel reached the first corpse. It was a man, and his face was squashed
into the wet mud. Mel turned him over, and she sank to the floor in shock.


 


I joined her and looked at the man.
The whole of his nose and right cheek were covered in mud. Brown soil smothered
his lips and flecks of it had gone in his mouth. One of his eyes was wide open,
but the other was closed as if he was winking at us.


 


“It’s Pete Jenkins,” said Mel.


 


I had seen plenty of dead bodies
before, but I had never seen a slaughter like this. It was different than
looking at the corpses of the infected. The last time I had seen these people
they were getting on with their lives, carving a niche of survival in a world
where hope was slim. Now they were just cold cadavers in the dirt.


 


Al held his combat knife in his hand.
He looked over the bodies.


 


“Steady on now,” he said. “We don’t
know what happened here. If any of these buggers start to rise…”


 


Mel stood up and stepped away from
Pete Jenkins.


 


“This wasn’t the infected. Look.”


 


She pointed at his chest, and
straight away I understood. There were no bite marks on Pete’s body. Instead,
his torso had been torn open by a cut that ran from his collar bone all the way
to his groin. His insides were empty, as if they had been scooped out. I looked
at all the other bodies and saw that the same had been done to the rest of
them.


 


Ben bent over to be sick, but nothing
came out.


 


“Better take him away,” said Charlie.


 


“No,” I said. 


 


Charlie looked at me with wide eyes.


 


“We don’t know what the hell’s going
on here. Whatever did this could still be here.”


 


“If its stalkers” said Mel, “They
won’t be here. It’s daylight.”


 


Kendal bent down toward the body of a
woman. She took hold of her shoulder and gently rolled her over. It was a
heavyset woman with a white blouse which was stained yellow through constant
wear without a wash. Her hair was curly, and it was thick at the fringe but
growing sparse at the back. I recognised her. She used to babysit the kids of
the camp while their parents hunted and foraged. Sometimes she annoyed the
parents by telling their children dark stories. I couldn’t remember her name,
and the disrespect of it stung me. I felt like I owed it to her to know.


 


“It wasn’t stalkers,” said Kendal.
“Someone opened them up like a tin of tuna.”


 


I thought about Shaun and his horror
house. The dismembered limbs piled in his room like ornaments. Surely it was
too much for one person to be responsible for, but I didn’t know who else would
do something like this.


 


Al stepped beside me and put a heavy
hand on my shoulder. In my weakened state, I felt like his touch was enough to
push me to the ground. I needed to be stronger.


 


“Sorry, Kyle,” he said. “I think its
best we leave. Any bloody thing could be watching us right now. Waiting. Better
we go now, and you can grieve later.”


 


It was too much to process. We hadn’t
been gone too long, but the smell of the blood in the air spoke of a slaughter
that had happened long ago. It felt like we had stumbled into a tomb full of
bodies left decaying amongst the dirt. I just couldn’t believe that everyone
was dead.


 


Then I realised something. I counted
the bodies, grimacing at each number in my head.


 


“There was over fifty of us,” I said.


 


“Come on Kyle,” said Al.


 


“Where the hell is everyone else?
There are thirty two bodies here. So where are the others?”


 


Lou stirred on her stretcher. She
tried to say something, but the words were lost in her fever. It had started to
rain, and the soft patters fell on her forehead and the water ran into her
eyes.


 


“Charlie, can you cover her?” I said.


 


Charlie took off his coat, struggling
as he tried to shake his sleeve over his arm. When he got it off he gave a
shiver, and then laid his coat over Lou. She shifted from side to side, and then
laid back.


 


Al walked over to the bodies. He bent
down next to a man. His name was Leroy Sultan, and he was an ex-carpet salesman
turned wild berry forager. I had once sat with Leroy and we shared an old,
sour-tasting bottle of scotch under the night sky. He had never had a wife or
kids, and the thing he missed most about the old world was his dog, Kilroy.


 


Al put his hand into Leroy’s trouser
pocket. He pulled out an old leather dog collar with a metal tag on the end of
it. I had seen him do something similar at the helicopter, but I had thought
nothing of it at the time.


 


“This isn’t the time for trophy
hunting,” I said.


 


I felt angry. Not just at Al, but at
everything. The fragile balance of the world. One where everything could look
like it was swinging up for a second, and then come crashing down without
warning. What use was there trying to survive when it took mere days for
everything to be ripped apart?


 


I walked over to Al. I stood in front
of him. I clenched my fists and felt heat run through me. I struggled to keep
my head.


 


“Steady on,” he said. He put both his
hands on my shoulders. The tag on the collar in his right hand dug into my
skin. “This isn’t trophy hunting. I don’t know what you think I am, but what
the hell kind of trophy is a dog collar?”


 


“Then what’s your game?”


 


He stepped back.


 


“Open your hand.”


 


I didn’t know what to think.


 


“Just open it.”


 


I held out my hand and opened my
palm. Al pressed the dog collar into it and then closed my fingers around it. I
looked at the collar. The tag was fake silver, and the colour had long started
to flake away. Gouged in the metal, still legible, was the message ‘Hi! My
name is Kilroy. If you find me on my own, please call XXXXXX.’


 


“It’s not trophy hunting,” said Al.
“It’s called doing the decent thing and taking something to remember people by.
Even if it’s a stranger. No one deserves to go without leaving some kind of
impression.”


 


I didn’t say anything. I stood in the
camp amongst the bodies of the dead. I wanted silence, but I didn’t get it.
Instead, fainter at first but then louder, I heard a humming sound. It was a
rumbling that came from the east. Soon enough everyone else heard it. Mel held
her cleaver ready, and Charlie knelt beside Lou and beckoned Ben over to him.


 


Something was coming. I looked at the
slaughter around us. I knew that whatever or whoever was capable of doing this
to thirty-odd people was more than a match for us. I couldn’t protect everyone,
I knew.


 


“Charlie. Take Ben and Lou into a
tent. Don’t come out for anything.”


 


“What about you?”


 


“I’ll feel better knowing you’re
hidden.”


 


“I’ll help,” said Kendal.


 


Kendal and Charlie took hold of Lou’s
stretcher and carried her over to a nearby tent. Ben followed, and the four of
them went inside. Charlie poked his head through the door.


 


“Kyle…”


 


“Close the zipper, Charlie,” I said.


 


The droning sound was louder now. It
was an unnatural sound, something man-made that broke the stillness of the
countryside. I looked around me, but I still couldn’t see anything.


 


“Over there,” said Mel.


 


A truck drove toward camp,
approaching from the east. Its wheels tumbled over the rough grass, flattening
it under rubber, and black smoke spat from the exhaust.


 


“He’s not alone,” said Al.


 


A quad bike span out from behind the
truck. It levelled alongside it, and then sped up and overtook it. It headed
straight toward camp, making easy work of the highland terrain. A man drove it
in a standing position, with big arms gripping the handlebars. 


 


“No bloody way,” said Mel.


 


“Know him?” said Al.


 


“Kyle is that…”


 


I looked at the man. He was tall and
muscled. His head was tucked down in a look of concentration, and his shoulders
shook as the quad bike sped over rocks and grass. I knew this man. I couldn’t
believe it, but it couldn’t be anyone else.


 


“Billy,” I said.


 


***


 


We first met Billy in the Bleakholt
settlement. He was the right-hand man of the leader there, a stern but strong
woman named Victoria. I had been suspicious of him at first, but Billy had
proven himself to be a good guy. 


 


In the middle of the battle of
Bleakholt, stalkers had attacked. This should have been the end for us, but
Billy had taken off on his quad bike, using himself as bait to lead the
stalkers away. Later I used to think about what might have happened to him. I
poured my thoughts over all the potential outcomes, but it was rare that I
imagined one where he survived.


 


Yet here he was in front of me. He
rolled his quad bike to a stop a few feet in front of us. His head was no longer
shaved, and instead he had let his hair grow on the front and sides, but I saw
that he was balding at the back. His face was covered by a mossy beard.
Underneath the strange hair and beard though, was the man I knew.


 


“Know this guy?” said Al.


 


“Yeah,” Mel answered.  “He’s a
friend.”


 


“Was a friend,” I said. “We don’t
know what he is now.”


 


Al nodded. “That’s the spirit.
Nothing wrong with a healthy distrust in people.”


 


The truck pulled into the camp. It
was too big to thread through the tents like Billy on his quad bike, so the
driver slowed to a stop on the outskirts and stopped the engine. The doors
opened, and a man and a woman got out. The man carefully shut his door and
locked it. The woman slammed hers.


 


“Careful,” said the man. “The
paintwork.”


 


Billy walked toward us. Part of me
was happy to see my friend, but I looked at the bodies on the floor and I felt
my natural caution close over me like a shell. The world changed all the time,
I knew, and people changed with it. I remembered what Billy was capable of. He
and Lou once travelled together, and there was a time when they were so hungry
that they had robbed a man and let him starve.


 


He stopped when he was a couple of
feet away. Al held his combat knife in his hand, making no pretence of his
distrust. He eyed Billy with an unflinching stare.


 


Billy held out his hand toward me.


 


“It’s been a long time,” he said.
“This is Casey and Alistair”. He jerked his thumb toward the man and woman who
had driven the truck. “Don’t mind their scowls, they’re just tired. They think
I don’t know, but they spend all night screwing when I’m asleep.”


 


Casey frowned and shook her head.
Alistair’s cheeks started to redden. After a few seconds, realising that I
wasn’t going to shake his hand, Billy withdrew his.


 


“That’s the Kyle I know and love,” he
said.


 


“You’ve got a lot of explaining to
do,” I answered.


 


He looked at me as if he couldn’t
believe what I was saying. I needed to know where he had been all this time. It
wasn’t as easy as just trusting him. Casey and Alistair stood in the background
and watched.


 


“Why didn’t you try and find us?” I
said.


 


“Give him a break, Kyle,” said Mel.


 


Billy took a step forward.


 


“Come on, buddy. That’s no way to
welcome an old friend.”


 


I nodded at the bodies around us. Men
and women piled on top of each other in the dirt, gaping wounds in their
chests, blood staining the mud. I didn’t want to think Billy was capable of
something so terrible, but the days were gone where people got the benefit of
the doubt.


 


“You don’t really think I had
anything to do with this?” said Billy.


 


Across from us, a voice shouted out.


 


“Billy!”


 


Ben had opened the tent. Charlie
tried to grab hold of him but the boy was too quick. He eluded Charlie’s
one-armed grasp and ran across so us. When he reached Billy, he leapt against
his waist and gave him a hug. Billy laughed, pressed Ben close to him and
ruffled his hair.


 


“At least one of you is pleased to
see me.”


 


“Like I said, you’ve got some
explaining to do.”


 


Billy crouched down until his head
was level with Ben’s. There was genuine warmth in his smile.


 


“Go back to Charlie,” he said. “Me
and Kyle need to talk.”


 


***


 


We went across camp and into my tent.
I wanted to sit on my bed, but I was worried that if I did, my body would just
give up and sleep would overtake me. I paced around the floor, which had been
made dirty by the tracks of mud we had trailed in with us. Mel, Kendal and Al
sat on the chairs that had once been used for our council meetings. Lou was in
the corner on her stretcher. 


 


Billy knelt down next to her. “Poor
girl,” he said. “What the hell happened?”


 


“She broke her leg. We tried to get
her antibiotics, but someone cleaned out every pharmacy in a fifty mile
radius,” I answered.


 


“That wouldn’t be anything to do with
you, would it fella?” said Al.


 


Billy jerked his thumb toward Al.
“Who’s the big guy?”


 


“I was once a pilot, but my sparrow’s
gone. Don’t know what I am now. Guess I’ll have to find out.”


 


Dots of rain pattered on the canvas
above us. It was daylight outside, but the light struggled to creep in through
the tent sheet. I thought once that this place could be home, but now it just
felt empty. The tent fabric wasn’t enough to stop the smell that drifted from
outside. It was one of old blood, and of flesh that was already starting to rot
under the Scottish drizzle.


 


“Listen Kyle. This wasn’t me. But I
know – “


 


“Then who was it?”


 


“Let him finish,” said Casey. She and
Alistair stood together at the opening of the tent, their shoulders touching.


 


“Oh just quit the act,” Billy told
them. “I know you guys are together. Think I’m blind and deaf? You sound like
animals when you go at it. Thought about risking a trip to town to get
earplugs, at one point.”


 


Casey grabbed Alistair’s arm and made
him drape it around her shoulder. She smiled to herself, her freckles creasing
around her nose.


 


“Go ahead,” I said to Billy.


 


Billy took a few seconds as if he was
organising his thoughts, and then he spoke.


 


“Like I said. I know who did it. It
might seem funny, us turning up like this, but the fact is that we spotted your
camp a few weeks ago. We stayed back and watched you guys for a while. You
don’t know what kind of people are out here, Kyle, and we had to make sure.
Funny though. For all the time I watched this place, I never saw you. If I had,
maybe we could have spoken to you sooner.”


 


He walked a few paces in the tent,
and then carried on talking.


 


“There are some people around. The
kind you’d hurry past if you saw them in the Wilds. Only, they wouldn’t let
you. They’re not the shy type, you see. They’d stop you and take everything
you’ve got.”


 


“Sounds like someone I know,” I said.


 


“That was a long time ago,” said
Billy. “Lou and I paid for that.”


 


“Sometimes you don’t just get to say
sorry and then get on with your life,” said Mel. “I like you, Billy, but don’t
think you can wash away guilt by saying sorry a few times.”


 


“You’ve got bigger things to worry
about than something I did a couple of years before I even met you. So maybe
you better focus on that, and the people I’m telling you about.”


 


“Where are these people?” I said.


 


“Ten miles to the east, just off the
coast.”


 


Mel jerked her head back in surprise.


 


“Off the coast?”


 


“Yeah,” said Billy. “They found an
old fishing ship. This place used to be full of trawlers looking for coalfish
and cod. These guys must have an engineer with them, or a little engineering know-how
at least, because they got the old tub working.”


 


“What’s their goal?” I asked. 


 


“They drift up and down the coast
looking for survivors, but not so that they can lend a helping hand. Guess
you’ve figured that out, though. Right now, they’re anchored ten miles away
from you. Seems like they took interest in your camp.”


 


“And they’re the ones who did this?”
I said.


 


Billy nodded. “Yep.”


 


“Why all the mutilation? What does it
do for them? I just can’t get my head around it.”


 


Billy shrugged his shoulders. “I
don’t have a clue.”


 


Al ran his fingers through the
bristles of his moustache, and the hairs curled over his lip.


 


“So let me get this straight. Bill,
right?”


 


“Billy.”


 


“Al’s not good with names,” I said.


 


“Let me get this right, Billy,”
continued Al. “You knew about this camp. And I gather you’ve got some kind of
principles about you, from what you’re saying. You knew about a bunch of folks
on a ship who aren’t quite on the right side of the moral compass. You ever
think about warning the camp?”


 


Casey shifted on her feet and she
moved away from Alistair’s arm. Her face bristled with anger.


 


“For all we knew, you guys were part
of them. Think we’d just wander into a camp of strangers and give ourselves up?
We didn’t fancy getting our livers ripped out.”


 


“Wait,” said Mel. She had started to
look tired, but she still held her cleaver in her hand. The blade was stained
red. “The people on the boat. They’re the ones who have been leaving the bodies
around camp? Cutting people open and stuff?”


 


“That’s happened before now?” said
Billy.


 


I nodded. 


 


“Few mornings we’ve woken up to find
bodies in camp. I thought it was stalkers, from the way they’d been ripped
open.”


 


Billy’s expression was grim, but
there was recognition in it, too. A light being turned on and straining against
the darkness.


 


“These guys have some pretty crazy
ideas. They’ve got rituals. We scouted them two days straight once, and some of
the things they did made me cold. Honestly, it got so I couldn’t bear to watch
them.”


 


“So why didn’t you do anything?” said
Mel. She looked at Billy with scorn.


 


“Don’t know if you’re a gambler,”
said Alistair, “But three versus twenty is what they call a long shot. And when
you play against a long shot, the house tends to win.”


 


“And I like my liver,” said Casey.


 


Mel frowned. “Yeah, you told us.”


 


I walked over to my bed at the corner
of the tent. This time I couldn’t fight it. I sat down on it and let the frame
take my weight. I thought back to Shaun’s house. Back then, he’d told us that
there were worse things than him around. At first I thought that he had meant
the infected, but I realised now that he wasn’t talking about monsters. He was
talking about another group of people.


 


“Someone go get Charlie and Ben,” I
said. “We need everyone together.”


 


“There’s another thing we need to
think about,” said Mel. “The bodies.”


 


“We don’t have time for a burial,
sweetheart,” said Al.


 


“I don’t mean that, darling,”
she said, putting as much scorn into the word as she could. “When we left camp,
there were around fifty of us. Well, there aren’t fifty bodies out there. So
where the hell is everyone else?”


 


The tent was silent. I couldn’t tell
what everyone else was thinking, but I knew that my own thoughts were clouded
dark. The camp was forever tainted, now. It would never be home for us.


 


Billy was the first to break the
quiet.


 


“Like I said. The people on the boat,
they’ve do some pretty dark shit. I don’t want to worry you, but I’ve gotta say
this.”


 


“Just say it,” I told him.


 


“Well it’s like this,” said Billy.
“And I’m sorry for breaking this to you. The fact is that the rest of your camp
is on the boat, probably tied up somewhere. And the ones who died, well,
they’re the lucky ones.”


 


I wanted nothing more than to lie
back on the bed and close my eyes, but I knew that I couldn’t. The rain picked
up outside and the sound as it hit the tent turned from patters into drum
beats. I stood up. I shook away the tiredness.


 


The tent door opened and Charlie and
Ben stepped in. Charlie’s hair was soaked from the walk across camp.


 


I looked at everyone in the tent.
There was me, Al, Mel, Kendal. Billy and his two friends. Charlie and Ben. And
then there was Lou. That left nine adults and a kid, but Lou was so out of it
that she couldn’t be counted in our numbers, and I could hardly expect Ben to
fight.


 


“There are eight of us,” I said.
“Think that’s enough?”


 


“Enough for what?” said Billy.


 


“To find the boat, climb aboard and
rip their goddamn hearts out of their chests.”
















Chapter
25


 


Dark waves lapped against the sides
of our rowboats. Under the night sky the sea looked like tarmac, sloshing from
side to side in the chilly breeze. I zipped my coat up to my neck as far as it
would go, making sure not to pinch my skin.


 


We had found the row boats at a small
wooden pier ten miles east of camp. The wood of the pier was green in places
from the spread of mold, and the boats were tied to thick wooden posts. We
approached them cautiously, scanning the area around us in case anyone was
waiting for us. The pier was deserted but just beyond it, anchored in the sea,
was a large fishing boat. It was just where Billy said it would be.


 


“I feel sick,” said Ben.


 


He leaned back against the wood.
There were three rowboats, but one had a hole in the side as if someone had
kicked through it. That meant that me, Ben, Mel and Al were in one boat, and
Billy, his two friends and Kendal were in the other.


 


The sea smelled of dead fish and
salt. I shoved the tip of the oar into the water, pushed it forward and then
pulled it back, feeling the resistance make my biceps tense. A spray of current
splashed over the boat and stung me with cold. It was difficult to see where
the black sky ended and the murky sea began, and it felt like the darkness
could swallow us any time it chose. My arms began to ache just two hundred
metres from shore.


 


“Put your back into it,” said Al.


 


“This isn’t the Oxford boat race,” I
said. “We need to go slowly.”


 


“Is that because you don’t want them
to see us, or because you’re tired?”


 


“A bit of both.”


 


Mel was behind me. She leaned forward
and spoke into my ear.


 


“Think Charlie and Lou will be okay
in camp?” 


 


“We didn’t have much of a choice. We
could hardly bring Lou on the boat with us, and she sure as hell wouldn’t be
much good when it comes to boarding.  This is going to be messy.”


 


“We don’t even know how many of them
there are,” said Mel.


 


“I chatted to Billy about it,” said
Al. “They watched them for a while. Thinks there’s less than a dozen.”


 


Mel didn’t seem convinced. “Doesn’t
seem like probability is on our side.”


 


Al looked up at the boat. It was five
hundred metres in front of us. It was hard to make out the ageing timber
against the blackness around it.


 


“Imagine standing on deck now and
looking out,” said Al. “All you’ll see is a shitload of water. A black pea
soup. There’s no way they’ll know we’re coming until I stick my knife in their
throats.”


 


The original plan had been to walk to
the coast. From there, we were going to swim out and then silently board the
ship. We’d kill the group on board, free the campers and then take the boat as
our own. I don’t know what the hell we were thinking. Even sticking my fingers
into the sea was enough to freeze them, so there was no way we could swim all
the way from the shore. We had gotten lucky and found the rowboats moored at
the dock.


 


Ben retched. I looked at him, and
even with poor visibility I could see that his face was turning green.


 


“You shouldn’t have brought him,”
said Mel.


 


“I couldn’t leave him. From now on,
Ben stays with me.”


 


Ben leaned his head over the side of
the boat and coughed. I couldn’t tell if he was actually being sick. As he
wheezed and spewed over the side, a gust of wind hit the boat. The thin wooden
vessel rocked on the waves, and the bow shot up a few feet out of the water.


 


I fell back, dropping the oars in
front of me. Mel slammed against the portside. The whole boat tipped over to
the right. Before I could do anything Ben lost his balance and fell over the
side, slipping into the black water.


 


“Oh shit,” shouted Mel.


 


I dropped the oars and scrambled over
to the side. For a few seconds, Ben was invisible amongst the lapping waves. My
pulse fired. I scanned every inch of the water but saw nothing except the froth
that hit the stern. I got ready to jump in. I knew the water would be ice cold,
so I took a breath and steeled myself against the shock that was to come.


 


Ben’s head broke through the surface
of the water. He spluttered and reached out for the boat, hitting nothing but
water and splashing more of it into his face. He flapped around in panic as the
sea lapped around him, dark as an oil slick.


 


I leaned over as far as I could. I
felt the blood rush to my face as I strained, until finally I grabbed hold of
his collar. Ignoring the ache in my arms, I started to pull him in. I leaned
forward so much over the side that I thought I was going to fall in. I felt a
strong hand grip the back of my jeans and hold me steady. With a few more
heaves, I dragged the soaking boy on board.


 


Bean lay on his back on the floor. I
turned him onto his side. He coughed out a mouthful of salt water and then
wheezed a few times. Al moved away from me.


 


“That’s the last time I grab your
arse,” he said to me. Then he looked at Ben. “So don’t be pulling this stunt
again, lad.”


 


I pulled Ben’s soaking jumper and
t-shirt over his head. His skin was goose pimpled, and a shiver ran through him
like an earthquake tremor. I unzipped my coat, took it off and forced Ben’s
arms through the sleeves. Even wrapped in a man-sized coat, his teeth still
chattered. Al took off his own coat and did the same until Ben was drowned in a
bundle of clothes.


 


“We need to get him back to shore as
soon as this is done,” said Mel.


 


Across from us, Billy stood up in his
boat. He held his hand in the air as if to ask if anything was wrong. I held up
my thumb. We were only a hundred metres away from the fishing boat now, and I
knew that we had to see this through.


 


A light flickered on in the ship in
front of us. It was joined by another, and then a third. Beams of light shot
from down and scanned across the sea, sweeping from left to right. One of them
went right over us in an arc. I held my breath, as if doing so would keep the
light away.


 


“They must have ears like a dog’s”
said Al.


 


Another beam swept over Billy’s boat.
It drifted over their heads and then into the darkness beyond them. It started
to curve back, finally settling on them and illuminating Billy, his friends and
Kendal in a yellow ray of light.


 


Sounds came from the fishing boat,
but I couldn’t hear them properly over the slurping sea. My eyes adjusted to
the darkness and I saw something move. The beam of light stayed trained on
Billy. It was soon joined by two more until their boat was fixed under a harsh
glow, like a prisoner under the beam of a watchtower. 


 


Billy shouted something. His friend
Alistair rowed harder, but it seemed like the boat was stuck in treacle and
couldn’t manage more than a few feet per minute. 


 


A shot rang out louder than the waves
and the breeze, and then two more followed it. My eyes adjusted more, and I
made out the dim figure of a man on the boat. He leaned over the side, a rifle
propped against his shoulder.


 


I looked at Billy. When I saw that
none of them seemed to have been hit, I felt like luck might have been with us
for once. Then Billy’s boat began to lurch forward. The bow dipped into the
water, going further and further into the black sea until half the vessel had
disappeared.


 


“They’re taking on water,” said Al.
“Clever bastards shot the boat, not the people.”


 


I hadn’t rowed in minutes, but the
sea had drifted us toward the boat so that we were only fifty metres away. A
rope ladder was tied to the side of it. The wind picked it up in its breeze and
then slammed it back against the portside.


 


Billy, Casey, Alistair and Kendal
jumped off their boat and into the sea. The wooden vessel tipped further
forward, finally showing us its stern as if waving a last goodbye. Billy and
the rest of them swam toward the ship.


 


“We better meet them at the side,”
said Mel.


 


I rowed toward the portside of the
fishing ship. When we hit against the wood, Al and Mel gripped hold of it and
helped guide the rowboat toward the rope ladder. I reached forward and grabbed
it and held us steady. We waited there as the others swam through the cold
waters.


 


We heard commotion above us. I
couldn’t tell what was being said, but it didn’t matter. The group on the ship
were in a state of alarm, and that was the last thing we needed.


 


“May as well have pressed the
doorbell,” said Mel.


 


A wave hit the side of the rowboat
and salt water splashed over. It soaked over my shoes and into my socks,
freezing my feet. Without my coat I felt a chill spread over my limbs.


 


“For all they know,” I said, “There was
only one boat. Could be that they didn’t see us. I’ll climb up first, and the
rest of you follow me.”


 


“I better go first,” said Mel. “No
offence, Kyle, but I’m considerably more agile than you. Subtlety isn’t exactly
your forte.”


 


“Fine. But we need to do this now.
Here’s Billy.”


 


Billy reached the side of the boat.
Al grabbed him and heaved him aboard. Billy sat against the side and shivered.
Kendal followed shortly after, refusing Al’s outstretched arms and dragging
herself on board. The vessel swayed under the weight.


 


Billy looked out into the sea.


 


“Come on…Come on...,” he said.


 


We waited for his friends, but there
was nothing but darkness in front of us. Cold swept through me and started to
lock my arms and legs in place. Billy gripped hold of the side of the boat. His
shoulders trembled, but he didn’t complain. He stared out into the night,
tapping against the wood and watching every movement of the sea in case it was
Casey or Alistair. After two more minutes, it was clear his friends wouldn’t be
coming.


 


“Billy,” I said. I put my hand on his
shoulder.


 


He shook me off. “They’ll make it.”


 


“I think they’ve drowned,” said Al,
in a grave voice.


 


“I’m sorry Billy,” I said. “But we
need to do this now. If we wait any longer, I’m not going to be able to move.”


 


Billy nodded. He gave one last look
into the water beyond us, and then his shoulders shook as a tremor ran through
him. He looked up at the rope. Before any of us could react, Billy grabbed hold
of the first rung and started climbing up, his anger fuelling him as he scaled
the ladder.


 
















 


Chapter
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Mel was the second person to reach
the top. By the time I climbed the ladder and pulled myself onto the deck, the
boat was already in chaos. Panicked voices cut across the night time winds, and
from dark places around me people ran out with weapons in their hands.


 


I put my feet down on the deck. There
was a body on the floor to my left, a man with his skull caved in. I knew from
the wound that it had cracked under the weight of Billy’s hammer. Blood leaked
out and spread across the floor, running in a straight line toward the stern.


 


The ship wasn’t large. There was a
cabin at the bow, which I guessed housed the navigation equipment and hopefully
a door which gave access to below levels. The deck was in front of me, empty
save for wooden pallets which were covered in tarpaulin and secured by ropes. A
light shone out from the cabin wall, the bulb inside spinning in circles so
that beams of red light swept all over the deck.


 


Someone screamed. Billy stooped over
the body of a woman. She had a bread knife in her right hand. She strained to
stab it toward Billy, but he pressed his knee into her arm so that she couldn’t
move. He raised his hammer and brought it down on her head. Her arm went limp
and her knife clattered to the floor.


 


A wave of sickness washed through me.
For a second, I wondered what we were doing. Killing people wasn’t the same as
taking care of the infected. When you killed a person, you saw the light dim in
their eyes and you knew that your actions had significance.


 


Then I remembered who these people
were and what they had done. I thought about the bodies that we found at camp,
about Reggie’s son and all the others who had been murdered and then butchered.
Any trace of guilt evaporated.


 


Boots hit the floor behind me. I
turned and saw Kendal running across deck, and a few seconds later came Al. Ben
was on his back, his hands clinging to the big man’s neck. To our left Mel gave
a shout and swung her cleaver at a man who ran at her.


 


Al set Ben down on the deck. 


 


“Stay here,” he told the boy. “Don’t
move for anything. Not until the fighting stops.”


 


I held my knife in my hand. I took a
breath and I readied myself. With Al and Kendal behind me, I ran into the
fight.


 


Men and women screamed. I felt my
knife sink into flesh, and forced myself not to think about it when warm blood
splattered my face. It seemed like the fight lasted hours, though in reality
only minutes went by as people ran at us from all sides, meeting their ends at
the blades of cleavers and knives, or the hard end of Billy’s hammer.


 


We stabbed and slashed and shouted,
and it seemed like it would never end. My knife was coated dark crimson, my
arms ached, and my senses were so wired that I hacked at everyone who came
close.


 


Finally, with the smell of blood
mixing with the salt in the air, the shouting stopped. A man on the deck, blood
trickling from his neck, groaned, and then was quiet. Billy sank to the floor,
and Mel stood and rubbed her hand over her face. 


 


Nothing moved. We waited and waited
but there were no survivors of the battle on their side. Mel’s cleaver made a
clanging side as she dropped it, and I realised it was the first time in days
that she hadn’t held it.


 


Ben ran over to me and hugged my legs
and I felt like I was going to drop to the floor. It didn’t matter anymore,
because the deck was silent. Everything was still, save the ship as it rocked
gently on the tide.


Chapter
27


 


It took days for the chill to leave
me after the fight. I hacked up phlegm and coughed my way through the hours.
All around me people made preparations to leave. I’d wanted to help, but Mel
insisted that I get some sleep.


 


Before that, I had helped them
dismantle the tents and carry them away from camp and toward the coast. Not all
the survivors could pitch in. Some were so shaken from what had happened that
they did nothing except sit with their knees tucked against their chest.


 


One morning I woke to sunlight
straining against the side of my tent. I got out of my camp bed and stood up. I
stretched my arms and felt my joints crack, and then I got dressed.


 


When I unzipped the tent and stepped outside
I was hit by hot sunrays. They were the first that we had seen in months, and were
a welcome change in weather. The view from the mouth of my tent was different,
too. Rather than trodden mud and wide open fields, the view now was of the
coastline, with the water rolling gently over the rocks. Beyond them, anchored
closer to shore, was the fishing ship. It was ours now.


 


“Like the name?” said Al.


 


I turned as he walked from behind me.
He put his hand on my shoulder. There was a long cut across his right cheek,
running from just under the corner of his eye to his lip. I hadn’t seen it
happen in the fight, but then the whole night was a blur to me now. We had
gotten through it, and that was all that mattered. We had killed the group on
the boat and we had found the survivors below deck. Twelve of them were huddled
together as water trickled through the wood above and soaked into their
clothes. 


 


“You listening, cloth ears?” said Al.


 


“Sorry,” I said.


 


He pointed at the boat. In the
daylight I saw it clearer. The mast ran twenty five feet into the air, but the
sail was folded up now. Cables and wires twisted off from everywhere and were
tied along the side of the deck, though I had no idea what they did. I could just
about tell the bow from the stern, but I was no Captain Ahab.


 


“So what do you think of the name?”


 


On the side of the black ship, painted
in large white capital letters, was its new name. The paint was so fresh that
some of it had started to run. Still, it was a name that you couldn’t really
miss.


 


THE SPARROW


 


I smiled. “Can sparrows swim?” I
said.


 


“This one’s going to have to,” said
Al. “We’ve got ten days to get to London. With one full day of prep, that
leaves nine really. I want to be setting off tonight. With the wind behind us
we’ll be okay, and we can blast the engine from time to time. Buggers who had
it before us managed to get it working, but they didn’t leave much fuel.  We
should be alright. I’m assuming there aren’t any pirates on the British
waters.”


 


“Is this going to be worth it, Al?” I
asked.


 


Al took a deep breath, his chest
rising as the oxygen flooded into his lungs. I took a breath myself and tasted
the salt in the air. It made a change from the aroma of the toilet trench that
we that had definitely built too close to camp before.


 


“Imagine if you had somewhere the
infected couldn’t reach,” said Al. “First of all, to get there they’d have to
learn how to swim. Even assuming the infected can develop a good breaststroke,
they’ve still got five miles of swimming before they get to our safe haven.
After that, there’s a moat dug twenty feet deep and left empty so that if
anything falls in, its bones will smash. We have people on watch twenty four
hours a day. Most of them are so bored that they’re just itching to pull the
trigger on their rifles and smash an infected’s head like a pumpkin. You get
the picture?”


 


“Sounds too good to be true,” I said.
“What aren’t you telling me?”


 


Al looked at me for a few seconds.
His eyes squinted, as if he was surprised I would ask him that. 


 


I looked across camp and I saw Mel
outside a tent. She was picking up wooden crates and helping load them onto a
rowboat. From there, they were transported to the ship by a makeshift pulley
system. 


 


I joined her as she strained to carry
a heavy box over to the boat. Her biceps twitched as she walked the last few feet
before dropping it down. The boat shook as the weight hit it.


 


“Steady on,” said a man, gripping
hold of the boat to stop it rocking in the water. 


 


I recognised him from camp, but
shamefully I didn’t know his name. It was time to stop pretending that I was
perfect, I realised. These people needed to see that I was human, just like
them. That I got scared, that I forgot things, and that I just wanted somewhere
safe to live. It was no use acting like I was the only person with the survival
skills needed to stay alive. Everyone had to be equal from now on.


 


“What’s your name?” I said.


 


The boat stopped rocking under the
man’s grip. He rolled up his sleeve. On his right arm there was a tattoo of a
name, the letters written in bold blue ink. Half of the name had been scratched
out, so that some of the skin was scarred.


 


“You never asked me that before,” he
said.


 


“I know. That was pretty stuck up of
me.”


 


He smiled and waved his hand in a
dismissive gesture.


 


“In your position I’d be the same. My
name’s Dusty. Must be a headache, having to look out for everyone. I want you
to know that everyone appreciates what you’ve done for us.”


 


“Even me,” someone said.


 


I recognised the voice. After all
we’d been through over the last couple of weeks, my brain still found the time
to register annoyance. I turned around, knowing who I would see.


 


“How are you holding up, Darla?” I
said.


 


When we had rescued the survivors
below the deck of the boat, most of them had been huddled together in the
middle of the room. The only exception was Darla. She’d been bound and gagged
and left in the corner where the leaking rainwater was particularly bad. The
drops had poured rhythmically onto her face for hours. Her chin was cut, her
left eye bruised and her shoulder was dislocated. When I asked what had
happened, the answer didn’t surprise me. “Darla fought back,” someone
had told me.


 


“I’m okay, Kyle. Better than I would
have been, anyway,” said Darla.


 


Her words were spoken softer than I
had ever heard them, and her cold eyes had started to warm. She put her hand on
my arm and squeezed it. The sensation was so strange that I almost had to shrug
her off.


 


“We saw what happened at camp,” said
Darla. “They made us watch everything. That would have been us, later on. I
think they were saving us for something worse. You should have seen them,
Kyle.”


 


“I got a look at them during the
battle. Mean-looking bastards.”


 


“But you didn’t see them when they
were doing it. On their knees cutting through skin. Their faces. God, Kyle.
You’re lucky you didn’t see.”


 


“I know you’ve been through a lot,” I
said. “I’m sorry.”


 


“I’m sorry too,” said Darla. “For the
way I went about things. I had a lot of time to think about it when they
stuffed the gag in my mouth. It was all I could do to get rid of the taste of
sweat. I thought things out and realised that I treated you like shit.”


 


“Well it’s done now. I wasn’t exactly
a gentleman to you, either,” I said.


 


We stood like that for a few seconds.
Darla held my arm until we both realised how strange the situation was, and she
awkwardly moved away. She smiled at me and then watched as Dusty pulled on a
rope and sent the rowboat bobbing along the water and toward The Sparrow. Over
on the ship, people moved back and forth across deck. I always liked to see
people busy.


 


“How long was I asleep?” I asked.


 


“A full day, Rip Van Winkle,” Darla
answered.


 


“Jesus. I better check on Lou.”


 


***


 


Lou was in a tent near a wooden pier,
with Mel and Billy stood outside. They wouldn’t let me in.


 


“Charlie’s in there with her,” said
Mel.


 


“So? Is he a priest or something?
Lou’s not the type to give confession. Let me go in.”


 


I went to reach for the zipper, but
Billy put his arm out.


 


“Can’t do that, Kyle. Can’t risk
infection inside the tent.”


 


“What’s going on in there?”


 


Mel looked at Billy. Her stare was
grave. Billy turned his head and looked down at the ground as if his boots had
suddenly become the most interesting thing in the world.


 


“You were out of it after the battle,”
said Mel. “Shivering and talking about something. Mumbling about a Dead God.
You looked like shit, so we let you sleep. Then when we needed to come wake
you, we couldn’t. You just wouldn’t budge.”


 


“What she’s saying is,” said Billy,
“We tried to tell you.”


 


“Tell me what?”


 


My pulse started to pound, and my
chest tightened with anxiety. I remembered the book Lou had left on my bed. Chaos
in a Chaotic World. I hoped that I had remembered to bring it when we left
camp.


 


“It’s like this Kyle,” said Mel. “Charlie’s
in there with Lou, and he’s ordered that nobody goes in. Can’t risk germs or
anything like that.”


 


I thought I already knew the answer,
but I needed to ask the question.


 


“And why is that?”


 


Melk took a deep breath. Her face was
white.


 


“He’s amputating her leg,” she
answered. “Kendal is helping him.”


 


“There was no choice, Kyle,” said
Billy. “Either that, or put her in the ground. It stank, honestly. Worst wound
I’ve ever seen.”


 


It was another item on the list of
our failings, but I knew now that they weren’t all mine. I couldn’t go on
blaming myself for things that were just a product of the screwed-up world. It
wasn’t my fault that Ben’s mum had died, that Reggie had gotten infected, or
that Lou had broken her leg. 


 


I had thought that I needed to be a
leader and be responsible for everyone’s safety. I had never wanted kids with
my wife Clara, but now it was like I was trying to play father to fifty-odd
people. Even to adults who had kids of their own. I needed to let it go.


 


***


 


Hours later the sun dimmed and then
fell completely, and the stars shone faintly in the cloudless sky. The boat was
fully stocked with all the provisions that we had collected while in camp.
Dusty and his pulley had painstakingly transported everyone across the water until
only a few of us were left on shore. 


 


I didn’t like the idea of getting in
the rowboat again. It seemed like I still had the chill in me from last time I
was in it. I could still feel the water on my skin, so freezing that it
scorched me.


 


I was glad that Ben was already on
the fishing boat. Darla had volunteered to take him across with her, and she said
she would look out for him. “Always knew I had a maternal instinct in me
somewhere,” she had told me. 


 


I stood on the shore with Billy, Mel
and Al. Al seemed on edge, like a kid going on a trip that his parents had
promised for months. Mel seemed as full of energy as usual. Out of everyone in
camp, and everyone who I had travelled with, nobody had impressed me more than
her. The change in her over the last year was astounding.


 


“Kyle,” said Billy. “Can I have a
word with you?”


 


“We better make it quick,” I said.
“Al’s going to wet himself with excitement.”


 


The boat would be setting off in less
than an hour, as soon as we got on board. We had told Dusty to get in the
rowboat, and Billy and Al used his pulley to get him across shore.


 


Amidst the preparations of the final
day, there had been a buzz around the dock. The sadness of the last few days
was also laying there somewhere, but it seemed that everyone wanted a respite
from it. The idea of a safe haven down south seemed to promise that. I found it
hard to believe that just down the channel there was a place waiting for us
that was free from danger. I desperately wanted to put my trust in it.


 


I had always been a cynical guy, but
even I had surrendered myself to the idea. I wanted to walk around free from
tension in my shoulders. Just once I would have liked to step out somewhere and
leave my knife at home. Hell, I would have killed to have somewhere to even
call home. If Al was right, then that was what we’d all have soon enough.


 


Billy and I went away from the
others. He kicked some pebbles as he walked and sent them scattering out in
front of him. Finally, we stopped.


 


“What’s up, Billy?” I said.


 


“I thought you better know
something,” he answered.


 


“Go on.”


 


“When I was out in the Wilds, I did a
lot of travelling,” he said. “Covered a lot of ground on the quad bike.”


 


“How the hell did you keep that thing
running?”


 


“Lots of vegetable oil. But that’s
not the point. Listen, Kyle. Thing is, while I was travelling, I saw Justin out
there.”


 


My heart froze. I had always
suspected Justin was alive. I’d spent hours searching for him myself, but I’d
never turned anything up. Even hearing my friend was out there was enough to
send shocks through me.


 


“You’re sure?” I said.


 


Billy nodded. “Miles out west. In a
place that was pretty damn strange; I sure as hell wouldn’t want to go there
again.”


 


“Did you talk to him?”


 


Billy shook his head.


 


“Why the hell not?” I said.


 


Billy was silent for a few seconds.
The tide lapped toward us, running over the pebbles and stopping a few feet
short of our boots.


 


“He’s different,” said Billy. “If you
saw him, you’d know what I mean. I couldn’t even get near him.”


 


A horn blasted out across the water.
It came from the ship, and it was a signal that they had to leave. The winds
were blowing in a southerly direction, and it had been decided earlier that the
boat would go while they blew that way. If nature wanted to give us a push, we
had to take advantage.


 


“What do you mean, different?” I
said.


 


“Kyle, I can’t explain it. I don’t
ever want to go back there, and you’d understand if you saw it.”


 


It was too much to process. I felt uneasiness
spread through my chest. A day of rest hadn’t been enough; all my energy seeped
out of me and I felt like I could climb into bed for another week.


 


“Better go, people,” said Al.
“Someone make sure the windows are locked and the oven is turned off. We’re
going on a trip.” He turned to Mel. “Did you tell the milkman not to deliver
for the next couple of weeks?”


 


Mel ignored him. Her boots crunched
across the stones as she joined Billy and me. 


 


“What’s going on?” she said. “We
better go.”


 


I looked at her.


 


“Justin’s alive.”


 


Her eyes went wide.


 


“Oh shit,” were the only words she
could manage. I knew she didn’t mean it as a curse word, but as an expression
of shock.


 


I nodded.


 


“That was pretty much my reaction.”


 


The three of us stood there, not
knowing what to say or do. I watched the boat across the water. In the darkened
sky I couldn’t make out the people on deck anymore, but I knew that they stood
there waiting. Some would be gripping the rails on the deck so hard that their
fingers would turn white, such was their excitement about leaving.


 


I could never deny them the things
that Al had promised. At the same time, I knew now that I couldn’t join them.
If Justin was out there, I had to look for him. He had nobody but us, and I
knew that if I left on the boat, I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself.


 


***


 


It took twenty minutes for us to use
the pulley to get Al across the water. When the rope tightened we knew that he
had reached the side of the fishing boat. Five minutes later a flashlight
blinked twice in the night sky and we knew then that he was safely on board.


 


The horn roared out, shattering the
evening peace. The ship started to slip away through the dark curtain of night
in front of it, rocking over the gentle waves. I sat down on the pebbles. It
was a rough seat, but I got over the discomfort and watched as the ship moved
further away until finally, it started to disappear.


 


Part of me wanted to be with them. I
wanted not just to believe in the haven that Al promised, but I wanted to see
if myself. I wanted to feel the tension slacken in my muscles when I knew that
not every day was going to be a struggle for survival.


 


Instead I sat on shore as the cold closed
around me. I pulled my coat closer to my chin and shivered.


 


An arm wrapped over my shoulder, and
I felt my body warm as someone else tucked themselves against me in a hug. I
didn’t move away from it.


 


“Think Lou will be okay?” I said.


 


“Yeah,” said Mel, gripping me. “And
we’ll join them one day. We just need to find Justin.”


 


“Thanks for coming with me.”


 


“It was all bullshit,” said Mel.
“Everything I said before. I just couldn’t face thinking about him and not
knowing if he was even alive.”


 


“He’s my buddy. I know how you feel.”


 


“You never thought he was dead, did
you?” said Mel.


 


I shook my head. “Not for a second.”


 


Boots crunched on the stones behind
us. Billy let out a sigh.


 


“I’m starting to regret agreeing to
come,” he said. “Can you two finish your moment so we can start moving?”


 


I stood up. My knees ached as I got
to my feet. I looked behind us and knew that somewhere, beyond the endless
fields and craggy hills, was Justin. 


 


The ship was going now, headed
hundreds of miles over the sea and into the darkness, where eventually it would
emerge into safety. Some of us had made it, at least, and knowing that made
even the biting Scottish wind seem warmer. I stood up and started to walk with
my friends into the night.
















 


Thanks for Reading!


 


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 my next 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: http://eepurl.com/byjD6n
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