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THE DYING & THE DEAD 1

















 


A
meadow, 3 miles away from the Dome.


 


 


There were no infected on the meadow. Or
it seemed that way, at least. The grass reached up to Dale’s knees and shook in
the wind, but it didn’t seem to hide any infected within it. They were too
stupid to sneak and only crawled when severed at the waist, so the danger today
was the infection in the air.


 


The wind carried the muffled shouts of
two children. Dale watched Luna and Eric chase each other up the hill in the
same way that he and his brothers had chased each other decades ago. It was
strange that the context of the world had changed, yet the behaviour of
children was exactly the same. Luna, the younger and more boisterous of the
siblings, reached her brother and tugged the hair on the back of his head. Eric
gave a yelp that was smothered by his mask. He stopped and tried to punch his
sister’s arm, but the girl was too quick and side-stepped at the last moment.


 


“Come on, idiots,” said Dale, hoping the
command was loud enough for them to hear him through his mask, and that the
word ‘idiots’ was taken affectionately.


 


Stephanie stood at the bottom of the
hill with her hand sideways across her forehead. She stared out into the
distance, her body still, her ears oblivious to the antics of her kids. Dale
followed the direction of her stare until he saw what she was looking at. 


 


Miles away, but still large enough to
cover the horizon, was the Dome. It was a man-made spherical construction of
Plexiglas and plastic that looked like an onion. One day he hoped someone would
take a knife to it and cut through the plastic so that they could see the slime
and corruption ooze out of it. When he thought of the occupants of the Dome and
the power they thought was theirs, he felt his teeth grit together.


 


He turned away from the Dome and looked
at Stephanie, and straight away he felt lighter. The grass blew against his
knees, twisting tendrils that seemed to want to climb up his body. How long had
it been since he was last here? He reached down, grabbed hold of a couple of
blades of grass and snapped off the ends. As Stephanie turned and walked up the
hill toward them, Dale tucked the blades in his pocket.


 


“Luna, Eric, come here,” he said.


 


The kids looked at him, and for the
hundredth time he was stunned by the absolute symmetry of their faces. He’d
seen twins before, that was nothing new, but none of them had ever seemed such
flawless copies of each other as Luna and Eric. 


 


It was crazy how much his life had
changed since he had taken them in. Since the day he opened his bedroom
curtains and saw Stephanie and the kids fleeing down the street in terror.
Capita soldiers followed shortly after, but by then the woman and children were
stood in Dale’s hallway, their white faces panting. They were just strangers
back then, but what were they now? Could he call them his family?


 


 A rush of nerves hit his stomach
and made him uneasy. Today was the day, he knew. The day he would let Stephanie
know how he felt. It seemed so long since he had taken them in, but at the same
time the months had gone by with the speed of a runaway train. He wanted to
tell Stephanie that they should be more than just people sharing the same
living space. The truth was that he’d wanted to say something since the first
week after they’d started to live with him, but he never knew if she thought
the same way. It was hard to gauge how people felt about you even when their
masks were off, and the consequences of failure made it dangerous to take a
chance.


 


He looked at the grass of the meadow.
Green bases and yellowing, knee-height tips, every so often interspersed with
dandelions. Despite the decades between visits, he still remembered what the
flowers smelled like. It wasn’t a usual memory for a man to keep, the smell of
flowers, and certainly not something a school boy would normally pay attention
to. But this meadow was pure, distilled nostalgia for Dale. The curve of the
hill, with memories of pushing his brothers down it. The ditch at the far end,
just short of the road into town, where they used to play Prisoner of War.


 


The sky above them was streaked red as
the sun started its fall. He looked down at the dandelions and wished he could
breathe in their smell now. He put his hand to his face and felt his mask. The
straps that secured it around his head felt tight. He ran his fingertips over
the grooves of his mouthpiece and felt his filtered breath drift through. He
reached into his pocket and pulled out his Air Virus Sensor. 


 


Stephanie approached him, her hips
swaying like the grass. He felt his throat tighten and his well-rehearsed words
disappear into the cracks of his mind. Was he going to be able to tell her?


 


“What are you doing?” she said.


 


“Checking the AVS.”


 


The solar-powered sensor registered
three out of four bars worth of power, which was reassuring. He held the sensor
above him, pressed the button and held it in until an LED blinked green twice.
The sensor sucked in air, whirred, and five seconds later flashed red five
times. Damn. 


 


“Five reds? You shouldn’t be here Dale,
mask or not.”


 


He remembered the day the government
planes flew over every city and town in the country. The eerie drone that grew
louder as the four-engine aircrafts swopped overhead, opened their cargo doors
and dropped parachute-covered boxes to the ground. All told, around sixty
million cheap air-filter masks and ten million AVS modules were dropped across
the land. Those were optimistic days, when the government still had vehicles, planes
and a vague clue of what to do. They still thought they stood a chance. Dale
remembered his disgust of the government’s mishandling of the crisis, as he had
perceived it back then.  In reality, the government were just guilty of
the same things as the rest of them. They thought they had a hope. 


 


Stephanie put her hand on his shoulder,
and her touch seemed to tingle through his woolly jumper and coat until it
zapped his skin.


 


“Would you have taken your mask off even
if it were clear?”


 


He sighed. “Guess not. One gust of wind
and the air’s thick with it.”


 


“What are we doing here, in any case?”


 


“I got you a present. Take off your
mask.”


 


Stephanie scanned the meadow around her.
At home, she was the boss. It was Dale’s house, technically, but there was no
disputing who ran it. Out here though, in open air, she looked vulnerable. It
was strange that she should seem that way when out of the two of them, she
clearly had the natural advantage when outdoors.


 


“There’s no one around,” said Dale, “Take
it off.”


 


Stephanie gave another look around her
and then she reached to the back of her neck. She unstrapped her mask
delicately as though it was the top of a cocktail dress, and then pulled it
away from her face. When she took a deep breath her eyes widened. 


 


“It smells beautiful. That’s the only
way I can describe it. Beautiful.”


 


At the top of the hill Eric walked
toward his mum, but he didn’t see his sister’s outstretched leg carefully
placed to make him trip onto the floor. Within a second he was back on his feet
and had turned to meet his sister, fists clenched.


 


“You wanker,” he said.


 


The curse made Dale angry and amused at
the same time. To hear it from a ten year old just seemed wrong, and he felt
that he should say something. But they were Stephanie’s kids, and he still
didn’t feel right reprimanding them. He had been guilty of every curse word
ever created when he was growing up, before he mellowed out, so it seemed
hypocritical to scold the boy.


 


“Stop pissing about and take off your masks,”
said Stephanie in her blunt northern accent.


 


Eric and Luna fiddled with their masks
and took them off. They took deep breaths, but the smell of the meadow didn’t
seem to have the same effect on them as it had their mum. Stephanie sucked in
more of the air as though she savoured it.


 


“Does it not make you sad?” she asked
Dale. He knew she was alluding to the fact that he couldn’t take off his mask
and smell the air himself.


 


“Sometimes. But this is what makes you
special. You, Luna and Eric. You’re the future of this world. I know that
sounds corny, but it’s true. I guess there will come a time when you don’t need
to wear masks or pretend you’re something you’re not. I hope there will be, at
least.”


 


Stephanie's stare turned hard. “You
haven’t seen what the Capita do when they know you’re immune. May as well get
my mask grafted to my face. ”


 


He thought for a moment of the Dome and
the Capita. Nobody had ever seen the men and women at the top, but their
soldiers were a daily intrusive presence in everyone’s lives. Still, there
weren’t many places in the world that could say they were safe from the
infected. Perhaps intrusion and loss of freedom were the cost of safety.


 


The sound of galloping came from across
the field. The pounding of horse hooves wasn’t so strange a sound these days,
but rarely did they carry riders with good intentions. Dale turned to Stephanie
and the kids. 


 


“Get your masks on. Come on, don’t mess
about.”


 


Stephanie and Luna put theirs on with
fluid movements, but Eric fumbled with the straps of his. Dale bent down and
helped him, aware that the galloping sound grew louder as he put the mask on
the boy’s head. 


 


Fifty feet away a horse’s angry face
came over the crest of the hill. Since petrol was no longer a viable option,
horses were now the go-to modes of transport. You had to be part of the Capita
to get one unless you lived far away from their borders, somewhere remote where
their fingers didn’t reach. But living in such places often gave you a heap of
other problems, such as mobs of infected waiting to tear you apart.


 


A man sat on top of the horse and held
its reins in one hand, directing the animal across the meadow with smooth
control. He cut a frightening sight. He wore the mask of a fourteenth-century
plague doctor, his face completely covered by black leather and with a sharp
beak extending eight inches from his face. Eyeholes were cut into the mask and
stern eyes stared out from them, and their glare seemed to be trained on Dale’s
face. The man wore a long leather coat that flapped against the side of the
horse and made him look too bulky to be carried by the mare. On his back,
extending just above his shoulders, was the head of a pickaxe.


 


Dale’s heart thudded against his chest,
and the wind felt colder as it teased its way through his jumper and over his
skin. He knew who this man was and what he did. He knew his reputation. He
suddenly wanted to be far, far away from the meadow, and wished he had never
had the idea to come up here. As the man got closer, Dale looked at Stephanie
and tried to catch her eyes. He wanted to tell her to be calm, but he was far
from that state of mind himself.


 


The man stopped his horse in front of
them. Up close the mare looked thick with muscle and probably weighed half a
ton. It could have crushed Luna or Eric with the rise and fall of one hoof. The
horse snorted and spit flew from its nostrils.


 


“Do you know me?” said the man. 


 


Dale tried to keep his voice level. “I
know of you, yeah.”


 


“What’s my name?”


 


Dale’s throat felt dry. He swallowed and
tried to lubricate his vocal chords, but they felt cracked.


 


“The Bull,” he said.


 


The man swung a leg over the side of his
horse and dropped to the ground with more agility than his body should have
allowed. The grass trembled against him as he walked. He was the same height as
Dale, but something about him made him seem much taller.


 


“Charles Bull, actually,” he said,
walking closer and then stopping a few feet in front of the family. “Mum didn’t
christen me The Bull, you know. It’s just a nickname so please, call me
Charles. What else do you know about me?”


 


Dale didn’t want to offend The Bull. He
knew what the man did but it felt wrong to say it, as if the words were too
blunt.


 


“Go on,” said Charles.


 


Stephanie found the words before Dale.


 


“You’re a hunter,” she said.


 


Charles straightened his leather coat
and his pickaxe swung behind him. He back must have been made of steel to carry
it around with him all the time. 


 


“A hunter is a person who hunts game for
food or sport. A bounty hunter hunts criminals or fugitives for reward. I hunt
the enemies of the Capita, and they reward me for it. Do you know what I want?”


 


“I’ve heard the rumours,” said Dale. In
the corner of his eye, he saw Eric step closer to his mother.


 


“And?”


 


As Dale wondered what to say, not even
the breeze made a sound. Stephanie stepped forward, next to Dale, and squeezed
his hand. Her movements were small and hidden, but they were not missed by
Charles.


 


“I can see I’m interrupting something,”
he said. “Such a sweet family, and an even sweeter moment. I apologise. Hold on
a tick, I need to write this down.”


 


He opened his leather coat, reached
inside and took out a battered notepad that was tied together with string. A
stain streaked across the sky the colour of weak red wine as the sun started to
fall, and on the ground Dale and his family watched in silence as Charles
slowly unwound the string from his book. The clouds drifted lazily overhead,
and the grass and dandelions wafted in the wind. Dale wished for the seconds to
pass quicker, for Charles to say what he wanted and then leave. If only it were
that simple.


 


Charles flicked through his book and
opened it at a blank page. He reached into the same pocket, took out a pen and
started writing, murmuring as the ink stained the paper. 


 


“Meadow of flowers. Twins. Happy
parents.”


 


When the page was half-covered in his
squashed handwriting he shut the book and put it back in his pocket. 


 


“I like to write these down, the little
moments that warm the heart. It helps during the bad times. Just a little
self-help technique I picked up from my reading.”


 


Charles took a few steps closer. Dale
felt he should back off, but instead took a deep breath to plump up his chest
and stayed where he was. Despite the ominous figure Charles cut in front of
them, Dale felt the tingles from Stephanie’s hand as she held his. Had they
ever held hands before?


 


Charles stroked the bloom of a
particularly high sunflower that reached up to his waist. The petals seemed to
shrink from his touch.


 


“I miss the air,” he said. “I know we
still breathe it, but it seems that it’s only my lungs that get the benefit
these days. It used to be my nose as well. Our senses are the biggest losers in
all of this.”


 


He snapped his glance down to Luna and
Eric, and his eyes were cold stones under his plague-doctor mask. 


 


“Do you miss it, kids?”


 


Luna stared back defiantly at Charles.
Eric looked up to his mother.


 


Charles put his hand to his mask and
rubbed his fingers across the leather beak.


 


“Silly me. You’ve never known the smell
of the air, have you? The only ones that have are the Darwin’s Children, and I
hope there aren’t any around here.”


 


The words hit Dale like a hammer on
stone. Darwin’s Children. That was the name given to those who were blessed
with immunity to the virus, those who could breathe the tainted air without
lapsing into a virus coma and waking up with a hunger for flesh. The DC’s were
blessed, and the Capita responded to their blessing by hunting them down.


 


“Do you wish you had the gift, Dale?”
said Charles.


 


Stephanie’s hand tightened around his.
Dale squeezed back. “The gift?”


 


“The gift of immunity. Of lungs that can
breathe in the decay and stay pure.”


 


“No,” said Dale.


 


“There are rumours of a family around
here. I’ll be honest with you, that’s why I’m here and not at my house near the
Dome where a hot bath is waiting. There are rumours of a family of
mouth-breathers living nearby. Someone saw them passing through months ago, but
the Capita has a feeling they may have settled here.  God knows why, they
must be crazy to live so close to the Dome”.


 


Dale rubbed the back of his neck. His
hair felt rough and needed cutting. 


 


“I don’t know what to say.”


 


Did his voice sound different? Did he
sound nervous? His heart hammered into his chest, and his throat closed tighter
around every word he spoke. He hoped Charles couldn’t sense it.


 


“Forget the mouth-breathers, then. I’m
sure we’ll catch them. Have you heard anything of the rats?”


 


“Rats?”


 


“The Resistance, Dale. Rats that live in
plain sight.”


 


How did Charles know his name? He didn’t
remember telling him. His stomach sank so low it felt as though it was going to
leak out of him somehow. He looked over Charles's shoulder, to the distance, to
the road that led into town where the buildings were empty and the infected
wandered freely. Right now, streets full of the cannibal infected seemed safer
than sharing a meadow with Charles Bull.


 


“We haven’t seen the Resistance,” said
Stephanie. “But you’re a flawless investigator. Tell me, have any Resistance
members ever given themselves away when you just came out and asked them about
it?”


 


“You’re a funny lady,” said Charles.
“Let me share something with you. Forget the Resistance for a minute; they're
worms in the soil. There’s more to the rumours of the mouth-breathers, and I
think you’ll find it interesting.”


 


“Go on,” said Stephanie. Her voice was
cold and given their predicament, Dale wished she’d seem a bit less hostile.


 


“They say the mouth-breathers are a
woman with two children,” said Charles, and turned away from Stephanie and
looked at the children. “Twins.”


 


Ice spread across Dale’s chest. He knew
where this was going, but he didn’t know how to stop it. Charles’s leather coat
creaked as he stepped forward. 


 


“It’s a funny thing this genetic
mutation, don’t you think? That some of us are immune yet others get hungry for
flesh. And the cruel trick of it is that the only way you can find out is to
contract the virus in the first place. Breathe tainted air. Get bitten by one
of them. How long do the virus comas last, by the way?”


 


“A couple of hours “said Stephanie.


 


Charles’s eyes lit up. “Caught you,
mouth-breather,” he said, smiling. He put his hand to his chest and laughed.
“No, you’re right. Roughly a couple of hours in a coma and you wake a person,
or a monster. There are some who think the mouth-breathers are still monsters,
just a different kind. But I don’t take stock in that.”


 


Then why do you use the words, thought Dale? Mouth-breather was a term that
sickened him, yet it was used by everyone these days. Some used it because they
hated those lucky enough to be immune. Others just said it out of fear of
displeasing the Capita.


 


“We better get going,” said Stephanie,
and looked up at the sky where the colour had shifted to a dark grey. “It’s
getting late.”


 


“Do you mind if I speak to your
children?” said Charles.


 


“I’d rather you didn’t. We need to get
back,” said Dale.


 


They’re my children, he thought. Mine and Stephanie’s.
Suddenly there was no doubt that they were a family. They just needed to leave
the meadow, leave Charles Bull behind. Suddenly the path away from the meadow
seemed miles away, yet the Capita’s bulbous Dome swelled larger than ever
across the horizon.


 


Charles turned his head to Dale. Beneath
his black mask, his eyes gave a look that chilled Dale’s skin.


 


“Don’t mistake my politeness for
weakness.”


 


He walked up to the children and towered
over them. Most people, when speaking to children, crouched to their level.
Charles just stood above them, his pickaxe hanging from his back, his bulky
frame blotting out the sky.  Charles studied the children for seconds that
seemed to drag out. He looked especially interested in Eric.


 


“Your boy’s mask is damaged,” he said.
He crouched beside Dale. “You better get him inside, pronto, before it breaks
completely. Or better still, maybe I should fix it now? Hold your breath,
little boy. We don’t want any of those nasty bugs getting in.”


 


He reached forward and ripped the mask
from Eric’s face. The boy’s cheeks bulged as he held the air in. Thank god he
had the presence of mind to pretend to hold his breath. Anything other action
would have given him away.  Stephanie had taught him well.


 


Charles fiddled with the straps of
Eric’s mask, puzzling over it as if it were a Rubix cube. Eric’s face turned
red as he held in air under the pretence that he needed it, that he couldn’t
breathe the air without a mask. His cheeks puffed out more, and blood seeped
through them and coloured them crimson.


 


Come on, thought Dale. He watched Charles mess around with
the mask. Hurry up, you bastard.


 


Eric shifted uncomfortably and his
cheeks grew even redder. He looked on the verge of breathing, and if that
happened, the game was done. Charles would figure out that Eric was immune, or
he would expect the boy to become infected. Either way, it would involve a trip
to the Dome.


 


 Finally Charles seemed satisfied
with the mask. He reached out to hand it across to Eric. Dale felt his pulse
thud. Eric stuck his hand out for his mask, but at the last second Charles
yanked it away.


 


“Almost there. Just one more fix thing
to fix.”


 


Eric’s face was a balloon ready to pop,
and he squirmed as though he were desperate for the toilet. As his agitation
increased, so did Dale’s heart rate. Eric looked at Stephanie with wide,
pleading eyes. He was about to give up and take a breath.


 


Just in time, Charles handed back the
mask and strapped it to the boy’s face. Eric took deep, devouring breaths and
then slumped against his mother.


 


Well done, thought Dale. You did good, lad.


 


Charles looked at Stephanie.


 


“No reaction? I have to say, I’m a
little surprised. Your son nearly filled his lungs with infected air, and in a
few hours his goodnight kiss on mummy’s cheek could have turned into a chunk of
her neck. You don’t seem too upset about it.”


 


Dale didn’t know what to say, and it
seemed Stephanie felt the same way.


 


“Still, I guess the masks don’t help, do
they?” Charles said. “You might be beside yourself, for all I know. It’s hard
to read a person’s feelings when they wear a mask.”


 


There was a thud beside them. Dale
turned and saw Luna on the floor. The girl’s head jerked back and banged against
the ground, and her body started to jerk violently. She looked as if she was
being zapped by invisible cattle-prods.


 


Oh shit, Dale thought. Not now.


 


Charles rubbed his head. He stood over
the girl and watched her spasm. Stephanie got to her knees. She took off her
cardigan and cushioned it under the girl’s head. Dale expected her to be
worried, but she moved with the deliberate calm of a nurse. 


 


“This looks to be an epileptic fit,”
said Charles, amusement in his voice. “What to do, what to do? If my knowledge
is right, you need to check she hasn’t swallowed her tongue. To do that you’d
need to take off her mask, but the girl doesn’t seem to be in the state of mind
to hold her breath. Oh my.”


 


Since they had come to live with him,
Dale had only ever seen Luna had one fit. She used to have them all the time,
Stephanie had told him, but they were getting fewer and she hoped she was
growing out of them. That didn’t help now, though. It was the worst possible
time for it to happen.


 


Stephanie ran her hands through her
hair. There was nothing else she could do. No way to pretend, no way out of it.
She took hold of Luna’s mask and removed it. She opened her daughter’s mouth
and stuck her own fingers inside and made sure she hadn’t swallowed her tongue.


 


Dale stepped forward. He knew what was
going to happen now. Luna would be taken, and the Capita would expect her to
fall into a coma. They’d wait and see if she became infected. Only, that
wouldn’t happen. They would find out Luna was immune, and Dale had heard the
stories of what would happen next. He couldn’t let her be taken to the Capita
on her own.


 


“Okay,” he said. “We’re immune. Me and
Luna. Kids always get it off their parents and, well, she got it from me. My
lad didn’t get it.”


 


Charles moved forward and stood
alongside Dale. He put a heavy arm across his shoulders and waved a finger in
the air.


 


“But it’s not always from parents, is it
Dale? There’s another way one can become immune.”


 


“What?”


 


“I digress. I don’t really believe your
story. No. This is a classic case of a man trying to be a martyr. It’s scary,
trying to be a martyr. Do you know what happens in the Capita, Dale? Is your
mind conjuring up dark images? Dungeons, torture, experiments? I think you’re
brave. You’re stupid, but you’re brave.”


 


He looked up at Stephanie.


 


“Take off your mask, darling.”


 


Stephanie stood up from Luna’s side and
backed away from the bounty hunter. Charles walked up to her. He reached out
and took her by the throat, his gloved hand wrapping around her neck and
stopping the flow of air. 


 


Suddenly Dale’s chest burst with
electricity and he felt adrenaline spill into his veins. He couldn’t watch
Charles’s hand close around Stephanie's throat. The sight of it set a flare
inside him. He rushed at the bounty hunter.


 


Charles turned, swung his fist and
connected with Dale’s nose. Dale fell to the floor and a fuzzy pain spread
through his face. If the pain in his cheeks weren’t enough, a feeling of shame
spread through him. He couldn’t protect his family. The Capita wanted them, and
Dale couldn’t protect them.


 


Charles grabbed Stephanie’s mask and
pulled it away from her face. Stephanie’s skin was chalk, her confidence gone
as the reality of the situation hit her. Her usually red lips looked drained of
colour like she’d been walking in a blizzard.


 


“This man isn’t the children’s father,
is he?” said Charles.


 


Stephanie didn’t speak. Charles wrapped
his gloved hand tighter around her neck, a farmer wringing the neck of a
chicken. He moved his arm and slowly lifted Stephanie off the ground with an
impossible show of strength. She spluttered. She swung her feet in the air as
though trapped in a noose.


 


“Do you want your children to see their
mother murdered in front of them?”


 


Stephanie shook her head furiously.


 


“Then tell me. Is he the children’s
father?”


 


“No,” she choked out.


 


The bounty hunter relaxed his grip and
let Stephanie touch the ground. He wiped his hand on his coat, and Stephanie’s
spit left a streak on the leather. 


 


“Sorry about that. But needs must.”


 


He waved his gloved hand in the air.
There was movement across the field, and a few minutes later a horse and cart
galloped to meet them. A driver directed the horse by pulling on black reigns,
and on the back were four soldiers clad in Capita uniforms. Three of them had
the blank stares of disciplined soldiers, but one looked at the terrified
family with curiosity.


 


The fog cleared from Dale’s vision. He
put a hand on the ground and pushed himself to his feet. The wind had picked up
again, and it blew against cheeks that felt flushed with anger. How had his
special day changed so suddenly? His future had changed from an open plain to a
darkened maze.


 


Charles turned to his men.


 


“Take the woman and the children to the
farms.”


 


“What about the man?”


 


“Take his mask off. Let him smell the
air one last time and then kill him.” 


 


Dale couldn’t let them be taken. Not now
that they were a family, not when he finally believed that Stephanie felt the
same about him. For years after the outbreak he had searched for a meaning to
survival, and now he had found it. He couldn’t let Charles take it from him.


 


He threw himself at the soldier nearest
to him and swung a punch at the underside of the man’s jaw. He grabbed hold of
the machete in the soldier’s hand and took it in his own. Another soldier, the
curious one, ran at him. Dale swung his weapon and the metal scratched across
the soldier’s cheek, tearing his skin open. Blood bubbled through the cut, and
the man put his hand to his face and cried out. A different soldier pointed
across the meadow. 


 


“Sir, the boy!”


 


In the commotion Eric had taken off
across the field and was running through the grass as fast as he could. As he
sped out of sight his mask slipped from his face. He stopped and picked it up
from the ground. He gave one last look back at his family. 


 


Dale wanted to shout at him to run, and
to be safe. Before he could even open his mouth he felt something blunt smash
down on the back of his head. His eyes rolled up in their sockets, and the
meadow began to fade away into darkness. He struggled against the black and
tried to fight for his consciousness but it slipped from his grip.


 


“What do we do about the boy?” he heard
someone ask.


 


Charles’s voice spoke in answer. 


 


“Let him go. We’ll round him up
eventually. We always do.”
















 


Chapter
One


 


Ed
Furness


 


Golgoth
Island, 2 miles away from the mainland


 


Ed stood at the edge of the cliff and
watched the dark waves as they crashed into the rocks. Back and forth they
came, grinding against the chalk and carrying some of it away with them. Ed had
wasted every damn second of his life. If he took a small step forward - not
even a jump was needed, just a little step - what would be left? Someday the
waves would grind Golgoth Island away without a trace, and what of Ed would
ever be found? He hadn’t accomplished anything. His family were gone. He spoke
to nobody, did nothing of any importance. If a complete history of the world
was ever written, Ed's life would barely get a sentence.


 


A twenty-foot wave crashed against the
cliffs, the frothy tip straining to reach Ed. He tasted salt in the air, and
felt the rain patter onto his forehead and run down his face. They’d all have
to leave Golgoth one day and go to the mainland. Probably not due to the
erosion, because that would take decades to claim the island. The problem was
that their crops were failing. There was no medicine, and it wasn’t as if they
could just order a delivery. Golgoth’s strength was its remoteness, but in the
end its isolation would damn it.


 


A grey cloud spread across the sky, and
below the cliffs another wave smashed into the stone. Ed remembered the
newscasts, back when his TV worked. The pictures of the infected; eyes grey,
dead. Mouths opening to scream or to bite. The infected were akin to the tide,
in a way. No sooner did one wave leave than another replaced it. They were
relentless, devouring everything in their path. 


 


Sometimes he thought about taking that
little step forward off the edge, but not right now. He’d do it when the tide
was gone. If he did it while the tide was strong there was a chance he’d die by
drowning, and he preferred the idea of his head hitting the ground. Instant
oblivion seemed much nicer than slow agony as salt water poured down his throat
and into his lungs.


 


How did James feel when he drowned? Had
Ed’s brother’s life flashed in front of him? As he spluttered on the sea water
did he scream for their long-dead mother? Maybe he cried out for their father.
He hadn’t been dead as long, but he was already a memory fading into the void
where even the most familiar of faces became impossible to recall.


 


“Looks to be a mean one,” said a voice. 


 


He turned and saw the woman who lived in
the house closest to his.


 


“Hi Elizabeth.”


 


“Close. It’s Bethelyn. But don’t worry,
we’ve only lived next to each other for eight years.”


 


He sighed. He knew he was being rude,
but he couldn’t help it. Sometimes he wondered what was wrong with him.


 


“Sorry, Bethelyn.”


 


“Don’t worry, I get it. I know it’s been
tough for you.”


 


As the wind shrieked in his ear and rain
ran into his coat and down his back, it struck him that Bethelyn’s voice was
the warmest thing for miles. It made him want to get away from her. To go home,
shut his front door and twist the key.


 


Bethelyn joined him at the cliff side.
He expected the height of the drop to make her shaky, but she didn’t even look
down.


 


“Apparently some scientist did a study
on Golgoth once,” she said, tucking her hands into her pockets. “They found
that the sea claims a foot of the island a year. Imagine that. Soon enough this
place will be drowned.”


 


The wind dropped for a second as if her
words had given it something to think about, but soon it started wailing louder
than before, and the rain came down heavier. The island was gloomy as hell at
night time, and Ed couldn’t help but think it contributed to his own
disposition. He knew what he was; a miserable arsehole. Knowing something about
yourself didn’t mean you could necessarily do anything about it.


 


Bethelyn looked at him. “Do you think
anyone will be around to see it when it goes?”


 


“Maybe. Not sure if they’d be the lucky
ones or not.”


 


She scrunched her nose up as a rain drop
hit her. “You’re a barrel of laughs,” she said.


 


“Sorry Bethelyn. I came here to be
alone.”


 


“Alone from who? You live by yourself.”


 


“This place just feels more alone than
others.”


 


She nodded. “I know. I’ve seen you.
Listen, Ed, I was wondering. The storm’s gonna hit us head on. There are a few
slates loose on my roof and I don’t need rain soaking through. I could do with
someone getting up there.”


 


“I don’t think so.”


 


“I wouldn’t normally ask, but I need the
help.”


 


***


 


If it were the sort of word Ed would
ever say, he would have described Bethelyn’s living room as cosy. On a table in
the centre of the room a dozen tiny candles burnt and cast an orange glow over
the walls. On the west wall a fire hissed and chewed through the logs that
Bethelyn had set on it. Everything was in its place but out of it at the same
time, a sort of orchestrated chaos. On a bookshelf by the windowsill some books
were stood up, and others were on their sides as though they had fallen down.
Despite their haphazard arrangement, they were grouped together by the colour
of their spines. 


 


A girl lay across from him on a couch
that had cushions so old that they would have sagged under the slightest
weight. She ignored Ed, instead moving her head slightly as she scanned down
the pages of a book. Ed leaned forward and caught sight of the cover; a giant
rat with blood-stained fangs. He looked over at the bookcase and saw that the
books so carefully messed up were all horror novels. The girl looked too young
for that kind of reading. She turned her head and saw Ed staring at her. She
put the book down next to her and sat up, tucking her legs against her chest
and her hands over her knees.


 


“That was dad’s chair you know,” she
said.


 


Ed stood up. “Sorry, should I move?”


 


“No, it’s okay.”


 


The door opened and Bethelyn stepped in
from the darkness of the hallway. She carried a tray with a bowl in the centre,
plumes of steam circling up from it.


 


“Thanks for the roof,” she said, and
sniffed as steam hit her nose. “Glad to have a neighbour like you.”


 


Ed shuddered. Fixing the roof slates had
been a cold, water-drenched job, and he’d nearly slipped off twice. The slates
were slippery and the rain had clattered down onto them, but not many had
dislodged. By the time he was done, Ed’s coat was heavy with water.


 


He took another look at the living room.
The walls were cream and in places bore the signs of holes that had been filled
in. A step ladder rested against a wall, and under the table, nearly tucked out
of sight, was a toolbox. Something was wrong here.


 


“You could have fixed the roof yourself,
couldn’t you?” he said.


 


Bethelyn bent to put the tray down. A
few centimetres from the table she stumbled and the tray nearly tipped, but she
caught it at the last second. She stood up straight and wiped her hand on her
jumper.


 


“I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”


 


“You could have gone up there yourself
and sorted the slates.” He looked at the toolbox again. “I see what’s going on
here. You wanted to give me something to do.”


 


“Nope.”


 


“Come on, Bethelyn.”


 


She took a deep breath and let it out
with a huff.


 


“Fine. Course I could have got up there,
it’s not exactly difficult. And I wouldn’t have taken so long pissing around as
you did, either. I was just worried about you. I know we haven’t spoken much,
but times like these you need to look out for your neighbours. You’ve haven’t
had a hot meal in weeks I bet, and I know you’ve been alone since your brother
went.”


 


Ed looked at the girl who sat on the
couch quietly watching them. Her face was dotted with freckles, and she had an
expression that made her seem permanently on the verge of mischief.


 


“What’s your name?”


 


She smiled. “April,” she said.


 


“Like the month?”


 


“No, like the animal,” the girl said,
rolling her eyes.


 


“She’s a cheeky one,” said Ed.


 


Bethelyn pushed the wooden table toward
Ed, and the closer it got the stronger the smell of the stew became. His
stomach ached for it. Lately he’d been eating raw carrots and leeks from the
patch at the back of his house. He wasn’t much of a gardener; that had been
dad’s thing. With James and dad gone Ed had developed green fingers out of
necessity, because he didn’t want to starve.


 


“Don’t change the subject,” Bethelyn
said, straining as she pushed the table toward him. 


 


Ed picked up the spoon and dipped it
into the bowl. As he turned it through the yellow-brown liquid he saw
vegetables swimming in it. There were carrots, cauliflower, onions and
mushrooms. Bethelyn’s gardens must have been doing well. Maybe she knew
something the rest of the village didn’t. He scooped up a spoonful and lifted
it to his lips. He was about to drink when he saw April’s brown eyes staring at
him.


 


“Help you?” he said.


 


“She’s just curious,” said Bethelyn.
“She’s always asking about you.”


 


“What are you reading?” said Ed.


 


Bethelyn stepped around the table and
sat next to her daughter. 


 


“Changing the subject again,” she said.


 


April tucked her legs closer to her
chest. Sat next to her mother, she looked a miniature version of her. Both had
hair that curled so much it was almost unkempt, but something told Ed that it
was a look carefully cultivated. April’s eyes were a darker shade than her
mother’s.


 


“How come you’re always on your own?”
said April.


 


Ed put the spoon down into the bowl. He
waited for Bethelyn to say something to her daughter, but she didn’t. The
question felt a little too personal, maybe even rude. Bethelyn should have told
her daughter that the question was too cutting to ask a guy who was basically a
stranger. 


 


“Don’t you get lonely?” asked April.


 


Ed got to his feet. Outside the rain
hammered on the window and tried to get in. A hurricane swirled outside, ready
to sweep away all the people and houses of Golgoth. If the sea didn’t claim
them, the weather would. He’d never seen it this bad before.


 


“You got any tape?” he said.


 


Bethelyn smiled. “Do you need to wrap me
a present?”


 


“I mean masking tape. Duct tape.”


 


She leant forward and pulled her toolbox
from under the table. Metal screwdrivers and wrenches clanged as she rummaged
through them, and black oil stained her fingers. Finally she pulled away a
half-used roll of tape. She tossed it over to Ed.


 


“What do you need it for?”


 


He walked over to the window and stared
into the darkness outside. A hundred feet away was the cliff edge, and below it
was the tide. The night sky was a tarmac swamp, and the wind whined as though
it was in pain. He stretched the roll of tape across the window first
vertically and then horizontally, dividing the larger glass into smaller
sections.


 


“This will stop it smashing into
pieces,” he said.


 


“Think it’ll be that bad?”


 


“Rat Lair 2 starts off with a big
storm,” April informed them.


 


Bethelyn turned to her daughter. “I
don’t know why I let you read that stuff.”


 


Gunshots of rain sprayed the window so
hard that the frame wobbled.


 


“It’s going to be the worst storm we’ve
ever seen,” said Ed.


 


“And to think I moved here for the
weather”.


 


“We haven’t had anything more than a
gust of wind for years,” said Ed. “So we’re due a big one.”


 


He walked across the living room and
into the hallway, leaving the glow of the candles behind him. For a glimmer of
a second he regretted leaving the warmth. He reached up to a coat stand by the
front door and grabbed his coat. Thankfully Bethelyn had put it by the fire for
a while and gotten most of it dry.


 


He turned and saw her stood right behind
him.


 


“Thanks for the soup.”


 


“You hardly ate any.”


 


“Well thanks. I mean it.”


 


“Don’t be a stranger, Ed.”


 


“You wouldn’t let me.”


 


He grabbed the handle of the front door
and twisted. As soon as he opened it, a gust of wind blew into the house.
Something smashed behind him. Ed turned and saw that pieces of porcelain were
scattered across the floor.


 


“Dad’s plate,” said April. She jumped
off the couch and ran to the hallway.


 


Bethelyn looked down. “Oh shit. She made
this for her father.”


 


“Shit,” said April. She carefully
scooped the pieces of plate in her hands.


 


Bethelyn ran her fingers through her
hair. 


 


“You sure you don’t want to stay a
little? See if it dies down? You can finish your soup.”


 


He didn’t want to leave the warmth and
the light and step out into the darkness, but at the same time he felt
uncomfortable. It was as if he didn’t belong there, or that he didn’t deserve
to be there. Since his dad had gone, and then James, Ed felt that he should
just sit in the dark all the time. 


 


He turned up the collar of his coat.
“This isn’t going to stop anytime soon. I better get back. Tape up the rest of
your windows.”


 


Bethelyn lunged forward and grabbed his
arm.


 


“Don’t be a stranger. I know it wasn’t
easy about your brother…”


 


Ed shook her arm away and stepped out
into the cold. The darkness of the night swam around him as he walked into it.
















 


Chapter
Two


 


Heather
Castle


 


Not far
from the Dome.


 


Most of the time Heather had a heavy
sense of dread settling in her head. It was something that weighed down on her
the majority of her waking hours. It was there from the second she woke up,
held back for a few precious hours by sleep, but always watching, always
waiting. There was no good reason for it. The world had ended and the land was
filled with infected, cannibalistic humans, but that was the same for everyone
and nobody else seemed to walk around with this kind of fog in their minds.


 


As she stared out of the classroom
window she realised that the view didn’t help things. A few miles away was the
Dome, a crystal structure that rose a hundred and eighty feet into the sky.
Parts of it glittered when the light hit it, but most of the transparent glass
and plastic was covered in mud or mold. She remembered a time when it wasn’t a
place where the powerful lived. Years ago it had been a tourist attraction, a
tropical garden in a non-tropical climate. A place for things to grow in a way
that was unnatural to their environment and for things given life that should
never have been. Now, of course, it was the symbol of the Capita. The largest
settlement in the land. Heather would never live there if she could help it.


 


“Miss?”


 


She snapped out of her thoughts and
turned to face the room. Twelve wooden desks were arranged in four rows, and
children with masks covering their mouths and noses sat behind all but one. She
walked to the front of the room, turned her back to them and started to write
on the black board. As the white chalk scratched across it she grimaced, but it
wasn’t at the sensation of the chalk on the board. It was the words that it had
made, the ones she had written. She took a deep breath and then turned to see
the children.


 


“Hands on your heart, kids.”


 


The children placed their palms on their
chests in unison and spread their fingers. A girl in the corner, her desk just
that little bit separate from the others, caught her attention.


 


“No, Jenny. The other side.”


 


The girl crossed her hand to the other
side of her chest.


 


“Now read the words back to me,” Heather
said.


 


She turned away from the kids and closed
her eyes. She felt her old friend dread creep up to her and settle a cold hand
on her shoulder. The children chanted the words back as one, their young voices
managing to fill the room.


 


“The Government lived.


 


The Government died.


 


The Capita will live forever.”


 


“That’s right,” she said. The words
burnt in her throat.


 


She knew she should technically chant
with them, but she never did. She couldn’t even look at their faces as they
read the slogan aloud, because she was scared that one of the kids, one of the
perceptive ones, would see how much she hated the words. 


 


There was nothing keeping her in Capita
territory, of course. There were no bars around her house and no warders
guarding the borders of the land. The problem was that you didn’t have to
travel too far away from the Dome until you hit the wasteland. Miles and miles
of broken towns and cities filled with life that had long since lost the right
to be called human. 


 


Safety was the one thing the Capita
could offer that few other places could. Somehow, the Capita’s land around the
Dome didn’t attract infected. Nobody, save perhaps the inner circle, knew how
this worked. Heather certainly didn’t have a damn clue, but there it was. The
only bond tying her here.


 


She realised that the class was staring
at her. She tried to remember where she was in the lesson.


 


“When was the Capita born?” she said.


 


“Eight hundred years ago,” chanted the
class.


 


She felt a lump form in her throat. It
was seven years ago, she thought. Not eight hundred.


 


“And why does the Capita exist?”


 


“To keep us safe.


 


To keep us fed.


 


Keep us from dying in our bed.”


 


She nodded. “Well done kids.”


 


The children and their masks stared back
at her expectantly. Most of them took pride answering her questions. They loved
to be right, loved getting the prize of approval. At the back of the class sat
Jenny. She always picked the same seat. She never talked to the other kids, and
she always stared out of the window or down at the floor. Making friends didn’t
seem to come easy to the poor kid.


 


Normally Heather would have said it was
just the natural order of things. For some people, alienation was just their
way. After all, not everyone can just fit in, can they?  Heather was the
same at school, and it wasn’t until she had become captain of the football team
– the boy’s team, to the horror of some of the parents – that she’d made
friends. Jenny’s loneliness wasn’t part of the normal process, though. Jenny
chose to alienate herself, and Heather knew why.


 


“Jenny,” she said, “Why do we wear our
masks?”


 


The girl looked up. Her eyes looked sad
as though she was always on the verge of tears, like the centre of rosebuds
with dew forming around them. Heather put her hand to her own mask. She felt
the clasp that was just below her ear, and was thankful that hers was small and
somewhat unobtrusive. Why did they make the kids wear the big ones? It made
them look as though they were suffering a mustard gas attack in one of the old
wars. Maybe it was to make them harder to remove, so that the kids wouldn’t
pull their masks off each other as a joke.


 


Jenny cleared her throat. “We wear them
so we don’t get infected.”


 


“And what happens if you get infected?”


 


One boy, a boy called Henry whose dad
had a good job in the Dome, grinned to himself. 


 


“You start eating people,” he said.


 


Heather felt a rush of heat in her face.
Oh shit, she thought. It’s happening again. That familiar old
feeling, the only one that could displace the dread. She took a deep breath,
held it in, tried to disperse some of the anger that the boy’s comment built up
inside her.


 


“Have you ever seen anyone die?” she
said.  


 


The class went quiet. Henry shook his
head.


 


“Then don’t laugh.”


 


It didn’t always happen, of
course.  Some people got infected, fell into a coma and woke up without no
desire whatsoever for eating human flesh. Heather looked to the back of the
class, at Jenny alone in her corner. 


 


It wouldn’t happen to you, she thought.  The little girl tried so hard to
hide it from everyone, but Heather knew that she was a DC. One lunch time, when
the kids were outside playing, Heather stood at the window. She saw Jenny sat
beside an oak tree, the trunk of it hiding her from the rest of the class. As
the leaves rustled above her she unclasped her mask and took a deep breath of
air, and even so far away Heather saw the smile that spread across the girl’s
face. It was the first one she’d ever seen her wear.


 


This was why she couldn’t stand the
Capita. Jenny had a gift, and she shouldn’t have to hide it. Everyone had heard
the stories. Of children taken away from their families. Scared parents exposed
to infection-ridden air to see which one had the immunity gene. She didn’t have
a clue where the DC’s were taken, but she knew they never came back. I’m
going to help you, she thought.


 


One day she was going to get Jenny alone
and tell her to be careful. She would tell her she knew her secret, take some
of the burden away from her. She just needed to work up the courage to have the
conversation. Today wasn’t going to be that day. If she were ever caught
helping a DC the repercussions could ruin everything, and she didn’t just have
her own life to worry about. What about Kim? What about their Great Escape? 


 


She caught Jenny’s eye and gave her a
smile. One day I’ll do it. I’ll help you when I grow a spine.


 


“Miss,” said a boy at the front of the
class. 


 


It was Gary, a chubby kid who was great
at memorising things but not so good an analysing them.


 


 “Why do we have to wear our masks
in here? Isn’t the air clean? My face itches.”


 


Heather paced at the font of the room.
“How do we check if the air is free from infection?”


 


“Our AVS.”


 


“Get yours out.”


 


The boy reached to his pockets and
fumbled, but his eyes widened and he pulled out empty hands. Redness spread
across his cheeks, and he stared at Heather as if expecting her to shout.


 


Heather walked to his desk. She stood
over him, lifted her hand and brought it down sharply on his desk. The boy
jumped in his seat. Despite herself, Heather felt pinpricks on the back of her
neck, felt her chest tighten. 


 


She tried to stay calm in front of the
kids. She hated losing her temper. But they just didn’t understand. They didn’t
have the slightest clue what a deadly world they lived in. Kids couldn’t be
kids anymore. They had to grow up. They had to get used to danger, to live
apprehensively beside it as if it was a pet snake that they could never trust.
If she had to be the bad guy to hammer some sense into them, then that’s what
she’d be.


 


She felt her cheeks burn. “Stay behind
after class. Five hundred lines. Can you guess what they will say?”


 


Gary swallowed. “I must remember my
AVS?”


 


She shook her head. “I must remember not
to die.”


 


She turned away from the boy, scared
that she might start shouting at him again. He didn’t deserve it. She knew
that, but it didn’t give her any more self-control, though. It was easy to come
to realisations about yourself, but impossible to do a damn thing about them.
At the board she picked up the chalk and wrote a date on the black slate.


 


AUGUST
2016


 


“Someone tell me the significance of
this date,” she said over her shoulder. “Jenny, at the back.”


 


“That’s when the infection got in the
air,” replied the girl.


 


She says it with such sorrow in her
voice, thought Heather. Was it
because she knew she was different? She wasn’t a stupid girl, even if the
location of her heart sometimes confused her. Maybe she knew what the Capita
would do to her if they found out what she was. Heather felt the heat rise
through her again. Her muscles tensed up. 


 


They think they can tell people how
to live just because they keep them safe, and the consequence is kids who have
to hide who they are.


 


There was a snapping sound and Heather
felt powder on her fingers. She looked at her hand and saw that she had broken
the chalk in her grip and white dust had fallen to the floor. Some of the kids
stared at her strangely, and Heather tried to remember what she was talking
about. She looked back at date written on the board.


 


“Correct, Jenny” she said. “And after it
became airborne the Capita tried to help us by dropping masks and air sensors
out of the sky.”


 


“Like Christmas presents, Miss?” said
one irritatingly optimistic child.


 


“Yes, Declan. Exactly like Christmas
presents.”


 


It was strange that she’d learned to
identify the boys in the class by voice alone. When they wore gas masks that
covered their faces, most of them looked the same. Strictly speaking they
didn’t need the masks in here. The school was sealed, and the air was checked
hourly by a caretaker called Kevin with hands as big as spades. It was just
good practice to get the children used to wearing them.


 


At the end of the classroom the door
opened and a man stepped through it. He wore a long mask with a beak that hung
off the end, the kind plague doctors used to wear in the Middle Ages. A long
leather coat flowed around his bulky waist, and the ends stretched below his
knees. She knew the man, of course. He was Charles Bull. It was the kind of
name a person came to recognise if they lived within the Capita’s borders.
Heather felt cold.


 


“Hello class,” he said.


 


Heather squeezed her fingertips into her
palm. It was an old trick she learned when getting ready to teach her first
class. It supposed to take away the nerves, but usually it just left her with
fingernail impressions on her skin.


 


“Mr. Bull. How can we help you?”


 


“Sorry to butt in, but I was wondering
if I could have a word?” said Charles, looking at the children.


 


“Sure,” said Heather. Her heart started
to hammer at her chest. She didn’t want to go out of the classroom with
Charles. Just being in the same room as him made her feel guilty, that she’d
done something to offend the Capita.


 


“Not with you, Miss Castle.” He looked
over at the corner of the room. “I need to speak to Jenny Fairgrove.”


 


Heather froze in her place. He knows
what she is, and he’s come for her. What do I do?  She forced herself
to stay calm. Betraying any sort of emotion was the wrong thing to do in front
of Charles, and it wouldn’t do Jenny any favours.


 


“I’m sorry, but we’re in the middle of a
class. Can this wait?”


 


Charles looked at the blackboard.  


 


“August 16th. Is this a
history lesson?”


 


Heather nodded.


 


The bounty hunter put his hand to his
chin. He faced the class and span on his heel. “I’ve got a good question for
you, kids. When did the Capita come into being?”


 


“We’ve done this one,” said Heather.


 


“Then let them answer.”


 


She hoped they’d get it right. She
didn’t need Charles reporting back to the Capita about how ineffectual a
teacher she was.


 


“Eight hundred years ago,” said the
little voices.


 


Heather sighed with relief.


 


“No,” said Charles, and shook his head.
“Try seven years. That’s how long the Capita has existed.”


 


Heather squinted at the bounty hunter
and wondered how he could get away with saying things like that. If Heather had
said it and one of the kids had told on her, Capita soldiers would have smashed
through her front door at night. The kids looked as confused as she was from
the way they stared at the bulky man with the pickaxe on his back. Charles gave
Heather a grin, as if to say there you go. Now you can deal with that one.


 


In a second his face was business-like
again. “Your lesson is of the utmost importance, Miss Castle. But I have an
important matter to discuss with Jenny and not even the history of the Capita
can delay it. Jenny, come with me please.”


 


Jenny’s chair scraped on the floor as
she swivelled away from her desk. She got to her feet and looked up at Heather
with pleading eyes. But what could she do? She couldn’t physically restrain
Charles, and if she said anything untoward, he would pick up on it. She
couldn’t risk anything happening to her. Not with Kim at home.


 


“Does Jenny have your leave?” said
Charles. “I’d hate for her to get detention on my account.”


 


Heather didn’t speak. She felt that he
was goading her.


 


“Miss Castle?”


 


There was a smile on Charles’s face, but
his eyes were cold. She felt that he was peeling her layers back and reading
her innermost thoughts. He knew her secrets, and he wanted to make her say it
was okay for him to take Jenny. Somehow, he knew how it would make her feel.


 


She had to stop him, but where would
that leave Kim? She couldn’t risk something happening to her and having to
leave her daughter alone. She couldn’t do anything to put their Great Escape in
danger.


 


“Yes,” she choked out.


 


Charles put his hand on Jenny’s shoulder
and gently guided her out of the class room. As the girl walked by the last of
the desks one of the boys, Henry, reached out and grabbed her.


 


“You can’t take her,” he said, in a
voice so hysterical it even surprised Heather. 


 


Charles raised his hand and brought it
down on Henry’s face. A slapping sound echoed against the walls. The boy’s head
jerked back, and in seconds his cheek began to redden. Heather thought he was
going to cry, but from his glazed eyes it seemed he was too shocked for tears.


 


“Carry on with your lesson Miss Castle,”
said Charles. “History is my favourite. It’s always good to know the mistakes
of the past lest we repeat them again.”


 


With that he left the room and slammed
the door behind him. The class was silent and the room was cold, and Heather
was left stunned. She knew she should say something to reassure the class, but
she couldn’t.


 


“Excuse me a second,” she said to them.


 


She walked away from the blackboard,
across the classroom and opened the door that led into the stockroom. She
walked into the small cubby-hole and shut the door behind her. There were two
shelves with various glass beakers, art supplies and text books. On the top
shelf was the doomed class biology project, where they’d planted bean sprouts
in soil and tried to cultivate them. The sprouts had died in days.


 


The four walls trapped her in a small
space with nothing but her cowardice and her anger. Why hadn’t she done
anything? She had let him just take her away. What if it had been Kim?


 


Her shoulder muscles tightened into
knots and a lump the size of a tennis ball grew in her throat. She hated
Charles and the Capita he served, and she hated herself even more because she
was too scared to do a damn thing about it.


 


I let him take her.


 


Without thinking she swung her arm out
and pounded on the shelf. She kicked her legs, threw punches, flung her arms
around until she felt everything topple over and crash onto the floor. She
didn’t care about the mess or the noise, nor the fact that the children outside
could surely hear her. She just wanted to smash and destroy until there was
nothing left inside her.


 


When the haze began to clear she ran her
hand through her hair and smoothed it down. She took a deep breath, opened the
door and walked into the classroom. She walked up to the blackboard, picked up
a new piece of chalk and began writing.


 


“So class,” she said, trying to still
her shaking voice.


 


“Miss?”


 


“Let me finish writing.”


 


“Miss, there’s blood on your hand.”


 


She looked at her hand and saw blood
running from a cut on her knuckles, spreading over the white chalk and falling
in drips to the floor.
















 


 


Chapter
Three


 


Heather


 


Jenny’s pleading eyes followed Heather
every step of the walk home. The rain fell in torrents and splattered onto the
pavement, flowed down the road and ran into drains that hadn’t been tended to
in years. The drops fell in hundreds of thousands and hit Heather’s forehead so
hard that they actually hurt. She wiped her head and made her palm slick with
moisture. At times like this maybe it wouldn’t have been such a bad idea to
have one of the full-face masks that the children had to wear instead of her
minimal eyes-and-nose-only model.


 


Unwanted and unwelcome, Charles’s plague
doctor mask thudded into her thoughts. The long, extending beak, black and
pointed at the tip. The straps that came off the side and twisted snake-like
around his neck. She knew that his choice of mask was a deliberate attempt to
make him seem scarier. The annoying thing was that it worked. Whenever she
thought of him she felt icy fingers tap up and down her spine.


 


She tried to push him out of her mind.
She even tried to push Jenny away, because if she thought about the look on the
girl’s face as the bounty hunter led her away, it would tear her apart. 
She needed to be strong for Kim. She thought about home and the
vegetables they had planted in their garden. Hopefully with the current crop
they’d finally have enough food to make the journey away from the Capita and
the shadow of the Dome. 


 


As she watched the water slosh over the
roads and bubble up through flooded drains, she was worried. If it carried on
this way then the plants would get waterlogged, and sometimes getting too much
of something was worse than not getting enough. Before the outbreak Heather had
lived a pretty middling life. Mediocre love life, a decent job. She usually
felt well enough to get through the day without a panic attack, but never had
the highs of happiness or rock bottom-lows of misery. Things had changed. The
world was now one of extremes; safety in the Capita, and death and starvation
beyond it. 


 


She took a detour and arrived at the
edge of an estate that had long ago fallen into ruin. The streets were lined by
terraced houses that had been built by the council decades ago and then rented
out to those who couldn’t afford the prices of anything better. In the years
leading up to the outbreak, when everyone pretended things were still okay, the
council had earmarked this estate for demolition. They never got the chance,
and now these poorly insulated, unbearably grey houses had new occupants.


 


The Capita knew about the trader estate.
They were aware of the seedy business that took place here, but they let it
pass. The houses that weren’t used by black-market traders were filled by those
suffering illnesses that the Capita couldn’t treat, or by people who lacked the
skills to get a place in the Dome and the safe zones around it. Walking through
the dirty concrete streets of the estate brought a sense of dread in Heather’s
mind, but she didn’t have a choice. She needed to pick up some tarpaulin to
cover the plants or she’d lose the crop. A trader named Wes usually had what
she needed.


 


She opened Wes’s door and walked up a
flight of splintering timber steps. She entered a room that had once been a
master bedroom and which Wes had converted into his office. There were chairs
in the corner, a grandfather clock leaning against one of the walls and a door
on the furthest side of the room. The grandfather clock never ticked and its
pendulum never swung, so the antique block of wood stood to attention as a
silent guard.


 


Wes sat behind a desk. His short hair
was combed forward, and his fringe was stuck up into a quiff that was a good
two inches too high. He wore a shirt and tie, with the knot so tight that it
looked like his Adam’s apple was squirming for breath. Heather knew that
underneath the desk, where his clients couldn’t see, Wes wore a pair of slack
jogging pants. 


 


In front of Wes was a man with a less
groomed appearance. His brown chequered shirt was covered in stains, and his
hair stuck out in tufts at the back as though he had just gotten out of bed. He
bent over the table as though a great weight was on him. Heather couldn’t see
his face, but she could tell the man stared intently at the Wes.


 


The trader put a glass bottle on the
table and tapped the lid with his index finger.


 


“Lantus Levemir insulin, five hundred
mil. Lasts up to 24 hours.”


 


The man’s shoulders shook. “Thanks Wes.
You don’t know what this means to me.”


 


“No, I don’t. That’s what you’re going
to show me.”


 


Wes looked up at Heather in the doorway.
He jerked his head to the side of the room where the chairs were lined up
against the wall. Heather walked over and took a seat.


 


The man stuck a hand in his pocket. He
moved it over the table in front of Wes and then opened it carefully. A circle
of gold rested in his palm.


 


“This is my wife’s.”


 


Wes took the ring and held it up to his
eye. He turned it in his fingers.


 


“I didn’t know you were married.”


 


“You never asked.”


 


He dropped the ring on the table where
it rolled a few inches toward the edge and then clattered to a stop.


 


“I don’t trinkets. What good are they?
Show me what else you have.”


 


There was silence as the man thought
about it. He stared across the room and out of the window to the rundown
buildings and elephant grey concrete streets.


 


“I don’t know.”


 


Wes nodded at the man. “What’s that
tucked in your belt?”


 


“My Heckler?”


 


“That’s right, the pistol. Used by the
police, weren’t they? How did you get hold of it?”


 


“My brother was in the force.”


 


“He doesn’t need it anymore?”


 


“He’s dead.”


 


Wes made a beckoning gesture toward the
pistol.


 


“Well that’s better. Hand it over.”


 


The man shrank back in his seat. As a
neutral observer, Heather thought it a little harsh to take away the man’s
protection, especially since he didn’t look to be a Dome resident. He probably
lived somewhere outside the Capita lands where the infected roamed, and out
there a piece of metal and a clip full of bullets were the only thing that
stopped the monsters chewing on your flesh. Wes’s manner didn’t surprise her.
So cold. He was a useful friend to have, but a dangerous one.


 


“You want the gun?” said the man.


 


“That’s a lot of insulin.”


 


The man’s voice became tense. “Damn,
Wes. What do you expect me to do? I’m screwed if I hand this over. You don’t
know what it’s like to live out there. What am I supposed to fight them with? A
broom handle?”


 


Wes pushed himself away from the desk
and crossed his legs. He wore saggy grey jogging bottoms.


 


“You’re not a man with a wealth of
choice. I guess it boils down to this. You either watch your daughter slip into
a diabetic coma and then curse the fall the of the National Health System, or
you hand over the gun, leave with the insulin and find yourself a sharp stick.”


 


The man reached to his belt and took out
his gun. There was a moment where Heather thought he might point the gun at Wes
and make off with the insulin. Hell, it was something she would have considered
in his position. These days survival was at a premium and you paid whatever
price you could. 


 


The man slammed the gun down on the
table. He stared at Wes as he scooped up the bottle of insulin, never once
breaking eye contact. The look in his eyes was so cold it seemed to freeze the
room. He stood up, turned and walked toward the door.


 


“Damien,” said Wes, in a softer voice. 


 


Damien turned around. His face looked
strained. His jaw was big and curved and the skin struggled to stretch around
it. At some point his body had stopped growing but his chin and has just gone
on and on.


 


“If the Capita’s men find you with that,
and you tell them where you got it, I’ll make you watch your daughter beg for
her insulin.”


 


Damien left, slamming the door behind
him. Wes opened a drawer in his desk and took out a handheld mirror. He held it
to his face, turning his head to catch view of his hair. After working his
fingers through his quiff he put the mirror back in the drawer. He was at an
age where he really should have been more secure, but he was living proof that
we never really get over the things that haunt us in our teens. Everyone goes
through life dragging a boulder behind their back, but instead of grinding away
it becomes larger with each step.


 


He looked at Heather and smiled.


 


“If it isn’t Heather Castle. Inspiring
those young minds, are you? Feeding them the Capita’s garbage? Got them stood
on the desks chanting your name?”


 


“They’re ten years old.”


 


“And we don’t live in very inspiring
times, do we? One thing I admire about you Heather is that you don’t bullshit.
At least not to yourself. We live in grim fucking times, and you’re one of the
few who admit it.”


 


“No point in pretending otherwise.”


 


He pointed at the chair opposite him.
Heather stood up and joined him at the desk. Her chair was made of plywood and
the cushion had worn away, making it dig into her back. Wes’s chair was leather
and seemed to mold around his body. It was a Chesterfield that would have
looked better suited in a gentleman’s lounge.


 


“You hate coming here, don’t you?” he said.


 


He was right, she hated it here. It
wasn’t that she hated Wes; she didn’t condone what he did, but she knew that he
was doing it to get by. She was no better. She fed lies to the Capita’s
children every day, and she did it for her own benefit. 


 


Still, as soon as their current crop was
ready to harvest she and Kim could finish their Great Escape. They’d dry out as
much food as they could to make it last longer and then they’d get as far away
from the Capita as possible. There had to be places out there that were still
untouched. Some kind of island off the mainland where the infection hadn’t
reached.


 


“It’s not my favourite place,” she said.


 


“I can tell. You look like someone
turning their head away as they clean up after their dog.”


 


“I don’t think that way.”


 


“Why are you slumming it today, anyway?”


 


She jerked her thumb toward the window.
The sky was darkening under the anger of the storm, and she was worried that if
she didn’t hurry up she might be too late. The soil would get waterlogged and
the crops would be ruined, and it would be months before she could get things
growing again. She didn’t think she could bear to stay for that long.


 


“I need something to cover my plants.
Plastic or something. Tarpaulin. Whatever you’ve got.”


 


He scratched his chin. He gave a glance
to a door behind him, and then frowned. Heather didn’t know what was behind the
door, and she had never seen Wes go in there. 


 


“I don’t have anything at the minute,”
said Wes. “But I could tell my salvagers to keep an eye out for you.”


 


“I can’t hang around that long. The
storm’s only going to get worse.”


 


“I’m sorry Heather, nothing I can do. I
don’t know why you don’t move here? This place is going to be independent from
the Capita someday. A safe zone they can’t get their fat hands on.”


 


“I can’t. I’ve got Kim to think about.”


 


“You’re a Capita shill.”


 


Not for much longer, she thought. She sat up straight and rested her arms
on the desk. She could feel scratches on it from where someone had gouged a
knife into the wood. It seemed as if all of Wes’s furniture except his
Chesterfield had been salvaged from a school, and most of it had faded wood and
fraying joints. 


 


“Shill or not,” she said, “You know this
place can’t last. One night they’ll bust down your door while you’re in your
underpants.”


 


“We’re building somewhere safe,
Heather.”


 


“You’re building it on a fault line.
Sooner or later it’s going to break apart and suck you in.”


 


Wes laughed. It was a high pitched one,
a squeaky hinge in need of oil. 


 


“Listen. Go to Cresstone.”


 


“The village?”


 


He nodded. “A few miles east of here.
There are a load of tarpaulin tents in the centre from a village fete back
before things turned to shit. Don’t think the dead will mind if you dismantle a
few of them.”


 


***


 


The rain was lashing down by the time
she got to Cresstone. Her back and arms were soaked from where her waterproof
coat had perished, and she felt a numbness settling over her cold body. She
wished she was at home.


 


Before the outbreak Cresstone had been a
dying village. A factory on the outskirts that produced sheet metal had gone
bust, leaving half the population looking for a job and wondering how they were
going to feed their families and pay their mortgages. That had set in motion
the decay of a century old village, and years later, as Heather walked down
streets that barely saw footfall from the living, it was dead. 


 


It was funny how everyone thought about
the infected as ‘the dead’. Changed as they were, a check of their pulse would
show that they were still as much alive as Heather was. The only difference
came with their desires. Maybe that was the reason. Take away the inhibitions
that held back the evil in them, and people quickly stopped being human. They
weren’t part of the living anymore.


 


Across from her, wandering into an
alleyway between two houses, a couple of infected shambled side by side like lovers
on a walk. Heather walked slower and paid attention to the sounds her steps
made, though the torrential rain was more than enough to cover them. The sight
of the infected raised her pulse but she no longer had the feeling of utter
panic that they had once brought on her. She knew how to be quiet and how to
sneak. The infected were slow and stupid, and they only became dangerous when
you let them get too close. 


 


She threaded her way through narrow
streets and long-abandoned cars until she reached the centre of the village. In
front of her was a paved area half the size of a football pitch. It was covered
in tents, some still standing but most collapsed on the floor. She wondered how
some of them had remained upright, but the supports looked solid and there was
rarely weather bad enough to rock them. She looked up at the sky and caught a
rain drop in her eye and felt the wind run icy fingers through her hair. 


 


Stood in front of a tent, she rolled up
the sleeves of her coat. The white canvas was draped on the ground like a ghost
with its soul sucked out. 


 


The whole thing was connected better
than she expected, and whoever had put the tent together had tied impenetrable
knots where the metal supports met the canvas. She got to her knees and began
to unravel them, her face growing hot as knot after sodden knot fought against
her. 


 


She heard pattering sounds that marked
something different from the rain, and a sudden chill tickled the hairs on her
arms. From the way she felt her mind sprang to one conclusion. Infected.


 


She got to her feet, but she didn’t see
any monsters coming for her. Instead, an Alsatian dog moved in her direction
with wary steps, its ears raised and fur dripping wet. It stepped over a patch
of muddy grass and onto the paving, staring at Heather with every step it took
toward her. At first it seemed curious, but as it got nearer its real
expression became clear. Its nose was wrinkled and its legs tensed as though it
were ready to pounce. Its wild eyes made it seem more wolf than dog.


 


Heather took a step back, careful not to
trip over the tent. The dog thrust a wary paw forward, and she could sense that
its instinctive caution was evaporating. She hoped she was wrong about its
intentions, but she didn’t want to test it. The worst thing to do would be to
act scared. Any animal able to survive years in the dead world knew that fear
was a sign of easy prey, and Heather couldn’t afford to give it that
impression.


 


“Piss off,” she said, testing her voice.
In the dead village her words sounded alien even to her.


 


The dog craned its head to the side. It
stepped forward again.


 


Heather backed away. She glanced down at
the tarpaulin. She couldn’t leave without it, nor did she want to stay here.


 


“For god’s sake, what do you want?”


 


The dog stopped. For a second she felt
relief, but then the animal opened its mouth and let out a deep bark. The noise
was loud enough to cut through the sounds of rainfall and it boomed across the
village centre, spreading through streets that rarely heard noises made by the
living. 


 


She looked around her, heart hammering.
The dog let out three throaty barks. Heather crouched down to her knees,
reached to her side and picked a stone up off the floor. With a firm grip and a
tense arm she launched it at the dog, only just missing its head. The dog
jerked back. Heather bent down and rummaged for another rock, but the dog
turned and ran. Thank god for that, she thought.


 


Her relief lasted seconds. A figure
moved at the edge of her vision. She turned and saw an infected walking in her
direction. His arms were twigs, his skin grey and marked by craters.
Rain-washed white hair clung to the side of his head, and he wore a denim
jacket that was three decades out of fashion. His dead eyes stared directly at
Heather.


 


Across the square another stepped toward
her, her stomach so thin as to appear caved in, revealing a rack of bones that
threatened to snap through the weak skin. Another crept from the side of a van.
He wore a skin-tight leather coat and had oil-black hair that spilled across
his shoulders. His fingers were curled as though in rigor-mortis, despite the
fact he wasn’t dead yet. 


 


More of them moved toward her from all
directions. It was as if someone had made an infected version of a dog whistle
and they were blowing on it from the shadows. She had an overwhelming urge to
run. So much for staying calm.


 


She reached down to the tent, took hold
of the tarpaulin and heaved it away from the metal support. Her arms began to
ache and panic set over her. She saw more figures in the distance, drawn by the
bark of a dog which had taken the sensible option and fled. She shook the
tarpaulin and saw water bounce onto the floor, and with one more tug she pulled
it free. She rolled it up, tucked it under her arm and moved away from the
centre.


 


As she ran over the splashed pavements,
more of the infected lurched out of side streets and alleyways. Their clothes
were ripped and faded, and their hair was slick with rain. All of them turned
when they saw her, and she saw desire light in their eyes.


 


As she ran by a house near the outskirts
she looked up, and a wave of shock ran through her. In the bedroom window, just
in view, was the head of a boy. He seemed to be peering through a gap in a pair
of shabby curtains. At first she thought he might have been another infected,
but he didn’t move when he saw her. Instead he just watched, and Heather saw
that didn’t have the same darkness in his eyes as the infected.


 


A group of infected closed in behind
her. Ahead of her was the way out of the village, and beyond it, sat underneath
a grey sky, was the Dome. Somewhere in between was her house, where Kim waited.



 


What am I doing?


 


The words formed in her mind, but they
left just as quickly as she ran toward the house. She stopped outside the front
door, twisted the handle and walked in. The hallway was painted black and a
cold draught blew through the house. Framed paintings lined the walls but it
was too dark to make out what they were, and there was a damp smell which
seemed to grow stronger by the second. The house was tidy, and in the darkness
it looked as though the family had simply left and gone on holiday. 


 


She walked up the stairs careful not to
make her steps thud on the wood. Upstairs she turned right and came to a
bedroom door. The boy must have been beyond it. She set the tarpaulin down on
the landing and opened the door.


 


She found the boy in the corner of the
room. There was a bed in the centre but he had taken the duvet off it and had
cocooned himself so that only his head poked out. On the floor around him were
discarded apple cores, the flesh turning brown. The boy’s eyes became saucers
when he saw her, and he shrank back against the wall. He was a feral child,
with his pale skin and hair flattened down on his scalp.


 


“It’s okay,” she said.


 


He moved his arms and the duvet fell
away from him. She saw his clothes now. He wore a jumper that was made to fit
an adult many times his size. The grey pattern was splattered with grime, and
the sleeves that spilled over his hands looked chewed. 


 


She realised that he wasn’t wearing his
mask. Instead it was discarded on the floor next to him. It was standard issue
the same as Heather’s, so he wasn’t a Capita student. The question was, where
had he come from, and why was he alone?


 


She reached into her coat and took out
her AVS. She pressed the power and let the device test the air. It blinked red
in alarm.


 


“What the hell are you doing?” she said.
“Get your mask on.”


 


He looked at his mask on the floor but
didn’t move to put it on.


 


She held the sensor out to him. “You
know what this means, don’t you? Red means virus. Put your mask on.”


 


The boy spoke. At first his voice came
out croaky, as though he hadn’t used it in weeks.


 


“I don’t need it.”


 


“What do you mean?”


 


“I’m immune.”


 


She walked over and crouched in front of
him. She reached out and put her hand on his knee. The boy jerked it back.


 


“Where are your parents?”


 


The boy looked at the window. Night had
taken over the sky, and the storm still raged on. The infected seemed to have
drifted by the house and were probably roaming the streets looking for Heather.


 


“Where are you from?” she said.


 


He grabbed the duvet with shaking hands
and pulled it close to him.


 


“You need to come with me,” she said.


 


Her words met a wall of ice and falling
to the ground and the boy seemed frozen in place like he was posing for a
photograph. She felt pity for him, and wondered how he had come to be alone.
She couldn’t leave him here. She reached put to grab his hand, but he jerked
away.


 


“You can’t stay here,” she said, and
grabbed for him again.


 


He lashed out with his fingers, and she
felt her arm burn. She saw that it was covered in long red scratches. The boy
moved further back into the corner, and his body shook in the manner of a dog
ready to attack.


 


Something had damaged this boy. What had
he seen that had made him this way? Where were his family? He was a DC. That
much was obvious. She thought about Jenny being taken from her class. She
thought about Kim at home. She couldn’t even imagine her daughter having to
live like this. So much pity flooded her chest that it was hard to breathe.


 


Outside, the infected still lurched down
the street. They didn’t seem to know she had come into the house, but there
were enough of them now to be called a crowd. This was when they were at their
most dangerous, and if she waited much longer there would be too many on the
street for her to escape. The clouds in the sky still spat down a torrent, and
she knew that her plants at home would be taking a hammering.


 


She took a few steps toward the boy, but
he grew more panicked with every inch closer she got. She didn’t want to leave
him, but nor could she stay. She had her own life to think about. A daughter
who would be lost without her, a crop in their garden on which all their future
hopes rested.


 


“Are you going to come with me or not?”
she said. “This is the only time I’ll ask you.”


 


The boy paused, thought about it, and
then shook his head from side to side.


 


She turned and walked out of the room,
not giving the boy even a fleeting glance, because she knew if she looked at
him then she would break down. She was giving up on him in the same way she’d
given up on Jenny, but there wasn’t a thing she could do about it.


 


“I’m sorry,” she said over her shoulder.



 


She stepped out of the room, out of the
house, and into the cold.
















 


Chapter
Four


 


Ed


 


He ran out of candles months ago and he
hadn’t bothered to replace them. There was something comforting about the dark.
It put a black sheet over the things he wanted to keep hidden but at the same
time couldn’t bring himself hide away. It meant that he couldn’t see the
smiling face of his father from a photograph on the mantelpiece as he held the
trophy he’d won in the Golgoth fishing competition. It meant he couldn’t see
the wool decoration his mother had knitted which declared that “a house is not
a home without love.”


 


Somewhere in the house water dripped
with the regularity of a ticking clock. Though the window, in the distance, he
could see the cylinder of the lighthouse stretching into the sky. When was the
last time he’d seen a light coming from it? Not since he was a kid, probably.
Long after it had fallen out of use, he and James used to sneak up there and
smoke poorly rolled cigarettes from the tobacco they’d stolen from dad’s stash.
Ed hated the feeling in his lungs as he breathed it in, hated the rank smell
that clung to his clothes, but he didn’t dare tell James. He was scared that
with the declaration his brother would withdraw, and the time they spent
together would be taken away.


 


The wind screamed and the rain banged on
the window like hands begging to come in. From somewhere outside his house he
heard the sound of a crash. 


 


He got up and went out into the cold
night. The storm was something from a disaster movie, a brooding sky building
up a cataclysm to destroy the earth. Something whizzed toward him, propelled by
the wind. He ducked to his side, and his heart skipped as it narrowly missed
his head, blew by his house and over the cliff. 


 


He walked over to the cliff and saw the
tide washing over the beach. The sea looked wild, with twenty foot high waves
rising and crashing, the spray and foam splattering in the air. It was an
endless sheet of darkness except for the distance, where he swore he could see
a shape. 


 


It can’t be, he thought. Miles away, battling against the
waves, he was sure he could see a boat. He knew this couldn’t really be the
case. Ever since the outbreak not a single boat had visited Golgoth, and they
hadn’t heard from the mainland in years. Was there anyone alive there anymore?
Was there a government? Was there anything except the monsters that walked in
human skin?


 


Something screamed behind him, but this
time it wasn’t the wind. He turned and saw a figure running straight at him,
cloaked in darkness. As it got closer, he realised it was Bethelyn.


 


“What the hell, Ed?” she shouted,
struggling to talk over the wind. She wore a raincoat that she had fastened so
hastily that she had missed a button.


 


“What?” he said.


 


She stopped a foot away from him,
grabbed his arm and pulled him away from the cliff edge with a strength he
didn’t expect. He shrugged her away. 


 


“What’s your problem?”


 


“I don’t trust you around cliff edges,”
she said.


 


He pointed out to the sea. “I saw a ship
out there.”


 


“Bullshit. There’s no way a ship would
sail in this.”


 


“Maybe you’re right,” he said. “You need
something?”


 


The wind swept a wild curl over her
face. She tucked it back with a gloved hand.


 


“I was taping up my windows like you
said, but I decided that wasn’t going to cut it. I’m going to board them up
instead. I have spare wood and nails if you want some?”


 


“I’ll be okay.”


 


“It’s getting really bad.”


 


“Trust me, I’ll be fine. But thanks.”


 


They walked away from the cliff and
toward their houses. Despite himself, Ed felt warmth for Bethelyn. He’d spurned
any sort of company for so long that a small part of him appreciated the
interest she took in him. As quickly as that feeling rose he smashed it down
and reminded himself that people come, but they always go. Another thing that
was as predictable as the tide. 


 


“You know,” Bethelyn said, “When the
outbreak started, the council had loads of long meetings. We decided we were
remote enough to stay unaffected, but that we’d prepare in case it hit. There’s
a room under the town hall. You should see it, Ed. Wall to wall of preserves,
fuel, weapons. We could last a hundred outbreaks, but we never prepared for the
weather. This storm is going to destroy us.”


 


“There’s nothing we can do about it.”


 


“I guess. We just need to try and
weather it,” she said, her face deadpan.


 


He shook his head. Her joke reminded him
of the kind his dad always used to make. Ones that were so unfunny that it
wasn’t even right to call them jokes. He used to shake his head and tell
himself what a loser his dad was, but now he found himself wishing he could
hear another awful pun.


 


“That was so bad you just took a year
off my life,” he said.


 


“They wanted you to join the council,
you know.”


 


“Yeah.”


 


“It would be good for you. I joined it
out of boredom, but it’s good to have a say in things.”


 


“Sometimes it’s good to say nothing.”


 


As they got nearer their houses Ed
decided to walk beyond his own and make sure Bethelyn got safely to her
cottage, despite knowing he probably needed her help more than she needed his. 


 


Ivy climbed the stonework of her house
and strained under the gust of the wind. Her window frames and doorway were
yellow and stood out against the slate roof and brown walls as though Bethelyn
was making a statement against the night. The stonework outside was covered in
wooden beams which were coated in rain and warped in the middle. A knee-high
plant pot was next to the door but there were no plants inside, and instead
rain water had collected halfway up the ceramic.


 


“Well thanks Ed,” she said. “I couldn’t
have walked these extra fifty yards without you.”


 


He looked through her window and saw her
front room where candles glowed, and April was stretched out on the sofa with a
book covering her face. Once again he found the idea of a warm house inviting,
but he buried the feeling.


 


“Just be careful,” he said. “You never
know what can happen in this weather.”


 


A second after the words left his mouth
a groaning sound came from Bethelyn’s house, and then there was a crash. The
slate roof of the cottage collapsed under the strength of the wind. Slates span
off and fell to the ground, and Bethelyn stared with shocked eyes as once
smashed next to her foot. April sprang off the sofa and let her book fall to
the floor. 


 


Ed rushed inside. Bethelyn followed and
ran straight to her daughter, but Ed went upstairs. In the master bedroom
everything seemed okay. The same couldn’t be said for the second bedroom, which
was missing a ceiling. There was a wide hole where there had once been a roof,
and an angry night sky sat above it.  It took ten minutes for the warmth
of the house to be shattered and replaced with a freezing channel of wind.
Water poured through the hole in the roof and soaked into the carpet, ruined
the bedding and made a sopping mess of everything it touched. He was too late
to do anything.


 


Downstairs, Bethelyn paced the living
room and ran her hands through her wild hair. She turned to look at Ed as he
walked into the room.


 


“What the hell are we going to do?” she
said.


 


April stared at her mother with glum
eyes and sagging shoulders.


 


Ed knew what he had to do., He didn’t
savour it, but there was no escaping it.


 


“You can stay at mine,” he said.


 


Bethelyn looked at him strangely as
though she hadn’t expected the offer.


 


“What about Rex?” said April.


 


“Rex?”


 


“It’s her bear,” Bethelyn told him. She
put a hand on her daughter’s shoulders and scooped her toward her. “No honey,
Rex is going to stay home and guard the house.”


 


Bethelyn looked at Ed and covered her
mouth with her hand so that April couldn’t see. She mimed words at him, but Ed
couldn’t understand.


 


“Rex is upstairs,” she whispered.


 


Now Ed understood. That meant the girl’s
bear was ruined.


 


“I’m not stupid mum,” said April. “The
house is flooded. Rex will get wet.”


 


“He’ll be fine.”


 


“But mum.”


 


Bethelyn’s voice became sharp. “April,
stop it.”


 


The girl pushed away from her mother and
started to cry. Ed couldn’t stand it, but not because the girl’s tears upset
him. He just found crying children really annoying. Then thing that annoyed him
most was that he knew most of them faked it. Still, he’d been a kid once, so
there was no use being a hypocrite about it. Anyone can grow out of their
childish ways. It was the adults that refused to who were the real problem.


 


“Hang on a sec,” said Ed. “Which room is
yours?”


 


The girl looked up at him. As he
suspected, her tears had dried the second it seemed she might get what she
wanted. Despite that, he could tell she was genuinely upset about her bear.
Maybe the dramatics was just habit she’d picked up to get what she wanted with
her mother.


 


“You can’t go up there,” said Bethelyn.


 


“Is Rex in your room?”


 


April stood up and nodded. “My room’s
the one next to the bathroom.”


 


The house was already cold from the wind
that rushed through the broken roof. As he walked by the living room he saw
that without the glow of the candles it looked just as lonely and empty as his
own. Darkness had a way of making everything seem that much worse, even things
that in the light were a source of joy. Ed had spent so long in the darkness
that his whole life view was covered by it, and he realised this was partly to
blame for how glum he was.


 


Upstairs was even colder, and a
pattering sound came from the bedroom. April’s room was the one which had
suffered the damage, and the red carpet was already turning darker from where
rain poured in. Her bed was covered in broken slates and plaster from where the
ceiling had exploded inwards. Even before the outbreak this would have been a
hell of a repair job, but it was probably going to be impossible now.


 


Rex, lucky bear that he was, sat on the
bedside table that hadn’t suffered any damage. Ed picked him up and walked out
onto the hallway and toward the stairs. As he put his foot on the top step
there was creaking sound that seemed to spread through the ceiling above him.
He saw that a crack was cutting into the plaster like someone was drawing it on
in marker, and the ceiling grew the bulge of a pregnant belly. It was going to
fall apart.


 


He started down the stairs just as the
plaster gave way. There was a loud crash and Ed felt the ceiling spill out onto
the landing behind him. A spray of dust and debris covered his shoulders. He
sucked some of it in and felt it scratch his throat. An involuntary cough rose
from his chest as his lungs tried to expel the dust, and without being able to
stop himself he let go of the bannister and tumbled down the staircase, feeling
stabs of pain as he banged against the floor.


 


“Jesus Christ, Ed”.


 


He lay on at the bottom of the hallway
and stared at Bethelyn’s chalky face. She reached out for his hand.


 


“Can you move?”


 


His shoulders ached and he already felt
a lump start to swell out from the back of his head. He slowly shifted his leg,
and satisfied that it wasn’t broken, he moved more deliberately.


 


“You better be careful.”


 


Bethelyn helped him to his feet. He
could stand, but his whole upper body felt as if it had been crushed by rocks. 


 


“Let’s get back to your house,” said
Bethelyn, and supported him out into the cold.


 


***


 


“Don’t you have any candles?” she said.


 


He looked around his living room. Maybe
his dad had put some somewhere for emergencies, but he and his father had never
talked about that kind of stuff. Their conversations were always about what Ed
was doing at school and how he needed to make sure he was better than all the
other kids so he could get a job on the mainland someday.


 


“Golgoth’s not a place you come to
live,” said his dad in one of his depressed moods. “It’s a place you come to
die.”


 


“What about you?” said Ed. “You came
here with mum.”


 


“We came here because she loves the
sea. I thought it was a fad.”


 


Ed’s dad had been stubborn, but the one
thing he always gave way to without question was the will of Ed’s mum. She was
the kind of woman who could sweet talk even the gruffest of people, and it was
rare the person who wouldn’t go out of their way to please her.


 


In his living room, in the dark, Ed
suddenly wished he’d had those sorts of conversations with his dad. That they
hadn’t just had the same old talks in which his dad asked him questions and Ed
put the bare minimum of thought into his answer. He wished he’d appreciated the
guy while he was still here, that he’d thought for a damn second how the old
man probably wanted more out of his son than someone who just took without
thinking to give. 


 


“Don’t think we have any candles,” said Ed.
“Sorry.”


 


“Okay, Dracula,” said Bethelyn. She held
a roll of tape in her hand. “I’m going to have to do this in the dark.”


 


“I’ll help.”


 


Ed tried to get to his feet. His legs
were willing but as he shifted his upper body, his muscles groaned with pain.
The feeling must have shown on his face because Bethelyn stepped over to him
and gently pushed him back.


 


“No way pal. You sit back.”


 


As Bethelyn walked from window to window
and covered the glass with duct tape, April perched on the arm of Ed’s chair.
She put her hand on his arm and squeezed. Ed felt his muscles burn.


 


“Not so hard,” he said.


 


“Sorry,” said the girl.


 


He felt a wave of annoyance crash
through his mind, but he let it go as quick as it came. It wasn’t the girl’s
fault. It was his own for breaking a lifelong habit and trying to play the
hero.


 


Bethelyn stretched the tape across the
window in a lop-sided line and bit off the end. Outside, Golgoth resembled the
surface of a hostile alien planet. The storm intensified to a level Ed had
thought it impossible to achieve, especially for an island like Golgoth which,
although never warm, lived in a meteorological twilight zone where extreme
weather seemed to escape it. 


 


The girl stared at him.


 


“Thanks, Ed,” she said.


 


He could tell from the look in her eyes
and the way she held her bear close to her that she really meant it. He wasn’t
going to admit it, but it felt good. Despite the agony in his arms and
shoulders, the feeling of getting gratitude was a pleasant one.


 


“Don’t worry about it.”


 


Bethelyn walked back into the room and
threw the duct tape down onto the coffee table in the centre. Her sleeves were
rolled up despite the refrigerator-level of chill in the house. She huffed and
blew a stray lock of her hair out of her face.


 


“I see your theme is consistent in the
rest of the place,” she said. “You’re going for the depressed-alcoholic-recluse
kind of vibe.”


 


He shifted in his seat, careful not to
move any of his muscles too quickly. 


 


“I’m not much of a homebody.”


 


“But you never seemed to leave it.”


 


Ed looked away.


 


“Look,” said Bethelyn. “I can tell
you’re hoping I’ll shut the hell up. So I will, about that. But I just wanted
to say that I’m grateful for your help. You didn’t have to let us stay at your
place.”


 


“I’m sorry about your house.”


 


Bethelyn paused for a second in thought.
“My attitude towards crap like this is that what’s done is done. It isn’t going
to help anyone if I show how totally fuc-“


 


She stopped talking, aware that her
daughter listened to every word.  She thought of a better word to say and
corrected herself.


 


“…how bloody annoyed I am. I could punch
a wall and break my hand, and that would show how angry I am, or I could try
and think things through and actually do something. And that’s what I’m gonna
do. Big displays of emotion are for soap operas. Getting down on your knees and
screaming ‘noooooooooo’ into the sky. People don’t do that in real life.”


 


“You’re a better person than me then.”


 


“No, I’m not. I’m a better
people-person, but not a better person.”


 


“You hate us being here,” said April,
staring at Ed.


 


“No I don’t,” he said.


 


Bethelyn took a seat on the spare chair.


 


“Come on, Ed. You’ve barely spoken to me
before and I’ve lived next to you for years. Not even the end of the world
forced you to knock on my door. I’m grateful for what you’re doing, but you
don’t have to pretend around me. I’m not easily offended.”


 


“I know.”


 


“Well thanks, anyway. That’s all I
wanted to say. You’re a better guy than you think.”


 


The pounding in Ed’s shoulders spread
through his neck, over his face and settled in his head. It felt like something
was squeezing his brain, and the pain grew until all the blood in his body had
rushed to his skull and started to swell against it. A particularly bad wave
rushed through him, and he closed his eyes and tried to ride it out.


 


“What’s wrong?” said Bethelyn.


 


He put his fingers to his temple. “My
head’s throbbing” he said.


 


Another wave of pain crashed through
him, and he saw fuzzy dots in front of him. He held tight onto the arms of his
chair, scared he was going to pass out.


 


“I didn’t want to complain, given how
crappy you must be feeling, but I’ve had a bad head myself. Think me and the
madam are going to get some sleep,” said Bethelyn.


 


She took her daughter upstairs and left
Ed alone in the dark room, his muscles aching and his head throbbing. He shut
his eyes and listened to the sounds of the natural disaster outside and the
wind as it blew through the cavities of his old house. Despite the pain his
body was tired, and slowly his brain began to relax.


 


Something banged so hard upstairs that
his ceiling shook. Not my roof too, he thought. Two houses in one
day? Surely nobody is that unlucky. Then a voice shouted to him.


 


“Ed!”


 


It was Bethelyn’s voice, and there was a
twist of panic in it that he never expected from her. He stood up from the
chair but felt his stomach lurched with something akin to sea sickness. No
sooner was he on his feet that his legs felt so light that he didn’t have
control of them. They buckled underneath him, and he fell forward and almost
cracked his head on the coffee table as his body met the floor.


 


He was led on the carpet now. His arms
and legs felt completely numb, as though they were phantom limbs that didn’t
belong to him anymore.


 


“Get the hell up here Ed,” shouted a voice
upstairs, but the sound of it faded.


 


He tried to move but his vision was
fading and his body shutting down. He pushed against the feeling but knew it
wouldn’t budge. Whatever it was, whatever was happening upstairs, he couldn’t
get there. 


 


As his vision became fuzzier and his
head lighter, he knew it was useless to fight. He was fading into nothing, and
the world around him was fading too. He surrendered to the numbness and felt
the fingers of darkness close his eyelids.
















 


Chapter
Five


 


Ed


 


A spray of water woke him up. His eyes
flickered as daylight hit them, and he felt a breeze blowing on his skin. For a
second it mixed with his semi-conscious mind and took him back twenty years, to
his older brother sneaking through in the window of their shared bedroom at
midnight, of getting a waft of weed as James climbed clumsily into his bed
opposite Ed’s. Pretending to be asleep while his brother whispered his name, no
doubt excited to tell him what he’d been up to when mum and dad thought he was
in bed.


 


Just as quick as he’d come back, James
was dead again, and Ed saw a spray of glass on the living room floor from where
the window had smashed. Bethelyn’s tape job had kept the shards bigger than
they would have been.


 


Pain twisted in his temple as though
wound in there by a sadist with a screwdriver. He closed his eyes and tried his
old hangover trick, which never worked, of simply wishing the pain and nausea
away. He pushed himself off the carpet and sat up. He ran a hand through his
hair and felt the grease that slicked his locks. Something in the house stunk
in the same way as a pub toilet an hour before closing. He looked down at his
pants and quickly realised it was him.


 


What the hell? He hadn’t done that in years. Not since James and dad
had taken him to the Dirty Feathers for his sixteenth birthday and convinced
the landlord, Des, to serve him a few lagers. The night ended with James
supporting Ed all the way home, tolerating the drunk Ed’s swaying with a
patience that every big brother probably learned to develop.


 


Ed blinked, and again James was gone.


 


Nobody knew if James was dead, of
course. Not officially. His boat had hit a storm too big for the vessel to
break through, and none of the crew had ever come ashore. No sane person could
look at the freezing sea, imagine the group of men sinking beneath it, and hope
that fate had taken pity on them. Ed had never seen the body, but he’d let
himself grieve because that was the only way he could cope. Everyone talked
about hope as though it was shining light that anyone could follow, but
sometimes that light led you into dark tunnels.


 


He walked out of the living room and
stretched a foot onto the stairs, but even the slight movement made him dizzy.
How long had he been out for? He’d hurt himself in Bethelyn’s house when the
roof crashed, but surely not this badly?


 


“Beth?”


 


Silence met him at the top of the
stairs. He gripped the edge of his bedroom door and let it support him as he
staggered into the room. What he saw locked his legs in place.


 


They could have been asleep if it
weren’t for the fact their eyes were wide open. April lay on the bed with her
arms above her head and stretched along the bed. Her chest rose and fell, but
there was a stillness to her that you usually only found in photographs. Her
skin was grey like concrete dried in the sun.


 


Bethelyn was on the floor next to the
bed. She lay on her stomach with her face buried in the carpet. Ed crossed the
room and stood over her, but he couldn’t speak and didn’t dare touch her. He
hoped he was wrong, but he had an idea what had happened. His stomach twisted.


 


They could have been asleep. They
weren’t asleep. The same thing happened to him, after all. He hadn’t just
fallen asleep naturally, yet some stretched out, indeterminate time had passed
and he had woken from it. It could have been something to do with his injury.
It could have been something, anything else, but that was wishful thinking. The
woman on his bedroom floor made it clear that, no matter how empty it made him
feel, this was exactly what he thought.


 


He left the bedroom, climbed downstairs,
went through his living room and stopped in his kitchen. Three knives hung from
a metal rack and swung slowly in the breeze. He tapped his finger along them
and settled on the longest one. The blade was wide, jagged, and there was
enough handle to keep his hand away from anything he chose to use it on. His
dad used to cut pork shoulders with it. He gripped the knife in one hand and
leaned on the plastic-coated kitchen counter with his other.


 


When he thought of using it his throat
dried up. What should he do about them? Should he just kill them? He’d seen the
early stages of the outbreak on television. Shaky-cam films of infected as they
walked through cities in disorganised waves, their minds distracted by the
still-alive hunks of flesh that ran in all directions around them, screaming
and shoving each other into harm’s way.


 


The public information newscasts had
told him what to expect from infection. It had told him that you caught it
through a bite or scratch. That once you got it you fell into a coma and then
you awoke as one of them. How then, was Ed still human enough to consider the
question? What’s more, how the hell had he caught the infection? He hadn’t been
bitted and neither had Bethelyn or April.


 


He thought again of having to go up
there. There was a dim image in his mind of what he needed to do, but he didn’t
dare cast light on it. Instead there was another answer, and he decided it lay
outside of his house.


 


A walk across the living room and out of
the hallway later, he stood outside his house and felt the tickle of a cool
wind. The sky was light grey with cracks where the blue shone through, and it
seemed as though the bulk of the storm had gone and left the rear-guard in its
place.


 


He walked up a cobble street which
twisted through Golgoth and connected each house. Further up, beyond a stone
wall which had collapsed seven years ago and was never fixed, he came to Gordon
Rigby’s house. Rigby was an old-timer, an ex-headmaster who had retired to
Golgoth and let his mind grow as old as the island’s eroding cliffs. He was a
man who loved order but was slowly losing the ability to achieve it. His
fingers tugged on lots of webs, and Gordon had involved himself in almost every
social hobby and pastime on the island. His brown hair, which despite his age
refused to grey, and jacket and waistcoat combination were often seen at domino
games and pub quizzes, at knitting circles and scouting trips. He was also
heavily involved in the town council, and ran it in the manner of a school
classroom.


 


Ed stood outside Gordon’s house, and he
saw signs of the order that Gordon struggled to keep. Through his living room
window he saw a wooden table set against a wall with a chess set on it, but
even from outside the house he could see that the pieces were arranged so
incorrectly that even Ed, who was asked to leave after-school chess club, could
have done better. 


 


“What am I doing?” said Ed to himself,
hoping that someone else would answer.


 


He’d never gotten on with Gordon. They
didn’t hate each other, but there was no fondness. Still, the old man was
useful. He knew ‘man things’, those little bits of knowledge that men over
fifty somehow acquired but didn’t give any clues as to how. Gordon was one of
only two people on Golgoth who had keys to the town hall and the survival stash
Bethelyn had mentioned earlier, and he might have had a slight clue of what the
hell they were supposed to do.


 


The handle of Gordon’s front door turned
and his black door opened with Ed’s push. Nobody bothered locking their doors
on Golgoth. Even before the outbreak there were those on the island who never
bothered with security. Ed was something of an outcast in that regard.


 


“Gordon?”


 


Ed footsteps thudded on wooden flooring.
Gordon’s house had been stripped back to the bare essentials over the years.
Dust lined the edges of the wooden panels on the floor, and his walls were free
from any plaster or paper so that the original stonework of the cottage was
bare. It gave the place a cold feel that seemed designed to repel visitors. 


 


This was backed up by a smell that, as
soon as he breathed it in, clung onto the hairs in Ed’s nostrils. It was the
smell of darkness, of something wrong. That was the only way he could describe
it. An aroma of wet earth and the things buried in it, of dark bogs and rotten
food and every other pungent smell that his mind could conjure up. When Ed took
a step forward it was almost like stepping through a mist, and he felt the
aroma latch onto his clothes.


 


“Jesus Christ,” he said, and coughed
into his sleeve.


 


He stepped into the living room and saw
a gathering of flies by the window, but it was only when he was in the centre
of the room that he saw the dead cat. It lay pathetically on the floor, body
ripped at the belly and pipe-like intensities strewn on the ground. Its eyelids
were open and its eyes stared at the ceiling. Ed took a step back and heard a
crunch, and when he looked to the floor he saw a pile of dead flies squashed
underneath his feet.


 


He felt something bubble in his stomach
and begin an ascent up into his throat, burning a trail through his body as it
went. He ran out of the house and into the street. He bent over and waited for
the vomit to come, but it wouldn’t. 


 


You’re pathetic, said a voice.


 


It was a voice he heard a lot. It
belonged to his father, though it hadn’t been used in years. Despite how much
he missed the old man, Ed knew that he’d fed him enough insults and put downs
to give him a complex that’d last years. Ed had never measured up, never been
the son that he should have been. 


 


It had always been so. As his childhood
years passed and Ed’s body grew, he felt himself shrink. It was weird seeing
his father drawing lines on the living room wall to mark Ed’s height, but
knowing at the same time that he was never going to measure up.


 


You bastard. This time the voice was Ed’s.


 


You screwed me up, but when James and
I needed you, you left us. And even now I can’t bring myself to hate you.


 


Ed straightened up and was grateful for
the tickle of cold on his face as the temperature outdoors met his skin. He put
his hand to his face and covered his eyes. He had to think. Where was Gordon?
What had he even wanted him for? It wasn’t as if the old man could have done
much to help. It was just shock that carried him down here. That, and trying to
avoid what he knew he was going to have to do at home.


 


As if summoned by his thoughts, a scream
shattered the silence. Ed looked up, his eyes scanning the street before him
and stopping at his house. Another scream, this time leaving no doubt as to
where it came from.


 


The path blurred by, and Ed’s thoughts
ran as fast as his legs did. In seconds he found himself running up the narrow
stairs of his house. Every inch closer to his bedroom, his pulse pounded and
his breathing grew heavier. He stood at the top of the stairs with his knife in
his hand, sounds rushing by too quickly to process. There was a rumbling sound,
as if someone was fighting. 


 


He walked into the bedroom and stopped
in the doorway. He almost dropped the knife in shock. Bethelyn was awake, but
she was on the floor. Her daughter was on top of her, eyes ablaze with a hunger
Ed had never seen before. April strained at her mum and tried to overpower the
arms of the older woman. She gnashed her white teeth and tried to bite her
mother’s fingers.


 


Adrenaline shot into Ed’s system and
brought him out of paralytic shock. He covered the distance in three paces,
took hold of April by the back of her dress and pulled her away from her mum.
The girl’s head twisted faster than it should and her stare snapped on him. He
saw now that the blood had left her face and her eyes were the colour of puddle
water. She climbed to her feet and walked toward him. She gripped the knife
tighter in his hand, felt the metal cold against his skin. His temples
throbbed.


 


“Give me the knife,” said Bethelyn,
getting to her feet.


 


April moved closer.


 


Ed took a step back, closer to Bethelyn.
He put his free arm on her and tried to push her away, hoping to get her out of
the room.


 


“Look away,” he told her.


 


April’s teeth made a clacking sound as
she gnashed them and she screwed her nose up, baring her canines. She walked
closer.


 


Bethelyn knocked his arm away.


 


“Give me the knife.”


 


Ed took a step toward April and raised
his arm. He had to do it.


 


“She’s my fucking girl,” said Bethelyn,
desperation making her voice crack. She grabbed hold of the knife handle and
tugged it away from him.


 


Ed looked sideways at her. “Maybe
there’s a cure. We’re not infected, so there might be a way to stop it.”


 


A sound left April’s throat. It was
something bestial that had no right escaping the mouth of a little girl.


 


“Shut up Ed,” said Bethelyn.


 


She straightened up fully and held the
knife at chest height. April let out another growl and walked toward her
mother. In another time, on another day, she might have been going in for a
hug. This time as the girl was inches away from her mother, the older woman
raised her knife and plunged it into her daughter’s temple. There was a
crunching sound, and a solitary dribble of red blood twisted its way down the
side of the knife. April’s body sagged, and she fell to the floor like a
discarded jacket.


 


Beth stood over the body with her mouth
open. She opened her fingers and let the knife drop to the ground. She turned
and looked at Ed, but her eyes stared beyond him at the same time. It was a
look that found its way into his core, shaking him to the point that he felt
his stomach lurch.


 


Bethelyn walked up to the wall, raised
her fist and pounded it against the plaster. She winced at the first contact,
yet she brought it back and punched it again. After another two strikes she
finally screamed out in pain, and Ed saw that her knuckles were red and the
skin was torn. 


 


Did he have bandages? Antiseptic
wash? What the hell should he do now?
He didn’t know what to say or how to act. It was lost on him. Ed had failed to
learn whatever instincts you were supposed to have to help you deal with
another human being in crisis. Bethelyn was about to break down and all he was
going to be able to do was to stand there awkwardly.


 


Bethelyn rested one bloody hand limply
in the other.


 


“We need to go find Gordon,” she said,
voice shaky. “He’s got the key to the shelter. More will have turned, and we
need to be somewhere safe. We can find anyone else still living on the way.”


 


“I was just there. At Gordon’s. Don’t
think he’s going to be much help.”


 


“He’s one of them?”


 


“He wasn’t there.”


 


“Then we need to find him.”


 


Ed tried as hard as he could not to look
at the body on the floor. Instead he focused on Bethelyn’s face, but he
couldn’t read an expression in it. Though he didn’t move his head, April’s body
burned on the outskirts of his vision all the same, and eventually he had to
give it a glance. He regretted it immediately.


 


“Listen Bethelyn. Don’t you think we
should…do something? Don’t you want to stay here a while? For her?”


 


Bethelyn gave him a stare that
threatened to tear through him. Tears strained at the corners of her eyes but
she held them back with a will that most would have found impossible. Her
cheeks quivered and blood ran from her busted knuckles.


 


“Ed,” she said, eyes almost pleading.
“Don’t say anything. Just fucking don’t.”
















 


Chapter
Six


 


Heather


 


Sometimes she felt something unsettling
inside her, less a voice in her head than a weight in her soul. It was a sheet
stitched with anxiety, hopelessness, pointlessness, and it could slip over her
unannounced. It was nothing physical, but it exhausted her all the same. Some
days she woke up and within seconds she wondered what the point was, why she’d
even opened her eyes, how unsurmountable everyday life seemed.


 


Once, back when there were cars, she’d
been driving along a country road on a dim afternoon. The road was narrow and
twisted without warning, so with a hurrying heart and wide eyes she paid
attention to the asphalt in front of her. A cat jumped out from a bush. Heather
stuck her foot on the brake and managed to bring the car to a stop, but it was
a while before her pulse followed. 


 


The cat stayed in the middle of the
road, tail curled up, body tensed, and stared at her. Heather pressed the horn
but nothing would move it, and gradually she came to realise that it wasn’t
being wilful, it just couldn’t move. In the face of two tons of metal it was
paralysed, and even though the cat knew that running was in its best interest,
it was stuck. 


 


“Mum?”


 


She realised she was stood with the
tarpaulin in her hands, and that she’d zoned out halfway through laying it.


 


“We’ve been doing this for hours. My
arm’s going to drop off,” said her daughter.


 


It was a line typical of the ten year
old. They hadn’t been working for hours and her arm was connected to her body
the way it should be. She’d grown up for ten years without her father and if
Heather really thought about it, it was shortly after he went that she could
pinpoint the lying starting. Kim had a kind heart and good nature, but she
enjoyed creating a mythology around herself that grew by the day. It was
usually little things that did no harm; if the walk to school was a mile, Kim
would say it had taken three. One day it took on a more destructive bent, as
Heather had discovered during the break between classes.


 


Heather was stood by the staff room
window with a cup of tea warming the palm of her hand. From here you could see
for miles and it gave the rare view of something outside the Capita, where in
the distance a valley of mountains stretched out into the sky. The door behind
her opened. Heather turned and saw that it was Mr Erlich, one of only three
other teachers in the school. He happened to be Kim’s teacher.


 


“Miss Castle.”


 


“I told you, you can call me Heather.”


 


“Heather,” he said, the word sounding
strange as though the familiarity was hard for the serious older man. “Kim said
something disturbing in front of the class today.”


 


Heather felt her face screw up. “Go on,
you better spill it.”


 


The man stepped forward and put a hand
on Heather’s shoulder. It was the first time he’d ever stood within a foot of
her, let alone touched her. The friendliness was unnerving.


 


“What’s going on, Clive?” 


 


“I just wanted to say I’m sorry. About
your husband. I had no idea he used to…”


 


“Used to what?”


 


The man looked at the floor, and rubbed
his hand across his forehead. When he looked up it was red. “That he used to
beat you.”


 


It was complete bullshit, of course.
Heather’s husband had never so much as spoken harshly to her, let alone
anything worse. Kim’s fantasy that she had seen her father beat her mother had
somehow spilled out of her mouth in the middle of class, and for the next few
weeks Heather had to explain to the staff and the children that her daughter
had remembered it wrong. When asked, Kim couldn’t tell her why she said it, and
her eyes looked on the verge of erupting in tears.


 


The fact was that Kim was too young to
even remember much of her father. Perhaps that was the reason for the lies. She
was filling the blanks in her memory with things that seemed exciting to her.


 


“Jesus mum, what’s wrong with you
today?” said Kim.


 


Heather shook her head and focused on
the job at hand. There was a steady tapping as the rain dripped onto the hood
of her raincoat, and even more of it fell on the outstretched tarpaulin and ran
in channels off the slick surface. Below the tarpaulin were the vegetables. She
and Kim had already managed to dry out and store some of their last crops, but
this was bigger than the rest. This was the one that would finally give them
enough supplies to start the journey away and leave the Capita behind for good.


 


It seemed irresponsible, but she didn’t
know exactly where they were going. She knew there were two or three
well-established settlements with populations growing to the point that they
might rival the Capita someday. Even better, there were islands off the
mainland where the infection wouldn’t reach, where the sea that surrounded them
was better protection than a hammer or a gun. Wes also probably knew somewhere
they could go. It was stepping slightly into the border of crazy to leave
without a destination in mind, but anything was better than here. The Capita
offered safety but its price was intrusion, fear, and control. 


 


Heather knew the stories. Doors busted
open in the middle of the night, people dragged screaming into the middle of
the road and executed. Curtains in the houses around them twitching as sleepy
neighbours watched. The Capita set the price of its freedom, and failure to pay
it meant punishment without mercy and without humanity. As a teacher, Heather
stood on a narrow ledge, where all it took was a complaint or two from the kids
and she could face questions herself. She imagined Charles Bull pounding on her
door in the middle of the night, his long beak breaching the tread of her
bedroom door.


 


“What’s it like outside the Capita?”
said Kim.


 


Heather crouched to her knees and laid
the corner of tarpaulin. She took her screwdriver and gouged a small hole in
it, and then the threaded a small stick through and drove it into the soil.


 


“I don’t know,” said Heather. “I’ve
never been.” She’d travelled the mainland, of course, but that was all
pre-outbreak.


 


“Is it full of infected?”


 


“It’s going to be dangerous and we might
die. You understand that, don’t you?”


 


“Yeah.”


 


“And you still want to leave?”


 


Kim crossed her arms. “I’m not the same
as the other kids mum, you don’t have to lie to me.”


 


“I realise that, but there are things
that I don’t think you’re ready to know.”


 


“You need me mum,” said Kim. “Once you
had dad but he’s gone, and you have me to support you now.”


 


Heather grinned despite herself. “You’re
a smart little jerk. Do me a favour and just stay a kid a while, yeah?”


 


A pounding sound came from across the
house, and Heather realised it was the front door. Straight away her chest
tightened and the cogs of her mind span. Visitors were rare these days, and
friendly ones rarer. She picked up the screwdriver and walked through the house
and to the front door. She turned the handle and opened it slowly, nearly
losing her breath at the sight of the monster in front of her.


 


“Doing DIY, or are you going to stab
me?”


 


Charles Bull filled the doorframe, and
with him were two soldiers in Capita uniforms. One of them had a deep gouge
across his face that ran in a channel from the corner of his eye to the edge of
his mask, and it resembled a red tear that had streaked across his skin. He
nodded at Heather and seemed human for a second, but the expression was quickly
replaced by the blank stare that the Capita required of its guards.


 


Heather invited the bounty hunter in. As
he followed her into the house every room suddenly seemed colder.  Through
the change in his eyes Heather knew that Charles was smiling at her, but it was
like being smiled at by a shark. His mouth was covered by the mask and his dead
eyes were surrounded by black leather.


 


“Mind if I take a look outside?” said
Charles.


 


If you touch anything I’ll kill you, thought Heather. Then, who am I kidding? I’m
terrified of him.


 


Charles walked through the living room
and out into the garden, where he stood for a second or two looking at the sky
as a flock of geese flew overhead. Then he turned his attention to the ground.
He crouched down, took hold of one of the sticks Heather had driven into the
soil to hold the tarp, and pulled. He lifted the tarpaulin to reveal a line of
carrots with their heads poking out of the soil. He took hold of one of them
and pulled at it, but it took more effort than he realised. With one heave he
pulled an eight inch carrot out the earth, spraying wet soil across the stone
paving that lined the garden.


 


It was akin to watching a stranger talk
to your child on the bus. It was a feeling of intrusion, of someone opening the
drawer next to your bed and rummaging round. This was their plan, their future,
and Charles thought he could do whatever he wanted with it. Heather crossed her
arms and fought to bring her feelings under control.


 


Charles scraped the soil off the carrot.
He took an AVS sensor from his coat pocket, held it in the air, and waited for
it to bleep green. He put a hand to his mouth and unzipped part of his mask.
Even at home Heather kept her mask on all the time, because no matter what the
AVS registered, there was always the chance a gust of wind could blow infected
air their way. Charles didn’t seem to mind as he sucked in unfiltered air. He
brought the carrot to his mouth and took a bite, his lips moving as he chewed.
A second later he pointed his head toward the ground and spat chunks of pulped
carrot onto the floor, and threw the rest of it across the garden.


 


A fire leapt through Heather, and it was
only thoughts of Kim that kept her from exploding. Just on wrong word, one
stupid action, and Charles’s men would have no trouble taking her away. Kim
used lies to form a protective barrier around her, but that wouldn’t do her much
good if she was left alone.


 


“Better in a stew,” said Charles. “Raw
carrot is too bitter. Tastes too much of the earth.”


 


The solder with the scar on his face
walked around the garden. Despite the pantomime of Charles’s mask, the Capita
soldier wore standard issue. It made them seem more human, more “one of us”,
but Heather knew that the Capita were masters of propaganda who played with
emotions like children play with toys. Nothing about them or their soldiers was
to be trusted.


 


“How long did it take you to dig the
trench?” said the soldier, hovering over the onions.


 


“A year,” said Kim.


 


“A couple of weeks,” corrected Heather.


 


“You’ve done a sweet job,” said the
soldier. “I’m Max, by the way.”


 


Across his standard issue mask he’d
drawn a giant grin which spread from side to side, the mouth comically opened
to reveal tonsils at the back. As he walked the garden his stance was casual, a
contrast to the other solider who stood on the side-lines with his back so
straight you could hang a coat on him.


 


Max pinched some soil between his
fingers and rubbed it until it fell to the ground. 


 


“You should start composting,” he said.
“It’ll enrich the soil.”


 


“How do you know that?” said Heather.


 


The grin on Max’s mask was fake, but his
eyes showed that there was a real smile behind it. He had an easy way to him
that, if the Bull wasn’t here, could have relaxed Heather. At the other side of
the garden Kim stared at the bounty hunter, unable to take her eyes off the
mask that spread across his face as a growth.


 


“My mum used to grow marrows,” said the
soldier. “She won best in show two years in a row. Would have won the third if
the judges weren’t in Barry Sander’s pocket.”


 


“That’s enough, Max,” said Charles.


 


Heather wanted the men to leave, but she
didn’t want to make it obvious. If she upset Charles there was honestly no
telling what he could do. She’d heard the things he was capable of, and she’d
seen him take Jenny from her class.


 


“This isn’t a social call,” said
Charles.


 


Heather readjusted the tarpaulin so that
some of the plants were completely covered, but there was still work to do.
With any luck she’d done enough to avoid any damage, and that meant their plan
was still strong. At the back of her mind she thought Charles might request the
food to be added to the Capita stores, but she made sure the thought stayed
where it was. She didn’t need more shit to add to her trench of worries.


 


“What can I help you with?” she said,
trying to make her voice sound casual.


 


“Let’s go inside.”


 


He said it as in invitation to Heather,
as if this were his house. He walked to the patio doors, slid them open and
walked into the living room. His boots left faint imprints of mud on the
carpet, but it had been a long time since Heather cared. Sometimes it was an
achievement sliding out of bed in the morning, let alone getting to class.
Everything else was low priority.


 


They sat in the living room, Charles
leaning back into a chair and crossing his legs. Max and the other soldier
stood behind him. Heather wondered if the other soldier was mute. He hadn’t
said a word since being here. Charles was the first to speak.


 


“I need you to help me,” he said. “I
need you to keep an eye out for DC’s in school. Among the children.”


 


Her mind flicked to Jenny, and she felt
her stomach lurch. What had happened to her? She didn’t want to think about it.
It felt selfish, but part of her worried that the girl had somehow known that
Heather was aware of her secret, and that she’d told the Capita soldiers that
she was an accomplice.


 


“There aren’t any in school,” said Kim. 


 


Her voice was so calm. When she looked
at Charles her eyes showed more curiosity than fear. Kids didn’t have any
awareness of danger. They were protected by their parents and cushioned from
the blows of the outside world, but that was going to have to change. Children
needed to be scared these days. They needed to know what waited for them, both
in the safe zones of the Capita and outside it.


 


Charles ignored the girl as though he
hadn’t heard her.


 


“If you knew of any, would you report
them?” he asked Heather.


 


“Of course,” she lied.


 


He leant forward. “Tell me. How could
you teach the girl so long and not have a clue what she was?”


 


“They don’t exactly wear stickers.”


 


“Come on. I’m talking about a child.
They can’t keep secrets.”


 


Heathers face flushed red, and she hoped
it didn’t show. She wished she could get this despicable man out of her house.


 


“They tend to hide their condition,” she
said, trying to keep the scorn from her voice. “Because they know how they’ll
be treated.”


 


She regretted the words as soon as she
said them. Talking ill of the Capita wasn’t wise no matter whose company you
were in, and in front of Charles it was downright dangerous.


 


“You have no idea how they’re treated, Heather.” 
He managed to make the words sound like a reprimand and a threat at the same
time.


 


Charles stood up out of his seat. She
was struck with the impression that his costume made him seem taller than he
really was, that if you peeled back the pantomime you would see a man who
hadn’t eaten his vegetables as a child.


 


“Would you know if your daughter was one
of them?” he said.


 


She almost leapt to her feet. To hear
this man talk about her daughter made her face hot. Kim glanced at Heather, and
this time she looked alarmed.


 


“She’s not one of them,” said Heather.


 


“But would you report it, I wonder? How
deep is your loyalty to the Capita?”


 


“You expect people to choose the Capita
over their families?”


 


“That’s what I did.”


 


The room was silent. Max, over in the
corner, looked at the floor. Charles looked beyond Heather at the patio doors
and the garden, and for a while his eyes softened and his shoulders sagged. One
blink of Heather’s eyes later the effect was reversed, and Charles, with his leather
coat and hideous mask, once again filled the room. He drew his coat together.
His pick axe hung over his back until it rested parrot-like on his shoulder.


 


“Watch the children. Be my little
magpie. Report anything worthwhile to me, and I’ll make sure you’re rewarded
with breadcrumbs. Don’t report anything, and I’ll make sure you’re punished.”


 


Heather didn’t say anything, but that
didn’t bother Charles, who carried on speaking.


 


“I shouldn’t be telling you this, but
there’s a Resistance insider feeding information from the Capita. I don’t know
who it is, but I’ll found out. These people can hide, but I know all the hiding
places. But in the meantime, those of us who live under the Capita must stick
together.”


 


He turned to Kim.


 


“Do you know how the air smells, girl?”


 


“No.”


 


“Have you ever wondered?”


 


“Yes.”


 


Kim’s response was strange. After all
the things she lied about, all the facts and stories that she exaggerated for
no reason, she decided to tell the truth about this? This was the one answer
Heather didn’t want her to give. It made her seem suspicious. Normal people
didn’t know the smell of the air. Normal people didn’t care, and the Capita
liked normal people.


 


Charles knelt in front of Kim. As he
bent down his leather coat creaked.


 


“Do you friends ever take their masks
off?”


 


“Never.”


 


“What about yours? Have you ever taken
it off? Even for a tiny second?”


 


Kim looked at her mother.


 


“I’m not stupid. I know what’s in the
air. Mum taught me how to use the AVS when I was four.”


 


Good girl, thought Heather.


 


Charles nodded his head. “Your mum is a
sensible woman. Let’s hope she stays that way.”


 


With that he straightened up and nodded
to the two soldiers. Max gave another look around the room and then walked out
of it. Charles turned to Heather.


 


“Stay safe. Both of you.”


 


After he left the house Kim moved off
the sofa, walked up to her mother and threw her arms around her. It was a
closeness they rarely shared, despite the love between them. Heather had always
found physical contact strange. She thought that having a kid might solve that,
but hugs always felt awkward even when they were from her only child. Still,
the sentiment hit home and this time, she was happy to return the embrace.


 


“He scares me,” said Kim.


 


“You did a great job hiding it. I mean
that.”


 


“Why does he want to find the DC’s so
much?”


 


It was a question that few really knew
the answer to. Even Heather didn’t know the full extent of things, though she
knew enough. The problem was that the answer was not one fit for the ears of
children. Then again, there was no such thing as children anymore. Despite her
daughter being twelve years old, Heather needed her to grow beyond her years.
She couldn’t be a kid, she needed to be a small adult. She needed to know the
truth.


 


“They use their bodies to cure the
infected,” she said.


 


“I thought you turn when you’re
infected?”


 


“Not always, Kim.”


 


“What would you do if I was one of them,
mum? Would you help me hide?”


 


It was a question that peeled away
Heather’s skin, sawed through her skull and buried itself deep inside her
brain. It was something she’d turned over in her head again and again in bed
while the rest of the Capita slept. Once, she thought the question was an
almighty “yes”. That it was unquestionable; if she knew someone was a DC, she
would help them. 


 


After seeing Jenny led away by the
bounty hunter and turning her back on the DC boy in Cresstone, Heather wasn’t
so sure. She was losing the fragile high ground she’d built up for herself.
There was always that little part of her that knew what was wrong and what was
right, and she always drew pride from the idea that she would stand up when she
needed to. Now it had been tested, she knew it was bullshit. 
















 


Chapter
Seven


 


Ed


 


He thought for a while of what to say,
but the words dissolved into the air before he got a chance to speak
them.  Finally he said the only thing he could.     


 


“Bethelyn?”


 


Dark rings sat under her eyes and her
skin was faded, like clothing run through the washing machine too many times.
She looked hollow as if she had lost weight over the last few minutes, though
Ed knew it was impossible. Nevertheless, part of her was gone.


 


“I can’t think about it. Alright?
Because if I do, I can’t breathe. So I don’t want to hear anything from you
that isn’t closely related to our survival. I don’t think you realise the shit
we’re in Ed, but the infection has hit Golgoth.”


 


Her voice was scratchy and higher
pitched than usual. It reminded him of when James had come running away from
the cliffs and told everyone he’d seen a man down there submerged under the
waves.


 


He knew how she felt, in a way. After
dad died there was a time when everyone on the island would tell him and James
how sorry they were and what a great guy dad was. Sometimes it made it worse.
People grieved in their own ways, and the worst thing you could do to a fresh
wound was to rip the bandage off it. It hadn’t hit Bethelyn yet but when it
did, it was going to hit hard.


 


“How did it get here?” he said. “That’s
what I want to know.”


 


“The beauty of Golgoth was always how
remote it is. I remember when me and sis were kids on the mainland and we’d
play ‘Where do you go when the monsters come.’ How prophetic, right? Laura
always said something stupid like grandma’s house.”


 


“What did you say?”


 


“I always said an island far away,
somewhere no boats went. Somewhere that monsters couldn’t swim. The beauty of
it is that now we’re all on this crumbling shithole, the remoteness is going to
screw us over. We need to get off Golgoth, Ed.”


 


Somewhere outside the house, someone
screamed. Bethelyn grabbed a brass poker from next to the fireplace. It had
been years since the fire was lit, though Ed could picture his dad with the
poker in his hand, prodding the coals and waiting for them to burn.


 


“Not yet,” said Ed. “We need a plan.”


 


Bethelyn gripped the poker so hard her
knuckles were white. She looked so tense that she was going to snap in two. At
the same time the life was drained out of her; dead eyes, pale skin.


 


“I’m not going to waste time debating.
Here’s the thing. In council meetings Gordon would always ramble on about the
infection, talk about what to do if it ever hit Golgoth. The upshot is that we
kitted the town hall basement with everything from firelighters to flares.”


 


“I don’t relish the idea of sitting in a
cellar and waiting for everything to go to hell.”


 


“Look around you, Ed. You don’t have to
wait. Hell’s already found us.”


 


Ed was going to pick up the knife, but
it seemed wrong to carry the weapon that had killed Bethelyn’s daughter.
Instead he went into the kitchen and picked a fresh one off the rail.


 


“I don’t know.”


 


“There isn’t just food down there,” said
Bethelyn. “We wanted to be clever about it. We didn’t want to be like those
idiots on the news who die in their underpants when infected smash through
their windows. The cellar is full of guns.”


 


“Guns?”


 


“Farmer’s shotguns, mostly. A couple of
hunting rifles from the Reilly Estate. A confiscated handgun. It’s better than
stabbing them with a butter knife.”


 


Ed nodded. “Then we have our plan.”


 


“We have. We just need the keys.”


 


“You don’t have any?”


 


“Gordon was a bastard. Wouldn’t let them
out of his sight. I asked him 'what do we do if you’re dead?' Know what he
said? ‘If I’m dead then you’ve been rotting for days.’”


 


It was something he could imagine the
old man saying. Gordon had called round his house once, soon after James had
gone. He tried to convince Ed to move out of his house and lodge with one of
the families on the island. He didn’t even pretend he was doing it for Ed’s own
good; he was clear that he wanted to use the Furness home as a store. Ed told
him to fuck off.


 


He perched on the edge of the settee.
The arm of it bent under his weight, having worn away through years of use. It
was just one of the many things that had slowly faded away and was never
replaced.


 


“It didn’t look good when I was at his
house,” said Ed.


 


“You went there?”


 


He nodded. “When you were out. Before…I
just needed to get my head together.”


 


“Of course. You told me already. My
head’s fucked.”


 


Ed stood up. “Listen, are you sure
you’re okay to do this? That you don’t want to – “


 


Bethelyn’s face suddenly burnt red and
she strode across the room. A second later Ed felt a hard slap across his face.
He felt a flash of anger despite himself, though he let it wear away until soon
all he felt was the stinging of his skin.


 


“I don’t want to hear another damn word
about it. Do you understand? I just can’t hear it, can’t talk about it. Promise
me.”


 


The last two words choked out of her
mouth so pathetically that they could have been grunts. Her eyes were buckets
filled to the brim that would spill with the slightest nudge.


 


“I promise,” he said.


 


He decided that actually, he didn’t have
the slightest clue what she was going through. His old man going was one thing,
but despite living together for years, he’d never really known him. He’d never
made the effort. He had no idea of the hell this woman was going through, and
however she chose to deal with it was her business.


 


“Let’s go.”


 


***


 


The streets were eerie from the total
absence of horror. There was no noise, no infected, no blood.  Even the
wind had stilled as though it were catching a breath from the hammering it had
given the roofs and walls of Golgoth. The village looked like it usually did on
any given morning.


 


A man ran out from a house in front of
them. Ed took a sharp breath. He gripped the knife and wondered if he had the
guts to use it, but ice had frozen around his legs and wouldn’t let him
move.  Bethelyn lifted her poker to waist height and stood ready. As the
man got nearer he realised it was Steve Cheshunt, a dairy farmer. He stopped
ten feet in front of the two of them and sunk to his knees, and Ed realised
that his right ear had been torn clean off. He looked at them pleadingly and
opened his mouth, and Ed recoiled in horror when he saw that Steve had no
tongue. 


 


Vicki Cheshunt walked out of her front
gate and down the street toward her husband. Ed couldn’t decide if she was
infected or not, and it was when she sprang onto Steve’s back and buried her
teeth in his neck that he knew for sure. As she tore flesh from his neck, it
sounded like a dog gorging on meat.


 


As though called for by some unseen
stage director, there was the sound of footsteps on stone as an old man emerged
from their left. Ed backed away from the husband and wife in front of him and
readied his knife. The old man fixed his stare on Ed, and it was only then that
he realised it was Gordon. His face was so changed that he hadn’t recognised
the man. The blood had been drained out of him and his skin was a mess of
wrinkles and cuts.


 


Ed tried to move, but his legs may as
well have been made from wood. He willed them to fall under his control but
they ignored him, leaving him feeling numb except for the rising panic in his
chest.


 


The old man ignored Ed and pounced on
Bethelyn. She pushed him away with her left hand, screaming in pain as she made
contact. A shock zapped Ed’s chest, and the words flew through Ed’s head
without giving him time to process them. She’s been bitten.


 


Steve tried to scream but all that came
out was a gurgle. His wife traced her teeth around his neck and gave him the
last love bite he would ever receive. The ice around Ed’s unfroze and he found
himself finally able to move. He didn’t know what to do. Should he help Steve?
Or was he already dead? He had probably been doomed by the bite on his ear. Or
maybe he was immune. 


 


Instead he turned to his right, grabbed
Gordon Rigby by the shoulder and spun him round. The man saw Ed and opened his
mouth and growled, spraying Ed’s face with blood. Fighting the rise of bile in
his stomach, Ed lifted his knife and with one sharp movement jabbed it through
Gordon’s eye socket.


 


Bethelyn, following Ed’s example, walked
up to Vicki Cheshunt, raised her poker, and brought it down in an ark so that
it pierced the top of the woman’s skull. Her brain was punctured and she
collapsed to the floor.


 


“Did he bite you?”


 


Bethelyn held up her left hand. It was
bloody, but there were no bite marks. The blood was from the cuts on her
knuckles from when she had punched the wall. 


 


“This is so screwed,” she said.


 


There was more shouting, and a man and a
woman ran by the wall that lined Steve Cheshunt’s house and met Ed and Bethelyn
in the middle of the street. Their cheeks had colour and their eyes looked
alive, and Ed realised that Judith Plum and Gary Buckley weren’t going to try
and eat him. 


 


Judith stepped over Gordon’s body as if
it were just an obstruction in the street. Gary bent over and gave four heaves
from his stomach, but they were dry.


 


“What now?” said Ed. His legs had thawed
but his brain was still frozen.


 


Bethelyn wiped the poker on her pants so
that the brass shone. 


 


“We get the guns. Find out who else is
alive. Get a boat and get the hell off this place.”


 


Ed looked up the street toward the town hall
a half mile away. At the top of it, a channel of water separated from a puddle
and ran down a drainage line in the street and headed toward them. As it went
by Steve and Vicky Cheshunt it mixed with their blood and turned red, and then
it ran in a claret channel toward the cliffs of Golgoth.
















 


Chapter
Eight


 


A
Family


 


Somewhere
on the Mainland.


 


Damien took one last look out of the
window. Somewhere, too far in the distance to know exactly where, black smoke
rose into the sky and met with a grey overhanging cloud. He picked up a wooden
board, placed it over the window and felt his heart grow heavy as he smothered
out the last trace of daylight.


 


He felt like his body was shaking, but
when he looked down at his hands they were still. He felt crushed under the
weight of responsibility but he was scared that there would be nothing left of
him if it were ever gone. It worried him that decades from now his body would
melt and his bones would be dust, and he wondered what would remain after that.
He hoped and feared there would be nothing.


 


He’d done things the usual way, at
first. He fell for a girl a year his junior after giving her his last cigarette
in the bathroom of a Black Bassoon concert. By the time he realised his first
marriage wasn’t going to work out the punk ethos was just a memory, and he
based his second marriage choice around the fact that his bride’s dad owned a
chain of oriental all-you-can-eats. Then, when he realised money didn’t fill
emotional holes, he gave up. He ploughed through life for a while, then slowed
down, then drifted. He drifted all the way into a third marriage and into being
a father of two.


 


It was the cycle of Damien’s life.
Periods where he’d fight like hell with his back to the ropes, followed by
painful defeats and then lifeless drifting. Which cycle was he in now? Since
the outbreak he thought that the fight had been knocked out of him, but then
what was he doing, if not fighting? You couldn’t drift your way to survival
these days, yet here he was.


 


He looked at the bottle on the bedside
counter, and then his stare lingered on the two children in the double bed.
They might have been sleeping, though he knew they weren’t. Only one of them
needed the insulin, and Damien had tried it first to make sure it wasn’t dangerous.
He never trusted the trader. Damien looked at his daughter and felt sorry for
her. He knew it was wrong to think it, but he blamed Sara for this. She was the
one with diabetes in her family.


 


He looked at the walls around him and
was glad of their protection. It was a two bedroom house on the end of a block.
Fields of grass surrounded the row of homes, though it wasn’t as remote a place
as he first thought. A half mile away was a hamlet of fifty houses, and two
miles west was a village that seemed perpetually under a barrage of rain.


 


The house had been surprisingly easy to
settle on, which made Damien laugh at first. He remembered when he and Sara had
been looking for a family home, back when you actually had to buy them. He
remembered the build-up of anticipation before viewing one, followed by a
crashing fall as he saw something wrong with it within seconds of crossing the
doorway. Despite the hours spent and the countless frustrations, he thought of
the period as one of the happiest of his life. Jack was a year old, and Sara’s
belly was swollen with his soon-to-be-born sister, and Damien and Sara held
hands as they inspected kitchen surfaces and measured outdoor space. It was a
rare moment in his life when he saw the future with any kind of clarity.


 


The wooden tread of the doorway creaked
under the pressure of someone behind him.


 


“Did you fix the barricades?”


 


It was Sara, hair greased back from
weeks without a wash, eyes dark and a stained shirt slack around her thin
frame. Damien put his hand to his own hair and felt the dryness of it. He’d
washed himself a couple of days earlier, which had caused a ruckus between
them. She’d started it, but she had a point. Boiling water to wash was a waste
when they needed it to drink.


 


“Yeah I fixed them.”


 


“Even the kitchen window?”


 


“I told you, it’s done.”


 


“I think we might go to the Dome,” she
said. 


 


“Don’t you think that’s joint decision?”


 


She folded her arms. “It’s the safest
place to be.”


 


Damien closed his eyes and shook his
head. This again. He felt the irritation rise in him.


 


“You’ve heard the rumours. I told you
what Wes said about the Dome.”


 


“You mean the trader you don’t trust?
They’ll say anything to get a sale.”


 


“That’s as maybe, but we can’t go
anywhere yet, can we? What’s the point in even making plans for the future if
everything could be over in the next hour?”


 


Sara glanced over his shoulder and at
the bed where the little figures didn’t stir.


 


“Don’t talk that way. They might wake up
fine.”


 


“What are their odds?” He couldn’t keep
the scorn out of his voice, but he knew it wasn’t for her, not really.


 


“This isn’t poker.”


 


He turned and looked at his children.
Their faces were drained of colour and their breaths were shallow. Lindsey’s
skin glistened with sweat, and the veins on both their heads were unnaturally
prominent, almost as if their bodies were translucent.


 


Sara joined him at his side.


 


“Let some air in, will you?”


 


“I’ve just fixed the boards.”


 


“They’re burning up.”


 


He made a show of stomping over to the
window, though again he knew the act of annoyance had no target. Sara was
right, always. She was right that the windows needed to be boarded up, and was
right when she said they needed to be taken down again. He pulled at a corner
of the board and pried it loose, as happy at how easy it was as he was annoyed
at the poor job he’d done.


 


Once he pulled the window open he felt
the touch of cool wind on his face, and then he shivered as it crawled down his
back. The breeze wasn’t the only thing blown in. From outside came a groaning
sound.


 


A second groaning sound followed it,
this time from behind him. He turned round and saw Lindsey’s eyelids flicker.
He joined Sara at the head of the bed. Inside his heart was exploding. This was
it. Since the kids had gotten infected somehow and they’d fallen into comas,
every single second of Damien’s life had led to this. The answer to a question
he had never wanted to ask. One he never imagined having to think about when
he’d held his new-born daughter in his arms all those years ago. He reached for
Sara’s hand and squeezed it tight. Sara looked at him for a second as if
startled by the contact, and then squeezed it back. Then both their eyes fixed
on their children.


 


Lindsey groaned again. Her eyelids
flickered like the wings of a moth and then opened. Her eyeballs were
bloodshot. Damien gripped his wife’s hand tighter and waited. What was it going
to be? What would he do if she were one of them?


 


“Mum?”


 


The croaky sound was the greatest thing
he’d ever heard. Relief poured through him and flooded his veins. She’s
immune, and that means the immune gene is inside one of us. He could have
gotten down on his knees and cried. 


 


Lindsey sat up and rubbed her eyes. Then
she turned to her side and saw her big brother sleeping next to her in the bed.


 


“What’s wrong with Jack?” she said.


 


Damien took hold of her head and pressed
it into his chest. 


 


“It’s all going to be okay now,” he
said, and for the first time he actually felt it.


 


The sound of groaning drifted louder
through the window, and for a second the joy he felt left him, replaced by the
feeling of wanting to lock himself in a room behind a strong door. Sara put her
hand on his shoulder and squeezed. It was the first voluntary contact from her
in days.


 


“Check the barricades again honey?
Please?”


 


He walked down the bare staircase, took
a left and went into the kitchen. One of the boards had come loose next to the
sink in yet another display of his poor workmanship. Across the kitchen,
through a door that led to the utility room, he heard a crash. 


 


He picked up a bread cutting knife from
the sideboard, and to say he gripped it was an understatement. He walked
forward one slow step at a time, head turned as if that would magnify any
sounds. His footsteps seemed too loud to him, as if they were giant cymbal
crashes that would draw out predators.


 


The wooden boards left little space for
light to creep though, and as he got closer to the utility room he hoped his
eyes would hurry up and adjust. As he neared the door his pulse hammered, and
he gripped the knife even tighter. He put a hand on the door handle, said a
prayer to himself, and turned it. He whipped the door open, raised his knife to
head height and readied himself to meet the danger.


 


There was nothing.


 


Instead of slowing, his pulse beat
faster and so much adrenaline pumped through him that he could feel it in his
veins. He let out a long breath and wondered what would have to happen for him
to ever feel safe again.


 


Across the house and up the stairs,
there was a scream. He pushed the utility door away from him as he span round,
and this time he didn’t care about the sound of his steps as he tore out of the
kitchen. He rounded the corner and pounded upstairs and turned into the
bedroom, where he saw that his son was awake.


 


He was sat on his sister’s chest,
tearing at her face with greedy teeth and pulling away strips of skin. Lindsey
eyes showed that she was beyond fighting, beyond even screaming. Damien took
the room in two strides and grabbed hold of his son’s neck. Before he could
yank him away his son turned and lashed out at him with his nails, giving him a
searing hot scratch across his cheek. Then, as if bored, he turned back to his
sister.


 


Damien felt his mouth open wide, but he
was powerless to close it. His muscles atrophied and severed their connection
to his brain, disobeying its commands the way a deserting army troop might
disobey their general. Do something, he willed himself. Do something.


 


He was dimly aware of Sara somewhere in
the room, but it was like a fog had spread and darkened everything but the
children in front of him. He felt someone reach out to him and take hold of the
knife in his hand. He turned his head but it was like his movements were in
slow motion, and it was with shame that he saw his wife approach his children
with a knife in her hand.


 


She looked oddly cool as she plunged the
knife into their son’s head. His body flopped to the mattress and his blood
splattered across the sheets. The room was filled with the sound of a little
girl whimpering, and quiet as it was, Damien felt like putting his hands to his
ears to drown it out. It became unbearable to him. Playing alongside it were
the sounds in his head, ones that not even a hand to the ear would silence. You
aren’t a man. You’re pathetic. You’d be better dead.


 


Sara leaned in to her daughter and
kissed her forehead. She wiped her hand across it and smoothed back her hair,
and when she pulled away her mouth was smeared with blood.


 


“I’m sorry,” she said, voice choked with
tears, and plunged the knife into their daughter. The sound flowed through
Damien’s ears and burnt a hole through his brain and down his throat until it
settled into his stomach and became a vast blackness.


 


Sara turned her head toward him. Her
eyes were feral now; the human in her was gone.


 


“He scratched you,” she said.


 


He put his hand to his cheek and felt
that it was wet, and when he pulled it away his fingertips were red. He felt
empty but sick at the same time. There was so much to process, but it felt like
his brain wouldn’t let any of it in. 


 


Sara took a step toward him, knife in
hand and eyes that said she was ready to use it. He knew that one of them was
immune. Their daughter had woken from the coma, so one of them had to be. In a
selfish second that seemed to mock his parental grief, he could only think one
thing.


 


What are my odds?
















 


Chapter
Nine


 


Heather


 


The sun crept up but the sky looked
mean. Heather stood at her bedroom window and saw that the storm had finally
stopped, but not until it had emptied days’ worth of rain over the green fields
and concrete streets that made up the Capita lands. Somewhere near the Dome,
almost behind it, black smoke curled up in to the air. Heather felt her eyes
burn, but it wasn’t from smoke that was miles away. It was from a night of
lying on her bed staring at the ceiling, with her thoughts turning over like a
cement mixer.


 


They’d only met each other for minutes,
but the face of the boy in Cresstone burned a silhouette in her mind. Leaving
him there had been a mistake, and she hoped she wasn’t too late to correct it.
Maybe if she went back to Cresstone she’d find him there in the same room
surrounded by even more rotten apples cores. She could get him out of there and
take him to Wes. The trader had good contacts and a corrupt heart, and she was
sure that he could get him to the Resistance somehow. Then her part would be
done and she could pick up whatever was left of her conscience.


 


Dressed and at the front door, she
picked up a pair of waders and pulled them over her feet and up to her knees.
The material was thick and it meant that she could get through any flooded
parts of the town without worrying about disease ridden water splashing around
her legs. She picked up a crowbar that was leant against the wall and hoped she
wasn’t going to have to use it.


 


***


 


At Cresstone it seemed like the waders
were needed but the crowbar wasn’t. The non-stop drenching had washed up all
the debris from the streets, which had been carried along to drains that
quickly became blocked. As the rain carried on unabated the water levels rose
until now it reached almost to the top of her waders.


 


The stench of sewage was heavy in the
air and Heather got the sense that as well as the scum that floated on the top
of it, a significant dose of disease was carried by the flood water. She looked
across the village ahead of her and then down at her waders, and she wondered
if the boots would be enough to keep the water out. Part of her didn’t want to
test them.


 


She pushed away the selfish thought and
took her first sloshing steps through the water. As the dirty liquid lapped
against her like a soiled tide, she suddenly felt like she was in a dream. It
was one she used to have often as a kid, mainly in the years before she took up
sports and became popular. In the dream it wasn’t disease ridden water but a
swimming pool that the school used for lessons, and she was in the middle of
it. 


 


At one end, where the ladders hung, a
group of boys and girls knelt and watched her paddle. They wore grins that
stretched impossibly wide across their faces and they shouted things at her,
but the words twisted on route and became nothing but grunts. One of the kids
reached down, grabbed hold of a metal gate and pulled it up. There was a
darkness behind it that seemed to stretch outside the pool as though connected
to something by a tunnel. Something emerged from the darkness, and Heather’s
heart lodged in her throat when she realised it was grey and long, with a
jagged fin that pointed out of the water like the mast of a pirate ship. It
slinked through water that was just murky enough to keep it a silhouette. As it
got closer Heather felt the need to flee, to get to the other end of the pool
and escape. She tried to get out of there but the water slowed her down, and
with every step her movement slowed until finally she was frozen in place and
the shark was getting closer and closer.


 


She closed her eyes and let the dream
dissolve. As horrible as the water in Cresstone was, it wouldn’t hide any
sharks beneath it. Come on you dick, she thought. Stop being scared. 


 


Progress through the village was slower
than she would have liked and at one point she lost her balance and disturbed
the water, splashing a drop of it onto her face. Eventually she reached the
street next to the one where she had seen the boy, and she was glad that the
trip was nearly over. She would treat herself when she got home and boil enough
water for a bath. It would be the first she’d had in months.


 


She turned the corner and saw that
something was wrong. Across a street that resembled a council-house Venice she
saw a small figure near the door of a house. It was the boy, and he had his
back to her. The water rose all the way up his back and to his shoulders, and
he looked to be tugging on something. 


 


She waded over to him and saw him flinch
as she approached. He turned, though not all the way, and when he saw her he
screwed his face up. He splashed a hand in the water and for a second she
thought he might try to get away from her.


 


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have
left you.”


 


She waded closer but he thrashed in the
water. The village seemed silent as though it were watching them both and
waiting for something to happen. Heather felt like unseen eyes were trained on
her. She looked behind her and half expected a shark fin to tear through the
river of sewage.


 


“I’ve come to take you back,” she said.
“I know someone who can help you.”


 


There was something wrong with the way
the boy wouldn’t turn fully to look at her. 


 


“My foot’s stuck,” he said.


 


“What on?”


 


“What do you care? Leave me alone.”


 


He didn’t resist as she walked up beside
him. She took another look at the brown water and she was glad she hadn’t eaten
breakfast. What am I doing?  She reached into the water and felt a
shock of cold cover her skin. She felt around until she grabbed the boy’s foot,
and she knew there was something wrapped around it. How he’d gotten into this
position she had no clue, but whatever it was, it was wrapped so tightly round
his foot that she needed both hands to get him free.


 


“Hold this,” she said, and gave him her
crowbar.


 


She was ready to use both hands to free
him when she felt something snag on her waders. She thought it might have been
underwater debris so she kicked her leg back, but something seemed to drag on
her. As she tried to shake herself free the force of the thing on her wader
became stronger. What the hell is it?


 


With as much force as she could she
pulled her leg up and lifted it away. She took a step back. The water around
her bubbled, and something shot up in front of her with a great splash. When
she saw that it was an infected, she let out a sound that would have been a
scream had she not choked most of it back.


 


It was a male infected. His skin was
wrinkled from the water, and brown drips ran off his hair and over his face. He
fixed a bestial stare on Heather and opened his mouth to show teeth not far
from falling out. He cried out, almost in desperation, and lurched across the
water to get at her.


 


All around them the water was disturbed
as infected rose from it. Everywhere she looked the surface of the flood
reservoir lapped and splashed as bloated infected stumbled toward her. Their
steps were slow, as thankfully one part of Heather’s old nightmare was true;
being in water did make it harder to walk.


 


The infected closest to her reached out
again and came within an inch of grabbing her arm. She pushed him away and held
her hand out to the boy. She felt the cold touch of metal as he pressed the
crowbar into her palm, and as the infected strained for her again she swung the
metal at his head. The infected’s neck snapped back but it reached for her
again. Heather tensed her arm and guided the metal toward his skull, connecting
with a blow that snapped through bone.


 


“You need to get yourself free,” she
said, trying to keep the panic out of her voice.


 


“What do you think I’ve been trying to
do?” said the boy. It was the first real show of emotion she’d seen from him.


 


She handed him back the crowbar and
again tried to get him free, but whatever was around his foot didn’t want to
let him go. The infected around them moved slowly through the water, all of
them honed in on the only two humans stupid enough to be there. It would take
them a while to close the gap, but eventually they would. They had nothing but
distance as their defence, and every second that went by eroded it.


 


“I need to get at whatever’s got your
foot.”


 


“What’s wrong?”


 


“Nothing. Don’t look behind you.”


 


Thoughts of Kim flashed in her mind, and
she knew what she was about to do was stupid. She couldn’t leave him here again
though, especially not like this. Not when the boy couldn’t even run. She took
a deep breath and thought about what an idiot she was. Then she blew it out and
took an even deeper one. She held it in, took off her mask and handed it to the
boy.


 


Being underwater was no clearer than
being above and staring into it, but then she realised that was because her
eyes were shut. The seconds it took her to trick her brain into opening them
seemed to stretch into minutes, and felt a discomfort in her lungs as they
drained the air they held. She felt a sting on her eyeballs as the water
splashed against them, but through the murky brown soup she saw the boy’s foot.
A branch of ivy had somehow wrapped around it like a thread, and in a few seconds
she was able to untie some of it. As she unwound it a pressure began to build
in her chest until she thought that any second she might take in a gulp of
dirty water.


 


She broke the surface like a whale
jumping out of the sea, and the water splattered around her. She reached out
for the mask, attached it and sucked in a lung-full of air. A shot of panic hit
her when she looked around and saw that the infected were getting closer, their
eyes hungry and their mouths open. 


 


“Swing at anything that moves,” she said
through the mask.


 


“Get a move on,” said the boy.


 


She took another breath and sunk once
again into the flood. She opened her eyes underwater and felt the water sting
her eyelids. It was like being in the swimming baths again and feeling the
chlorine burn her, except there was the real possibility she could get some
kind of bacterial infection from the sewage. Somewhere away from them, she saw
two heads bob under water. Her eyes adjusted and she realised it was two
infected children walking through the water.


 


She reached for the boy’s foot and
worked faster to get him free. Finally she unwound the last of the ivy. He
started thrashing in the water and she almost took a foot to the face. She
stood up out of the water, only to see an infected woman with swollen
bingo-winged arms stretching out towards the boy. Heather’s chest began to burn
again and the need for air built in her. She reached out for her mask, but as
the boy went to pass it to her, the infected woman lunged. In his panic he
opened his hand, and Heather watched as her mask hit the water and started to
sink beneath it.


 


Her chest was burning and her lungs were
screaming out for her to breathe. She reached across to the boy and unhooked
the mask from his face. It was taboo, the idea of taking a mask off another
person, but she knew that he didn’t need it. For him it was just for show, just
a symbol so that he could pretend he was like everyone else. She slipped it
around her face and chugged as much air as she could. 


 


“Let’s go,” she said, panting. “Don’t
let them touch you.”


 


***


 


At home Kim boiled water and filled the
bath with it. It took at least ten boils to fill the bathtub, and they could only
spare the water for one of them. It was with some regret that a shivery Heather
pushed the boy into the bathroom.


 


“Take as long as you need,” she said,
and shut the door behind him.


 


She went into the bedroom, stripped out
of her clothes and put on as many dry layers as she could. Kim stepped through
the doorway and took a seat on the bed. 


 


“What are we going to do with him?” she
said.


 


To her credit, when Heather had arrived
home with a mask-less boy drenched in flood water, her daughter hadn’t said a
word. Without needing to be asked she’d started to boil water to fill the
bathtub. Her daughter was more resourceful than she gave her credit for.


 


“He’s not our responsibility, said
Heather. “I’ve done my bit, and bad things will happen if they ever find him
here.”


 


“I know what the Capita do mum. I’m not
a kid.”


 


“You are a kid, and no you don’t.”


 


Kim looked her in the eyes.


 


“If they find you hiding a DC they take
you outside, pull off your mask and make you breathe. Then they make your family
watch you turn.”


 


Heather rubbed her forehead. Her skin
felt cold but clammy at the same time. She hoped she wasn’t getting something.
She’d made sure not to breathe the infected air with her mask off, but that
didn’t stop her getting some kind of bug from the water.


 


“Where the hell did you learn this?”


 


“If you don’t turn…if you’re
immune….it’s worse,” Kim carried on.


 


A figure emerged in the doorway behind
Kim, and Heather saw that it was the boy. His hair was drenched and he had a
towel wrapped around his waist. Stood like that she could see how much his ribs
stuck out from his skin.


 


“They take us to the farms,” he said.
“They make us grow and then they feed us to anyone who gets infected.”


 


A shudder ran through Heather. She’d
heard of the farms. She’d heard whisper of the rich Capita citizens feeding the
flesh of the immune to those who were recently infected but hadn’t fallen into
comas. She had never believed it until now, but she supposed the boy had no
reason to lie. She wouldn’t do so either, especially not to her daughter. 


 


“What’s your name?” she said to him.


 


He looked at his feet, then back at her.



 


“Eric,” he said. “Eric Heaton.”


 


With that she knew Eric Heaton would be staying
with them. She couldn’t abandon him again.


 
















 


Chapter
Ten


 


Heather


 


The smell of spilled coffee was a
testament to the trader’s fortune, because it meant that he could waste boiled
water on luxury. Not that water was hard to get; the world was still made of
two thirds of the stuff. It was just that fresh sources were often a mile or
two from settlements, and boiling it was a chore. To most people the idea of a
hot coffee in the morning was the hangover of a happier time.


 


Wes’s hair looked better groomed than
ever, and each meticulous strand had been tamed into place. The trader’s face
had a roundness that was becoming desirable these days. A full face and heavy
figure meant you had plenty of food and that you could take care of yourself
and any potential mate. 


 


She stretched her arms across the desk
and folded her hands, noting how thin her own wrists looked. She and Kim cut
back on food at the best of times because they were trying to preserve and
store away as much as possible, and two days ago another hungry mouth had been
added to their household. The boy had proved ravenous, eating whatever was put
in front of him in seconds and always asking for more. He never wore the spare
mask she’d given him, despite Heather explaining that Capita men could spot
check the house whenever they wanted. He was a lot of trouble, and as much as
she wanted to help him, she didn’t like the way he prodded their equilibrium.


 


“Do you hear news from outside the
Capita?” she said.


 


The trader held his hands in front of
his face and inspected his nails, which were all filed to a uniform length.


 


“From time to time. Not much changes.
People get by, people die. Towns pop up and the Capita shuts them down.” He
paused for a second, and then added: “Or the infected overrun them.”


 


The last thing Heather wanted to do was
to sit at Wes’s desk and try to prise information from him. There was nobody
else to go to, though. The trader met with all kinds of people, and he had
communication webs that stretched miles outside of the Capita lands. He’d
surely know where the Resistance were based. Yet Heather had to get the
information without him realising why she needed it.


 


“Do you hear from anyone else?” she
said.


 


“Like who?”


 


“I don’t know.”


 


Wes’s gave a shifting glance to the door
behind him. He always did this. He’d turn his head ever so slightly so that the
door was in the corner of his vision, then he’d look back at whoever sat across
from him. Nobody knew what lay behind it.


 


“We’ve known each other long enough, Heather.
You know enough about me to get me thrown in a Capita cell. Just spit it out.”


 


In truth, she was tired. It was all she
could do to get out of bed in the morning, and it seemed like her duvet grew
heavier each day. Sometime soon it was going to get so bad it would trap her in
her bed and refuse to let her go. Mentally, her head was fogged. She had so
many lies stored in there that maintaining them was like spinning a hundred
plates. Lies she told Kim, lies she told herself. Lies she told her students. 


 


Yes Kim, of course I’m okay. 


 


Come on Heather, you can do this.
There’s a way out. 


 


Yes children, the Capita is there to
protect you.


 


She was tired of it all, and she didn’t
know how long she could hang on. Before the outbreak she’d worked in an office,
and as a manager with a promising future she had duty after duty thrust upon
her. Partly it was because her bosses knew she could take it, but another
reason was because they wanted to break her. She was sure of it. Day after day
she’d feel the energy drain out of her so quick that even a full night’s sleep
wasn’t enough of a recharge, and she got through her days by going zombie-like
from one task to the next, never really present. Finally she’d gone to the
doctors. He signed his signature on a scrap of paper and sent her away. She
went to the surgery with problems, she left it with pills.


 


That wasn’t even an option anymore.
There were no doctors. No self-help books were being published. Clean living no
longer meant green tea and yoga; it meant wearing your mask and boiling your
water. The lies just added to the weight, and she could feel her shoulders
starting to break. So as much as she didn’t trust the trader, she grabbed the
chance to lighten the load.


 


“Supposing I needed to get in touch with
the Resistance?” she said.


 


“Supposing I asked why?”


 


“I wouldn’t tell you.”


 


The trader sucked in his cheeks and just
for a flash, as his cheekbones stuck out, she saw the handsome guy he had once
been. It was a ridiculous thought, though, because his vanity didn’t appeal to
her at all. A thought hit her.


 


“Why don’t you wear a mask?” she said.


 


“The air’s clear,” he said.


 


“It can change in minutes.”


 


“Not here.”


 


He drummed his fingers on the table and
then, as if realising he could destroy his nails, stopped.


 


“I can put you in touch with them. I’m
assuming that’s what you want? But nothing comes for free.”


 


She didn’t like the sound of this. “Go
on.”


 


“It’s a price I know you can afford.”


 


With this he looked her up and down, and
she suddenly felt under-dressed.


 


“What do you want?” she said.


 


He smiled at her, and it felt like she
was being smiled at by a hyena.


 


“The food you’re growing. I want a share
of it.”


 


“How much?”


 


“Half.”


 


“That’s not a share. That’s robbery.”


 


She pushed her chair back and almost
stood up from the table, but the thought of helping Eric kept her there. She
thought about the food in her garden and shook her head.


 


“Give me half and I’ll set up a meeting
with someone from the Resistance,” said Wes.


 


If she gave him half their food, it
would set them back months. Hell, there was every chance that by the time they
got home the boy would have eaten half of it on his own. He ate like he was
trying to fill a hole that grew deeper and deeper with every mouthful. Before
meeting her, he obviously hadn’t eaten properly in weeks. He’d been alone with
nothing but the groans of the infected to hear. If anyone but Heather had found
him, it was probable that he’d be sat on the back of a Capita cart by now. She
didn’t want to think about it. She’d heard about the screams that came from the
Capita dungeons.


 


Sounds of shouting came from outside the
trader’s house, but Heather couldn’t tell what was being said. She looked out
of the window but couldn’t see anything save dirt covered streets and houses
beyond repair.


 


“I’m not going to barter with you,
Heather.”


 


“It’s stuffy in here,” she said.


 


“So open a window.”


 


She walked to the window and pulled it
open. From outside came the clip clop of horse shoes pounding on tarmac. Two
horses pulled a cart through one of the streets, and five Capita soldiers sat
on the back of it. This would have been enough to agitate her, but then she
spotted a lone horse trotting at the back, and riding it was a man with a
plague doctor mask. Heather felt like she’d been dunked into a bathtub of ice
water.


 


She couldn’t let the bounty hunter find
her here. The trader town was a black market hive that the Capita tolerated
with a blind eye, but it was certain that at some point it would open it. If
Charles saw her here it would look too suspicious. 


 


Outside the cart stopped and the
soldiers jumped off. One of them walked to the front and patted one of the
horses. The rest separated and began approaching doors and knocking on them.
Charles heaved his leg over the side of his horse and lowered himself to the
ground. He turned his head from side to side as if stretching his neck, and then
he walked toward the trader’s house. His pickaxe swung from his back with every
step. Heather felt her chest tighten.


 


There were three loud thuds on the door.
More ice was dumped into Heather’s freezing bath. She looked around her. Wes
opened his drawer, pulled out his mirror and adjusted his hair. Heather looked
for an exit that wasn’t the front door, but found none. He couldn’t find her
here.


 


“I can’t stay here, Wes.”


 


The trader put down his mirror. “Just
act natural.”


 


“You don’t get it. He can’t find me
here.”


 


“Who’s he?”


 


“The man knocking on your door. It’s
Charles Bull.”


 


“A man with a heart blacker than ash,”
said Wes.


 


Heather fixed her stare on the door
behind Wes, the one she had never seen open. Wes turned his head, and then
looked at her.


 


“Don’t go in there.”


 


She walked to the door and tried the
handle, and to her surprise it turned and the door opened. She’d always assumed
that it was locked. The room was longer than Wes’s main trading room and at the
end of it was a set of double windows, but the daylight was shut out by blinds.
A lightbulb hung from a chord from the ceiling and emitted a sickly yellow
light. Four beds were in the room, two on each side, with I.V. drips stood by
each one. In three of the beds were people who seemed to be sleeping. 


 


“What the hell is this?” she said.


 


She felt Wes standing behind her. It was
the first time she'd seen him walk from behind his desk for ages and sure
enough he had his jogging bottoms on, making him look like a business man who
couldn’t decide between going to the office or going for a run.


 


Charles pounded on the door again. 


 


“Who are they?” said Heather, looking at
the bodies in the beds.


 


“If you insist on hiding then shut up
and go in.”


 


He reached across the wall next to the
door and flipped the light switch, and then he swung the door shut. As she
heard him put the key in the lock and twist it, she wished she’d found another
way out. The darkness stayed thick while her eyes tried to adjust to it, but
she knew the beds and the sleeping people were there with her. Right now, she
wished she’d just taken her chances and jumped out of the window.


 


Outside the room she heard the door
open, and then there were thuds on the wooden floorboards as the bounty hunter
walked across them. Muffled voices reached her, and she could just about make
them out. Charles’s deep voice spoke first. 


 


“Has anyone come to you, Wes?”


 


The trader’s answer came in a pitch
higher than normal.


 


“Just the usual undesirables,” he said.


 


A chair scraped across the floor.


 


“Christ. Is this what you call furniture?”
said Charles. “Get up, I want your seat.”


 


There were footsteps and then a thud as
she presumed Charles sank into the trader’s chair.


 


 “Have you heard any rumours of a
DC boy?”


 


“Nothing, Charles. Why?”


 


“There’s one on the run, that’s all. But
I only mention it in passing. You know why I’m here.”


 


“What do you mean?”


 


There was silence. A few seconds later,
Charles broke it.


 


“Are they ready yet?”


 


“Are what... Oh. No, not yet.”


 


Heather couldn’t help it, but every time
Wes spoke she felt a resentment grow inside her. The way he acted with Charles,
the way his voice changed. It was pathetic, but the worst thing was the
realisation that she sounded exactly the same. For all the battles that she
fought against the Capita in her head, she wilted when she was faced with a man
like Charles Bull. She said the things he wanted to hear, no matter how much
the words stung her throat.


 


“How long until they’re ready?” said
Charles.


 


“A day or so I reckon. Then we’ll know.”


 


Heather shifted her body closer to the
gap between the door and the wall to try and hear their voices clearer, but she
had to be careful not to make a sound. She shifted her left foot a little and
then moved her body across. She heard Charles cough, and then he spoke. 


 


“Where are they?”


 


The trader’s voice was quieter this
time.


 


“Just through there.”


 


“Maybe I should take a look.”


 


If Heather had a mirror in front of her
she would have been staring into a pair of wide eyes. She regretted coming to
the trader’s today, and she wondered if she had the strength to push on the
door and stop Charles from coming in. Maybe if he thought the door was broken,
he would give up and go home. What a stupid idea, she thought. Maybe
your head’s broken.


 


This time Wes spoke louder.


 


“Maybe you should get a warrant.”


 


“I’m not a policeman, Wes. I don’t have
policies or procedures. If I wanted to take everything you own, I would.”


 


Heather held her breath as if it would
stop Charles from wanting to come into the room. The consequences of being
caught flashed by in a sequence of images which started with her arrest and
ended in a cell in the Capita’s dungeons. Worse, she pictured Kim waiting at
home and wondering where Heather was.


 


Something moved in the room. Though her
eyes had adjusted enough that she could make out basic outlines, she couldn’t
peel back the darkness to see details. Her ears were perfectly attuned, and now
they registered sounds. The groan of bedsprings as a weight moved over them.
The slap as bare feet touched the hard floor. Uneven thuds as footsteps were
taken. A couple at first, then more.  She saw a black mass move in the
darkness. It walked toward her, and for a second made her wonder if it would be
better just to run out of the room and give herself up.


 


Instead she shrank back against the
door, bit her lip and peered into the black as the figure stepped toward her. What
the hell is it? With her left hand she felt her way across the door and
brushed the handle. She didn’t want to use it, but she needed to know it was
there.


 


The figure got closer, and Heather’s
hand twitched on the door handle. Finally, the black shape stopped ten feet
away from her. In the darkness she couldn’t see a face, but somehow she knew
that it stared at her. Her skin crawled with hundreds of invisible bugs. A
voice cracked through the darkness.


 


“Where am I?”


 


She couldn’t take it anymore. The
darkness was becoming so heavy she felt like it would crush her, and she felt
the gaze of the thing in front of her as sure as a physical touch. She knew the
danger she was throwing herself into, but the shudder of fear that ran through
her made staying in the room impossible. She grabbed the handle, turned it and
opened the door.


 


The light of the trader’s room was like
a warm bath on tired skin. She felt her breath catch in her throat and she
looked around with wild eyes. The long beak and hideous leather of the bounty
hunter’s mask was gone. Instead, there was just Wes, sat for the first time on
the other side of his desk. Seeing Heather, he got up, walked to the door and
locked it. 


 


“What the hell is in there?” said
Heather, fighting to control her breathing.


 


Wes walked back to his desk and sat in
his usual chair. Somehow, he seemed smaller in it, as though the chair had
grown in his absence from it.


 


“Take a seat,” he said.


 


“I’ve spent enough time sat at your
desk. Tell me what the hell is happening because I’m freaking out.”


 


He put his hands across the table. “I’m
taking credits off the Capita,” he said.


 


“By doing what?”


 


“It’s a good thing, really. You’ll
understand.”


 


Heather had a growing urge to hit him,
and she was worried she couldn’t make it stay as an urge.


 


“Go on.”


 


“They’re trialling a cure. I agreed to
keep the guinea pigs hidden, and the Capita helps me out.”


 


Heather paced over to the window. At the
edge of town she saw Charles and the Capita soldiers as their horses took them
away. A few people gathered in the streets to watch them go, and at least one
man looked to have blood pouring from his forehead. She turned back to face
Wes.


 


“You didn’t do a very good job hiding
them,” she said. “Considering you didn’t even lock the door.”


 


“We both know enough about each other to
know when to keep quiet.”


 


Heather’s hand felt restless, so she
squeezed the windowsill.


 


“All the bullshit you talk about. The
town you’re building, one free from the Capita. And all this time you’re
sucking them off. What do they say about your black market stuff?”


 


A smile spread on Wes’s lips. “Every
ruling body needs their dirty secrets. They need someone they can turn to for
the things they don’t want others to see. What they don’t know is that I funnel
money into the Resistance.”


 


“How?”


 


“I have a guy on the inside. He works
for the Capita, but he’s part of the good fight.”


 


“Who is he?”


 


Wes shook his head. “Come on. I can’t
tell you that.”


 


“I’m out of here.”


 


Heather’s patience was a fraying thread,
and she knew she had to leave the trader’s house before it snapped. She reached
the door and was about to turn the handle when she heard his chair move. She
looked at him and saw that he had stood up from behind the desk, showing once again
his marathon-running businessman ensemble.


 


The trader had a look in his eyes of a
hunter who had caught a rabbit in a snare. 


 


“You know,” he said, “The Bull was
asking about a DC boy, and you showed up here today trying to bleed me for
information on the Resistance.”


 


Heather went to protest, but Wes held
his hand in the air. “Oh come off it, Heather. I knew exactly what you were
doing. Nobody wheedles anything out of me. You need the Resistance for
something, and I have the contacts. But guess what? The information just became
a lot more valuable.”


 


“What do you want?”


 


“If you want to get the boy to safety, I
want all the food you’ve been growing. Every bit of it.”
















 


Chapter
Eleven


 


Ed


 


Being in the town hall usually meant you
were getting married, getting sentenced or attending a town meeting. In his
years on the island, Ed had managed to avoid all three. He’d had a girlfriend a
while back, but when her dad had gotten a job on the mainland he’d put his
family on the first ferry away. Ed wrote to her once or twice but the silence
from her end made him stop halfway through his third letter and throw it in the
bin. He’d come close to a sentencing once after a drunken night ended in
monkey-like vandalism of a neighbour’s car, but his dad had taken the local
policeman for a pint and persuaded him to look the other way.


 


There was a time when the building
represented everything he was terrified of in life. Housed within its stone
walls were the things that adults had to deal with; lifelong unions with
another person and the emotional ties that went with it. Consequences for
actions no matter how ill-planned. It was a place you went when you grew up,
and there was a time when Ed didn’t think that would have to happen to him. He
was perfectly happy to have dad cook his meals with the food that James worked
to buy. Neither of them questioned Ed or pushed him out, and he once thought
that he could get through his entire life without taking care of himself.


 


The town hall didn’t represent terror
today. Standing at the top of the street, black bars lining the side and with
spirals and patterns cut into the stonework, today it meant salvation. It
represented a light that could cut through the fog of the last twenty four
hours.


 


The four of them constantly turned their
heads to scan the area around them. Aside from isolated houses and crumbling
walls, there were few places to hide in Golgoth. That comforted Ed because it
meant they should be able to see any infected coming their way, but it also
worried him. Where were they all? Had some of them not woken from their comas
yet? Were they on the floors of their houses waiting to turn?


 


Bethelyn walked just in front of him and
set their pace. She looked like she had purpose, but every so often Ed would
glance at her and see an expression on her face. It was vacant, like the
darkened windows of a house abandoned long ago.


 


Gary and Judith walked behind them. Gary
was older than Ed, older than his brother James even, and their social circles
had rarely collided. He remembered Gary calling on him one night after everyone
on the island had heard what happened to James’s ship. He turned up at the door
with the faint smell of beer on his breath. He folded his arms tightly against
him, and it seemed like he couldn’t look Ed in the eye. He had a shaved head
and thin body, and he wore a belt with a metal buckle in the centre that looked
heavy enough to pull his trousers down. There was something fidgety about him,
like a dozen itches formed on his skin at once and he wasn’t sure whether to
scratch them or not.


 


“Heard about James,” he said.


 


Ed didn’t say anything. He’d heard the
start of enough of these sorrowful speeches to know that his input wasn’t
required. It was like people needed to tell you how sorry they were because it
was an energy building inside them, like a breath they’d held too long, and
they just need to let it out and they could feel better about themselves.


 


“Just wanted you to know there’s
always a beer waiting for you at my house. If you ever need someone to talk to.
Almost lost my cousin this year, so I know what you’re going through. Kinda.”


 


Years later Gary had put a little weight
on his bones, so it seemed like the outbreak agreed with him. It was a strange
feat to accomplish, given the food situation on the island, but somehow Gary’s
body had stored enough of a calorie surplus to put some meat on him. Walking
behind Ed with his head shifting from side to side and hands dug deep in his
pockets, he still seemed like the same old Gary.


 


“Ed,” he said.


 


They stopped. There was no movement
around them, and the wind had completely stopped.


 


“Yeah?”


 


“I need to check on my cousin.”


 


Ed looked at the town hall. He’d bought
into Bethelyn’s idea, and he wanted to get into the cellar and see what they’d
prepared. He had the vague idea of staying there for a while in relative
safety, but an even bigger part of him wanted to get off the island.


 


“You’ve not been to see him yet?” said
Ed.


 


Gary scratched his ear, and then his
cheek. He wasn’t rough, but even the slightest contact of his fingers on his
skin seemed to leave red prints.


 


“I didn’t dare. I heard screaming and I
just shut my door. I didn’t know what the hell was going on. I only came out
because I saw you guys.”


 


Ed knew how he felt. Only an hour
earlier he’d found Bethelyn and her daughter in comas in his bedroom, and he
couldn’t bring himself to check on them. Gary wasn’t a coward; he just had the
same reaction to things as any sane human. People think being brave is great,
but being scared is just as good a survival mechanism.


 


He knew about Gary’s cousin, of course.
About the cancer and the treatments and how his battle to survive it tore his
family apart. He had no doubt that at some point Gary had been in the same
position as Ed. He’d probably sat on his sofa with a well-wisher across from
him and prayed they’d just get the hell out of his house and leave him alone.


 


He shrugged his shoulders. “Sure. We can
go check.”


 


Judith coughed into her hand and then
spoke. “I think we should get to the hall first. Set up a base.” 


 


She looked around her. The area was
deserted, but there was something in the air. Anticipation, static. The sense
that something was coming. Ed knew that they all felt it. It was like being in
Pompeii hours before the eruption.


 


“I can’t leave him,” said Gary.


 


“You’ve left him once already, what’s
the difference?” said Judith.


 


Judith Plum was a name well-known on the
island. In a population as small as theirs it was hard for people not to know
who you were, but even on the island she’d gained herself a kind of celebrity.
It was Judith who had argued for imposing an entry ban shortly after the
outbreak. It was Judith who proposed rationing, and it was Judith who said
families who didn’t grow crops should get a smaller share of food. She had been
an outspoken voice for decades, but her opinions used to be limited to what
should be on the school curriculum and who should be on the council committee.
Now her ideas stretched to how they should shape their survival.


 


She had a sharp tongue and a loud voice,
and in Ed’s experience the people who shouted loudest usually won. If you could
look someone in the eye and drown out their words with your own, it didn’t
matter if you were right or wrong.


 


Gary pulled his hands out of his
pockets. He drew his coat closer to him.


 


“I need to check on him. For Christ
sake, Julie. What if it was your family?”


 


“We’ve all got families, Gary.”


 


Bethelyn threw her arms out as though in
desperation. From the way she clenched the poker in her hand, Ed was worried
she might lash out with it. She seemed like an elastic band that was being
prised apart inch by inch until the rubber started to perish and it threatened
to snap.


 


“This is how people die,” she said.
“They split up and go their own way and think that by some happy fucking
coincidence they’ll all wind up alive and together again. If you go and look
for your cousin, who’s probably already dead, then you’re done. I’ll make sure
I put this poker in your skull when you come after me, and then I’ll stab you
again just for your sheer stupidity. We stick together.”


 


Not even Ed knew what to say. They’d all
seen on the news how dangerous the infected were, and Ed had witnessed it
first-hand today. Within an hour of waking up he’d seen a woman kill her
husband, a mother kill her child.


 


“We’ll get set up in the hall first,” he
said. “Make somewhere safe. Then we’ll check for survivors. Your cousin will be
the first.”


 


Gary seemed like he was going to
protest, but then he looked around him and said nothing. He could have gone on
his own, of course. Nobody could stop him. The way he fell in line told Ed how
scared he was.


 


Ed saw movement in the corner of his
eye. At the bottom of the hill, shambling up the gentle slope, were two people.
For a second he hoped they might be alive, but the way they carried themselves
meant they weren’t.


 


“How many of us are on the island?” he
said.


 


“Forty men and women by last count,”
said Bethelyn.


 


“It’s more than that,” said Judith.


 


Bethelyn fixed her a look. Without
words, she told the woman to shut up.


 


Judith didn’t seem fazed by it. “I’m
telling you it’s more like sixty.”


 


“We did a census. I know damn well that
there are forty.”


 


Judith gave a mocking smile. “Oh, look
at you. Miss I’m-on-the-council. Whatever. It doesn’t make you special, you
know.”


 


“You were on the council weren’t you?”
said Bethelyn. “Until they kicked you off for being a mouthy bitch.”


 


The harsh tones and raised voices made
Ed tense. He’d always turned from conflict when he saw it coming. When James
and dad used to argue about him joining the navy, which got especially bad when
they’d had a drink, Ed used to go upstairs, go into his room and blast music in
protest.


 


“Do you guys not realise what’s
happening?” he said. “There’s a chance that we actually might die. This isn’t
the newscasts, you know. You can’t just turn off the TV and see it disappear.
We’re in trouble, and we need to help each other get out of it.”


 


Judith raised a finger in the air and
was going to speak when Ed cut her off. He was sick of it. All those years of
arguments in his house and he’d never said a word. He was done with it.


 


“Shut up.” He turned to Bethelyn.
"So there are forty adults. How about children?”


 


“Twelve.”


 


“There are four of us. We’ve killed
three infected. There are two at the bottom of the street. So where the hell
are the others?”


 


He suddenly realised that he had
included April in the number of infected. He’d reeled it off like she was just
a statistic, and the coldness of it made him want to scream at himself. 
He wanted to dig a hole and bury himself in the soil.


 


He was about to apologise to Bethelyn,
when he remembered the slap. She’ll grieve in her own time, he reminded
himself. Could anyone in the world have told you how to grieve when James
went?


 


“Maybe they’re all in their houses,” said Gary.


 


Ed thought about it. The infected were
stupid, so they probably didn’t have the brain power to figure out how to open
doors. That meant some of them, at least, couldn’t get to them. The only
problem would come if they started to try and break through their doors. Most
houses on Golgoth were decades old, and a lot of the builders were amateurs at
best. He doubted the cheap, ancient wood would survive long under stress.


 


“Let’s hope they stay that way. Come on,
let’s get the guns. That’s the first step. I don’t want to think too far beyond
that.”


 


When they reached the town hall they
found that nature had blocked their way. An elm tree had blown down in the
storm, and the thick trunk covered the entrance doors. Golgoth had always been
a place of mild climate, and it seemed like in the last twenty four hours the
forces of the world had spent their pent up aggression on the surface of the
island. A storm strong enough to uproot an elm had to be something spectacular.


 


Bethelyn pointed up at the first floor,
where a row of windows were cut into the stone. There was a ledge outside it,
and the gutter than ran along it was full of leaves.


 


“We need to climb up and break in,” she
said.


 


Ed took a look behind him. The two
infected had become four, and they had cut the distance between them and the
survivors by half. He could make out their faces now, but he didn’t want to say
their names. The infection had turned their skin grey and given them faraway
stares that lacked the trace of life. 


 


Ed was the first to climb up the
drainpipe. He’d always been a good climber since he and James used to make a
sport of scurrying up the wall of their house and sitting on the roof. James
sometimes stole a couple of beers from dad’s never ending supply and they’d
drink them silently and watch the sea.


 


Judith insisted she was next, and her
climb was more laboured than Ed’s. In the time it took her to reach the ledge
the infected had gotten even closer until they were only fifty feet away. Ed
put his hand out and hauled her up next to him. As soon as she sat on the ledge
she pulled her hand away and rubbed it on her coat as if it was dirty.


 


“You go next,” said Gary, and nodded at
Bethelyn.


 


He was trying to be brave, Ed realised,
and he probably regretted it as soon as he said the words. Bethelyn didn’t
move. Instead she stared at the hill behind them as the infected walked
relentlessly on.


 


“Bethelyn,” said Ed.


 


She turned, and for a second the
emptiness of her eyes sent a shudder through him. He’d seen that kind of look
before, but it was back in school. It was the expression he’d seen in a history
book when they learnt about the first of the old wars. He remembered a grainy
photograph where a soldier lay in a trench with a stare as empty as the muddy
hole around him.


 


“For god’s sake hurry up,” said Judith,
with more irritation in her voice than panic. 


 


Bethelyn climbed up the drainpipe and
joined them at the ledge, leaving Gary alone on the ground. The infected were
ten feet away now, and the closer they got the hungrier they looked.


 


Gary took hold of the pipe and lifted
his feet. As he climbed the infected got closer, and their groans sounded loud.
It reminded Ed of the wail of the wind, but it was worse because it came out of
mouths that were once human. 


 


When Gary was halfway up the pipe the
infected had closed the gap until they stood underneath him. They stretched
their arms toward him and cried out. The look on their faces was desperation,
the hunger in their voices enough to make Ed feel pity. 


 


Gary lifted a leg and tried to hook it
on a gap in the wall, but his foot slipped. While the infected reached out for
him, Gary started to lose his grip on the pipe. His eyes widened and he opened
his mouth, but instead of words he only screamed. Ed reached forward, grabbed
the man’s hand and pulled. He felt his arms strain as he tried to haul him up
on to the roof, but with a sense of defeat he knew he couldn’t hold him. 


 


The infected opened their mouths like
lions expecting meat, and Ed’s muscles burnt to the point where he thought he
might drop Gary and give them their meal. A cold sweat made his forehead wet,
and he made a grunting sound as he put in one last effort. Judith reached
forward, took Gary’s other hand and helped pull him up. Together they got him
onto the ledge.


 


Gary lay on his back and took shallow
breaths. The groans of the infected drifted up to them. Ed sank back against a
wall. He held his arms out in front of him and felt his muscles ache. He’d
never been a strong man and he’d never wished for a better body, but it shocked
him that his own weakness had nearly killed someone.


 


“Thanks,” said Gary, his voice wobbling.


 


The windows were less than an inch thick
and they smashed with a kick of Bethelyn’s boot. The drop to the floor was
small, and none of them had a problem lowering themselves down. Inside the town
hall everything was black, and their footsteps echoed as they walked through corridors
that had seen happier times.


 


As they walked it seemed like they all
stepped softer, as though the silence was something they shouldn’t disturb.
Judith was the first to break it.


 


“I’m still trying to get my head round
this. How did the infection get here?”


 


“Someone must have got bitten,” said
Gary.


 


Bethelyn held a hand in the air and
motioned for them all to stop. They were outside a wooden door with frosted
glass, and a sign next to it read “Bursar’s office”. Bethelyn pressed her ear
against the glass. She listened for movement for a few seconds, but when none
came she seemed satisfied. They walked down a hallway that smelled like chalk.


 


“For someone to get bitten,” said
Judith, not caring to limit the volume of her voice, “Someone had to be
infected in the first place. And there’s been nothing for years, so it doesn’t
add up.”


 


“Maybe there’s another way of getting
infected,” said Ed.


 


The television and radio reception on
Golgoth had been terrible at the best of times, but when the outbreak got into
its stride things had faded fast. It didn’t take a long time for Golgoth to be
cut off from all lines of communication. Add to that the fact that the
government rarely told all they knew in the newscasts, and it wouldn’t have
surprised Ed to learn there was another way of getting infected.


 


“It’s the storm,” said Bethelyn.
“Something about the storm.”


 


Bethelyn led them through hallways, down
a stairway and into the depths of the building. They didn’t hear any movement
nor did they come across anyone else, living or dead. The cellar door stood in
front of them.


 


“I always hated coming down here,” she
said. “But man, am I glad we stocked it.”


 


Ed couldn’t help but agree. He’d seen
enough films to know that when disaster happened, it usually caught people with
their trousers down. The Golgoth council had the foresight to plan for
infection on the island, and their actions gave Ed, Judith, Gary and Bethelyn a
chance. It was a small chance, so frail that the lightest of touches could
break it, but it was a chance.


 


“Let’s stock up and then find the
others.”


 


“And then what?”


 


“Then we fight our way off Golgoth,”
said Ed. “An island of infected isn’t so big a number when you have guns.”


 


Bethelyn pushed open the cellar door,
and as soon as it swung open Ed felt a rock sink in his stomach. For a second
stood motionless, not able to speak, unable to do anything but stare at the
sight in front of him.


 


The cellar was full of provisions and
guns, just as Bethelyn had promised. Only now they sat under five feet of rain
water. The window at the far end of the cellar was smashed, and water trickled
down the stone wall. Their fragile hope had been weaker than they thought.
















 


Chapter
Twelve


 


Charles
Bull


 


Inside
the Dome


 


The bounty hunter found it hard to choke
back his disgust. He stood in the centre of the cavernous Great Hall. The
marble floors and faraway walls echoed the slightest sounds and meant that
every word he spoke came back again as though dangled in front of him for
judgement.


 


In front of him, screened by a twenty
metre sheet of bullet proof glass, were the Capita Five. They sat along a table
that reminded Charles of the last supper. A shadow obscured them but he could
just about see the masks on their faces and cloaks that hung on their
shoulders. Nobody had ever seen the Five without their costumes. They were as
anonymous as it was possible to be in this world, never taking off their masks,
never speaking in public. It was rumoured that if one of them ever died, they
had all made a pact to disfigure the corpse’s face with acid, and that each of
them carried a vial in their cloaks.


 


In the centre of the table was Grand
Lord Ishkur, and around him were Marduk, Nabu, Sin and Tammuz. The other four
looked like Ishkur’s disciples, nodding at his decisions and waiting on his
words. Outside of the Great Hall they all wielded power of their own in the
Capita, but in here they answered to one man.


 


Their names didn’t fool Charles. Nor did
the gentle heartbeat which sounded faintly across the Hall, something he knew
to be a psychological trick. He knew that a lowly Capita worker stood outside
the Great Hall beating a drum to make the sound effect. He knew that the Board,
underneath their masks, probably had bad breath, wore glasses, had acne and
were unhappy with how their nose stuck out or how their bodies looked. They
were just people, and behind the act they weren’t called Ishkur or Sin. They
were probably called Clive and Sue, and James and Kelly. Ishkur was the only
one who bothered Charles. The number of people in the world who could make
Charles pause to think were few, but he always watched how he acted around the
Grand Lord. 


 


Charles approached them and stood forty
feet away from the glass. The five shadowed faces watched him.


 


“The farms are ready for production,”
said Ishkur. 


 


His voice was a tremor, a
mini-earthquake that could tear down the Hall if he cared to raise it loud
enough.


 


Another, Nabu, placed his hands in front
of him on the table and folded his fingers.


 


“We need you to round up as many of the
Darwin’s Children as possible.”


 


It was something Charles had already
been doing for the last few months. The mouth breathers were easy to find,
really. They were the ones who tried too hard to blend in. The ones who learned
all the Capita’s pathetic slogans off by heart, the ones made a show of
saluting any Capita soldiers they saw. Charles had become so good at finding
them that he could almost smell their genetic mutation.


 


It was like when he had met the family
on the meadow. They were lovely people. They all maintained respect when they
saw him, and they all wore their masks. It almost made him upset to tear the
unit apart. But within seconds of meeting them he’d known they were DC’s. They
tried to trick him, but he was too savvy for it. Now the girl and the mother
were on their way to the farms. He’d find the boy too, before long.


 


He hoped that he could stop soon. All
the heartbreak he’d caused, all the families he’d broken up. It was beginning
to put a strain on his soul. He always thought of himself as a practical man,
but he was beginning to see that extreme practicality had extreme spiritual
consequences. He was starting to think that god, or gods, existed and that they
looked down on him with stern eyes. That they wrote his down his deeds in a
tattered notebook, the same way that Charles kept record of the memories which
made him smile.


 


It was theft, really, the notes he kept.
The family on the meadow had made him happy with how content they all were. It
reminded him of better times, ones that he fought hard to forget but all the
same didn’t want to see vanish. He’d written a page about them in his book,
describing them the best he could so that later, alone in his room, he could
read it and relive the experience. Only straight after meeting them, he’d
ordered the father killed and sent the mother and child to the farms. He’d
stolen some of their happiness and written it in his book for his own benefit,
and then he’d destroyed the family.


 


“I wonder,” he said, not caring how much
his words echoed in the chamber. “How will we be judged in history?”


 


Ishkur, in the middle of the table,
larger than the rest of them, spoke.


 


“Are you having an attack of conscience,
hunter?”


 


“I’m wondering where my place will be in
the annals of time. When they weigh up how cruel we were and the things we
did.”


 


“Your place is in the Dome.”


 


“That is,” said Marduk on the far left.
“If you can prove yourself further. You still have … part of your family, do
you not?”


 


“I do.”


 


“And wouldn’t you like to be in the
Dome?”


 


It wasn’t a question of like for
Charles, it was a question of necessity. After everything he had done, and with
all the power he had, they still wouldn’t let him in the Dome. He knew exactly
why. A long time ago, one of them had told him the reason.


 


“If your daughter were no longer a
variable,” they said, “Your entry
to the Dome would be a lot swifter.”


 


For the Board, those in the Dome and in
the areas surrounding it weren’t people. They were numbers; resources to be
shifted from one part of a map to the next. If a town needed clearing from the
infected, a hundred residents would be sent with knives and clubs. If only
twenty returned, it was no bother.


 


In truth, Charles didn’t enjoy his work.
He didn’t agree with the principles of the Capita nor did he hate the
mouth-breathers. He simply had the foresight to know that it was his only
option, and he had the ability to turn his conscience off and on.


 


He looked at the silent, unmoving Board.


 


“I’ll round up as many as I can,” he
said.


 


***


 


He left the Dome behind him and rode to
the furthermost corner of Capita territory. His horse, Ken, knew the way on his
own by now. He understood when to cross the busy stream and when the slope of a
hill dropped sharply and he needed to slow down. Charles could probably have
shut his eyes and let Ken guide him all the way home.


 


He brought the horse to a halt in front
of a cottage. The exterior walls were painted white but the process of fading
had begun years ago. There used to be dozens of holes in the brickwork but one
by one Charles had filled them in to stop a family of rats from taking
residence in their attic. Despite its age it was a sturdy house, and it had
probably been home to many a family before Charles had found it. It was the
kind of place he loved; somewhere so far away from everyone else that if he
wanted to, he could just stand outside his house, look into the night sky and
shout obscenities at the top of his lungs. There’d be no complaints. His only
neighbours had been the infected, and the week he spent mercy killing them had
stopped their grumblings.


 


From outside it seemed like nobody was
in the house. Behind the windows, the rooms were dark and still. Charles took
his AVS out of his pocket and held it in front of him. He thought about testing
the air out of curiosity, but what was the point? He was becoming sick of
pretending, sick of being part of the pantomime.


 


He knew his role in this world. He was
to be the villain. If that is what it took for him to protect who he loved,
that was fine by him. He used to watch the news and see videos of killings and
massacres, and he’d wonder how people were capable of such things.  That
was a different Charles. That was the young Charles who stood with a crowd of thousands
and shouted his protest at the Oil War. That was a Charles who saw morality as
an absolute.


 


Since then he’d learned better. He knew
now that morality had a context, and that a person can justify anything if they
have a reason. Charles did the things he did because he needed to, because it
was the only way to get himself and Inez into the Dome. If he was alone, would
he have done the same? If he didn’t have a sick child, would he still hunt the
DC’s? The answer was no. He’d retire to a place far away from the Capita, get a
stable full of Kens, and grow crops and sit and watch the seasons turn.


 


He opened his fingers and let his AVS
fall to the ground. He lifted his boot and brought it down as hard as he could
on the sensor, smashing the plastic and circuitry into the mud. Then he reached
to his neck and began to uncoil the tail of his mask, unwinding the straps
until finally he felt the wind on his neck. He unstrapped it at the back of the
head and with one heave pulled it free from his face. The breeze washed over
him and bathed skin that had sat under leather for too long. He closed his
eyes, took a deep breath and drank in the air. 


 


The front door of his house opened. The
front wheels of Inez’s wheelchair rolled over the doorstep and Charles felt a
rush of energy in his chest when he saw his daughter. He couldn’t help the
smile that spread across his face, though the sensation felt strange, as though
his muscles weren’t used to it.


 


He walked across the tarmac path that
winded towards his house and he stood in front of his daughter. She wore a
dress today, and he could see the scratches and bite-marks which covered her
bare arms and legs. He looked at her face. Her beautiful eyes – her mother’s
eyes – her blonde, curly hair. She had her mother’s face; that much was
certain. There was little of Charles in the way that she looked. Not now,
anyway.


 


She had had Charles’s nose, once. Now
when he looked at the stub where her nose had been he felt a welling of sadness
mixed with anger. The feeling of wanting to cry, but wishing there was a wall
he could punch. He looked at his daughter’s face and saw her half-eaten nose,
and he wanted to scream into the sky.


 


“Hi daddy,” she said.


 


He gave his daughter a long hug,
pressing her close to him. When they separated, he reached into his pocket. He
pulled out a clear plastic bag. The inside of it was splattered with blood, and
a lump of meat rested in the bottom.


 


“Is that for me?” she said.


 


Charles nodded. “You need another dose.”


 


“It’s been a month already?”


 


“It has.”


 


This was their life now. This was why
they could never be far away from the Dome. This was why Charles, more than
most people, needed to stock the farms. Immune flesh was a difficult thing to
find, but Charles knew all the hiding places.
















 


Chapter
Thirteen


 


Heather


 


Normally Heather would have walked
straight by Kim’s room, glad of the chance to be free of her and Eric for a
while. They weren’t exactly children, not really, but having two young people
in the house was more trouble than she needed. Though Eric was a kind hearted
boy he’d proven difficult. He ate so much you’d think he was a hamster storing
it in his cheeks for the winter, and it seemed that at some point every night
Heather would be woken up to the sounds of him screaming his way out of a
nightmare.


 


The first time he did it she went into
his room and found him sat up in bed, panting. There was a chill in the air but
when she put her hand to his head she felt warm beads of sweat on his burning
skin. She asked him what was wrong.


 


“I see them when I sleep”, he said.


 


“Who?”


 


“Mum and Luna. And Dale.”


 


Heather sat next to him on the bed and
put her arm around his shoulders.


 


“After my grandad died I used to have
nightmares,”  she said. “I’d
get a phone call from a nurse telling me that grandad was dying and that I had
ten minutes to get to the hospital to save him. I’d run around my house but it
was so pitch black that I couldn’t find mum and dad. So I’d go get my bike but
find that the chain had rusted and snapped off. Then I’d go outside and start
running but the streets were covered in thick, oil and the harder I tried to
run the more stuck I got.”


 


Although sharing this with him didn’t
seem to help with his night terrors, it had the effect of making Heather feel
warmer toward him. She found herself smiling when she saw him. At the same
time, he made her stressed. She’d sometimes find him hidden in the closet in
his room, or under his bed. He could develop a temper out of nowhere and his
mode of defence was to scratch. Heather knew she had to get him well away from
the Capita. It was only through distance that he’d be able to put it behind
him.


 


It was Eric’s cough that made her pause
for a second outside Kim’s door. It was shut, so she couldn’t see them, though
she could hear them murmuring through the wood. Eric coughed again and it
sounded like his lungs were squeezing up his throat. Since his soaking in
Cresstone he’d been snivelling and sneezing all over the place.


 


“What’s it like to breathe outside?”
said Kim.


 


“Nothing special.”


 


“Come on. You’re lying to me.”


 


Another sneeze. “It’s like being free,”
he said. “It feels natural, like that’s how it’s meant to be.”


 


“What’s your favourite smell?”


 


Eric was silent for a few seconds, and
then said “I don’t want to talk about it.”


 


“I know you miss your mum,” said Kim.


 


Eric didn’t respond to this, but Heather
knew that silences didn’t deter her daughter. Sure enough, it was Kim who broke
it.


 


“You’re my brother now,” she said. 


 


Heather put her hand to her face. She
liked to see the pair of them getting on, but at the same time she felt like
she should lock Eric in a room of his own. It wouldn’t do Kim any good to grow
to like him, because there was no way that the boy could stay. Imagine what would
happen if Charles found out? The pleasure he’d take in having them arrested and
sent to the dungeons. She had to get the boy to the Resistance. Maybe they
could meet up with him at some point, after they left the Capita lands.


 


“How did you find out you were immune?”
said Kim.


 


“There’s only one way you can find out.”


 


“You took your mask off?”


 


Eric’s voice dropped in volume until he
was nearly whispering. Heather had to press her ear against the door.


 


“Dad did it when he was drunk.”


 


“So how do people normally find out?”


 


“I guess if your mum or dad is immune
there’s a good chance you are, probably. But I don’t think anyone finds out on
purpose. No one wants to get infected.”


 


Eric went into a coughing fit, and there
was a slapping sound as Kim hit his back to help clear the phlegm.


 


“I never knew my dad,” said Kim. “Maybe
he was immune.”


 


This was a stab in the chest for
Heather. She didn’t want her daughter wondering if her father was immune. Where
possible she tried to avoid ever talking about him to Kim, and she’d become
skilful in dancing around her daughter’s questions. Deep down she knew it was
wrong not to tell her, but it was for her own good. Sometimes you had to do bad
things if the end result was good.


 


She opened the door and stepped into the
room. The children’s heads turned and Kim’s cheeks went red as if Heather had
caught them doing something they shouldn’t.


 


“Your dad wasn’t immune,” said Heather.
“So get that out of your head.”


 


Kim looked away, and Heather could tell
she was gritting her teeth.


 


“You never talk about him,” she said.


 


“I won’t have this conversation now,
Kim. Go outside for a minute.”


 


“Are you kidding? I’m – “


 


“Now, Kim.”


 


Her daughter stood up and threw her
hands in front of her in annoyance. Huffing like a train letting off steam, she
stomped her way out of the bedroom. Once the door shut Heather looked at the
boy on the floor. He wore a mask, though it was positioned badly over his face
and she could tell he’d been removing it to cough and sneeze. Still, at least
he was wearing it.


 


She decided that she was going to have
to get him to the Resistance sooner rather than later. Every second he spent in
her home increased the chance of him being caught in a Capita raid. She didn’t
want to abandon him but she couldn’t put Kim in danger, and she’d already done
enough. Nobody else would have gone back to Cresstone to help him.


 


She’d pay Wes’s price. If he wanted half
her food, then so be it. If that was the cost of getting the boy out of the
Capita while keeping her daughter safe, then it was worth it. It would set
their plan back, but at least she’d feel like she’d done something for once.
Not as much as she could, maybe, but something. 


 


“Listen, Eric,” she said. 


 


She crouched down next to him on the
floor. How was she going to word this? She didn’t want to upset him.


 


Eric lifted his mask and sneezed.
Heather picked a scrap of old newspaper, tore a strip off and handed it to him.
The boy wiped his red nose. There were dozens of strips of paper around him,
printed relics of news that was years old and covered in Eric’s snot.


 


“You know you weren’t going to stay here
forever, right? And that it’s not safe for you in the Capita?”


 


The boy looked up at her, eyes alarmed.


 


“I’ve decided,” Heather carried on.
“That I’m going to –“


 


She heard something pounding on her
front door. From the way the wood rumbled and the letterbox hatch clanged, she
knew who made the knocks. From the chill that ran through her and the sudden
urge to run, she knew who waited on her doorstep.


 


She was going to tell Eric to hide when
she heard the front door open. She walked to the top of the stairs and watched
as Charles Bull’s shadow filled her hallway. 


 


“Miss Castle,” his voice sang. “I have a
present for you.”


 


She walk down a step and waited.
Thinking quickly, she grabbed a towel that hung on her bannister and wrapped
around her head. Charles’s bulk soon filled the hallway. He smiled when he saw
Heather at the top of the stairs.


 


“Pardon the intrusion. But I brought you
these.”


 


He waved a clear plastic bag in the air.
Little seeds danced as he shook it. He flicked his hand back and threw the
seeds up the stairs like a master giving his dog a treat, and they landed a
couple of steps away from Heather.


 


“Charles,” she said, with a lump growing
so large in her throat that it was hard to talk. “What are you doing here?”


 


She looked to her right, where she could
see into Kim’s bedroom. Eric stood up off the floor. His face had drained, and
Heather thought that she might have to rush into the room and stop him
fainting.


 


“I was wondering if I could take a look
around?” said Charles, and began to walk up the stairs.


 


Eric’s teeth chattered as though there
was a ghost behind him with its hands on his shoulders. Heather stared at him
and made her eyes large. There wasn’t much she could convey in the expression,
but she hoped that Eric took it for what it meant. Hide.


 


Heather stood on the stairs as Charles
approached and blocked his way. 


 


“What are you looking for?” she asked.


 


Charles stopped midway up the staircase.
His pickaxe hung on his back and looked so heavy that it would have tipped most
men over. She glanced into Kim’s room and saw that Eric had propped a chair up
against the wardrobe. There was a panel at the top of it, ten feet up, which
was just big enough for him to hide in. Heather just had to keep Charles away
long enough to give him time to reach it.


 


Charles’s eyebrows gave him the look of
an angry owl.


 


“I’m not sure when the Capita started
having to explain its intentions?”


 


Heather folded her arms. She tried to
relax, but her skin felt like it was tightening over her.


 


“I’d just like to know what you want
from me.”


 


“It’s not you, Heather. It’s the house
and what’s in it.”


 


In the hallway below two Capita soldiers
came into view. One of them, Max Armstrong, looked at Heather and the bounty
hunter as they stood on a staircase and raised an eyebrow. The other gave a
glance and then walked through into the living room. She didn’t like the idea
of him being alone with Kim.


 


“Kim?” Heather shouted down. “Come here,
honey.”


 


“There’s a mouth-breather boy on the
loose, Heather,” said Charles. He took a step forward, and the wood groaned
under his boots. “And your questions make me suspicious.”


 


“I don’t like people poking around my
house”


 


“All the same, I will look.”


 


He took another step forward. There was
six feet separating them now, and he was only two steps away from being able to
see into Kim’s room. If he saw Eric, she knew that everything was lost. She and
Kim would be arrested and taken to the Capita, where they’d never feel the
light of the sun on their faces again. Two steps were all that separated her
from such a fate.


 


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.
Why do you want the boy?” she said.


 


Hurry up and hide, she thought.


 


“It’s not for you to know why.”


 


Charles took another step.


 


“It is, if the Capita expects me to
teach their children,” said Heather. “What good is a teacher who doesn’t know
the truth?”


 


“We don’t want you to teach the children
the truth. Just tell them what we want them to believe.”


 


As Charles raised his leg to take
another step, Heather stared to her right. She felt her blood complete a grand
prix around her veins. As the bounty hunter put his foot on the last step,
Heather saw that the room was empty. 


 


She let out a long breath, one that she
hadn’t realised that she’d held in until she felt the relief of releasing it.
The chair that Eric had climbed on was propped against the wardrobe, but
otherwise the room looked normal.


 


She backed up the final step and walked
along the hall and into Kim’s room. As Charles’s heavy boots followed, she
reached the chair and moved it just far enough away from the wardrobe to swerve
suspicion. She turned and saw that Charles filled the doorframe. He walked over
the doorway and in two paces he was in front of her.


 


Up close, she could smell him. The
factory aroma of aging leather. The smell of the sweat that had collected under
his arms and on his forehead. His breath, sour with a hint of tobacco. He
reminded her of a friend of Kim’s father. One who, a few years before Kim was
born, had lost himself to a gambling addiction. Once he had been a moderately
successful salesman with a wife and four kids, and a year later he saw his
children every other weekend and had taken a second job to pay his debts.


 


Charles put his hand on Heather’s
shoulder and squeezed. She felt her muscles squirm but fought hard to retain
control. 


 


“You’re tense,” he said, and pinched her
shoulder muscles between his thumb and index finger. 


 


She lost the control that she’d so careful
kept and jerked her shoulder. Charles drew his hand away.


 


“You’re making this difficult on
yourself, Heather.”


 


The veins on his temple seemed ready to
pop through his skin, and despite the casual tone of his voice, his cheeks
looked red with heat. It was usually the way someone looked before they got
angry, and Heather knew because her mum used to have the same tell-tale tick.


 


Charles grabbed her arm and squeezed her
bicep. She threw him off, this time not caring to disguise her disgust. She hoped
he felt unwelcome in her home. She hoped it was a cold place for him.


 


“You’re not looking around my house,”
she said.


 


“I go where I please when it’s the
Capita’s business.”


 


A voice drifted from the bottom of the
stairs.


 


“Mum? What’s going on?”


 


Charles shouted in the direction of the
stairs.


 


“It’s okay, darling. Your mother is just
disobeying the Capita and might have to go to prison. You can look after
yourself, can’t you? You can defend yourself when the infected come for you?”


 


He turned back to Heather and she could
see from the size of his eyes beneath his mask that he was smiling. Moments
like this made him feel alive, she realised. He was a vulture who fed on misery
and fear.


 


Something began to bubble in her. The
idea of him threatening her daughter made her breath catch in her throat. It
made her wish she had a gun. God knew she could get one from Wes if she wanted.
She’d take it out and point it at his stupid leather face. Her skin felt hot
and itchy. She thought about Kim downstairs with the soldiers, trying her best
not to show her fear. The room seemed smaller. It felt like a cage had been
thrown down upon her, and that she might never escape the Capita now. All
because of him, this pathetic man.


 


Her hand rose in the air as if guided
there by a puppeteer. She brought her hand back and then sent it toward Charles
face. It met his face with a slapping sound that had finality about it. As she
drew it back she was stunned and wondered what she had done, as though a
possessing entity had controlled her, doomed her, and then left her.


 


Charles put his hand to his face. He
stared at Heather and shook his head. She thought about apologising to him, but
somehow she knew that the words would fall from the air as soon as she spoke
them. There was a wall around Charles’s mind now, and anything Heather had to
say would not get through it.


 


Charles left the room and stood at the
top of the stairs.


 


“Max,” he shouted.


 


Heather heard two sets of boots move
downstairs. Had both the soldiers responded to the name, she thought? Were both
of them called Max? Were all the Capita’s soldiers called Max? Did a Capita
production line churn out soldier clones, all of them given the same name by an
official with no imagination? She smiled to herself with the kind of amusement
only a resident of death row could enjoy.


 


Charles gave a long sigh. He leaned
against the bannister. 


 


“Go outside into the garden,” he told
the soldiers. “Pull out all the food and collect it in a bag or something. It
belongs to the Capita now. Take them back to the stores, and don’t bother
waiting for me. I’ll finish up here.”


 


“But sir,” said one of the soldiers. 


 


“Just go.”


 


He turned to face Heather. The look in
his eyes made her feel like a wounded animal caught by a hyena. It was amazing
the mix of emotions Charles could convey with just his eyes. It was as though
the mask didn’t hamper him. It was a part of him.


 


“Kim?” he called over his shoulder.
“Come upstairs. Your mother wants you.”


 


Heather felt a shiver sliver up her
spine and spread its chill across her. With every inch it covered she felt her
body lock down. First her legs, freezing her in place, then her arms, which
wouldn’t leave her sides. As the man in the plague doctor mask approached her,
she wanted to shut her eyes but at the same time didn’t dare.


 


Kim bounded up the steps and into the
room. Charles spoke, but his eyes didn’t leave Heather’s for an instant.


 


“Stand next to your mother, Kim.”


 


Heather was dimly aware of Kim’s arms
wrapping around her, but her senses were numb.


 


“I’m scared, mum.”


 


Heather strained to move her arm. She
broke through the fog of fear just enough to hug her daughter close to her. 


 


From downstairs she heard the sounds of
boots walking across the hallway. They were leaving with all of her food, and
there was nothing she could do about it. A person could plan and dream as much
as they wanted, but there was always someone with a dark mind and strength of
authority who could take it all away. As the front door slammed and silence
settled over the house, she realised their escape would not happen.


 


Charles stood still. He said nothing,
just stared at them through the eyeholes cut into his mask. He moved his head a
fraction of a centimetre as his gaze went from mother to daughter. Every time
his eyes moved toward her, Heather felt the touch of snow on her skin. Time
suddenly became endless, and Heather wondered if the last seconds of your life
were the longest of all.


 


“Have you got a cold, little girl?”


 


Heather felt Kim’s chin hit her waist as
the girl shook her head.


 


Charles looked down. “Then why is there
shredded newspaper all over the floor?”


 


Heather fought an urge to glance up at
the wardrobe panel where she knew Eric watched through the slats in the door. 


 


“She did have one,” said Heather. “But
she’s better now.”


 


The bounty hunter bent down, picked up a
scrap of paper and brought it to his face. He rubbed it in his fingers and let
it fall back to the floor. 


 


“Then you don’t keep a tidy house, and
someone’s not wearing their mask.”


 


Heather fought to keep her voice firm. 


 


“She’s not exactly going to sneeze into
her mask, is she?”


 


“Do you know how people act when they’re
hiding something?” said Charles. “There’s a few ways. The short of it is that
your body can betray you. Sounds silly, doesn’t it? You’re trying to betray
someone else, but your body is doing the same to you. You’ll tell me that you
haven’t seen the boy, but your head will nod ‘yes’. You’ll try to deceive me,
but you’ll get out of breath.”


 


He reached to his side and took hold of
the chair. It scraped across the floor as he moved it over to wardrobe.


 


“You’ll repeat yourself. You’ll tell me
more than I need to know, because you think that sounds more truthful. You’ll
cover your mouth and you won’t blink. Your eyes will point in directions your
mind doesn’t want.”


 


He made sure the chair was firmly
against the wall and then climbed onto it.


 


“In short, Heather, your body will tell
me what your brain is trying to hide. What do you think I’ll find if I look in
here?”


 


As he reached up toward the top of the
wardrobe, Heather knew that the game was finished. She felt Kim press against
her, and her blood rushed to her head so fast she could hear it pounding in her
ears. Dimly, from somewhere in the future, she could hear her own screams as
they locked her in the Capita’s dungeons.


 


Her numbness began to thaw as she pushed
Kim away from her. She reached over the book case next to Kim’s bed and picked
up the ceramic jug that her daughter had made in school.  Her body warmed
as she crossed the room, and by the time she reached Charles she was red hot.


 


She kicked out with her right leg and
hit the chair so hard that a wooden leg snapped. The chair tipped over and the
bounty hunter fell to the floor and landed on his back. He turned around with
more agility than she believed possible.  As he went to get onto his feet,
Heather raised the jug and swung it at the bounty hunter’s forehead. His eyes
grew large and she saw little red veins in the whites. He moved his body and
again she brought the jug down on him, and this time it smashed into hundreds
of pieces.


 


She stood over the bounty hunter and
gasped for air. Above her, the wardrobe panel swung open and Eric poked his
head out. The bounty hunter lay still on the floor.
















 


Chapter
Fourteen


 


Ed


 


It was almost as if Golgoth had
forgotten the storm. When they left the town hall and walked out onto the
streets, a blue sky awaited them. Rather than cheer him up, the lack of a
dismal sky actually annoyed Ed. It seemed like there had been just enough rain
to flood the basement and ruin their plans and then, job complete, it had dried
up.


 


Rather than existing solely to ruin
their plans, Ed was beginning to suspect that the storm had brought something
else down on the island. There was a dim light flickering somewhere in his
memory, and he tried hard to find it. 


 


He remembered being a kid and being in
bed. Hearing James retching into a bucket beside his own bed, and hearing mum
vomiting in the bathroom down the hall. It was a week where the island of
Golgoth had stood still, where the entire population had been too ill to leave
their homes.


 


Farmers lost days of labour. One cow,
through lack of milking some claimed, dried up. Even the weekly council meeting
was missed when Gordon Rigby, sickest of them all, had covered the stone wall
of his bathroom in vomit. One by one people had dropped, and then one by one
they recovered. After days of malnourishment and dehydration, with stomachs too
weak to even absorb soup, the island began to recover. After that, fingers were
pointed. Food producers were blamed. Some said it was the milk. The recent lamb
slaughter caused it, said others. 


 


Finally, after months of town hall
debates, Gordon and the council voted to fly a scientist and a food hygienist
to the island. The mainland experts took thousands of swabs and spent weeks
pouring over them. The dairy farmers waited. The cattle farmers paced their
land. Nobody knew where the judgement would fall and whose livelihood would be
ruined. It turned out to be an airborne virus that had nothing to do with the
local produce.


 


“We need to get to the harbour,” said
Judith.


 


She lifted her foot over a crack in the
cobbled street and took a comically overstretched step. Ed noticed that she did
this a lot. No matter how much it took her out of her way, Judith would never
place her foot within an inch of a crack in the cobbles.


 


Bethelyn walked with her head staring at
the floor. Her eyes were dull. She tapped the poker against her shoulder. 


 


“Does anyone know how to sail?” said Ed.


 


“Nope,” said Garry.


 


“No,” said Judith, stepping to her right
to avoid a split cobble.


 


Bethelyn shook her head.


 


“Damn,” said Ed. “That would have been
incredibly fortunate.”


 


Judith looked ahead of her down the
street. Ed hadn’t seen any infected since they left the hall. If any were
nearby, they were good at hiding.


 


“Well, this bodes well. Doesn’t make
much sense to take a boat when none of us can sail.”


 


Gary had his hands stuffed into his
pockets. His chin was spotted with flares of acne and his eyebrows met each
other above his nose.


 


“Don’t see much of a choice.”


 


Judith rolled her eyes. “It’s not the
sort of thing that can be learnt off the cuff.”


 


Ed knew what he had to do next. He was
trying to avoid it if he could, hoping that someone else would be able to sail.
In their present situation, though, it made no sense to carry on the pretence.
If nobody else could step up, then he would have to.


 


“I can sort of sail,” he said.


 


This time Bethelyn looked up. 


 


“Sort of? As in, you could paddle a
dinghy if you had to?”


 


Ed shook his head. “James used to have a
boat. He tried to teach me, but I couldn’t get much further than the basics.
And I never sailed without him.”


 


Bethelyn tried a smile but her lips
barely moved.


 


“In the land of the blind the one eyed
man is king. But we’ve all got two eyes and we’re going to watch how shit you
are at sailing.”


 


“I guess I’m the best you’ve got.”


 


Judith looked in horror as she almost
put her toe on a crack. She moved so quickly to avoid it that her walk turned
into a skip. As they moved down the street the silence became oppressive.
Houses stood alone on each side. Hundreds of years ago, Golgoth had been built
one house at a time as families left the mainland in search of privacy, and
there was a rule that no two houses could be built within fifty feet of each
other. The residents were already cut off from the mainland, and it seemed that
even on an island as small as this they wanted to be isolated from each other.


 


Ed remembered what it had felt like in
the Dirty Feathers, the only pub on the island. He remembered the way people
would stare at each other from across the table, and how one man would eye
another with suspicion as he bought a round of drinks at the bar. Despite how
they pretended otherwise, nobody really liked each other on the island. They’d
come all this way to be away from other people, after all. The problem was that
living in such a small place was worse than living in the most populated city
on the mainland. No matter where you went, eyes watched you and judged.


 


So it was as the four of them walked
down the street. The infected began to file through gates, out from behind
walls, and emerge from around corners as though waiting for their cue. Bethelyn
walked with her eyes on the ground. If they bothered her, she didn’t show it.
Gary moved closer toward Judith.


 


“Walk fast and they can’t catch us,”
said Ed. “Just watch out for anything that might hide them.”


 


Before long they reached a familiar
house. It was one Ed dreaded seeing, yet he knew that if they were going to the
harbour, they would have to pass it. It was a house where ivy clung to white
walls and the remains of once healthy crops had been scattered by the wind.
Above the garden, higher than the walls, was a roof which had caved in.


 


It was only here that Bethelyn looked up
from the floor. She gazed briefly at the house she knew so well and for a
second something entered her expression. Ed couldn’t tell exactly what it was,
but it was an emotion of some kind. As quick as it appeared, Bethelyn hid it.


 


Ed felt like he should do something. Put
his hand around her shoulders maybe, just like she’d tried to do for him the
day before. He knew that people needed it sometimes. There was something about
human contact that reassured people, not that Ed had ever felt that way. But
maybe it wasn’t about what Ed felt. Sometimes you had to play someone else’s
game and try to think the way they thought. He stepped in beside her and was
about to put his hand across, when something wailed in the air above them. It
was a sound so sudden and so deafening that he had to put his hand to his eyes.



 


“What the fuck is that?” he shouted, his
words straining against the wailing.


 


Judith pointed at the road behind them
where a wooden pole which stretched thirty feet high. It was a telegraph pole,
one that Ed had probably seen several times every day of his life. Until now,
he had never really noticed the speakers that were at the top of it, and he
definitely hadn’t known they were capable of a sound like this. It was the kind
of sound he imagined they heard in the Old Wars when the enemy planes swooped
overhead. Back then it would have sent people running out of their house and
spilling into air raid shelters. Today, the sound brought something else.


 


From behind hedges, trees, doorways and
walls more infected headed toward them. At first they were drawn by the sound
but they soon saw something else that interested them more. One by one the
dead, who had once sat across from each other in the pub, who had once chatted
with one another in town meetings, locked eyes on the four of them. They opened
their mouths and bared their teeth. They growled and groaned, cried and moaned.


 


There were so many that the road behind
them was cut off. Bethelyn held her poker in her tense hands. Ed raised his
knife. Gary held a thick stick but looked awkward with it, like a
publicity-seeking politician taking a penalty kick in front over a thousand
drunken football fans.


 


“The harbour,” said Ed.


 


It was a fight they could never win, and
to attempt it was like blowing their own brains out. The group headed by
Bethelyn’s house and towards Ed’s, beyond which was the harbour. It seemed too
fortunate to Ed that the way to the harbour would be clear of the infected, and
as soon as he had the thought, five of them stumbled from behind a hedge. 


 


They were less than three feet away.
They reached out toward the survivors with twitching fingers. One almost took
hold of Gary but he sprang away to one side. He let out a scream so surprising
that Ed stepped back. Gary’s face grew as white as the chalk of the island’s
cliffs.


 


As one of the infected reached for him
again he yelped and dropped his stick to the floor. An expression took over his
face like that of a rat trapped in a corner. As the infected reached for him
Gary stepped back, took hold of Judith and pushed her into the waiting arms of
the monsters.


 


Before Ed could even react, the infected
had pulled Judith down to the ground. One of them tore a hole in her arm, and
another pulled sinewy flesh from her throat, silencing her mid-scream.


 


Ed’s stomach felt taut and his breath
jammed in his chest. He moved toward Judith but time seemed to be running at a
quarter-speed. As he reached the first of the infected he could only focus on
the look on Judith’s face as she screamed soundlessly in pain. One of the
infected sat next to her and chewed on her vocal chords. Ed wanted to save her,
he wanted to say something, but all he could do was think was why isn’t she
dead yet? 


 


He stabbed his knife through the skull
of the first infected and let it fall to the floor. Judith reached out and
grabbed his wrist in a grip so strong it felt like she was going to snap his
bones. An infected leaned toward her ear as if it was going to whisper to her,
but instead it took hold of her fleshy skin and ripped it apart.


 


Ed opened his mouth to say something, he
didn’t know what, but before he could tease out the words Bethelyn’s poker
pierced Judith’s throat and destroyed what the infected hadn’t yet touched.
Judith’s eyes glassed up and the life left them. Ed felt as if his own windpipe
was stabbed, and any words that were on the brink of forming fell away.


 


Gary, his mouth spewing sounds that
sounded too savage to come from a person, pushed away from Ed and started to
run. Without pausing to look behind him he disappeared behind a house and out
of view, leaving Ed and Bethelyn alone.


 


The rest of the infected closed in on them
in from all sides. Ed took a couple of steps so that he was next to Bethelyn.
This is it, he thought. This was the end, and somehow he felt that
it was only right he go feeling some kind of closeness with someone. It didn’t
matter that Bethelyn was a stranger; she was as good a person as any to die
next to. He wondered what he’d missed after shutting himself away all this
time, and wondered if their son and brother becoming a hermit was what his dad
and James would have wanted.


 


He watched the infected pour toward
them. There were over fifty island residents, including children. In the
seconds he had remaining he didn’t want to do the math, but he knew that no
matter what, there were too many to fight. Bethelyn pulled her poker out of the
brain of an infected. She stood next to Ed so that their shoulders touched.


 


The infected walked toward them. Their
faces were blank, their eyes white and empty, like fish eyes. It was a sea of
them washing into shore, and it was time for Ed to plunge into it. Screaming in
pain wasn’t the way he wanted to go, and somehow the lack of choice made it
seem impossibly worse. He tried to control his shaking, tried to convince his
brain to accept a fate which the survival instinct of any person would reject.


 


At the top of the street more figures
joined the infected. He didn’t believe it at first, but soon Ed realised that
these figures didn’t have blank faces or dead eyes. In fact their faces were
covered in masks, and as they walked by the infected they raised weapons and brought
them down on the skulls of the dead.


 


He couldn’t believe it. He thought that
in the last few seconds before death his brain was playing a trick on him. Then
he remembered, and suddenly it made sense.


 


The boat in the storm. So he had seen
it, then.


 


The strangers who walked the street
turned the attention of the infected away from Ed and Bethelyn, though that
didn’t lessen the fear in his chest. He looked at these strangers with their
fur coats and the masks covering their faces, and he felt his blood freeze. 


 


Somehow he knew that no matter the fate
they had just saved him from, the strangers on the island were much worse than
the infected ever could be.
















 


Chapter
Fifteen


 


Heather


 


Heather knew all too well the feeling of
taking just a step too far. It was too easy to let a word stray from her mouth
that was best left in her head, to take action on something should have stayed
a thought.


 


There were no words to describe her
latest mistake. In Kim’s room was Charles Bull, tied to a chair by rope she’d
found in a crate in the garage. The most feared bounty hunter in the Capita, a
man who made the mercury drop when he walked into a room, a man who made the
bravest people turn away as he walked. 


 


His eyes were closed. Heather had tied a
rope around each arm and each leg, and another around his waist to be sure.
Charles had strength in bulk, and though his body wasn’t trim there was a lot
of it. To keep him secure she had used a knot taught to her by her father. She
couldn’t remember the name of it, but she could remember the stink of her
father’s cologne as he showed her how to make the loops. Trying it again years
later, her muscle memory kicked in and she could almost hear her dead father
whispering in her ear.


 


She walked to the window and stared at
the street outside. The house was in an area that years ago would have been
described as up-and-coming. Just thirty minutes commute from what used to be
the Capital city in the mainland, it was an area where young families hunted
for bargain properties that had low prices and lots of character. The room
behind her reflected dimly in the glass, and she could just about make out the
black outline of Charles. There was no escaping him, it seemed. No way out.


 


What the hell have you done?


 


She’d been putting off the day of their
Great Escape, and now she wanted to slap herself. She had fussed and worried
over one detail or another until the point where it had been too late.
Charles’s soldiers had taken all their food, so that meant they couldn’t travel
for long without needing to find some. Yet there was no way they could stay. If
she let Charles go, he would come back for revenge. If she could bring herself
to kill him, then she’d have half the Capita looking for her. It was fire on
one side and a volcano on the other.


 


She heard a raspy sound, and when she
turned around she saw Charles shoulders move. It was a tremble at first, but
then his head jerked up. His body tensed, and he shook himself from side to
side, his movements becoming quicker as he realised he was tied up.


 


Heather picked the end of his pickaxe
off the floor, gripped it with both hands and grunted as she dragged it even
further away from him. How he managed to walk around with this thing, she had
no idea.


 


Charles stopped struggling and became so
still it seemed like he could have been asleep. Heather walked across the room
until she faced him. Charles’s eyes were open, the creamy white of his eyeballs
staring back from the holes in his mask.


 


“You understand what they’ll do to you?”
he said. “When they find you? And what they’ll do to your daughter?” 


 


Heather hugged her arms close to her
chest. All she could worry about was what she was going to do, yet thinking
didn’t bring her any closer to an answer. She couldn’t come up with a single
solution that didn’t end in the depths of a Capita dungeon.


 


“Unless you kill me, that is,” Charles
carried on. “Because if you let me go I’ll come back with the full force of the
Capita and I’ll cut your daughter’s throat while you watch.”


 


He nodded as if in agreement with
himself, and the beak of his mask rose and fell like a vulture pecking a
corpse.


 


“If you kill me, your problem goes away.
For a while at least.”


 


She couldn’t work out what his game was.
She thought he’d be angry, but his voice was so calm. It was so cold it chilled
the room, a wind sneaking in through cavities in the wall.


 


“Do you want to die or something?” she
said.


 


“Don’t we all, in a way?”


 


She ran her hand through her hair. “Just
shut up a minute.”


 


She walked to the doorway and stared
into the hall. Kim and Eric were downstairs in the living room. The afternoon
sun was setting and darkness had started to stream in through the windows and
cover the walls and floors. Behind her, Charles spoke.


 


“You have my knife, Heather. Don’t deny
it. You found it while you tied me up.”


 


He was right. As well as the pickaxe on
his back, Charles carried a machete which hung in a leather strap around his
torso. The handle was brown and had stickers of yellow smiley faces on it, and
along the blade was a manufacturer’s mark printed in Chinese. 


 


“Pick up the knife, Heather.”


 


Maybe he was right. Perhaps Charles
dying would solve all her problems. She picked up the machete from Kim’s bed.
The handle felt cold against her palm, and she wondered how many skulls it had
cleaved and how much flesh the blade had sliced. 


 


“Now stand in front of me and take off
my mask,” said Charles. His voice was goading, and he spoke so quietly that she
thought it may have been a voice in her head. “Come on, Heather. You don’t have
all day.”


 


She grabbed hold of the sides of his
mask. The leather was slippery, and it felt like something that was living. It
was as though it was a creature which had attached itself to his face, and
rather than fight it the bounty hunter had accepted it and over the years they
had fused as one. Plenty of people these days felt uncomfortable in their
masks, and she knew that many took theirs off in their own homes despite the
risks. There was an unnatural feeling about covering their mouths and noses
that their human instincts hadn’t shaken off yet.


 


“Untie the straps,” he said.


 


She wondered why she was listening to
him, but at the same time couldn’t stop.


 


“Don’t worry,” said Charles, his voice
almost a whisper. “The air in here is fine.”


 


She started at his neck and felt for
where the straps were tied. She unravelled them and then unwound the mask from
his neck. She took hold of a fleshy part of the mask underneath his chin and
lifted, and she swore she heard a hiss as she pulled it away. She saw Charles
Bull for the first time.


 


His skin was grey and looked clammy, and
the bridge of his nose was red from where the leather had pressed. That aside,
his face was shocking only for the fact that there was nothing surprising about
it. For a second, and she knew it would last no longer than that, Heather felt
like she was looking at a human being. His cheeks puffed out like he was
storing air in his mouth, and his nose reddened at the top. His jawline was
still visible but it was losing the fight as his skin fattened.


 


He lifted his head and she saw the skin
below his chin wobble. The lack of a mask robbed the menace from his face but
replaced it with sadness. Heather had the sense that she was staring deep
inside him where an endless tunnel ran in darkness.


 


“See the red lines that run across my
Adam’s apple?” he said.


 


Without the mask, even his voice was
different. It was clearer, for one thing. Seeing his lips move made his voice
less threatening and more like the whisper of a desperate man. It reminded her
of seeing her grandfather an hour before he died. The man had lived a life
filled with fists raised to his wife’s face and abuse shouted at the rest of
the family. Heather dreaded visiting his house, and plenty of times she had
faked stomach aches and sickness to avoid going. Despite a life of temper, an
hour before he died the volume of her grandfather’s voice dropped lower than it
ever had before, and he whispered tender words to his family.


 


“Heather. My neck.”


 


A jagged red line ran across the flappy
skin on Charles’s neck. It crossed it, starting at one side, bridging his
Adam’s apple, and ended at the other. It looked like a smile had been drawn
across his neck, except it had been drawn by a knife.


 


“Is that - ?”


 


He nodded.


 


“There’s nothing you can do to me that
hasn’t been done already.”


 


She knew then that she couldn’t kill
him. It wasn’t that he was invincible; she didn’t care that his throat had been
cut once before, it didn’t mean it couldn’t be done again with a little more
determination. It was something inside Heather. She knew that no matter how
close she brought the knife to his skin, something would always stop her from
making the cut.


 


She walked out of the room and down
stairs. She wanted nothing more than to grab her daughter and give her a hug so
fierce that it hurt. After that they’d gather together whatever supplies they
could, and then she, Kim and Eric would have to get out of there. Maybe Wes
knew somewhere they could go.


 


She wondered where the kids were. The
soldiers were long gone with Heather’s food, and she realised that downstairs
had been silent for a long time. She walked through the hallway and into the
living room.


 


“Kim, Eric?” she said.


 


The living room was empty, and so was
the kitchen. It wasn’t a large house, so there were precious few places to hide
even if that had been their intention.


 


“Don’t mess around,” she said.


 


She walked around the living room and
checked behind the arm chairs and couch as if the kids had somehow learned the
octopus-like ability to squeeze into small spaces. Movement flickered in the
corner of her eye, and through the patio doors she saw two small figures with
their backs to her.  


 


At first she wondered what the two of
them were doing in the garden. When she realised, her heart froze in her chest.
Ice spread over her arms and down her legs, and she was so tense that the
slightest movement might shatter her into a thousand pieces. Outside, Kim and
Eric stood hand in hand and looked up at the sky. In each of their free hands,
they held their masks.


 


She opened the patio doors with such
anger that she thought she might smash them. She stepped out into her garden
and saw the mess of splattered mud that had once been her crops. Kim turned
round, saw her mother, and opened her mouth.


 


Heather almost gasped. It was the first
time she’d seen her daughter’s bare face outside the house. She never let her
take her mask off in open air, and she rarely took it off even indoors. To see
her breathing unfiltered air made her feel sick.


 


“Get your masks on and get inside, now.”


 


“Don’t worry it’s –” Eric began.


 


Heather cut off his words by grabbing
his neck and throwing him behind her. He shook himself free and, with a reddening
face, adjusted his collar. Heather turned back to her daughter. The ice was
melting now and the anger was subsiding. Replacing it were stabs of fear that
poked up and down her body.


 


She needed an AVS. She needed to test
the air and see if it was infected, but she hadn’t been able to find hers for
days. She enforced a mask-indoors policy and always sealed their bedrooms at
night as much as she could, so it hadn’t seemed much of a pressing issue. She
knew she’d be able to get one from Wes or one of the other traders easily
enough. She thought it wasn’t a big deal, but how wrong she was.


 


The rational part of her mind ran away
and hid while another part flew into crisis mode. The outside of her vision
seemed to blur, and thoughts flashed through her brain too fast for her to
catch hold of. She made sure Kim and Eric were in the living room and then
locked the patio doors. She walked away from them without saying anything,
because her throat was so choked that she didn’t think the words would come.


 


She walked upstairs, each thud getting
louder as she brought her feet down on the wood. It was windy outside. That
much she’d noticed. That meant the virus could easily have been airborne. It
meant that as Kim stood outside and took deep breaths the virus was crawling
into her mouth, slivering down her throat and infecting the cells of her body. 


 


Charles greeted her with a nod.


 


“Have you got an AVS?” said Heather.


 


“You’re quite safe indoors.”


 


“Have you got one?”


 


“In my pocket.” He jerked his head to
the side. “I’d get it, but I’m a little tied up. You’re lucky; this is my last
one.”


 


She reached into the bounty hunter’s
pocket and took out his AVS. It didn’t alarm her to be so close to him now. As
much as she feared him, there was something that scared her even more.
Something almost everyone was terrified of these days. What if the air was
infected?


 


She ran down the stairs. When she got
into the living room the children turned to look at her, but she had no words
for them. Instead she walked outside. The cool breeze flapped at her hair and
sent a chill through her. She held the AVS in the air.


 


Please don’t be infected.


 


She pressed the button and the green led
blinked. The AVS opened and took in air.


 


Please be clean. Please be clean.
I’ll do anything. I’ll give myself up. I’ll let them take me into the Capita
dungeons. Just let her be safe and let the air be clean.


 


The AVS whirred and began to process the
air. Time slowed, and it looked like even the birds froze in the sky as the
metal gadget in Heather’s hand processed her chances of a happy future. If
the air’s infected, then so is she.


 


It stopped whirring. Heather’s heart
thumped against her chest. She put her hand over it. She wanted to close her
eyes, but she knew she couldn’t. It felt like the ground was shaking underneath
her, and she realised that her legs were shaking.


 


The AVS lit up. Five red blinks.


 


She fell backwards into the glass of the
patio door, slamming against it so hard that it wobbled. She slid to the floor
and sat against it. She brought her head forward and then smashed it back
against the glass with a great thumping sound. The patio doors opened and the
children came into the garden.


 


“Oh fuck,” said Heather.


 


Kim sat next to her mother. 


 


“I just wanted to know what it was
like,” she said.


 


“It’s my fault,” said Eric.


 


For a second she thought about leaving
the boy in her house and fleeing with Kim. It seemed like it would be fitting
punishment for what he’d made her daughter do. What was the point in helping
people if it made a mess of your own life? It was no coincidence that before
the outbreak, people who donated all their money to charities more often than
not had lives more messed up than those they were trying to help. It had been
stupid of Heather to think she could make a difference.


 


Minutes later she found herself upstairs
and in front of Charles again. His face was free from emotion save the
suggestion of a grin on his thin lips. She saw that the skin around his mouth
was chapped.


 


“Is there a cure?” she said.


 


“You’re wasting time,” said Charles.
“You need to leave. My soldiers will look for me.”


 


“Stop messing about. Has the Capita
found a cure?”


 


Charles rolled his eyes. He looked like
he was in a meeting which he found boring, rather than tied to a chair in front
of a desperate woman.


 


“The Capita has borders to guard,
Heather. A land to run. People to serve. They don’t have time for a cure.”


 


She was close to slapping him again.


 


“Don’t fuck around. Everyone knows the
experiments they do. They must have something.”


 


The bounty hunter looked her up and
down, from her feet to her head. Once again she felt like he was peeling away
her layers of defence and staring into her secrets and shameful emotions.


 


“You look fine to me,” he said.


 


She tasted salt, and she realised that a
stray tear had escaped the corner of her eye and trickled down her face and
onto her lips.


 


“It’s Kim, alright? She took off her
mask and the air’s full of it.”


 


Charles closed his eyes. There was a few
seconds of silence, and when he opened them again the grin was gone.


 


“There’s a cure. It’s not palatable to
most.”


 


“They found something and they’re
holding it back?”


 


“You don’t understand, teacher. The
people aren’t ready for it.”


 


She moved closer to him until only a
couple of feet separated them. She held the knife in her right hand and pressed
it against his cheek. With one slight movement she could pierce his skin, and
part of her knew it would feel great.


 


“Your knife doesn’t scare me.”


 


She knew the words were true. He may
have looked more human without his mask, but she knew there were some emotions
that he just did not feel. She threw the knife against the wall on the far side
of the room and heard it clatter to the floor. 


 


“Fuck,” she said. 


 


Her chest started to hurt and air felt
harder to get. She stared into Charles’s eyes and tried to see the human in
him. She tried to do to him what he routinely did to others; she tried to peel
back his layers and see him from the inside. 


 


“Just tell me,” she said. “Please. For
my daughter.”


 


He shook his head.


 


“It’s not that simple.”


 


“Just tell me.”


 


She was aware of how strained her voiced
was. It was undercut with emotion and it made the sentence sound more like an
agonised wail than a collection of words. It must have surprised the bounty
hunter too.


 


“It’s human flesh,” he said.


 


Silence. She couldn’t even feel the
beating of her heart. She was numb.


 


“What?”


 


Charles cleared his throat. 


 


“Eating the flesh or drinking the blood
of one who is already immune. That’s the only cure.”


 


“You mean – “


 


He nodded.


 


“The mouth-breathers, Heather. Their
flesh and blood.”


 


She felt like her head was swelling with
the information fed into it, but at the same time nothing was being retained.
She wanted to sink to the floor and close her eyes, but it was only thoughts of
Kim slipping into a coma that kept her body from folding in on itself.


 


“I don’t understand.”


 


“If someone thinks they have been
infected, they can eat the flesh of one who is immune. The DC’s.
Mouth-breathers. But they must do it before they enter the virus coma.”


 


“But some people come out of the coma
and find out they’re immune anyway. So you might…eat someone for nothing. I
just don’t understand.”


 


“That’s the price you pay if you want
certainty,” said Charles.


 


She thought about Eric. There was nobody
in the world she would protect more than her daughter, and she always told
herself she would do anything for her. But what about the boy? He was immune.
In his body, somewhere in his flesh or his blood, was the cure. Could she do
what she needed to make sure she didn’t lose Kim to the virus?


 


 I’m not a monster. I can’t do
it.


 


Charles was wrong. There had to be
another way. What about Wes? Didn’t he say he was trialling a cure for the
Capita? Surely it was worth a try. She didn’t know how long it would be before
Kim fell into a coma, but she knew she had to go. Heather turned and went to
leave the room, when Charles spoke.


 


“If you’ll excuse me,” he said, “I need
to leave.”


 


“You’re not going anywhere,” said
Heather. 


 


“Oh, I think I am.”


 


She heard the scrape of a chair behind
her, and she turned in time to see Charles rise out of his chair. The ropes
that tied his arms and legs flopped to the floor. 


 


She looked at the ropes on the floor and
wished she had listened more when her father had tried to teach her about
knots. She thought about her daughter downstairs and wished that she’d been a
better parent. 


 


Charles crossed the room, grabbed her
shoulders in a firm grip and before she could move he slammed her into the
wall. Pain exploded in her back and she fell to the floor.


 


“You don’t understand what the Capita
will do to you,” said Charles. 


 


His voice had become menacing again. It
boomed throughout the room. His skin was red now, flushed with anger so
tremendous it seemed to shake the walls.


 


“You’ll die in the dungeons,” he said.
“Your death will take weeks. Your daughter won’t be so lucky. She’ll wither
away her last months on the farms. They’ll drain her blood and cut the flesh
from her body, but she’ll live. They’ll keep her alive as long as her little
body keeps giving. She’ll die so that the Capita infected can live.”


 


Charles reached to the floor and picked
up his pickaxe, and it seemed as though he found it as light as a twig. He
lifted it in the air.


 


Eric appeared in the doorway. Without a second
for pause he launched himself at Charles. Heather saw the glint of a
screwdriver in his hand, and then she saw it pierce a hole in the bounty
hunter’s arm. There was a thud as he dropped his pickaxe, and Heather thought
the floor might collapse under the weight.


 


She got to her feet. The knife was too
far away, and her shoulder ached. She could taste the metallic tint of blood in
her mouth.


 


Eric pulled way the screwdriver. He
plunged it back into the bounty hunter’s arm again and again, and blood spurted
over the carpet and walls, making them look like the victims of a paint fight.
Eric brought the screwdriver back and went to stab Charles again, when the
bounty hunter threw a hand out and pushed him away. The force of it was so
strong that Eric staggered back and almost fell to the floor.


 


Charles picked up the axe with his good
arm. There was a moment when Heather thought he might start swinging wildly at
them and turn the room into a bloodbath, but instead he grabbed his mask and
then stormed out of the room, went down the stairs and out of the house.


 
















 


Chapter
Sixteen


 


Heather


 


When Heather was growing up she felt
like stupid things could protect her. Tapping five times on her bedroom wall
before getting in bed. Carrying the same coin in her pocket every day. Blinking
in even numbers, counting back from ten while brushing each tooth in her mouth.
Twisting a key in a lock back and forth, counting each turn until the number
felt right.


 


When she was thirteen she saw it for
what it was. She’d just finished football practice. She waited on the curb of
the street, despite the fact that the road was clear, counting back from twenty
before she could cross. When she hit zero she stepped off the curb, and there
was a squeal as the driver of the car that had just turned the corner hit his
brakes. He slowed as much as he could from thirty miles an hour but he couldn’t
avoid the girl who had stepped in front of him. Heather spent the summer at
home with her legs in plaster. Her football skills waned, but so did her belief
in an elusive thing like luck.


 


She wished she could believe in such
protections now. No matter how agonising it was to know that you needed to
leave a room yet couldn’t because you needed to tap the wall sixty times, it
was much scarier to have nothing. She was a woman with two kids in her care.
One, her most precious, might be sick, and the other was being hunted by the
Capita. No, she corrected herself, we’re all hunted now. 


 


The smell of food hung in the air as she
crossed into the trader district. From a house a few streets down she saw wispy
smoke drift from a chimney. A few days ago she had watched as a horse and cart
carried Capita soldiers down this street. She could only hope that there wasn’t
a repeat today. 


 


She squeezed Kim’s hand and her daughter
did the same. She gripped it again, and in her head she had counted three. 


 


“What are you doing, mum?”


 


I’m not going back there, she thought. Those things didn’t protect you.


 


Wes’s house was ahead of them. On the
front of the house was a sign that proclaimed the house to be named “Brown
Elm”, thought she knew the sign had not come with the building. Instead it was
an addition that played to Wes’s vanity. Whenever she saw his house she always
had the urge to turn back, but not today. There was nothing that could keep her
away today.


 


She thought about the room with the
beds. She remembered the dread that crept across her chest as she heard bare
feet pad across the floor and saw a black mass move toward her. Wes said he was
taking money to help the Capita with their trials of a cure. She hoped that
their new cure, whatever it was, worked and didn’t involve ingesting flesh.


 


As she got closer to Wes’s house the
aroma of food was overpowered by the nostril-tingling smell of fire. Black
smoke rose above the roof, but she knew his house wasn’t on fire. It seemed
like it came from behind it.


 


“Will I be infected, mum?” said Kim.


 


“I don’t know,” she said. 


 


She glanced at her daughter’s face. It
was only a brief look, because she didn’t dare risk more. Kim’s skin looked
tired. It looked as if the colour was draining out of it. The skin around her
eyes sagged so heavy it seemed like something was pulling it down. She hadn’t
seen her daughter like this since she caught a bug and spent six days in bed
with a bucket next to her. Kim had paced the floors worrying that her daughter
had somehow caught the infection, even though she knew it was unlikely. 


 


The house had been emptied. Marks on the
floorboards showed where Wes’s desk had once rested. The book case was replaced
by bare wall, and the chairs that was lined the side of the room had vanished.
Near the door were sprinklings of smashed glass, as though Wes had left in a
hurry, dropped something and not bothered to clear it up. Heather went to test
the door at the other side of the room when she heard a thud behind her.


 


“Kim,” said Eric, and scampered across
the room.


 


Kim had dropped to the floor with her legs
splayed underneath her. Sweat dripped across her forehead and her skin had lost
any trace of colour.


 


“Mum?” she choked out.


 


Eric took off his coat, lifted Kim’s
head and wedged it underneath. Kim leaned her head back and made a gasping
sound that tore at Heather’s ears. It was a sound that every mother feared; it
was hard wired into any parent to be scared of the sounds your child made when
they were in pain. It made her want to do something, but at the same time it
stuck her to the ground in fear. As Heather looked on, Kim’s eyes rolled back
until only the whites showed. 


 


She knew what this meant, of course,
because they were told about it on the news when the outbreak was young.
Heather knew what to expect, but she didn’t know what to do. It didn’t matter
what the white-teethed, overly-positive newscasters had said. When someone fell
into a virus coma you expected them to wake as a monster. 


 


She couldn’t waste time being upset. In
a crisis the minutes were precious and if she wasted them on tears, then she
would be throwing away hope. She walked across the room and stood in front of
the door where she had once hidden. She put her hand on the door handle.


 


What was she going to find behind the
door? A row of beds with people in them? Would they be dead this time? Maybe
the cure didn’t work and she’d open the door to find a room full of infected. Come
on, Heather.


 


She gripped the door handle so hard she
felt the metal dig in to her skin. With a beating heart she twisted, and as the
handle turned the door was opened from the other side with such force that
Heather almost spilled over the doorframe. Wes stood in front of her.


 


Instead of his usual suit and jogging
bottoms he wore stonewash jeans stained with dirt, and a t-shirt with more
holes than fabric. His hair was combed down to his forehead and covered in
grease. He looked like Wes’s slobbier brother.


 


“What the hell are you doing here?” he
said.


 


“What’s the smoke out back?” asked
Heather.


 


“The Capita have turned up the heat, so
I turned it up even more. Everything that could get me into trouble is in a
heap of ash in the yard. It hasn’t left me with a great deal of stuff.”


 


“There’s nothing here, Wes,” she said.


 


“Like I said. It’s all ash.”


 


Wes moved to get by her. Heather stepped
out of his way and then followed him into the main room. Wes stopped when he
saw Kim on the floor in the middle of the floor. He put his hand to his
forehead.


 


“Is this what I think it is?”


 


“What about your deal with the Capita?”
said Heather. “You were testing a cure for them. I need to know about it.”


 


He walked closer to Kim until he was
stood above her. He shook his head.


 


“A deal with the Capita is a flame
flickering in front of an arse that’s just farted. And you never know when the
next gust is coming.”


 


“What about the cure?”


 


“There’s no cure, Heather.”


 


She felt acid rise from her stomach.


 


“You told me about the trial.”


 


“I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”


 


The acid started to burn. It slid up her
chest and into her throat. She felt her body heat up and her hands became
tense. She felt like steam was rising off her.


 


“I saw them,” she said, every word
coming from between gritted teeth. “The people. The beds.”


 


“You’re getting into things you know
nothing about.”


 


She looked at her daughter on the floor.
She thought about what Charles had said about the cure. The boy could have
cured her, but Heather couldn’t do it. The fact she couldn’t bring herself to
sacrifice a person who until a week ago had been a stranger, shamed her. Kim
was flesh and blood but the boy was nobody.


 


Yet this nobody sat next to her daughter.
He looked at her with concerned puppy eyes, dabbing sweat away from her
forehead with the palm of his hand. She was wrong to blame him, she knew. It
was her own fault, all of it. She was the parent. She should have made sure Kim
never took off her mask. She should have had the thing stitched into her skin,
if that’s what it took. 


 


“Listen Heather, you need to go,” said
Wes.


 


She felt the heat in her reaching a
temperature so hot she was likely to melt unless she released it. Here she was,
more desperate than she’d ever been in her life, with a daughter on the verge
of becoming a monster, and this pathetic trader wouldn’t tell her about the
cure. Who did he think he was to play with Kim’s life?


 


She punched him in the stomach. It felt
good as her fist sunk into the rolls of fat on his belly, and it felt better
when the trader bent over and coughed, flecks of his spit flying from his lips
and hitting the floor. She realised that he didn’t smell of aftershave today;
he smelled like sweat. 


 


After seconds of coughing he
straightened up. There was saliva around his chin.


 


“You stupid bitch. It wasn’t a cure that
I was trialling. Can’t you read between the lines? Don’t you know how the world
works now?”


 


“What do you mean?”


 


“The Capita isn’t trying to find a cure.
They already have one.” He pointed at Eric, who looked up in alarm. “I’m
assuming that’s the mouth-breather? There’s your cure. Do you know what the
farms are?”


 


“I’m beginning to piece it together.”


 


Wes sneered. “They sure as hell aren’t
farming potatoes there. They farm people, Heather. The DC’s. The Capita
collects them and feeds them. They keep them alive and then they bleed them or
cut away their flesh.”


 


She felt sick.


 


“This is too much.”


 


Wes seemed to be on a roll. It was like
he’d held in his secrets for so long that he couldn’t stop them from spilling
out.


 


“The Capita didn’t pay me to find a
cure. They pay me to house the infected and see if they turn. The ones who
turn, I burn. The ones who don’t, I sell.”


 


She thought back to when she had hidden
in the room. She remembered the figure stopping feet away from her and speaking
to her. The person that asked ‘where am I?’ had obviously been infected, and
they had woken up immune. Where were they now? Had Wes taken the Capita’s
credits and sent them to the farms?


 


What about Kim? Now that a cure wasn’t
an option, the only thing she could do was wait. It would be a long, agonising
one. What if Kim woke up and was immune? Would Wes’s conscience allow him to
sell even Kim’s daughter? She looked at the trader and tasted bile in her
mouth.


 


She threw herself on him. Despite being
lighter than him, she was able to get him to the floor. She put her knees on
his arms and, satisfied that he couldn’t move, made a fist and pounded it again
and again into his face. Anger burnt through her as she watched his nose squash
and as she felt his thick blood splatter back on her own face. She thought of
all the people Wes has sent to their slow deaths and she felt a rage fill her
so completely that she could hardly breathe.


 


She felt arms drag her back, and when
the fog of anger cleared she realised that Eric had pulled her away. Wes lay on
the floor and resembled a pulverised piece of meat except for the rise and fall
of his chest.


 


She didn’t care what happened to her
anymore. She didn’t care if she spent the rest of her life in the Capita
dungeons. She was going to do something. Once Kim was better – she will get
through this – she was going to stop the Capita. She didn’t know how, but
that was just a detail. 


 


“I need to find the farm,” she said.
“And the Resistance.”


 


The trader didn’t speak. Air left his
nostril, mixed with blood, and formed a bubble. When it popped, Heather felt
sick. She wondered if she had knocked him out. She moved closer to him, but she
heard his raspy breaths speed up the closer she got. She realised that he was
scared of her, and looking at his mince-meat face she could understand why.


 


“They have someone on the inside,” said
Wes, voice weak. “Someone working for the Capita. Someone close enough to learn
things.”


 


“Who?”


 


The trader didn’t speak. All Heather
needed was a name. From there she could make contact. She could learn about
their fight and what her part in it could be. There was nothing they could do
to her, she realised. Though they might put her body in a prison, but there was
no dungeon they could keep her mind.


 


“Damn it Wes, give me a name.”


 


He turned his head to look at her. His
face was already beginning to swell and his eyes looked pathetic. She thought
of the people in the beds and felt her empathy for the trader melt away. Wes
opened his mouth. Just a name, she thought. That’s all I need.


 


When he spoke, he didn’t give a name.
Instead his face took on a look of defeat.


 


“I don’t know,” he said.
















 


Chapter
Seventeen


 


Ed


 


Ed was back in his house, hearing the
wind whistle through the cavities. They were in his dad’s old bedroom this
time, one of only a handful of times Ed had been in it since he’d died.
Bethelyn stood at the window and stared out onto a Golgoth covered by darkness.
Ed opened the drawers of his father’s bedside cabinet. He didn’t know what he
was looking for; it was just the first time he’d had the courage to spend more
than a few seconds in there. It only seemed right that he look at his dad’s
things and maybe find a memento to remember the old man by. When he saw what
was in the drawer, he laughed.


 


“What’s so funny?” said Bethelyn.


 


Ed reached into the drawer and pulled
out two candles.


 


Bethelyn shrugged her shoulders. “I
don’t get it.”


 


“It’s an inside joke. Never mind.”


 


“Guess we can have some light in here,
at least.”


 


Ed shook his head. “We can’t light them.
They might see.”


 


Bethelyn turned away from him and stared
out of the window again.


 


“Did you just sit in the dark eating
cold food before you met me?” she said.


 


“You make it seem depressing.”


 


“I’m sure it’s way more fun than it
sounds.”


 


In the distance, toward the village
centre near the town hall, was the orange glow of lamps. In the darkness they
couldn’t see the figures of those who carried the lamps, so it seemed like a
parade of ghosts lit their way across the village.


 


“Who are they?” said Ed. The strangers
had diverted the attention of the infected, but Ed and Bethelyn hadn’t stayed around
long enough to find out who they were.


 


“Never seen them before in my life.”


 


Golgoth looked so quiet that it seemed
only right that they whisper even indoors. It seemed like the whole island was
under a spell of silence and that untold horror would be visited upon anyone
who broke it. In reality, Ed knew that if he stepped outside now he’d hear the
crashing of the tide as it beat against the island and the groaning of the
wind.


 


“I knew I saw a ship out there,” he
said.


 


“Maybe we should go speak to them.”


 


Bethelyn’s voice was monotone, as though
minute by minute her energy was leaving her. She looked away from Ed now, but
for the last few hours it seemed that even when her face pointed at his, her
eyes looked straight through him. 


 


“They aren’t friendly,” said Ed.


 


“How do you know?”


 


“I just know.”


 


He thought of the masked men. Their
appearance on the island had given Ed and Bethelyn a chance to escape, but
something told Ed that they needed to run away from the strangers just as much
as the infected. Seeing them had confirmed one thing to him though. Their masks
were a nod of approval toward his theory about the virus.


 


“Maybe the new guys brought the
infection,” said Bethelyn.


 


Ed shook his head. “It was here days
before they got here. It was waiting in the air.”


 


“What?”


 


“The storm, Bethelyn. It didn’t just
mess up your roof. The virus is airborne.”


 


Ed knew that from where Bethelyn stood
she would be able to see the harbour, and beyond it was the raging sea. Ed’s
dad used to bring him to the window when he was a kid. Before he grew too big,
he would lift him up so that he could stare out across the island. This
landscape was all Ed knew, and more than likely all he’d ever know. Back then
his father had been able to name every constellation that sat in the night sky,
and he’d tried to teach them to Ed. He wished he’d listened.


 


Night had come on so suddenly it had
taken Golgoth by surprise, though not Ed. It had always been this way on the
island. The sun strained through the clouds and slowly lit up the mornings like
a man grumbling his way out of bed. The afternoons would see clear skies, and
then out of nowhere it would darken. No doubt if Ed sat outside and stared into
the sky for hours he’d be able to watch the sun fall, but it was amazing how
much the onset of night caught the island’s residents off guard.


 


“We need to get down there first light,”
said Bethelyn.


 


“There?”


 


“The harbour. I can’t stay here another
minute. “ 


 


He got the sensation of being stared at
by empty eyes. It was strange how a person could be present in the flesh but be
somewhere else at the same time. Her body stood across the room from him and
leant against the windowsill, arms hugging her waist, but her brain had
travelled to a place he couldn’t follow.


 


“We’ll find a way off,” he said. “I’ll
try and remember how to sail.”


 


 “Did you ever think about leaving
when your brother died?” she said.


 


“Come on Bethelyn…”


 


“Just talk to me. I need this. I need
the distraction.”


 


Distraction didn’t work. Ed knew that
all too well. There was no avoiding something like this, and the fact that
Bethelyn could even talk like that meant that it hadn’t even begun to sink in
yet. 


 


Ed looked at the floor. Was he really
going to talk about himself? He’d kept the door locked so long he was scared
how large the monster inside it had grown. He’d tried to starve it, but every
stray thought was like food being slid under the doorframe. He took a deep
breath and thought about what to say. It was stupid, but when he opened his
mouth he actually felt nervous.


 


“After he was gone, people always used
to talk about what a hero James was,” he said. The words came easier than he
expected. “They thought it’d make me feel better or something. People always
think they know what’s best for you, like there’s a user manual to the mind and
all it takes is the right combination of words and someone will magically feel
better. The fact was, if my brother was such a hero, why did he kill himself?”


 


Bethelyn jerked back so quickly she
almost hit the window.


 


“I didn’t know that he – “


 


Ed nodded. “As good as. You know he was
in the navy, right? He fell for some girl on the mainland. I never met her, but
I know her name. It used to be a swear word for me. I used to say her name and feel
my body fill up with hate so much that I’d feel like smashing everything in the
fucking house.”


 


“Jesus Ed, you’re going red.”


 


“James was stationed at a naval base on
the east coast near Loxbrough and he used to head into the city on rec time. Think
he met her in a pub, or something. By the time his tour was up and he had to
come home, he’d practically glued himself to her. So when his tour ticked down
and we knew he was coming back I thought I was going to have a best friend
again, but instead all I got was a guy who had something missing. Like not all
of him was really there.”


 


Bethelyn hugged herself tighter, though
it wasn’t cold in the room.


 


“I think I remember him coming back,”
she said.


 


“After the infection broke he used to
sit inches away from the TV and flick through the channels trying to get every
scrap of news about the mainland. He was hoping for something good, but every
day it turned to shit. When they finally pushed the big off switch and the TV’s
went south, he went completely fucking doolally. He couldn’t cope, he was a
slob. I tried to talk to him but he wasn’t my brother anymore. I thought he
might have been infected or something, but pretty soon I realised he wasn’t
going to eat me. Part of him was gone though.”


 


“Sorry, Ed.”


 


“So that’s what happened. A naval ship
docked in the harbour to try and barter supplies and James put on his old navy
uniform and got on board. Didn’t matter that he’d been discharged. Think in his
loony mind he was going to smuggle himself to the mainland and go find her. A
few weeks later the ship was back, except this time the tide brought it in
piece by piece. No sign of anyone, no sign of James.”


 


He hung his head. It made him want to go
hide somewhere from shame, but he felt the heaviness of water around his eyes.
It felt like he was walking a tightrope where the slightest push would tip him
over, except instead of falling to the floor he’d be hurtling into a whole mess
of emotions that he’d planned on hiding from forever. If he said anything else
it was going to pour out of him.


 


“Ed.”


 


Across the hall was Ed’s room, which he
and James had shared for more than a decade. If he wanted to, he could go in
there, prise up the chipped floorboard and find the time capsule they’d hidden.
The whole house was a museum where his family memories stared back at him like
relics. One day he’d been a kid with a mum, a dad and a brother, and one by one
they’d all left him.


 


He felt off balance. He knew that his
eyes were wet now. He felt a hand fall on his shoulder and rest there. This was
usually the part where he’d shrug it off, but this time he let it stay. He felt
himself let go of everything that he’d been holding in.
















 


 


Chapter
Eighteen


 


Heather


 


Wes sat against the wall. Heather had
found dry tissue from a shelf underneath the bathroom sink, and Wes had used it
to wipe the blood from his nose and then plug his nostrils. His face was set in
a grimace, and from time to time he’d throw sneaky glances at Heather when he
thought she wasn’t looking. She’d see him out of the corner of her eye and
somehow knew what he was thinking. He wants to kill me.


 


Their Great Escape had once been a plan
with a carefully maintained path, but it had turned into a muddy road blocked
by fallen trees and pitfalls. She was lost in a maze where her options were
leading her into dead ends. She couldn’t go home because Charles would have
ordered it to be staked out. She couldn’t leave the Capita yet because that
would mean travelling, and she couldn’t move with Kim in her present condition.
She would wake up in a few hours, and whatever happened, Heather couldn’t be
outside when she dealt with it.


 


She felt different. It was like a switch
had been flipped inside her, except that she didn’t know what the switch did
yet. From second to second she bounced from the verge of a full blown panic
attack to feeling the need to smash things.


 


Wes glanced over at the window. He
looked like a man in a doctor’s waiting room expecting bad news.


 


“What are you still doing here?” said
Heather.


 


Wes held his hands out in front of him.
His skin had always been so clean and soft and his nails were perfect, yet
today his skin was covered in dried blood.


 


“I’ve only lived here two years, you
know.”


 


“So?”


 


“You never met my wife.”


 


“I didn’t know you were married.”


 


He licked his thumb and began rubbing
the blood off his palm.


 


“She died. Then my boy died. We live in
a world where everyone dies,” he said. He nodded over to Kim on the floor.
“She’ll die too.”


 


“Don’t fucking start.”


 


“I still remember the day that I knew
things had collapsed. I saw the signs just like everyone else, but for the
longest time I never really believed it. I remember the exact moment when I
pulled my head out of the clouds. Thomas was only seven months old. We were
bottle feeding him, and we had to boil the bottles. I got up one morning and
found that the gas in my mini-stove was out. No problem, I
thought.  Phil next door will have something I can use. So I went
out of the house, and knocked on my neighbour’s door. I caught my reflection in
the glass on his window and saw a big, dirty beard hanging from my chin. God
knows how long we’d shut ourselves away.”


 


“I was going to apologise to Phil for
not calling round before now. I’d explain to him I was just scared. There was
no answer, so I opened his door. Soon as I did, I heard a crying sound. I
walked through into the living room and saw Phil on the floor. His wife was in
front of him, crying, and Phil was on his knees with her hand in his mouth. He
held it between his teeth and pulled at the skin between her thumb and index
finger. I remember her on the floor, face white, eyes wide, almost dead. The
fight had left her. She was dying and in shock. And then Phil turned his head
and looked at me. And that’s when I knew.”


 


“Everyone’s got a story,” said Heather.


 


It was a fact of life now. It was one of
those experiences so universal that, despite being a monumental event, had lost
its uniqueness. It was one of those questions you asked people, like “Where
were you when President Ginsberg got shot on his podium?” Everyone had their
own story of how the outbreak had started for them, and everyone thought their
own little emotional tragedy was unique. Truth was that nobody was special.
Nobody’s loss was greater than anyone else’s. And losing people was no excuse
for the way some acted after the world fell apart.


 


Wes carried on undeterred.


 


“After that we left our home and got out
of the city. We spent the next year or so moving place to place, cheating
death. Got to a point where we got comfortable with it, and then I made one too
many mistakes. My wife and son paid for them, and for some fucking reason I got
to live.”


 


“This is the first place I’ve stayed in
years. The only halfway stable settlement I’ve lived since people started
eating each other. I hate it. It stinks and it’s dirty. But you know what,
Heather? Now that it comes to it, I don’t want to leave.”


 


He stood up, face wincing in pain with
each moment. As he hobbled across the room Heather felt a pang of guilt, but
just as quickly as she felt it, she let herself go numb. Wes walked to the wall
opposite him and started tapping on it. Inch by inch he moved across, and at
one point the sound of his taps became hollow. He pushed at the wall and a
square part of it peeled away. Behind it was a cavity. Wes reached into it and
took out a photograph, which he put in his trouser pocket. Next he took out a
gun.


 


“You better think about what to do about
her,” he said.


 


She knew he was right. Wes was a
practical man above everything else, and in this matter his survival instincts
were correct. Somewhere in her mind Heather knew what she might have to do. She
tried to recognise this without letting her real mind enter the conversation.
If she could pry open the door that housed her survival instincts but shut away
every other part of the thing that formed her persona, she might be able to get
through this.


 


It was like she was looking through her
eyes but watching another person control her body. There was a smashed bottle
next to her on the floor. She took off her jacket, picked up the bottle and
wrapped the fabric around it so that she could handle it without getting cut. She
settled against the wall near her daughter with the bottle in her hand.


 


Eric sat beside Kim, wiped the sweat
away from the girl’s forehead and stared at her with unnatural attention. He
held Kim’s hand in his own and stroked her skin with his thumb. For a second,
despite everything, Heather was happy she’d saved him and felt a rush of
affection in her chest.


 


“Get over here,” said Heather.


 


Eric looked at her and then looked away.


 


“Get over here, now.”


 


She knew it wasn’t Eric’s fault, but
everything had collapsed when she met him. For so long she’d been frustrated at
her own cowardice. She knew what the DC’s went through and she wanted to help
them, but in her selfishness he didn’t dare. She wished she could have
cultivated that selfishness even more, because if she had then her daughter
wouldn’t be lying in a coma on the trader’s floor.


 


It wouldn’t be long now. The door in her
mind opened and she heard a voice call to her. You know what you have to do.
Could she do it? The bottle in her hand felt too large, like it was
swelling and soon she wouldn’t be able to grip it. It didn’t seem like the sort
of thing she could use to…


 


She shuddered, and almost dropped the
bottle. It was a thought that she didn’t want to complete.


 


Noises drifted through the open window.
Wes snapped his head toward it but rather than trying to see what was
happening, he slunk down against the wall and took the photograph out of his
pocket. He looked at it for a few seconds and then sat still, photo in one hand
and gun in the other.


 


Outside, infected walked down the
street. This would have been enough to worry Heather, but this scene was even
worse. The infected, dozens of them, had bracelets around their necks. Twenty
feet behind them, men in Capita uniforms held lengths of chains connected to
the monsters. Even further back was a sight that chilled her. Charles Bull rode
his horse behind them like a conquering general. He looked from side to side as
he passed each house on the street, and Heather knew he was looking for only
one thing.


 


People had come out of their houses now.
They stood on the edge of the pavements and stared, and she saw eyes go wide
with surprise as the infected walked toward them, chains rattling along the
tarmac road. One man, jeans unbuttoned as if he had dressed hastily, rushed
toward his front door and waved his arms. Across from him a teenager settled
onto a wall and watched with his hand across his forehead.


 


She saw Charles’s mouth move as he
shouted something. The Capita soldiers approached their infected with careful
steps and one by one released their chains. Let loose, the infected lurched in
all directions toward the district residents. The men and women turned from
spectators of the scene to victims of it, and those who didn’t retreat into
their homes were pounced on by the hungry monsters.


 


Heather heard a groan behind her. She
turned and saw Kim moving. Heather’s throat closed up so quickly she thought
she might suffocate. She tightened her fists and felt her nails dig into her
skin, but she didn’t care about the pain. She watched her daughter’s slow
movements and she stared at her grey skin. She’s infected. She’s one of
them. She tried to shake away the thoughts.


 


Kim turned her head to her side and let
out a sound that was something between a cry and a growl. She opened her mouth
and coughed a spray of blood onto the laminate floor. Her eyes flickered now,
though Heather couldn’t see her pupils.


 


Wes stepped forward, raised his gun to
shoulder height and then cocked it with a click.


 


“Don’t you fucking dare point that at
her,” said Heather. 


 


She felt like she could vomit everything
in her stomach out onto the floor, and it still wouldn’t be enough to get rid
of the nausea inside her.


 


“Look at her, Heather,” he said.


 


“Put the damn gun down.”


 


Eric stayed against the wall. His eyes
darted from Wes to Kim. He looked like he was torn between rushing to Kim’s
side and getting even further away from her. Heather felt her hands shake. She
gripped the bottle tighter.


 


Kim gave another weak cough and a
sprinkling of red hit the floor. She slowly raised her head. Her eyelids
flickered and her fingers started to curl into her palm. By the time her
eyelids opened, Heather felt like she was going to drop to the floor. Kim
opened her mouth, and Heather expected to hear her groan.


 


“Mum?” she said.


 


She dropped the bottle to floor, not
caring about the sound as it thudded on the wood. She dropped to her knees and
wrapped her arms tight around her daughter. She knew she was squeezing too hard
but it seemed like one of those times when there was nothing else she could do.
She pressed Kim’s head into her chest and ran her fingers through her hair. Kim
pulled away.


 


“Mum?” she said with the weak voice.
“You look scared.”


 


Damn right she was. She’d just had the
single greatest scare in her life. Not even seeing an infected for the first
time had come close. Compared to this, that had been a happy memory.


 


Life went on, but their life was changed
now. No matter where they went the Capita would hunt them, and if they were
caught it would be the slowest death imaginable. Eric, and now Kim since she
was clearly immune, would be taken to the farms where the rich and powerful
would drain their bodies. A selfish thought hit Heather. Am I immune too?


 


Someone screamed outside. Heather got to
the window in time to see two infected tearing apart a little girl while her
mother stood at the side, legs paralysed by utter terror. Charles and two
Capita soldiers waited and watched. Another solider, far enough behind to be
out of Charles’s view, turned his head away.


 


Once the girl was dead the soldiers
steered the flock of infected down the streets. They went from door to door and
barged their way in. Heather knew that the residents of the trader estate
weren’t the focus of Charles’s search. He was looking for her, and he wouldn’t
have long to wait.
















 


Chapter
Nineteen


 


Ed


 


In the morning Ed felt a sense of shame
that he used to associate with waking up with a hangover. As the light outside
the window fought its way through the stubborn Golgoth sky, Ed knew his head
was clear. He didn’t have the throbbing temples of a hangover nor the blanks in
his mind where his memory had been sucked into a black hole.


 


From his spot on the floor he could see
Bethelyn’s form in the bed, and he felt the shame wash over him. He replayed
what he had told her the night before, and he could say it word for word in his
head. He’d told her how he’d felt about everything. First about his brother,
and then about his father. He’d let the whole mess spill out, and Bethelyn, a
woman who had lost her girl hours before, had been more than happy to help
clear it up.


 


He shook his head. Why should he feel
like this? Why should he be the person who never had anyone to talk to? His dad
had never shown his feelings toward him, and he’d always made James and Ed feel
weird whenever they did so. Year by year Ed learnt that feelings started in
your mind and that’s where they were best kept.  The thing was, shame or
no shame, he felt lighter. He had the strange feeling that for the first time
in his adult life he’d had a real conversation with another person.


 


He stretched out his legs and felt his
knees crack. The room stank of sweat, and Ed came to the realisation that he
hadn’t been to the toilet in over twelve hours. Not that it mattered; it was
just strange how your body clock could be put on stop when it looked like you
could die.


 


He walked to the window to let some air
in, but as he reached for the latch he saw movement. He pushed the window open
slowly and felt a gust of air smooth his rough skin. He watched as a figure ran
down the street near his house. It was a man sprinting down the sloping hill,
arms flailing and legs galloping at a speed that could rival a racehorse. As
the person got closer, he realised that it was Gary.


 


The bedsprings groaned as Bethelyn sat
up.


 


“Come look at this,” said Ed.


 


As Bethelyn got out of bed, Ed turned
his attention back to Gary. As soon as he reached the road outside Ed’s house,
he fell face-first into the ground without even putting his arms out to stop
himself. There was a second where Ed’s brain registered the movement as a
simple trip, but then he realised he was wrong. Gary’s mouth was wide open as
if in mid-scream, and there was a spear sticking out from his back.


 


More figures emerged at the top of the
street and began to make their way toward Gary. There were eight of them. All
of them wore masks on their faces and thick fur-lined coats that reached down
to their boots. It looked like the coats had been taken from the pelts of
animals that the strangers had hunted, but for all Ed knew they may have simply
raided a clothing store on the mainland. He assumed that was where they were
from. There were other islands, thousands of miles across the sea, but it
seemed more logical that these men and women were from across the channel.


 


One man walked in front of them all. A
good foot taller than the rest and with a thicker coat, he walked with the ease
of a man on a sunny afternoon stroll. Though he couldn’t see his face properly,
Ed could almost imagine him whistling to himself as he took in the view of
Golgoth.


 


The rest of them lifted their feet in
uniform steps that reminded Ed of a military unit marching in a parade. As they
went by Gordon Rigby’s house an infected sprang from behind a bush, arms
raised. The leader of the strangers spread his right hand and grabbed the
monster by the forehead. It looked like he was going to crush its skull between
his fingers, but instead he pushed it away. Another of the strangers stepped
forward with his knife and dispatched the creature.


 


The leader stopped outside Ed’s house.
He stood over Gary’s body and took hold of the spear that stuck out of his
back. He put his boot on Gary’s calf and pulled, and Ed saw a spray of blood as
the spear left his back.


 


Ed moved away from the window and to the
side so that he could see what was happening outside without being
spotted.  Bethelyn lifted herself off the bed, but Ed raised a hand in the
air. With the window open, Ed could just about hear the conversation outside.


 


“Do you think this will work, Savage?”
said one of them, looking at the leader.


 


The Savage wiped his spear on his pants.


 


“We’ve seen it plenty of times before.”


 


“I know but it’s been so long since he
got bit.”


 


“We have to try.”


 


“We might not have got to him in time.”


 


The Savage put his spear behind his neck
and then rested the crook of his elbows on it. In a way he reminded him of
James and the way he used to lean his cricket bat behind his head during the
games they played in summer. James had never been a serious sportsman and found
it hard to get emotionally invested in the game, and most people on the island
saw him as easy going. Ed knew different. He’d catch glimpses of his brother’s
face when the cheeky expression dropped, like the fall of an actor’s face when
the camera left him.


 


“We’ll know soon enough.” The Savage
nodded at Gary’s lifeless body. “Was this one definitely immune?”


 


“You saw him, Savage. Guy was running
like a girl. He hadn’t turned.”


 


The Savage turned around and made a
beckoning gesture to his people. Two of them carried another man between them
and laid him at their leader’s feet. This one was dressed like the others, but
his long grey hair marked him as much older. He had the skin of a fisherman who
had spent years at sea with salt water lashing at his face. His eyes were weak,
the pupils so diluted it looked like the whites were going to swallow them.


 


The Savage bent to his knees beside
Gary’s body. He turned him over, and for a few seconds gazed into Gary’s dead
eyes as though communicating telepathically. He took a knife out of the inside
of his coat, and without a pause began to saw off Gary’s right arm. Ed looked
away to spare himself the sight of it, though he wished he’d had enough warning
to miss the knife slicing into skin.


 


When he looked back he saw that The
Savage cradled a piece of flesh in his hands. Blood trickled over his fingers
and ran down his arm, where it disappeared under the sleeve of his coat. The
flesh looked soft, almost like jelly, and Ed was surprised how much like beef
it seemed. 


 


The Savage bent next to the grey haired
man. He put one hand on the man’s leg, and with the other hand offered the meat
to him.


 


“Open your mouth.”


 


The man chewed Gary’s flesh, his face
turning into a grimace with the gnashing of his teeth. The Savage watched in
silence, while some of the other strangers began to hum a tune. It sounded like
some sort of old sailing song, the kind Ed expected fishermen to sing in a
storm. As the old man ate Gary’s arm and the strangers, in their masks and fur
coats, sang wordlessly, Ed felt like he’d been sent back in time. It felt like
he’d fallen into a portal and in a dizzying few minutes had seen the centuries
rewound.


 


The grey haired man brought his hands to
his eyes. Seeing that they were covered in blood, he started to cry as if the
realisation of what his meal was had just hit him.


 


“You know it was the only way,” said The
Savage.


 


Ed had been so mesmerised by the scene
that he forgot Bethelyn was watching too. He almost gasped at how white her
skin was.


 


“Shut the window,” she said. “Please.”


 


“What the fuck did we just see?” said
Ed.


 


Bethelyn interlocked her fingers behind
her head. Her eyes stared out of the window but it didn’t seem like she focused
on anything.


 


“I mean,” said Ed. “He just ate part of
Gary. Sliced off some of his arm and fed it to his friend.”


 


“He was sick,” said Bethelyn.


 


“What?”


 


“The old man was sick. Don’t you get it,
Ed? They were talking about people being immune. We’re all immune.”


 


“Give me some credit. I had that much
figured by now.”


 


Bethelyn looked angry. “How are you not
getting this? The man out there was sick. Gary was immune. They made the man
eat part of Gary.”


 


The clues came together so suddenly they
knocked the breath out of him. Two days ago he had never even come into contact
with the infection. Now, most of the residents were infected and a group of
strangers were eating the ones who had survived. He realised why, though it
didn’t make him feel better. The strangers weren’t cannibals. If they were,
they would all have eaten Gary. They’d have had themselves a good old feast.
Instead, only the sick old man had tasted flesh.


 


“They made him eat the immune to stop his
own infection,” said Ed.


 


Bethelyn nodded. “It’s the only thing
that makes any sense, screwed up as it is.”


 


Ed was stuck so fast in a quagmire of
thoughts that he didn’t realise he had moved into full view of the window. He
looked down at the street again and almost collapsed to the floor. The
strangers were still on the street below, but they weren’t singing and we’re
focused on the old man. Now they all stared back at Ed.


 


***


 


The run to the harbour was a short one
but it meant a descent down a hill made slippy by days of rain. Ed imagined
that he heard shouting behind them as the strangers pursued them, but he knew
this it was probably his panicked mind. By the time they reached the bottom of
the hill, though, he knew the shouts were real.


 


The harbour was in front of them but it
didn’t offer any promise of escape. Instead Ed felt the breath leave his chest
as he looked at the boats tethered to the dock. All of them still floated on
the water, but it was clear that inch by inch they were sinking into the sea.
One, a leisure yacht called the Claret Princess, had a hole in the hull which
looked like the work of an axe.


 


“Someone did this on purpose,” said
Bethelyn.


 


“No prizes for guessing who.”


 


As if summoned, the strangers appeared
at the top of the hill. They looked like natives seeing off a raiding party,
and Ed had to remind himself that they were the strangers on the island, not
him. Yet it was him being chased off it and away from his home. The Savage
stood in the middle of the group and leant on his spear. He could have been a
golfer surveying the range of a course.


 


“What now?” said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage shouted into the air. Perhaps
he had meant it to be a menacing cry of war, but instead his delivery was too
high pitched and the sound didn’t scare Ed. It was only when the strangers
began to clamber down the hill that he felt adrenaline run through him.


 


The boats were ruined, and the strangers
were running down the slope that was the only way back to the island. Ed
realised that their already limited options had narrowed to a single choice. He
reached grabbed Bethelyn’s hand. She seemed surprised at first, as if not
expecting the contact.


 


“Let’s go,” he said.


 


He looked ahead of him, all the way
across the wooden planks of the harbour to where the wood met the lapping sea.
The boats were gone, but the sea remained their only escape. He knew they
wouldn’t be able to stay in it too long in the cold climate, but there wasn’t a
choice. 


 


Together they sprinted across the pier.
As they approached the end of the small boardwalk they lifted their legs in
unison and jumped into the freezing sea. Mid jump, like the freeze frame in a
movie, Ed realised how close to death they were. As his legs crashed into the
icy sea and the cold slid up his skin, he kept a tight grip on Bethelyn’s hand.
















 


Chapter
Twenty


 


Heather


 


It wasn’t hard for them to sneak out of
Wes’s house. A medley of voices drowned the silences that might otherwise have
betrayed them. Men and women screamed out in fear of the infected. The Capita
soldiers issued commands filled with curses. The groans of the monsters
travelled with the wind.


 


For Heather it was an echo of the last
weeks before the outbreak. Until then people had clung on to their routine.
Some people still dressed in the mornings and went to their jobs, and others
continued to save their money in the naïve idea that they’d ever have a use for
it again. Restaurants kept their doors open with whatever skeleton staff they
could find. Bus drivers wedged themselves into their seats, post men shouldered
sacks off mail and everyone wore painted smiles. Then, like scissors snapping a
thread, the whole thing broke. 


 


The newscasts gave their final
broadcasts and then shut down. The government airdropped millions of masks.
People ventured out less and stayed at home more, but those that did go outside
found themselves trapped in a cyclone of violence and looting. There was
widespread abandon as people realised that laws were a forgotten concept. Some,
their minds clinging to the idea of a government conspiracy, wandered the
streets with their mouths and noses unmasked. There were shouts, screams,
cries. An orchestra of human emotion played all around them, and it got so bad
that the idea of walking the streets made Heather lose her breath. In the last
few days, she locked her doors and closed the blinds on her windows. Cut
forward just a month, and the streets were empty.


 


A Capita soldier shouted for someone to
stop, but Heather didn’t see anyone nearby. She put her arm around Kim and
supported her daughter onto the street. Eric looked around him, so on edge that
he was like a fly buzzing in the breeze. Wes followed them like a ghost, with
one hand tucked in his pocket gripping his gun.


 


“If we’re quiet, we can slip through the
streets,” said Heather.


 


“Where are we going?” said Eric.


 


They moved east away from Wes’s house
now, along a street that had four semi-detached houses with big spaces out
front, some of them still home to family hatchback cars that hadn’t been driven
in years.


 


Heather held her daughter close to her.
Kim could just about walk by herself, but she felt as frail as a leaf at the
end of autumn where even the slightest motion could make her flake away into
dust.


 


“We just need to get off the estate,
that’s all I can think about right now. Where is a big question, and I don’t
have the stomach for it.”


 


It wasn’t a big estate. Years back it
had been the type of place where ten-child families lived, the parents paying
rent by filling out a form at the benefits office every Wednesday. It was the
kind of the estate that was spatially small but made even smaller by how
everyone knew each other’s names. Those days were long gone now, and most
people stayed nameless to each other.


 


It wouldn’t take them long to leave. If
they were sure-footed and walked close to the buildings they should have been
able to slip the eyes of the Capita soldiers and their chained infected.
Charles was somewhere, on his horse, but even he couldn’t see though walls.


 


They carried on along the street. Next
to one stretch of pavement, a metre away from a drain by the roadside, were the
rusted remains of a pram. The black mesh was torn and twisted wires stuck out.
It was like a ribcage smashed open from the inside. Drips of rain ran off it
and soaked into the fabric where once, a baby would have slept.


 


Kim slumped against Heather. Eric joined
at her side, lifted her arm and hooked it around his neck. Together he and
Heather carried Kim away, though the differences in their heights meant Kim was
slightly off balance.


 


“Not far now,” said Heather.


 


The groans and shouts became something
they were accustomed to, as if they were part of the background noise that a
person should expect to hear every day. Heather even began to feel the rushing
of her pulse slow into a smooth flow. It was short-lived. When she heard the
barking of the dogs, it accelerated again, and the pounding of her heart became
so hard she could hear it. Wes turned his head.


 


“Sounds like a pack,” he said.


 


Heather adjusted Kim so that she leant
more easily against her.


 


“I saw a stray in Cresstone,” she said.
“They’re getting angrier every day. Thought it might attack me.”


 


“These aren’t strays. They’re Capita
dogs.”


 


Wes ran his hands through his hair as if
it gave him comfort. Then he took his gun out of his pocket and gripped it as a
good luck charm. The paint of the barrel had worn away and a slice of duct tape
stuck around the handle was the only thing stopping it falling apart.


 


“Oh shit. Oh fuck,” he said.


 


He looked like he might tear his hair
out. The person she used to know, so calm and collected behind his desk, was
gone, replaced by a beaten excuse of a man who had bitten his nails to the skin
and gripped his gun so tight his knuckles were white.


 


“What are you so worried about? You sell
to them, don’t you?”


 


He scoffed. “Think how it looks, helping
a woman sneak away two DC kids.”


 


“I think you owe it to the DC’s after
what I saw in your room.”


 


“I’m not a monster, Heather.”


 


“Maybe not, but you’re feeding the
monsters.”


 


An infected made a rasping sound as it
turned the corner in front of them. A metal bracelet cut into the skin on its
neck, and a loose chain link flapped with each jerk of its head. It saw Heather
and her group and stretched out for them.


 


The barking of a pack of dogs came from
nearby. A Capita solder shouted but Heather couldn’t tell what he said. Here,
with the estate as small as it was, it wouldn’t be long until they were found
either by the nose of a hound or eyes of a soldier. In the background of it
all, as sure a thing as the wind in the air, the groans of the now-loose
infected drifted.


 


“Check your masks,” said Heather. “And
your skin. Have any of you got cuts?”


 


“Nope,” said Eric.


 


Kim wheezed out an answer. “No”.


 


Wes shook his head. His injuries were to
his nose, but his nostrils were covered by the pollution mask strapped to his
face.


 


The infected stepped a foot closer to
Heather. She grabbed it by the shoulder, surprised by how much its bones stuck
out. It turned its head to bite her but Heather’s hand was too quick and she
managed to lodge her broken bottle in its brain. She let the infected fall to
the floor.


 


“Here,” she heard someone shout.


 


The barks grew louder and more frenzied
as if the pack of dogs spoke to each other as they hunted across the estate.
The feeling of having pursuers was enough to wish she’d never risked herself in
helping Eric. Without him, her life would have been untroubled. 


 


But was that really true? She thought
back to class, to seeing Jenny escorted from her classroom and the way it made
her feel. She couldn’t have lived without doing something, so perhaps it was
wrong to blame the boy. It was a thought she kept turning in her head, never
sure which side of it she stood on. Even she was growing sick of it.


 


More yapping focussed her attention
about what she needed to do. She lay the infected out on the pavement, arms and
legs spread-eagled. She felt as though she was arranging a dummy in a shop
window.


 


“What the hell are you doing?” said Wes.


 


She twisted the bottle in her hand to
see how sharp the glass was. The infected’s skin was weak from illness, so she
had no doubt it would tear under the slightest of cuts. She unbuttoned the
ragged shirt sleeve on its right arm and rolled it up to the elbow. Holding her
breath, she stabbed the glass into the infected’s flesh and dragged it down.
With her eyes closed it felt no different to cutting through a chicken breast,
and she found that was more adapt a butcher than she thought.


 


When she was finished it didn’t resemble
an arm anymore. The skin was peeled away to reveal the gory insides, and blood
dribbled over the edges and stained concrete paving that had spent decades as
the same shade of grey.


 


“Rub this on yourselves,” said Heather.


 


“Have you lost your mind?” said Wes.


 


More barking. More groaning. The shouts
of the soldiers. Heather looked around her but saw nothing.


 


“It’s for the dogs,” she said.


 


They could hide from the eyes of the
soldiers and they could dodge the blundering infected, but the nose of a dog
was hard to trick. The only way to evade it was to disguise their smell. By
painting themselves with infected blood they would be able to drown their human
stink enough to let the Capita’s dogs pass by.


 


Wes looked around him. His cheeks were
blotched. There was something nearby that he seemed to be searching for, but
Heather saw nothing. He had the same look on his face as her pupils usually got
just before they did something wrong. Wes might have been a  grown man,
but it seemed like the human range of expression made everyone less unique than
they thought.


 


“Looking for something?” said Heather.


 


He rubbed his neck.


 


“I just…no.”


 


“If you want to get out of here you
better follow my lead.”


 


Eric, with the bravery only a child
could have, had already coated his neck and arms in blood. He looked like a
butcher’s apprentice who had lost a battle with a steak. Heather scooped a palm
full of blood and swabbed it across her daughter’s forehead, around her face – careful
not to get any in her eyes – and followed the curve of her jaw and down her
neck. Soon her face was a dull red, with tiny red lumps in places like the pulp
from a glass of orange juice.


 


Kim wrinkled her nose. She coughed, and
then the parts of her face which weren’t covered in blood turned whiter than
snow. She leant forward and retched. Heather rubbed her back with one hand, and
with the other gave herself a bloody makeover.


 


The yap of the dog’s voices placed them
only seconds away now. Heather picked up Kim and supported her off the pavement
and next to a house, where a wood fence shielded them from view. Eric followed,
letting his hand slide along the fence as he walked and leaving a trail of
blood on the wood. Wes came last. His chin was red and his cheeks had some
blood on them, though nowhere near enough to disguise the smell. With his sad
face and half-done paint job, he was the circus clown who couldn’t commit
wholeheartedly to his disguise.


 


There was the patter of small feet on
the road as the dogs walked by. Heather strained her ears so as to hear
everything, and she fancied she could even hear the sniff of their noses as
they tested the scent in the air. Her heart rattled in her chest and she found
herself gripping Kim’s arm. She knew it took only one curious hound to wander
their way and the whole pack would find them. From there it would be seconds
until the Capita soldiers had them under arrest.


 


She held her breath as the dogs filed by
them. Kim stood so close to her that there was barely a centimetre between
them. A tension filed Heather’s hands but she couldn’t grip Kim tighter because
she didn’t want to risk her daughter making a sound. Had the dogs gone yet?
What was taking them so long?


 


Eric glanced at her and slowly started to
turn around. Heather wanted to tell him to be still, but she daren’t risk
movement. Now, facing the fence, Eric peered through a tiny hole in the panel.
Heather’s pulse fired at the rate of a machine gun. Seconds later, hours in
Heather’s head, Eric lifted his thumb in the air. With the dogs gone she let
the air out of her chest, and she relaxed her fingers away from Kim’s shoulder.



 


She wanted to starting moving but a
natural caution held her in place as sure as a hand on her chest. Although the
barking of the dogs seemed to be drifting away she could still hear the whisper
of the infected’s groans as they walked nearby.


 


“So Sarge told me he wanted me to apply
for a posting in the Dome. Then when I give him the paperwork, only an hour
later, he tells me it’s too late and that I should have applied days ago.”


 


“What a prick.”


 


“Yeah.”


 


The voices of the Capita soldiers were
matched only by the sound of their boots as they marched by the fence. They
walked side by side, one of them holding a rolled-up chain in his right hand
and swinging his arm with each step.


 


“Just keep quiet and we’ve got a clear
pass,” whispered Heather.


 


Wes moved away from the fence. Heather
was going to tell him to be still when she caught a look on his face. His eyes
were pleading, sorrowful. The eyes of a man who was apologising before he’d
actually done anything wrong. He stepped away from the fence and held his arms
out.


 


“Hey,” he said. “They’re here. I found
them.”


 


The Capita soldiers turned and walked
back toward them. Heather felt herself sink. She pulled Kim close toward her.
There was an alleyway in front of her, but she knew that running wouldn’t do
her any good now.


 


Wes looked at her once again, and
Heather realised that she’d misread his look just a second earlier. It could
have been many things, but it wasn’t sorrowful. He stared deep into Heather’s
eyes as the Capita soldiers ran up to him, halting when they saw the family
hiding behind the fence.


 


“I’m just doing what it takes to live,”
he said, and then pointed his gun at Heather.


 
















 


Chapter
Twenty-One


 


Heather


 


The warmth in Charles’s voice didn’t
match the coldness of his eyes. When the Capita soldiers had tied ropes around
her arms and had done the same to Eric and Kim, she knew that it wouldn’t be long
until the bounty hunter showed up. The sound of horse hooves clip-clopped from
down the street, and soon enough a horse and cart turned the corner and then
rolled to a stop in front of them. A Capita solider prodded the handle of his
butcher knife into Heather’s back and made her walk toward it.


 


She watched Wes struggle as she walked
up the ramp and onto the cart. Two stern-eyed Capita soldiers ordered him to
stretch out his arms, but the trader threw his shoulders to shrug them off. His
groomed eyebrows arched as though he didn’t believe the ropes they held out
were meant for him.


 


“I’m the one who found them,” he said.
“It was all part of the plan. Ask Charles. He knows. I sell to you guys. I’m
one of you.”


 


By the time Charles arrived, the soldiers
had tied up Wes’s hands. He wore a black eye to match the busted nose Heather
had given him. The near-winter sky held frost in it, but Heather couldn’t feel
the cold. Instead she felt exhausted as her mind raced through all the possible
outcomes that lay ahead. None were good. She tried to turn away from them, but
that was the problem with the things in your head; they wouldn’t let you hide.
What would happen to Kim and Eric when they were taken to the Capita? Would
their paths lead them to different fates?


 


When Charles arrived, Heather finally
felt the touch of the frost. The bounty hunter made his horse trot up next to
the cart. He pulled at the reigns and the animal halted. The animal seemed
comfortable with Charles’s bulk, though the bounty hunter’s shoulders sagged an
inch.


 


“Good lad, Ken,” he said, and ran a hand
down the horse’s black hair.


 


Charles’s long black coat covered his
body and hid the wounds that Eric had inflicted on him. Heather guessed that
under his costume he wore bandages around the places that the screwdriver had
punctured. Despite his injuries and the weight that his shoulders seemed to
carry, he still seemed strong. She wondered if this was even the same man who,
not much earlier, had fled from her house with blood pouring from him. 


 


Years ago, Heather had been a big fan of
wrestling. Her father was surprised that the seven year old girl liked to watch
men throwing each other around a ring, but he went with it. On Sunday mornings
they’d get up before the rest of the family and watch recordings on TV. There
was one wrestler called Carlisle who wore a mask that covered his face, and he
spoke in a voice so deep it seemed to shake the canvas. He fought so many bouts
and stayed in the scene for so long that people began to question whether it
was even the same man behind the mask. He didn’t age like everyone else, and he
seemed immune to the physical toll years of wrestling would have on most men.
Rumours spread that there had been two Carlisle’s; a newer, younger man
replacing the original when his body fell apart. Then the conspiracy theorists,
claiming to have studied years of tapes, said there had actually been four body
switches. The original Carlisle, they said, had a scar on his thigh that he
covered with makeup which was sometimes washed away mid-fight by sweat. In
later years, the scar was gone. This was proof enough for them that they were
being lied to. Many men had worn the mask, but none had taken it off.


 


“You got a lot of fight in you,” said
Charles.


 


She looked at the oval shapes in his eye
sockets but she couldn’t read anything in them. He didn’t look angry, but she
had come to know that Charles’s anger boiled below the surface, and it only
spewed out when he let it.


 


“It bodes well for your daughter,” he
said, “If she’s anything like her mother. They like tough bodies at the farm.
We get more meat before they break.”


 


Now that their search had ended, the
Capita soldiers rounded up their infected and linked their chains to the
bracelets around their necks. She wondered why the soldiers were never bitten
by them. Were they just experienced handlers, or was it possible to train the
infected?


 


The same couldn’t be said about the
dogs. One soldier bent at the knee and grabbed the collar of a Rottweiler-Husky
half breed. The dog stepped back and curled its top lip to show yellow teeth.
The soldier’s forehead screwed up. His right hand twitched toward a hand axe
which hung off his belt.


 


“Heel, Silas,” he said, his voice so
deep and low that it was almost a growl.


 


The dog’s hind legs bent as if getting
ready to spring, and man and beast stared at each other. Finally the dog’s ears
relaxed, its lips uncurled and it trotted over to the man.


 


“Every bloody time,” said the soldier,
and pulled the dog toward him for an affectionate hug.


 


Wes leaned forward in his seat on the
cart to see what was going on, but the soldier in front of him pushed him back.
Heather wished the soldier would hit him. She’d beaten him up pretty bad
herself, but he deserved worse. She could only see the back of the soldier in
front of Wes, and she wondered what kind of man he was. Some of them loved to
use the power they had over others, and it was that sort of man who would hit
Wes. She hoped this soldier enjoyed his authority enough to abuse it.


 


“Armstrong,” said Charles.


 


The soldier turned round. Heather saw
the scar that ran across his cheek like a vein, and she recognised Max
Armstrong. He had been in her house twice. On one visit he had complimented her
crops and given her advice, and on the second he had uprooted them from the
ground and taken them away. Despite that, his lingering stare from soft eyes
made him seem different from the other soldiers.


 


“Sir?” said Max. The way he emphasised
the word made it seem sarcastic.


 


Charles pointed. “Take Miss Castle and
the trader to the Dome.”


 


Wes wriggled forward again. “Why me?”


 


Charles leaned into the seat of his
horse. He stroked the side of the animal’s head as he spoke.


 


“How many people do you plan to double
cross, trader? As many as you can get away with, I’ll bet. You made your bed,
so you can die in it.”


 


He looked at the soldiers who stood at
the foot of the cart. One of them turned away under Charles’s gaze. It
reassured Heather that she wasn’t the only one who didn’t want to look at the
bounty hunter. Even his own men were scared of him.


 


“Take the boy and the girl and put them
on the other cart. They’re going to the compound for processing. The train
leaves in two days and I want them on it.”


 


Did he say train? Once or twice in the last few years Heather had heard
rumours that high ranking Capita officers made use of carefully-maintained
cars, but she never imagined they could have an operational train. Things like
that seemed like relics of a time long-gone, of days where people were safe.


 


Charles tugged on the reigns of his
horse. The animal took a few steps back, snorted and then stopped. The bounty
hunter pointed at Kim.


 


“Stand up,” he said.


 


Heather wanted to do something. She
looked down at her arms and saw the redness of her skin where the rope
scratched against it. Max Armstrong was in front of her and there were two
Capita soldiers at the bottom of the cart. Across the estate other soldiers
gathered their infected to re-chain them, and a few dog handlers clipped leads
to the necks of the Capita’s canines. There was nothing that Heather could do.
Even if she grabbed Kim and started running, they would get ten metres before a
set of teeth clamped on their calves or the fingers of an infected pulled them
back.


 


She felt like shrinking back in her seat
and dissolving into it. It would be better that way. After all, what good was
she to anyone? After Kim’s father went – she refused to even think the
bastard’s name –she had assumed the role of protector. She’d tried to get her
daughter far away from the Capita, but she’d failed. Now she was going to be
taken further into the maze than she’d ever been, and she couldn’t imagine what
waited in the middle.


 


“Give your daughter a hug,” said
Charles. “It’ll be the last one that you’ll get.”


 


“I’m not letting you take her.”


 


He pulled back on the reigns. Ken, the
horse, wheezed.


 


“Look around you,” said Charles. “Do you
think you have much of a say?”


 


“I won’t let you, you bastard.”


 


“I’m not too bothered about the insults
to be honest Heather, but the harder you make this for me, the more your child
will suffer. Now give your daughter a hug.”


 


She looked around her again as if the
passing of a couple of minutes would magically alter the scene. Nothing had changed;
Capita soldiers walked with idle strolls and their dogs pulled at leather
leads. There was nothing she could do. The worst thing would be to give Charles
a reason to kill her.


 


“Go on. I won’t wait much longer,” said
Charles.


 


Heather stood up and opened her arms.
Kim, eyes tearing up and legs shaking, walked into her embrace. Heather pulled
her daughter’s head close to her chest, closed her eyes and squeezed. All the
water in her body was fighting to spill out of her eyes, and she felt Kim
tremble against her.  Eric stood up, walked across the cart and threw his
arms around Kim. It amazed Heather how natural it felt for him to join them. 


 


“I’ll come for you,” Heather whispered,
and she meant every word more than she’d ever meant anything in her life.


 


She looked away from the children in
time to see Charles give a nod. Before she could interpret its meaning, Heather
felt the crash of something blunt on the back of her head. Her legs turned to
water and before she could open her lips to shout, her whole world was plunged
into darkness.
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Two


 


Heather


 


The wheel of the cart struggled over a
stone, and the jolt brought Heather back from the dark. As the light strained
into her eyes she felt a throbbing pain in her temple and wondered if this was
real or just another layer to the dream she’d been having. In it she was in the
school swimming baths like in the old days. Her legs were so useless they might
as well have been made of plastic, and a fin glided through the water in graceful
zigzags. As the shape got nearer and she could see its mass underneath the
water, and she realised it wasn’t a fin poking out of the water. It was the
long black beak of a mask, and in front of her, emerging in a spray of water,
was Charles Bull.


 


“Let me off this fucking thing.”


 


There was more than an undercurrent of
fear to the trader’s voice; it was so high pitched it sounded like the words
wobbled out of his mouth. His wrists were scratched raw from his attempts to
get out of the ropes, but the knots had held. Whoever tied them had paid more
attention to their teacher than Heather had to her father.


 


She lifted her arms to her face. With
bound hands she brushed her hair away from her forehead. The strands stuck to
her skin in clumps, glued by the sweat that covered her.


 


“Where are you taking me?” she said.


 


“The Dome,” said a soldier to her right.


 


At the end of the cart one solider sat
with reigns in his hand and his back hunched. He concentrated on the space in
front of him as though he might have to take a sharp turn, but they were in the
wilderness now. The trader district was so far away that she couldn’t even see
it as a blip on the landscape, and nothing lay ahead of them save a horizon
with fearful promises.


 


They were in the wilderness that Heather
knew was part of Capita territory. Once it had been a government protected
nature reserve, and Heather had taken a school trip here once. The teacher had
given them all a sheet with pictures of birds, and each bird was worth a
certain amount of points. There were some on there that she’d never seen before
in her life and which looked too exotic to exist in a place as bleak as this.
At the end of one of the happiest days she could remember, Heather had the
second highest point tally after seeing dozens of colourful birds. Now, on the
cart, she looked around her and she saw nothing except knee-high yellow grass
that blew idly in the wind.


 


The cart followed a rough stone path
that someone had cut into the ground. The width was uneven and more often than
not shrunk so small that it became a line. The cart driver leaned forward in
his seat and held the reigns tight in his hand. The soldier next to him leaned
towards him and spoke.


 


“Better stop,” he said.


 


She recognised the voice, and when the
soldier turned to look at her she saw that it was Max. Heather moved her head
from side to side as if expecting Charles Bull to come riding by on his horse,
but when the cart stopped, there was nothing but silence. It seemed that
Charles had trusted Max to deal with Heather and Wes, but what did that mean
for the kids? When she thought about them being with Charles, she felt like she
was hanging onto a ledge hundreds of feet in the air with fingers too weak to
hold.


 


The road forked ahead of them and the
stone pathway split into opposite directions. Heather had no clue where either
of them led. It made her think about how stupid their plan had been, really.
Even if she and Kim managed to get enough supplies together to leave the Capita
lands, where would they go? 


 


Knowing the area wasn’t a problem. There
was a city twenty six miles away that was once the mecca of a rock and roll
movement, and five miles east was an industrial town that kick-started the turn
of the century steam era. Getting around wasn’t the issue and even if it was,
there were plenty of maps sitting on the shelves of abandoned shops. The
problem was that things had changed. She didn’t know what creatures lived in
the old rock-and roll-city or how many infected walked the streets of the steam
town. The maps still looked the same but the places had changed.


 


The soldier on the end of the cart stood
up.


 


“Why’ve we stopped?” he said.


 


Max stepped across from the driver seat
and into the cart. His mask was dusty, but Heather could still see the smiley
face that he’d drawn on it. He walked by Heather and Wes and stood in front of
the other soldier. Without a word, Max pulled a knife from his belt and stabbed
the soldier in the throat. The man put a hand to his neck, but his legs collapsed
under him. He hit the floor on his back and gurgled. Max kicked him off the
cart.


 


He bent down toward Heather and motioned
for her to hold up her hands. With two cuts he sliced away the rope that tied
her, and then worked on the rope around her ankles. Heather watched as he did
the same for Wes. 


 


As soon as his ropes fell away, Wes
dived over the side of the cart. He hit the ground with his knees but
immediately straightened up. He tried to run away but could only manage a limp,
and he couldn’t even clear twenty metres before Max had leapt over the side of
the cart, caught up to him and punched him so hard in the back of the head that
he fell over. Max grabbed Wes’s ankles and dragged him back across the grass.


 


The driver stood up and turned around now,
holding the reigns in one hand as if dropping them would send the horses
bolting for their freedom. When he saw the Capita soldier on the ground with
blood gushing from his throat, he stepped back so suddenly he almost tripped
over his seat. 


 


“Goddamn it,” he said, voice weary as if
this happened every day.


 


He snapped his head to the left and saw
Max approaching the cart with the unconscious trader. The driver let the reigns
go, reached into his pocket and pulled a clay hammer. He was about to step off
the cart toward Max when Heather reached out, grabbed his leg and pulled on it,
sending the man face first to the floor. Reacting quicker than his rival, Max
stabbed the driver in the back of his neck. 


 


He picked up Wes and pushed him up onto
the side of the cart. Heather grabbed Wes’s collar and helped get him aboard.
Max grabbed the railing, put his foot on a wheel and swung himself up onto the
vehicle. He sat down, ran his hand over his face to wipe away the sweat and
then let his breath catch up with him.


 


Heather didn’t know what to say. She
didn’t know what had happened, and in this situation it seemed there was little
input she could give. She waited as Max brought himself under control. She saw
that his right hand was in a tight fist and that he tapped his foot nervously
on the floor of the cart.


 


“I don’t understand,” she said.


 


He closed his eyes for a second. Opening
them, he spoke. “Give me a minute.”


 


Though his face was young, a crease ran
across his forehead as if it was a worry that wouldn’t leave. With his
otherwise smooth skin and his hair that was thick at the front but thinning
slightly at the back, he seemed like one of those chameleon guys who could pass
for any age they liked. With a suit and briefcase he could be forty, and with
ripped jeans and trainers he could easily become an early-thirties guy clinging
onto his late twenties.


 


Finally he straightened up in his seat.
He put the knife back in his belt and rested a boot on Wes’s back.


 


“You’ve heard of the Resistance?” he
said.


 


Heather nodded. Speech still wouldn’t
come. 


 


“Then you will understand what I just
did.”


 


The words left his mouth casually like a
man telling the time. After listening to Charles talk, Heather was glad of
someone who didn’t speak in riddles. She had so many questions for him, but
when she went to speak, he put a hand out. 


 


“Probably best you let me tell this,” he
said. “I’ve been living a lie so long it’ll be good to say something true for
once. Oh boy. Here it comes, then.”


 


He ran his hand across his forehead.
“I’m from Kiele, in the south. Came to the Capita three years ago and joined
the force.  Rose through the ranks and tried to find out what their big
plan was.”


 


Heather’s brain cleared. She had so many
things to ask, but they wriggled around her head like worms and she couldn’t
say anything until they settled down. It was probably better to just let him
talk.


 


“Big plan?”


 


“The Capita are working on something. We
could smell it miles away, even in Kiele, but we couldn’t get close enough to
learn the details. We used to have a guy inside the army, but one day he was
found swinging from the beams by his bootlaces with silver coins shoved down
his throat.”


 


“Why silver?” said Heather.


 


“That guy in the old stories. You know,
the Betrayer. They were letting everyone know that he had crossed the Capita.
Somehow they must have found out he was one of us.”


 


Heather knew too well that the Capita’s
resources of information were endless, and their drive for power was second
only to their need to destroy the corruption within. The Capita wanted pure,
unchallenged control, and the punishments for those who disturbed the balance
were beyond cruel.


 


“I don’t know why anyone would risk it,”
she said. “Living in the barracks, knowing you could be found out any minute.
Doesn’t seem worth it.”


 


He gave a slight smile. “You sound like
my wife.”


 


“She must be a sensible woman.”


 


He shook his head. “It’s been three
years since I left. Wish I would have listened to her. She was expecting when I
left you know. She told me it was going be a girl. There’s no way she could
have known, but that’s Olivia for you. She always has these weird feelings
about stuff.”


 


Wes stirred on the ground. His eyelids
flickered, and he let out a sound that was muffled by the wooden floor against
his mask. Max pressed his boot into his back. Heather worried that her complete
lack of sympathy for the trader meant that her heart had hardened, but maybe
that wasn’t such a bad thing. 


 


“So, what now?” said Heather.


 


“It’s been three long fucking years but
I know what it is now.”


 


“Sorry?”


 


“Their plan.”


 


“Is it the farms?”


 


Max stood up. His knife swung from his
belt as he paced around the cart. Wes rolled to his side and got up off the
floor. His noise was swollen and there was a purple bulge under his eyes, but
otherwise his face was pale. Max stood on the end of the cart and looked into
the landscape beyond.


 


“The farms are only cogs in it,” he
said. “It’s something much bigger. You won’t even believe me Heather. You won’t
believe how bad it is, and even if you did, you wouldn’t understand.”


 


“You could try me.”


 


“We need to get back to Kiele. We need
to tell them what the Capita is planning.”


 


“But my daughter,” she said.


 


“If we don’t go now, Heather, it’s gonna
be too late.”


 


“I can’t leave her.”


 


“You have to try.”


 


Heather got to her feet. She felt her
cheeks burning up.


 


“Try and leave my daughter? Have you
lost your fucking mind? There was a time when I really needed to meet you, Max.
Not you, but the Resistance. But now I just need Kim.”


 


Max looked at her with an ashen face.
Right now he looked closer to being in his fifties. Time was sandpaper that had
ground him down. Maybe not his smooth skin, but internally it had worn him
away.


 


“Things run deeper than you and the
children. I know it sounds cold to say it, but sometimes the right thing to do
is the coldest.”


 


In that second she wanted to push him
off the cart. 


 


“You can’t just leave them,” she said.
“What about this train or whatever the hell it is?”


 


Max crossed his arms and fixed a firm
expression on his face. Behind him was the grassy wilderness of the mainland, a
vast stretch of endless nothing. Somewhere beyond it was the Dome, and
somewhere else were the Capita’s farms.


 


“I can’t, Heather,” said Max. “It’s just
me. No-one else knows. If I don’t make it back to the others, we’re fucked.
Think about how many DC’s will die.”


 


“I’m more worried about Kim.”


 


“Your daughter’s life isn’t worth
hundreds of others. I’m sorry.”


 


There was finality to his words that
Heather had heard before, but not since she was fourteen. Back then the words
had come from her father as he carried her cat, Ham, to the back of their car.
He was taking Ham on a one-way trip to the vets, and Heather had begged him to
reconsider.


 


He’s too old, Heather. Too old and
sick.


 


Please dad, I’ll take care of him.


 


Only one way to take care of him now.


 


She saw the same stubbiness in Max that
she’d seen in her father years ago. She knew already that he was the sort of
man who, once he’d took his first step forward, didn’t stop until the journey
was over. This left her adrift from any options. Charles had taken Kim and Eric
to the farm, and Heather didn’t know where it was.  Even if she did, she
would have to travel there alone through the wastelands. If the wastelands
didn’t claim her life, the guards on the farm surely would. Even then, having
overcome every obstacle she could think of, there was every chance that she
would get there too late. Charles had spoken of putting the children on a
train. When it was leaving and where it was going was just another mystery.


 


Max must have sensed the problems
turning in her mind.


 


“Do you understand how impossible this
is?” he said.


 


“I don’t care.”


 


“The farm is the Capita’s plan for the
future. They don’t leave that to chance. They’ll blow your head apart while
you’re still a speck in a soldier’s scope.”


 


“That won’t stop me.”


 


He rubbed his forehead in frustration,
and for a second his line of worry became two. She understood now how he could
look so old. His double life must have taken a toll. Heather knew too well the
weight of living a lie, but this man had led two of them. The first was the one
he told the Capita soldiers he lived with. The other, the most important, was
the one he told himself. 


 


“You’ll die, Heather.”


 


“Then you better choose whether to help
me or to let it happen.”


 


She realised what it meant to fight for
something. It wasn’t standing in front of the classroom and thinking thoughts
against the Capita. It wasn’t with fake promises to help that stayed broken. It
wasn’t even taking in a DC boy and hiding from the Bull. Sometimes, to fight,
you had to give something of yourself up. That’s what she admired about Max,
but she loathed it at the same time. She was angry on behalf of his family back
in Kiele, the wife who hadn’t seen her husband for three years and the little
girl Max had never held.


 


Heather was ready to fight. She wouldn’t
let them take Kim and Eric though. She had to get them back, and after that she
could start her battle against the Capita. She would die one day. That was the
only certainty she had. If she could go having done something for once, it
might be worth it.


 


Max rubbed the bridge of his nose and
hung his head in thought. When he lifted it again, Heather knew he had decided
to help her. 


 


“Okay,” he said. “It’s your choice. This
means more than just your story, you know? More than mine even. We’re playing
with the collective future of a generation and the stakes aren’t ours to bet
with.”


 


She didn’t expect this. Somehow she
thought she had talked him round, but his stubbornness ran deep in him like
tree roots burying into mud. Max looked at the trader.


 


“What about you?”


 


Wes was so washed-out he looked like a
sixty year old version of himself.


 


“Get me the hell out of there,” he said.


 


Max reached over the side of the cart to
the driver’s seat. One of the horses lifted a leg and stomped it on the ground,
while the other stared into the distance. When Max turned around he held a
heckler pistol.


 


“Follow the path back to the fork. Take
the second route. When you get to an elm tree with an X carved into the trunk,
get off the path and walk in the long grass. Hit the floor anytime something
moves.”


 


The forked road lay behind them. The
second path twisted away and ran in a curve. A half mile away it seemed to
thicken, and then shortly after that it disappeared into the horizon. On both
sides of it chest-high grass danced solemnly in the breeze.


 


“The kids won’t be on the farm yet.
They’ll be in the sorting pen. When you hear the groans, you’ll know you’re
close.”


 


“So you’re really leaving me?”


 


“You’ve got your story, I’ve got mine.
Let’s hope they cross again.”


 


She stepped off the cart and onto the
ground. Although she had nothing but the clothes she wore and the gun in her
hand, she had never felt heavier. It was only thoughts of Kim that let her step
toward the distance. A horse neighed behind her, and when she turned she saw
the wheels of the cart start to spin and carry the soldier and the trader away.
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Three


 


Ed


 


 


The sea threatened to whip one of them
away but each time Ed or Bethelyn were able to throw out a hand and save the
other. They skirted their way along the edge of the island by clinging to the
jagged shoreline rocks and hoisting themselves forward. In waters like this, it
seemed foolish to swim. Golgoth was not a large place, evidenced by the annual
Hundred Lap Race where contestants would run the circumference of the island a
hundred times. Trying to traverse it while covered in freezing water was a much
tougher task. By the time Ed decided it was safe for them to climb onto land,
he and Bethelyn collapsed on a grass bank like beach towels discarded in the
rain.


 


They were on Picnic Point, a knoll near
the beach where families used to picnic in the summer. In the winter, teenagers
would gather to drink and smoke roll-ups until the tide washed in. Ed lay on
his back and sucked in air, but it was like trying to fill a bucket with a hole
in the bottom, and no matter how big a breath he took it still felt like he
needed more. His soggy clothes clung to his skin and his hands were so numb
that if he couldn’t see them, he could have believed they had been cut off.


 


He got to his feet. He stuck out a hand
and offered it to Bethelyn. Her red curls stuck to the side of her head and her
skin was blotchy in places as if she had been pelted by rocks. They hiked away
from the knoll and up a gentle incline. A contrast to the cliffs on the opposite
end, this was the softer side of the island. Families would often walk down the
slope at a leisurely pace with fishing rods poking over their shoulders and
picnic baskets in their hands. This was the lie that the island sold its
residents, that it was an idyllic retreat from the smog of the mainland. When
you walked across Golgoth to the end of the island, you saw the truth. You came
to a cliff with spiky rocks and a treacherous fall, and you realised that if it
had its way, the island would throw you into the sea.


 


“My head is throbbing,” said Bethelyn.


 


They came to the edge of the village.
The town hall was fifty paces in front of them, and beyond it were Bethelyn’s
house, and then Ed’s. Even coming at it from the opposite end didn’t make the
scene any brighter. The moon was hidden behind the hand of a cloud, and the dim
light that shone down hit the slates on the roofs and disappeared. Somewhere on
the island were the strangers, and Ed knew they would be hunting him.


 


“Destroying the ships,” said Ed. “A
pretty bold way of saying they don’t want us to leave. They wouldn’t destroy
their own though, right?”


 


“So?”


 


“We’re taking their boat.”


 


Bethelyn put her hand on her hip and
became a school mistress scolding a silly child.


 


“How big was the ship?”


 


“I only saw it in the distance.”


 


“But it must have carried the group of
them here. So we’re not talking a rowing boat, are we?”


 


“Guess not.”


 


She shook her head. 


 


“Your sailing skills are getting better
and better by the second. A few hours ago you vaguely remembered a lesson your
brother gave you. Now you’re Captain No-beard who can sail a galleon.”


 


He knew she was right, but what was the
alternative? If it came to it, there was no way they could fight the strangers.
Even if they did somehow manage to kill all of them, it wouldn’t give them
salvation. It would leave them stuck on an island full of the infected.


 


“I’m trying,” he said. “This isn’t
easy.”


 


Bethelyn put a hand on his shoulder. “I
know you are. I just wish you didn’t have to.”


 


“Let’s get some things. Provisions.
Food, preserves, clothes. Then we’ll take the ship before they even realise
it.”


 


They walked by the town hall and back to
the familiar road that span toward their houses. Ed was against the idea, but
Bethelyn suggested that they go to her cottage. He worried it would stir
feelings that they, cruel as it sounded, didn’t have time for. For lack of an
alternative, he reluctantly agreed.


 


“We can mess around in your house
looking for something edible,” she said, “But I don’t fancy living on spoiled
cheese.”


 


“Maybe we should take a cow on the ship.
Otherwise we’re leaving them for the infected” he answered, but the joke fell
flat.


 


They found Bethelyn’s front door
half-open. She stepped onto the landing first and Ed followed. The hallway was
full of a draft so cold that it seemed to have settled into the walls, and when
Ed breathed out it left his mouth as steam. Bethelyn had painted the walls of
the landing mint green, but glimpses of older decoration poked through in the
spots she hadn’t coated properly. It looked like a paint job done begrudgingly,
rather than with an aesthetic eye.


 


“You go into the pantry and gather
jars,” said Bethelyn, “And I’ll go upstairs and get clothes.”


 


He shook his head. “Nope. Remember your
little speech? About not splitting up? Let’s get the stuff upstairs together.”


 


“Fine.”


 


As they reached the top of the stairs
their footsteps began to squelch on the carpet. Water dripped in from the hole
in the roof and made a sodden mess of the fabric. It made the house smell like
a dog that had been soaked in the rain. Even if nothing had happened after the
roof first broke, the house would still have been lost because there was no
contractor on the island who could sort out a mess like that.


 


There were footsteps in the bedroom
beyond them. Ed stopped mid-step. Bethelyn paused at the top of the stairs and
leaned into toward the door. Ed hoped it might have been a particular heavy
drip sneaking through the roof cavity, but it became clear the sound was not
water. It was something living, something large, and it was moving toward them.


 


As Bethelyn leaned closer to the doorway
a figure burst through it, and it took seconds for them to realise it was an
infected. It was Terry Slattery, a retired lumber merchant who lived with two
Cocker-spaniels which followed him everywhere. He used to be captain of the
darts team and a skilled angler, but now his desires didn’t move much beyond a
yearning for flesh.


 


Reaching with outstretched arms, Terry
gave a cry that was at once desperate and angry. Bethelyn fell back in shock
and collapsed into Ed’s chest, and if he hadn’t kept a firm grip on the
bannister they would have tumbled down the stairs. Terry swiped at Bethelyn’s
head but she ducked away.


 


Ed began to back down the staircase and
expected Bethelyn to follow him. Instead, she took hold of Terry by the leg and
pulled him down to the floor. Bethelyn reached to her jeans pocket for her
knife, but as she grabbed the handle Terry sat up and launched at her, mouth
open and teeth bared.


 


Bethelyn screamed as Terry bit into her
shoulder. Ed felt adrenaline dump into his veins but as Bethelyn blocked the
staircase, all he could do was squirm in agitation.


 


“You bastard,” Bethelyn shouted. 


 


She pushed the infected to the floor,
took hold of its hair and smashed its head up and down on the carpet. Ed had
never seen a rage like it before. Bethelyn lifted her fist and began punching
Terry’s face until its features started to deform and blood began to spew out. Bethelyn
was a boxer who carried on punching through the bell, and when Ed stepped in as
referee he pulled away a fighter covered up to the elbows in blood. 


 


Ed squeezed passed her and walked across
the landing and into the bathroom. He took a towel from a rack and threw it to
Bethelyn. It flopped beside her and stayed untouched. 


 


“You okay?” he said.


 


Bethelyn walked across the landing and
stood outside a bedroom. Ed had only visited the house for the first time a few
days ago, but he knew this was April’s room. Bethelyn hovered on the doorframe,
a vampire unable to cross the threshold without invitation.


 


“I need a minute,” she said.


 


Ed nodded. Bethelyn walked into the room
and shut the door behind her. It felt strange to hover on the landing while she
was in her daughter’s room, so Ed walked into the main bedroom and looked out
of the window. He saw the cliffs as the end of the island. He’d spent a lot of
time there, and none of it had been happy. He remembered sitting there as a kid
with the salty breeze in his face, legs swinging over the edge, waiting for his
dad to come back from a week of fishing.  Years later he had stood a few
paces away from the edge, smoked cigarettes and searched the distance hoping to
see his brother’s ship. 


 


Infection or not, he should have left
Golgoth. Once he knew James wasn’t coming back, what was left for him here?
While he stayed on the island he was lonely and the only company, if he chose
to have it, was his grief. He’d let himself wither inside, wasting the life
that his dad and brother didn’t have.


 


The bedroom door opened across the hall
and Bethelyn stepped out. Her eyes were red, her skin blotched. 


 


“Let’s go,” she said.


 


Outside there was the crashing of the
sea and the groans of the infected. He couldn’t see the water yet, but the
infected were difficult to miss. Men and women who he’d once known stumbled
across the cobbles with blank eyes. One of them bent over, opened its mouth and
let a torrent of blood flow onto the pavement. 


 


They walked by Ed’s house and toward the
cliffs. As they stood on the edge with the sea below, it didn’t feel strange to
be back again. It felt like he was drawn here, and that somehow things for him
would end in this very spot. As he thought this he looked down, and forty feet
below, idling in the water, saw a ship. It was drifting out in sea but a rope
tied to the stern moored it to a rock.


 


“This is it,” said Ed. “Just need to get
down the cliffs now.”


 


It was a forty foot straight drop and
likely meant suicide even for a strong swimmer. Ed knew a different way down,
one that he and James had used in daring afternoon trips that went against
every reprimand their mother had ever given them. 


 


“This way,” he said.


 


As he walked to his left, Ed felt a
sudden pain tear through his leg as though he had been shot. It felt like his
calf had been set on fire, and he couldn’t stop the cry that left his mouth. As
the fiery pain seared through his leg he felt himself falling forward, and for
a second thought he might topple over the cliffs. He hit the ground, looked at
his leg and saw a spear sticking from the meat of his calf.
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Four


 


Heather


 


The last eight hours had drained her. As
she walked the pathway across the wilderness she didn’t pass a single person, and
by the time she saw the chain link fence she didn’t care enough to hide. She
stood in the open and looked at the compound in front of her. A fence ran
around a rectangle area half the size of a football pitch. There were various
stone buildings scattered within it, and at the end, taller and wider than
everything else, was a warehouse building with a jagged roof and a smokeless
chimney that stretched forty feet into the sky.


 


This had been an industrial complex
once. She couldn’t imagine how the workers must have felt having to see a
structure like this every day. She thought about middle-aged men and women
trudging towards the gates, plastic bags full of lunch swinging from their
hands, already counting down the minutes despite facing the beginning of a
twelve hour shift. She could almost the feel their desperation as every day
they faced the grim reminder that this was their life, that they would meet
these gates every day until they died.


 


People were worth more than this. They
were better than just fleshy resources to be shuffled around according to the
whims of management obsessed with targets and money. Before the outbreak, tens
or even hundreds of years before it, people had lost sight of what life was
about. She didn’t think badly of the people doing the jobs. They were
honourable people giving up their most precious resource, the seconds and
minutes that made up their lifetimes, to keep food on their family’s table. The
outbreak had redressed the balance, but it had also brought something much worse.



 


As Heather approached the fence she
scanned every part of the complex, but there was no sign of any guards. In
front of her there was a gate that was double her size. A sign swung on the
front with a red cross on it, and a padlock and chain locked it in place.


 


Was this their big defence? She gripped the Heckler in her hand and thought about
blasting the padlock off. Deciding that would attract too much attention, she
raised her pistol and brought the handle down on the metal. After five attempts
the rusted steel split and fell to the floor, and Heather walked into the
complex.


 


The yard was covered in black tarmac.
The chain-link fence was grey and so were the buildings, making the place cold
to look at. She still couldn’t see any sign of Capita soldiers.


 


From somewhere, a familiar groaning
sound drifted toward her. Ahead of her, in the middle of the courtyard, was a
porta cabin with a door on the front and a wall lined with windows which had
been boarded up.


 


She walked into the courtyard and the
groaning sound grew louder. She heard the rattling of metal, and when she
looked to her left she gasped. There was a pen, surrounded by a fence, and in
it were more than a dozen infected. Two of them had seen her and they gripped
the metal and shook it as though they could tear it open. They gnashed their
teeth and cried out as they tried to reach her, and Heather wondered how strong
the chain link was. There were men, women and children infected, all with
lifeless eyes and starving faces. Some were naked, and she watched in disgust
as an infected man shambled toward the fence with his genitals swinging. He
poked his fingers through the gaps in the chain-link.


 


When she looked closer she saw that
there was an opening at the back of their pen, and this lead to a narrow
passage which circled the complex. Stray infected wandered through it and
walked aimless patrols around the outskirts. With a shock, Heather realised
that at certain points there were gaps in the fence, and the infected would be
able to walk through it if they chose.


 


This was their defence, then. There were
no soldiers guarding the complex because they didn’t need them. Why employ men
and women to keep guard when you can have a moat filled with the infected?
People could get tired and lose concentration; the infected never would.


 


She heard groaning to her right. She
spun round and saw a man, woman and a child who walked towards her as an
infected family. Fifty yards ahead an obese infected squeezed through a gap in
the fence, and stray wire scratched across his uncovered belly and ripped his
skin as he wedged his way through. Behind him two more infected waited for
their turn to pass. The groaning was louder than a raging storm, and she knew
that the infected had sensed her. Some would have seen the tired woman as she
walked through the gate. Others would have smelled her flesh. Some of them
tasted her in the air, the unmistakable sensation of skin and blood that had
not yet been infected and would be ripe for a meal. 


 


She could have turned back, but she knew
they would just follow her out of the complex. There was nothing but wilderness
for miles, and she didn’t have it in her to lead a chase across the country
with dozens, if not hundreds, of infected pursuing. She had made it this far
and turning back was not an option.


 


Heather ran across the courtyard to the
porta cabin that stood in the middle. It looked like a shed that was once
installed in her school playground after the art department had flooded. Art
class had been a sanctuary for Heather during the heights of her bullying,
because what she lacked in social skills she made up for with creativity, and
later, sport. When the department had flooded and the porta cabin became the
new art studio, her favourite teacher had left. The new one, a stern woman who
kept a notebook on the difficult children, had done away with creative
programs. To her, free-thinking was a dirty word. That was when Heather’s love
for art had died, and she hadn’t picked up a brush since.


 


She tried the porta cabin door but it
stubbornly held against her hand. She tried pushing it forward and pulling it
back, but it seemed that the cabin didn’t want to give her sanctuary against
the infected that were swarming toward her. One of them, a young woman with a bush
of ginger hair twice the size of her head, was just fifteen feet away. 


 


Heather pointed the Heckler at the lock.
It didn’t matter about the noise now. It wasn’t as if she could attract anymore
of the monsters than were already coming for her. She looked down the sights of
the gun, took a breath and pulled the trigger. There was a bang, and she felt a
pain in her shoulder as the gun jolted her. Where the lock had once been was
now a hole, and the smell of spent fireworks hung in the air as she pushed open
the door and stepped into the cabin. 


 


The cabin was filled with nearly twenty
thin people. They turned when they saw her. Some slid off beds and got to their
feet, bodies taut and trembling in agitation. Heather wondered how many bullets
were in the gun, and it took a few seconds to realise that she wouldn’t need
them. The people in front of her, bodies stick thin and bones pressing into
stretched skin, were not infected. Heather took a step forward and a woman, old
with a bent back and a silver necklace dangling down to her breasts, backed
away.


 


The cabin was filled with rows of bunk
beds that must have come straight from an army barracks. A narrow space
separated them in the middle, and at the end of the cabin there was a doorway.
The room beyond was dark, but Heather could make out a row of toilets side by
side with nothing covering them. Next to some of the beds were wooden drawers,
and the nearest one was open. She saw sheets of paper that looked like
newspaper clippings, as well as some indeterminate beige blocks that could have
been food of some kind.


 


She grabbed a chair from under a desk at
the side of the room. She dragged it to the door and wedged it under the handle
just in time for an infected to try to push its way in. The door held firm under
the rattling of the infected, but she knew it wouldn’t stay that way.


 


Some of the people had slunk away into
the dark shadows of the room in the manner of insects retreating from the
light. A little girl stared at Heather from the top bunk. Her face was clean
but her clothes were covered in dirt. Heather took a step forward. The old
woman with the necklace looked at the gun in Heather’s hand and shrieked. It
was the kind of noise she’d expect from a rat trapped in a corner.


 


“I’m not going to hurt you.”


 


She stepped forward, and the people
scuttled back. There were less than twenty of them in the room, but over thirty
bunk-beds.  Heather put the gun in her pocket and held her hands in the
air. She tried her best to seem non-threatening.


 


“I’m looking for two children,” she
said.


 


She girl on the bed perked her head up.
The woman with the necklace blinked and stuck a foot cautiously out of the
shadows as though the light might burn her.


 


“They’re not here,” she said, in a voice
that sounded as if it hadn’t been used in days. “Guards took them a few hours
ago.”


 


Was she already too late? She looked at
the skinny people and realised what they were. She stared carefully at their
bodies and saw scratches on their arms and bites on their necks. One man, with
a square jaw and rough beard, had teeth marks on his cheeks. They were all
immune, she realised. They had been attacked by the infected and survived the
coma, and the Capita had celebrated by bringing them here. It made her want to
cry when she thought of Kim and Eric in this same room, scared and wondering
what would happen to them, waiting for the soldiers to take them away.


 


“Are they on the train?” said Heather.


 


“That’s where they usually go,” said the
woman.


 


Her face was different, but her body
reminded Heather of her grandmother. She had once been a healthy woman but
after slipping on ice and shattering a hip she lost the confidence to leave her
house. 


 


I’ll be happy when I can go out
again, she used to say. Once I’m
up to it.


 


She and Heather both knew that day would
never come. Her grandmother didn’t leave the house in the last eleven years of
her life. Her body grew thinner under a lack of exercise and a diet of grilled
fish and potatoes, but her left leg swelled with water retention. Through years
without use it started to look like a hunk of beef.


 


Heather felt tenderness for the woman in
front of her. What was the point of it all? She had survived through the
outbreak and found herself in this new world, and her reward for a life of
hardship was being locked in a shed and left to waste away.


 


“What do you mean, they?” said Heather.


 


“The ones who go to the farm.”


 


As soon as she said the word a shockwave
ran through the room, and some of the immune moved farther back into the
shadows until they were pressed against the wall. The girl on the top bunk
lifted the bed cover and buried herself in it, leaving just enough of a gap for
her head to poke out.


 


Heather didn’t know what to say. She
realised that these people wouldn’t care about her problems, or her children
for that matter. God knew how long they had been here, wasting away, wondering
when it would be their turn to board the train. 


 


“How the hell did they get a train
working? And where do they keep it?”


 


“Nobody knows,” answered a man. 


 


He sat on the edge of the bed and rolled
paper between his fingers. It looked like a cigarette, but when she looked
closer Heather realised it was newspaper filled with floor shavings.


 


“Ignore him,” said the old lady. “It’s a
steam powered train. Like they used to have.”


 


“Can you take me to it?”


 


“If you can get me out of here.”


 


The door banged and rattled, and the
chair holding it back shook under the force. Heather wondered how many of them
were outside. She realised that the infected hadn’t approached the shed until
now. She had led them here, and in doing so had put these people in danger.
They might have been immune to the virus, but that didn’t mean the infected
would ignore them.


 


“I think I ruined our escape route,”
said Heather.


 


“Don’t worry. They usually drift away
after a few minutes.”


 


She realised that she was the only one
who glanced toward the door every time it shook. The others seemed more wary of
Heather than the monsters outside. What kind of a world was it where they had
become more scared of people than the infected?


 


“What’s your name?” said Heather.


 


The old woman straightened the necklace
on her neck. The blouse she wore was baggy around her waist. Maybe it had fit
once, but now it was more like a tent.


 


“Mary,” she said. “But it’s not the time
for life stories, Heather. They might have buggered off for now, but the guards
will be round to check in a few hours.”


 


“How do you know my name?”


 


“The lad and the lass were going on
about you. I’m no genius, but my brain’s not rattled yet. And I’m not as old as
I look, so you can take the pity out of your eyes.”


 


She looked at the door. The chair held
it tight, but she knew that they couldn’t leave the cabin that way. Her pistol
would afford some protection from the infected, but it wouldn’t help her swim
through the tide. Eventually it would give out, and Heather would have nothing
left.


 


“You got a better way out of here?”


 


Mary smiled. It was the kind of grin
given to a child full of naïve questions.


 


“Thought the door, of course.”


 


Heather shook her head. “We won’t make
it.”


 


“Look at the chair. Is it moving now?”


 


She was right. The chair was still, and
the door no longer rattled. Perhaps, as Mary had said, the infected had gotten
bored and drifted away. From her experience they were remarkable for their
one-track minds and unwavering determination, and if they sensed a potential
meal they could happily hammer at a door for days. Was it possible that over
time, knowing they couldn’t get into the cabin, they had become conditioned to
give up? 


 


She moved the chair way from the door.
As she grabbed the door handle, she felt something tug on her back. She turned
and saw the man who had been rolling a cigarette. He had the thin wrists of a
skeleton covered in Clingfilm.


 


“Take us with you.”


 


Others rose from their beds and stepped
out of the shadows. Their eyes were large, their expressions lost. It made
Heather want to cry when she saw how much they resembled the infected. This was
what it had come to. The Capita gave safety to some, but took the humanity away
from others. She felt the fire of anger and ice of sadness in her chest at the
same time, and it was overwhelming enough for her to want to sink to the floor.


 


“Leave them, Heather,” said Mary.


 


“What?”


 


“You can’t save them all. Most of us
already made our peace with what will come. Those who haven’t, well that’s
tough shit.”


 


She didn’t see her grandma anymore. The
kind old lady was gone, replaced with a selfish woman letting her survival
instincts guide her actions. She had misjudged her, and she realised that
merely being old didn’t bestow a person with an inner sense of goodness. You
didn’t suddenly become a saint because you were old enough to collect your
pension. People of great ages were capable of the darkest things.


 


“We can’t leave them here,” she said.


 


She waved her hand in the air and
gestured for all of them to follow her. The girl on the top bunk threw back her
covers, swung off the edge of the bed and dangled herself closer to the floor.
She let go and dropped. Others moved from the other side of the room and joined
Heather at the door.


 


“Get ready,” said Heather. “When we
leave, they’ll sense us. Just keep moving.”


 


She felt a glow inside her. She was
doing something, finally doing something. She imagined the faces of the Capita
soldiers when they opened the cabin doors to find it empty, and she grinned. If
she could lead the DC’s away and find Kim and Eric, she would finally have done
something worthwhile.


 


She turned and gave them all a smile
that she hoped was reassuring.


 


“This is it,” she said. “Watch your
arses and don’t let the bastards bite you.”


 


She moved the chair away from the door
and started to turn the handle, when a hole exploded in cabin wall. She heard
popping sounds, dozens in succession, and more holes dotted the plasterboard.
The cigarette man clutched his neck and fell to the floor, blood spraying over
his chest. The little girl scrambled underneath her bed. Another man cried out,
and three people sprinted down the hallway and into the bathroom at the end.


 


As more cracks rang out and the wall
became a sieve, Heather opened the door a crack. A line of Capita soldiers
stood at the edge of the complex, just beyond the gate, with their rifles
raised. Two of them in the middle parted as someone walked by them, and Heather
watched with wide eyes as Charles Bull walked into the compound.
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Five


 


Ed


 


Pain flowed through him and blood gushed
out as he pulled the spear from his calf. Behind them he could hear the shouts
of The Savage and his men, and when he turned he saw that they moved forward in
a uniform line, knives and axes raised in the air, like a hunting party
trailing a hog. Ed tried to limp but his calf burned as though someone held a
piece of hot coal against it. He sank to the floor, bit back on the urge to
scream, and rolled up the leg of his trousers. There was a hole an inch wide
where the top of the spear had punctured the skin, and the bottom of his calf
was becoming covered by a film of blood.


 


The stranger’s boat was fifty feet below
them at the bottom of the cliff, and Ed knew that without it there was no way
to leave the island. There was a pathway down to it where the cliff was less
severe, but it was rocky and it sloped in many places. Gordon Rigby had once
vetoed plans to install a handrail with the excuse that it would ruin the
beauty of the island, but Ed would have gladly swapped aesthetics for a sturdy
piece of metal. In its absence, there was no way he could make it down there.


 


“Bloody Gordon Rigby,” he said.


 


The Savage made a bellow so loud that
not even the wind could drown it out. He reached behind him and pulled another
spear from a holster on his back as though he were an archer drawing arrows
from a quiver.


 


“Ed…” said Bethelyn.


 


He rubbed his calf and wiped away some
of the blood. The wound was raw but the blood seemed to be thinning into a
dribble. The stinging of pain didn’t follow suit, and if anything it felt like
a blowtorch was breathing fire on his skin.


 


“I know, I know,” he said in between
gasps of pain.


 


The pathway down to the ship wasn’t an
option. As brave a face as he wanted to put on it, he wouldn’t be able to
hobble down before the strangers caught up with them. They were going to be
caught, and rather than whimpering about it, Ed wanted to do something. It
wasn’t fair that he should doom Bethelyn to the same fate facing him. 


 


“You should go,” he said.


 


“You think I’m leaving you?” said
Bethelyn. “Don’t you remember my big speech at the town hall? If we split up,
we die.”


 


“And since then Gary and Judith aren’t
doing too good, are they?”


 


Bethelyn put her hand out toward him.
“Come on Ed. If you’re gonna give up, then I’ll join you. So you won’t just be
screwing yourself if you’re a coward about this.”


 


He felt a rush of heat in his face. Did she
really just call him a coward after everything they had been through? He knew
that nobody on Golgoth had faced the outbreak until now, but he’d handled it
pretty well. Sure, the fact he was immune was pure luck. Everything that had
happened since, and the fact they’d survived as long as they had, must have
been at least partly down to him.


 


Bethelyn moved her hand closer to him.
Ed brushed it away, pressed his own hand on the ground and tried to push
himself up. When his weight fell on his wounded calf, the fire burned in him
again. He collapsed back down to the grass.


 


“Okay you stubborn sod. You’re not a
coward. But you’re not exactly an action man.”


 


This time he let her help him to his
feet. The strangers were skirting along the cliffs, creeping as though they
thought they could sneak up on them. It didn’t make sense given that The Savage
had already screamed his lungs out.


 


His calf still throbbed, but once he was
on his feet he found he could stay there, and he could even limp along. He
still wasn’t sure-footed enough to brave the cliff pathway, but he could walk
enough so that they could at least go somewhere.


 


“We need to hide,” said Bethelyn. “Let’s
go into the village.”


 


“Back there again?”


 


“I know this is probably the worst day
of your life, having to spend time outside your bedroom and all, but if there’s
another way then I’m missing it.”


 


Ed had to agree. On the cliff edge,
surrounded by patchy Golgoth grass that never grew more than a few centimetres
before falling out like an alopecia stricken head of hair, they were asking to
be caught.


 


The strangers were a stone’s throw away
now, slinking across the cliff with their fur coats flapping in the wind. They
moved deliberately and aggressively, tigers hunting on the plain. Ed limped away
from the edge with Bethelyn supporting him and tried his best not to act like
the wounded antelope that the strangers had obviously mistaken him for.


 


They reached the edge of the village.
There was a cobblestone wall that didn’t support or join on to anything. On the
edge of it was a post box which Ed had never seen emptied, even before the
outbreak. He had the strange thought that he had never actually mailed a letter
to anyone. Not even once in his entire life. 


 


Ahead of them was Ed’s house and Bethelyn’s
cottage. Scattered around were a handful of other decades-old buildings that
had once been people’s homes, but which were now empty and would stand for
years to come as museums of what had once been. The main street, with its
uneven cobbles and poking weeds which Gordon had battled endlessly, was never
busy at the best of times. In such a small population it was rare to see anyone
else lurking because they would usually be working during the day and at home
by night. The residents of the island had always kept private lives, which was
partly the reason why most of them had moved here. Now, for the first time, all
the residents of Golgoth walked down the street together. Only, they were no
longer people. They breathed, they saw, they heard and they walked, but any
trace of their humanity was gone.


 


The village was lost to them, and even
if he could run at full sprint Ed wouldn’t have liked to dodge his way through
the crowd of infected stumbling down the cobbles. They were trapped between
monsters on both sides. One crowd of them was slow and stupid, the other agile
and cunning. It was a choice, then, of which way they were going to die. Maybe
Ed hadn’t been a coward when he sat on the floor and thought about giving up.
Maybe he was just a realist.


 


“You in the mood to fight?” said
Bethelyn.


 


She rubbed her shoulder and grimaced,
but she hid the expression within seconds of making it. It seemed to Ed that
everyone made attempts to hide their pain, be it of the mind or of the flesh.
Ed had hidden the emptiness he felt after dad and James had gone by cutting
himself off from everyone else, and Bethelyn had disguised the pain of losing
April by forcing herself into action. It was as though feeling something was a
thing to be ashamed of. Pain and fear were the most basic emotions, yet
everyone tried to pretend they were numb to them.


 


He looked at the infected and he saw the
faces of people he once knew, though they didn’t seem real. Between their
snarls and the gnashing of their teeth they looked as though they were made-up
to feature in a horror movie, like the population of Golgoth had been cast as
extras in a monster feature. He knew that Bethelyn would fight until her body
gave out and he would do the same, though his damaged body would give sooner than
hers. Between them they could probably take down five or six infected, leaving
a good thirty more ready to feast on them.


 


“We need to go back to the cliff,” he
said.


 


Bethelyn held her poker in her hand, her
thumb wrapped around the handle.


 


“Not your greatest idea,”


 


“We don’t exactly have many to choose
from. What else can we do?”


 


Her forehead creased.


 


“Not give up, perhaps?” she said.


 


He limped over to the wall that wasn’t
connected to anything, and despite how pointless a structure it was, he was
glad of something to rest against. The infected walked toward them without
urgency, like predators sure they would have their feast.


 


“At least we could talk to them,” he
said, looking at the strangers who approached them from the cliff.


 


“And I bet a fish could talk to a
shark.”


 


“We might be able to reason with them.
We can’t reason with the dead.”


 


Bethelyn looked at the infected. Ed
followed her gaze and saw that they were closing in on them, an army regiment
with dead eyes but a never-ending hunger. Behind them the strangers trampled
along the grass. The vice was closing on them.


 


“They aren’t dead,” said Bethelyn. “At
least I don’t think so.”


 


“Might as well be.”


 


Bethelyn nodded. “Okay,” she said.
“There doesn’t seem to be anything else left to do, does there?”


 


Bethelyn took his arm and wrapped it
around her shoulder. The movement made him feel helpless, but he realised that
her support was something he would just have to accept. They walked away from
the village and back toward the cliffs. The strangers headed directly toward
them now so that they became two armies meeting in the middle of a battle
field, though one was outnumbered beyond hope.


 


The sky was clearer than Ed had expected
to it to be. For the last sky he might ever see, it wasn’t such a bad one. If
only the day before hadn’t brought the infected winds. He wished for a time
when Golgoth was still untouched, but he wished that he could have lived
differently. Instead of shutting himself away when he found himself alone, he should
have opened his doors. It was still true that people could come and go without
warning, but if you never let them in then there was never a chance they would
stay.


 


As they walked he looked at the ground.
He had to say something, but couldn’t look at Bethelyn while he did.


 


“I just want to say thank you, and
stuff.”


 


“There’s nothing to thank me for.”


 


“You didn’t have to try and help me.”


 


“I always thought about it, Ed. When
your brother went I was going to knock on your door. I don’t know why I didn’t
do it sooner.”


 


Only a narrow section of the plain
separated them from the strangers now.  The cliff edge was behind the men
in furs, and from this angle it looked like one push could send them all
toppling into the sea. Ed knew that it was a trick of the sight and that there
was at least ten feet separating them from the chalky edges.


 


Now, closer than he wanted to get, he
could see their faces. Some had beards that grew over their cheeks and necks
and had started to puff away from their face like dirty candyfloss. A couple of
the men had shaved, and from the red slashes on their cheeks it was clear
they’d sheared their growth with the edge of their weapons. The men had the
eyes of youth but wrinkles that you could only get with age, and some were so
creased that their faces looked like folded leather. He wondered how their eyes
could retain that youthful glimmer when their skin had taken a battering.
Perhaps it was due to the life they now led. Maybe away from the trappings of
office jobs and factory work, they had found a purer way of life. It was
tougher, sure, but it made them feel more alive.


 


There were a couple of women in the
group, and their faces fared demonstrably better than the men’s. Though smaller
in frame they were no less imposing, and a woman with thick eyebrows and hair
that curled across her face carried an axe that Ed wouldn’t even have been able
to lift.


 


Despite the furs that made them seem
like wild animals, Ed got the sense it was all costume. Years ago, before the
outbreak, these men and women were normal like him.  The world had changed
in the years since and no doubt it had altered these men and women, but they
were still people.


 


The Savage pointed at Ed and Bethelyn.
The strangers held their weapons in the air, screamed into the sky and then ran
at him. This was it now. The doors had closed and left them trapped, and there
was nothing to do but meet their end. Ed was just glad he had someone to face
it with, and he couldn’t have imagined having that thought a few days earlier.
As if thinking the same thing, Bethelyn tightened her grip around his shoulder.


 


The strangers ran across the plain, but
when they met Ed and Bethelyn they didn’t stop. They didn’t swing their weapons
at his neck, didn’t try to cleave him in two. Instead there was the strong
smell of sweat and something animal, like the floor of a zoo cage, and then
they ran beyond Ed and toward the village. 


 


Ed turned. He saw the infected walking
out of the outskirts of the village. Leading them was Izzy Foxroll, the school
headmistress, science teacher, lunch lady and cleaner all in one, and behind
her were the all of the children and adults of Golgoth.


 


The Savage stopped walking when he was
five feet in front of Ed and Bethelyn. Behind them the strangers battled the
infected, but the sounds of the fight were muted as they travelled over the
plains so that the screams and groans came from a TV with the volume turned
down.


 


The Savage had long dark hair that would
have been the envy of most women, and the silky locks blew over his face with
each gust of wind. He wore a black mask that covered his nose and mouth, but
there was a metal zipper on the mouthpiece. His fur coat was patchy in most
places and a lot of the hairs had stuck together to form clumps. At the edges,
where the lining spread across his thighs, the coat was torn and ragged. His
pockets bulged, though Ed couldn’t see what was in them. On his back, The
Savage had a brown leather pouch that Ed saw was a quiver for arrows that he
must have altered. He held a spear in his hand.


 


The Savage stopped and lifted his spear.
Ed felt cold sweat on his forehead and braced for the blow. The Savage drove
the top of the spear into the ground like a cricket wicket.


 


“Nowhere to run,” he said. “And that’s
good, because I’m knackered. Do you know what your existence means?”


 


His voice sounded unusually rough, as
though he were making a big effort for it to appear that way. Maybe it was
because he was talking through a mask, but something about it didn’t seem right.
From the ways his eyes widened, Ed could tell that The Savage was smiling. 


 


“You don’t know the half of it,” he
carried on. “Do you know what you are worth? What people will pay for you? For
your flesh, that is. On the mainland you’ll buy me a room full of boys and
enough beer to drown a whale.”


 


“You’re sick,” said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage shook his head from side to
side dramatically as if trying to shake fleas from his scalp.


 


“No no no no. No. I was sick, once. But
not anymore.”


 


Bethelyn gave Ed a sideways look. “Seems
like we’re out of options.”


 


He looked over to the cliff. He couldn’t
see the immediate drop from here, but beyond it he saw the grey sea with a
frothy white crust where the waves had crashed. It was beginning to send itself
into a frenzy again as the tide picked up. If they were going to escape over
the sea, they would need to do it soon.


 


“All except one,” said Ed.


 


“Hope you’re a strong swimmer,” said
Bethelyn.


 


The Savage began to laugh. It started in
an exaggerated way, and he put his hand on his chest and tipped back as if it
was so funny he might fall over. Ed could see that his eyes didn’t follow the
laugh at first. As he carried on the laugh grew softer, almost like a
schoolboy’s, and finally his eyes joined in.


 


“Suppose you don’t die of hypothermia
and you manage to reach the dump across the channel. You have no idea what is
happening there. You haven’t left this cosy patch of soil since the infected
stopped scratching their arses. You might find me distasteful, but there are
things on the mainland that make me a saint. Do you know of the Capita?”


 


 


Ed shook his head. He looked at Bethelyn
and she seemed equally confused.


 


“This is too perfect,” said The Savage.
“You’re like two Rip Van Winkles waking from years of sleep. How the world has
changed since you napped under your rock. The mainland would be too much for
you, little Winkles, and you would suffer. Come. Come to me, and I’ll show you
the mercy here that you won’t find across the waters.”


 


Ed took a step back. He looked again at
the cliff edge and the drop seemed inviting, though this time for different
reasons. He thought about James, and wondered if he was waiting for him down
there at the bottom of the sea. Was there a place you went when you drowned?
Somewhere under the suffocating waves where your body sunk to and found peace?


 


“How far to the mainland?” said Ed.


 


“Too far,” answered Bethelyn.


 


“I’m not ready to give up.”


 


The Savage gripped the end of his spear
and tore it from the ground, spraying little flecks of mud over their feet. The
metal tip was covered in brown soil.


 


“You won’t have to give up,” said The
Savage. “I can take the choice away from you.”


 


He stepped forward in a movement quicker
than Ed would have expected given his heavy furs. He gripped Ed by the collar,
heaved him away from Bethelyn and threw him to the ground. Ed felt pain explode
in his shoulder.


 


The Savage walked around Ed so that he
stood above him. Ed grabbed the man’s boot and felt that it  was wet. He
tried to pull on it in an effort to make him lose balance, but it was like
pulling on tree roots. Bethelyn raised her knife and ran at The Savage, but he
punched her in the face so hard that she fell to the floor. The impact of the
back of her head on the ground made Ed feel sick.


 


The Savage raised his spear and started
to drive it slowly toward Ed’s throat. With every inch close the spear came, Ed
felt his skin itch and his body grow cold. He grabbed hold of it and tried to
push it back, but The Savage was too strong for him. Finally Ed felt the metal
press against his throat, and the tip threatened to cut into his Adam’s apple.
With the slightest application of weight, The Savage could puncture a hole in
Ed’s neck.


 


Ed stared into The Savage’s eyes. He
wanted to talk but the spear was so close to his vocal chords that he didn’t
dare. The Savage seemed to be looking deeply at Ed’s face with the thoughtful
expression of a man contemplating how to deliver bad news.


 


The Savage started to apply more pressure.
When Ed felt the metal tip start to drill his skin, he knew that his neck would
puncture as sure as a balloon against a pin. All the while, The Savage’s eyes
never left his. It was as though he wouldn’t kill a man without giving him the
honour of meeting his stare.


 


Suddenly, The Savage’s expression broke.
The creases on his forehead softened, and Ed felt relief as the pressure on his
neck lightened. The Savage drew away the spear and stepped back, and now his
eyes were alive.


 


“I don’t believe it,” he said.


 


His voice was airy now, the deep growl
dropped as though it had been an act. The Savage dropped his spear to the
floor, got to his knees and straddled himself over Ed’s chest so that their
faces were inches apart. Ed could smell the stink of the man; the musk of sweat
and the sour, leathery smell of the fur. The Savage grabbed Ed’s cheeks with
cold hands and twisted and turned his face like a dog show judge inspecting a
puppy.


 


“This can’t be right,” said The Savage.


 


Bethelyn stirred. She scrambled to her
feet and picked up the discarded spear, though The Savage didn’t seem to mind.
Bethelyn stood over him and then stopped when it became clear that The Savage
wasn’t even paying attention to her.


 


“What the hell are you doing?” said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage gave a laugh. The tone was
excitable, a schoolboy playing prank.


 


“I feel like I’m on camera,” he said.


 


“What are you talking about, you creep?”
said Bethlem.


 


The Savage turned to Ed and stared at
his face again.


 


“I can’t believe this,” he said, and
turned Ed’s right cheek toward him. “You’re the spit of him. You’re so alike
it’s uncanny.”


 


Ed waited for the killing blow to fall,
but instead The Savage stood up, grabbed his spear from Bethelyn’s hands and
leant on it. He put his hand to his forehead.


 


“He spoke about you sometimes,” he said,
“But James didn’t tell me his brother was such a runt.” 


 
















 


 


 


Chapter
Twenty-Six


 


Heather


 


The end
of the tracks


 


The crowd of infected at the front of
the cabin gave Heather and the DC’s enough cover to slip around the side of the
building. Ahead of them, across a vast forecourt that had lines painted on it
in the fashion of a school playground, was a warehouse. Its width ran beyond
the fenced area of the compound. At some point it had probably been the home of
some Capitalist enterprise but now, Heather had no idea what was hidden inside.
The only thing she knew was that she needed to get away from Charles, and going
through the warehouse seemed to be the only way. The exit behind her was
blocked by the soldiers and their guns, and all along the sides of the compound
were steel gates and hungry infected.


 


Mary and the others lagged behind her as
she approached the warehouse, but Heather wouldn’t stop. Kim and Eric were on
the train, wherever that was, and unless she got to it before it set off, it
was likely she’d never find it. That was the only reason she’d even consider
stepping inside a suspicious looking warehouse.


 


The double doors had rusted hinges and
flaky paint, and a thick bolt ran through the middle and barred them shut.
Heather grabbed the bolt and pulled, but the metal wouldn’t budge. Behind her,
over the courtyard, she heard the cracks of rifles and the shouts of the
soldiers.


 


Mary caught up to her now. The woman rolled
her sleeves up to show bony arms, but as she grabbed the bolt and helped heave
it away, the years seemed to drop off her.


 


“Put your back into it,” she said.


 


If Heather didn’t feel she was going out
of her mind with worry, she could have laughed. It felt like time was ticking
away, that the seconds were grains of sand falling through the glass and
burying her. If she didn’t hurry she would miss her chance. She’d spent so long
scared of the Capita, and it had never gotten her anywhere. It was time to find
the kids and then stand up to Charles and the other bastards.


 


The bolt screeched. Feeling buoyed,
Heather pulled harder on the metal until she felt her muscles burn. Sprinkles
of orange rust fell to the ground as the bolt squealed against its metal
support, and Mary made the sounds of a panting dog as she strained with effort.
Another DC, a man with glasses held together by tape, joined them at the door
and added to the effort. 


 


As a hole exploded into the wood of the
door four feet above them, the bolt slid free. Heather saw that the soldiers
had moved around the cabin now. They hadn’t dealt with all of the infected, but
it seemed that Charles had ordered them to pursue the escaping DC’s.


 


They stepped inside the warehouse. A
cold draught hit her face with a whoosh as though they had disturbed an ancient
tomb. The windows were all blacked out by paint and it took a while for the
daylight to creep over the darkened walls and floors. When it covered enough
for Heather to see the warehouse around her, she almost fell to the ground.


 


Everything that had once been in the
warehouse had been stripped away. At some point it had no doubt housed all
manner of machinery and tools. It was all gone. In its place the Capita had
installed steel pens and cages, enough to cover most of the warehouse floor and
leaving just a few narrow walkways that twisted further into the building. Some
infected were in the pens, and they gradually turned to see the newcomers. They
shook the bars of their cages and cried out, their bodies thin but eyes wild.
The infected weren’t the worst of it.


 


In other cages were people who obviously
weren’t infected. They were immune men, women and children. Some lay on the
floor in the foetal position. Others paced the small span of their pens in
circles, with their eyes staring at the floor. Heather looked at one cage and
felt the need to vomit the contents of her stomach. She bent over, but nothing
would come.


 


Mary rubbed a hand on her back.


 


Heather spat on the floor. She looked up
at the old woman and wiped her lips.


 


“What the hell is going on here?”


 


In a cage across from them, four wooden
stakes stood on the ground. Two men, a scared-looking woman and a whimpering
child were tied to them. One of the men had pin pricks all over his body as
though he had been injected by a thousand needles. The woman had a stump on her
shoulder where her arm should have been, with the end of it cauterised. The child
had a tube on her arm, from which blood drained out of her and ran into a
see-through container a few metres away.


 


Mary carried on rubbing Heather’s back
and started to speak.


 


“Bet you thought the world couldn’t get
any worse, didn’t you? I thought so too, honey.  I remember being sat in
the dark eating rotten food, too scared to open the curtains and let in a crack
of light because I thought a monster might see me. I sat there listening to my
neighbours scream when they broke through their barricades. There were times
when I thought it couldn’t get any worse. But it isn’t dark out there, Heather,
despite what you think. Out there is the light. This, though, this is the worst
of it. Welcome to hell.”


 


Heather looked at the family tied to the
stakes. She felt sorry for the man with his body full of needle holes and the
woman who had lost an arm, but she couldn’t keep her stare away from the child
who was being drained of blood. Was this the fate that waited Eric and Kim?
Where was the train taking them? It hurt to think about, but she had to wonder
if they were being taken somewhere worse.


 


She straightened up. Despite the burning
in her stomach, she couldn’t stop. The soldiers would be here soon, and she
wouldn’t let herself be caught in a place like this, and she wouldn’t consign
Kim and Eric to this kind of hell. She felt a hatred for the Capita scorch
every inch of her skin.


 


“Let’s keep moving,” she said.


 


As they threaded through a narrow
walkway between the cages, the darkness became thicker until the daylight
struggled to find its way through. Heather, Mary and two other DC’s walked
carefully, always staying an arm’s length away from the cages. The sounds
reminded her of a walk through a zoo with the bestial cries and screams that
scarcely seemed they could have left the mouth of something human. She heard a
whimpering sound and tried to look at the floor. When it grew louder she looked
to her right and saw a woman flopping around on the floor with her arms and
legs gone.


 


She decided she wouldn’t look at the
ground as she walked. It made her want to empty her stomach, but she couldn’t
ignore what was happening. Someone had to witness the horror of it all. To turn
her head would have been wrong. She was too late to save them, but she wouldn’t
pretend they didn’t exist. 


 


Across the warehouse behind them, the
doors opened and boots stomped on the stone floor. A soldier shouted orders and
then the boots began to disperse.


 


“Did you know about all of this?” said
Heather.


 


Mary walked with her hands at her side,
her stare never leaving a narrow space directly in front of her.


 


“I was never brought here. Thought I
would be plenty of times, but they never picked me. Or I got good at not being
picked. But I heard the stories. Some say they’re trying to find a cure. Not
me.”


 


“What do you think?”


 


“I think they’re trying to do something
even more terrible.”


 


The infected started to groan in their
cages as though something was stirring them up. The pounding of the boots
sounded louder. Heather had to remind herself to push on, that to stop now
meant getting caught. Then a voice boomed above everything else.


 


“I know you’re here, Heather,” said the
voice.


 


She knew its owner all too well. She
knew it belonged to a man who would never stop hunting her. A man who cared
about nothing except his precious Capita. He probably didn’t have a family or
anyone to love. The thing he valued most in the world was causing pain to
others.


 


“You have a choice,” shouted Charles.
“Stop running and I’ll let you and your daughter go. All I need is the boy
anyway. But I need to speak to you, Heather. I can get you in the Dome. You’ll
never have to worry about anything again. But you must stop.”


 


She didn’t believe him, of course. If
she stopped, she would end up on the other side of a cage with tubes sticking
out of her and cauterised stumps where her arms used to be. She wouldn’t allow
that. And she wasn’t going to let him scare her anymore.


 


“I know what you want,” she said. “You
think I’ll just give up?”


 


“I won’t argue with you. Especially not
by shouting across a warehouse. Come where I can see you. For the mighty to
live, a few have to die.”


 


“I’ve made my choice, Charles. Fuck
you.”


 


“I hope it works out for you,” he said. 


 


He spoke again, this time not across the
warehouse but to the men close to him. 


 


“Kill them all.” 


 


She heard their boots bolt down the
narrow pathway between cages, and she could tell by the acoustics that they
were catching up to her. She turned her head and saw Mary lagging behind. One
of the DC’s from the cabin kept pace with Heather, but the other was gone. To
her right and left were more cages, and infected stuck their arms through the
bars and reached out toward her. 


 


She grabbed the latch of one other cages
and pulled it open. When the door swung wide the infected walked toward it and
out onto the corridor. Heather grabbed Mary and made her walk faster.


 


“If I’m going to do this I can’t have
you trailing behind,” she said.


 


She went from cage to cage and opened
them all to release the infected, creating a wall of the monsters behind her.
The only cages she didn’t open were the ones housing DC’s. She wanted to let
them out, but most of them didn’t even look as if they could even walk. To open
their cage doors would be to invite the infected in to feed on them. Her heart
began to tear in two as she left them locked away, but she couldn’t stop.


 


Behind her, at the beginning of the
walkway, she saw Charles heading toward her. Infected drifted toward him and
his men, but he swiped them away with the swing of his pickaxe. With every arc
of his arm the axe smashed against the skulls of nearby infected and sent them
crashing to the floor. Blood, teeth and bone sprayed out, but Charles walked
through relentlessly, eyes fixed on Heather, the beak of his mask poking
through the darkness. One of his own men, a soldier with a gun aimed at an
infected walking toward him, stepped into Charles’s way. The bounty hunter
swung his axe and broke the man’s skull, and then stepped over his body.


 


Heather’s heart began to pound. Her legs
turned to jelly, and it wouldn’t be long until she just collapsed to the floor
in a flood of panic. She forced herself to keep moving. She and Mary cleared
the last of the cages and finally reached the end of the warehouse, where
another set of double doors waited.


 


These weren’t bolted, and it was easier
to heave them open. As daylight streamed in from outside, she stopped across
the threshold and lost her breath. Outside the warehouse, sitting in the
daylight, was the train. In front of it, a welcome party with bared teeth and
angry faces, were a dozen infected.


 


Heather’s eyes snapped between the train
and the infected, and her brain flitted from fighting the monsters to running
for the train. It was a three-carriage steam locomotive. It was green, and ‘The
Valiant’ was painted in silver along one carriage. Years ago, armies of
trainspotters would probably have killed to get a sight of it as it made
leisure trips over the train line with steam chuffing from its exhaust. Now it
sat idle with DC’s on board, ready to leave for whatever hell the Capita
decided to take them to.


 


As the infected walked toward her she
snapped out of her thoughts. She knew she couldn’t kill them all, but she
wouldn’t let them stop her reaching the train. It felt like Kim and Eric were
so close now.


 


An infected lurched at her. She side
stepped and pushed it away. Another span in her direction but she swung the
butt of her gun and cracked its skull. She weaved her way through them, acting
on instinct to get out of the reach of the ones who grabbed for her. Behind
her, Mary screamed.


 


Heather stopped just long enough to see
two infected pull the old woman to the ground and begin tearing at her with
their teeth. For a second she thought she should help her, but as the monsters
gorged on the flesh of the woman’s neck, Heather knew she was already lost.


 


Suddenly she felt a burning pain in her
shoulder. An infected had taken hold of her and sunk its teeth into her
shoulder blades. Heather grabbed it by the hair and ripped it away, shoving it
so hard that it fell to the floor. Blinded by pain but knowing how close Kim
and Eric were, she abandoned her instincts and just ploughed through the crowd
of infected until finally she cleared them.


 


As she walked up to the train she looked
at the small windows on the sides of the carriages. The faces of panic-stricken
DC’s stared back at her. Some banged on the glass and opened their mouths to
shout, but Heather couldn't hear what they said. She ran along the train and
looked into each window, searching for two faces. As she reached the last
carriage she had given up. Kim and Eric were on there somewhere, but she couldn’t
see them, and she didn’t have the luxury of time to climb aboard and inspect
each carriage. 


 


Her shoulder felt wet, and when she
turned her head she saw that blood oozed out of the bite-marks in her skin. Her
body felt cold and she was surprised she could even stand up. She looked up
again at the windows of the last carriage, and adrenaline exploded in her so
fast that thoughts of falling to the floor disappeared.


 


In the second to last window, Kim stared
at her. When she saw her mother, her eyes went wide and she began to beat on
the glass. Heather ran along the carriage and to the stairs. She took hold of
the rail and lifted her foot onto the first stair, when something grabbed her
and yanked her back with such force that she ended up on her back on the
ground. She looked up and expected an infected to be stood over her, but
instead it was the plague doctor mask of Charles Bull.


 


“The mice always run,” he said. “But I
always catch them.”


 


He lifted his pickaxe in the air, and
for a second it seemed to blot out the sun and leave Heather lying in darkness.
It reached the highest point of its arc and hung there like a rollercoaster
teetering over the edge of a drop.  All Heather could think was how she’d
failed. Her daughter stared at her from the window of a train that was taking
her to hell, and the pickaxe about to hit Heather meant that there was nothing
she could do about it. She closed her eyes and surrendered to the misery that
she was doomed to die with.


 


The sound of galloping came from close
by. The pickaxe above Heather lowered, but not toward her. Instead Charles
brought it down to his side and turned to see the source of the noise. 


 


Heather scrambled to her elbows and then
propped herself to her feet. Her shoulder was soaked in blood now and she felt
woozy. She looked beyond Charles and saw a horse riding toward them. On top of
it, with a painted grin spread across his mask, was Max Armstrong.


 


Max didn’t slow when he approached
Charles. Instead he swung something at the bounty hunter’s face, connecting
with the side of his mask and knocking the bulky man off balance. Max rode his
horse around Heather in a circle and then headed back toward Charles in the
manner of a jouster making his second turn.


 


As Max and his horse approached, Charles
stepped out of reach and then swung his pickaxe into the side of the horse,
puncturing its flesh. The horse whinnied, faltered and then collapsed to the
floor. Max managed to leap off without becoming trapped under the animal. He
ran over to Heather and stood in front of her.


 


“Where’s the gun?” he said.


 


“I always knew you were Resistance,”
said Charles, and walked toward them.


 


“The gun,” said Max, and held out his
hand.


 


Charles took another step.


 


“I never got rid of you though. You know
why?”


 


“Because you’re lying?” said Max.


 


Charles laughed.


 


“A liar is one thing I’m not. The truth
is, having a mole wasn’t so bad. As long as I kept you fed, you’d dig the
tunnels that I needed you to. Your little movement can’t do anything to stop
the Capita. And you spreading the word about our plans can only help us. You
know why?”


 


“I’m all ears.”


 


Charles was close enough now to raise
his pickaxe in the air with the intention of breaking Max in two. He lifted it
high above him.


 


“Because the more people know about us,”
he said, “the more they fear us.”


 


Heather stood up. She lifted the Heckler
and aimed it at Charles. 


 


“They don’t fear you. They pity you,”
she said.


 


She pulled the trigger and expected it
to blow Charles’s head off. Instead, she heard a click. She pulled the trigger
again. Click. Panic rippled through her. Max grabbed the gun from her, released
the clip and threw it to the floor.


 


“Fuck,” he said. “Empty.”


 


A rumbling sound sent a tremor through
the ground. For a second, Heather thought that there was an earthquake and that
she was stood on the fault line. There was a screeching noise, and a cloud of
steam drifted from the train next to her. The rumbling grew and Heather
realised that the train warming up and preparing to leave.


 


This was her last chance. She had to do
something, anything. She would take the blow of Charles’s pickaxe if it meant
that Max would stop the bounty hunter. She would do anything just as long as
the train didn’t leave. 


 


As she stepped toward Charles, Max got
there first. Something silver flashed in his hand and in one swift movement he
stabbed it into Charles’s chest. Heather saw that it was a knife, and Max had
pierced Charles’s ribcage with it. Max went to pull it out when Charles grabbed
his hand and held the knife in place. With his other hand, he grabbed Max by
the neck and squeezed. His gloved fingers closed around the Resistance man’s
throat and made him gasp for air.


 


Heather looked at Max, and then at the
train. The wheels of the train were beginning to turn, and the steam was
drifting from the top in plumes. It wouldn’t be long until it left. Across from
her, Max’s face turned red. There was nobody to help him except for Heather,
and if he died the Resistance suffered a mortal blow. He had sacrificed himself
and left his family for the greater good, and if he died now, it would have
been for nothing.


 


Heather thought back to his words on the
cart when they were in the wilderness.


 


”The needs of the many outweigh the
needs of the few,” he said.


 


Heather started to run toward the train.
How right you were, she thought. She reached the stairs of the last
carriage and climbed onto them just as the train began to move. Somewhere
inside were Kim and Eric. She had to get to them.


 


As the train began to crawl along its
tracks she tried to ignore Max and Charles behind her for fear that guilt would
make her turn back. Instead she put a hand on the door handle and pulled it
open. 


 


A man in a Capita uniform stared back at
her from the inside of the carriage. His eyes registered a glimmer of surprise,
and then in one swift motion he pushed her off the train and onto the ground.
She hit the floor and felt pain burst in her back. Ignoring it, she
straightened up in time to see the train pick enough speed that it was
impossible for her to catch it. As she watched it move away and into the
distance, carrying her daughter to a Capita hell, she wanted a hole to open in
the ground and devour her.


 


She turned around. Behind her, Max had
somehow gotten out of Charles’s grip and was now stood over him, with the
bounty hunter on his back on the ground. The blood poured from her shoulder and
down her arm, and her body trembled all over. She felt a second away from
passing out.


 


She turned again and watched the train
fade away, white stream chugging toward the sky. She didn’t know where the
train was going or where its tracks went, and she felt like screaming as it
moved toward the horizon.


 


This wasn’t going to be the end. She
would find Kim again, even if it meant following the train tracks for thousands
of miles across infected-filled wastelands. And then, with Kim and Eric safe,
she would walk back again. She would return to the Dome and face the Capita.
They didn’t inspire fear in her anymore, only hate, and now she wasn’t scared
to do something about it.
















 


 


Chapter
Twenty-Seven


 


Ed


 


A final
leap


 


Ed was so stunned that he didn’t even
get up off the ground. He looked at The Savage’s face and waited for him to
laugh or smile. Someone was having a joke, and Ed was the victim. There was no
way this man could have known James, was there?


 


He looked up at the sky. It was
darkening, and soon blackness would cover the island again. He didn’t want to
spend another night on Golgoth. He wanted to leave it, but not just because of
the infected. He wanted to get away from the house which was nothing but a
shrine to memories he’d never forget, to people he’d never get back. He wanted
to get away from the island where he’d wasted years of his life hiding from
emotional pain that he should have faced long ago.


 


Joke or not, The Savage’s words wouldn’t
affect him. Ed realised now that James was gone and was never coming back. But
the fact that he’d lost his brother didn’t mean he should give up on everyone
else. 


 


Bethelyn stood a few feet away from The
Savage and stared at him warily. She didn’t seem to know whether to help Ed or
to keep guard against the stranger. Behind them, toward the village, the rest
of The Savage’s group fought the oncoming infected. It was a battle of eight
against nearly sixty, but the strangers seemed strong and experienced warriors
by the way they swung their weapons, and it looked as though the numbers would
even up soon enough.


 


Even from across the plain Ed heard the
grunts as they carved through the flesh of the infected. He heard the bodies of
the Golgoth residents hit the floor after being sliced open. Then he heard a
scream, one that wasn’t from the effort of swinging a weapon but from something
else. A man, wearing a fur coat that had a grey streak down the middle, had
failed to see Golgoth’s infected postman as he crept up behind him. Before he
could even react, the infected had dragged him to the floor and torn open his neck
in the same way he used to tear open the envelopes he couldn’t be bothered
delivering.


 


The Savage leant on his spear. He didn’t
seem perturbed by the scream, and he still stared at Ed’s face with more
interest than Ed had ever been shown. It seemed as if he were a tourist looking
at him through an inch of glass.


 


“From the look on your face,” said The
Savage, “I’m guessing you know James? I’ve got a good mind for faces and I’ve
seen a version of yours before.”


 


Ed wanted the sick joke to end, but he wasn’t
in a position to make demands.


 


“What do you want?” he said.


 


“You’re Ed Furness, aren’t you?” said
The Savage.


 


Questions flooded Ed’s head but there
were so many that he couldn’t choose a single one, and instead it felt as
though his mind had been filled by a thick sludge. He tried to form words but
couldn’t coax them out. Bethelyn seemed similarly confused from the way her
forehead scrunched up.


 


“You’re wondering how I know that,
aren’t you?”


 


There was another scream across the
plain, this one so full of pain that it made Ed shudder. A woman was on the
floor with six infected knelt beside her. Some chewed on her arms and legs and
others ripped open her stomach with greedy hands.


 


Ed still couldn’t form words. He knew
that The Savage was playing some kind of trick, but at the same time he began
to wonder where it was headed. Finally it was Bethelyn who spoke for him.


 


“The question did occur,” she said.


 


The Savage picked up his spear and put
it back into the quiver behind his back.


 


“Well,” he said, “It’s simple. I know
who you are, because I know your brother.”


 


Ed felt cold. He’d never met anyone who
knew his brother before, save for the other residents of the island. James’s
time on the mainland had always been a mystery to him because his brother had
rarely spoken about it except to tell Ed how much he missed his girl. He was
going to ask The Savage where they had met, when a different question struck
him.


 


“Wait,” he said, and sat up. “You said
‘know’, not ‘knew’. What the hell is going on?”


 


Bethelyn’s eyes widened. 


 


“No fucking way.”


 


The Savage folded his arms.


 


“He said he had a little brother, but
didn’t mention this place. James isn’t one for words,” he said.


 


Ed shook his head. He wasn’t going to be
taken in by this.


 


“You’re lying.”


 


“James Furness,” said The Savage, “Six
foot tall. Sandy hair. Likes to pretend he’s the strong, silent type. That
sound like him?”


 


Ed opened his mouth wide but no sound
came out. It was as though his brain had hit a glitch and refused to work. Part
of him was trying to cling on to The Savage’s words for the hope they offered,
but another part wanted to run and hide. Was James alive? How was that even
possible? They’d all seen the parts of the ship that had washed up on shore,
and that was proof enough that he was gone.


 


But they’d never seen a body.


 


He was going to try and speak when
shouting came from across the plain. He looked across and saw that The Savage’s
men had fallen in number until only three of them remained to fight the infected.
It turned out that they hadn’t been as good warriors as Ed had first thought.
Almost everything about The Savage and his men seemed to be an act.


 


The three survivors left the battle and
started running back across the plain toward Ed, Bethelyn and their leader.
Some infected gorged on the fallen fighters, but the others, nearly thirty in
number, walked across the plain and toward the group.


 


Ed got to his feet. Behind him were the
cliffs of Golgoth, and beyond the chalky slope was a sea that stretched out
toward the mainland. Was James out there somewhere? Had he found his way to the
mainland and started a life there? And if that was the case, why the hell
hadn’t he tried to come back for Ed?


 


“Your men,” said Bethelyn, and pointed.


 


One of the survivors had fallen onto the
grass. The other two, rather than help him up, had carried on running, and the
fallen fighter was pounced on by three infected who probably couldn’t believe
their luck.


 


“Selfish bastards,” said The Savage.


 


The Savage, without even looking back to
the survivors who ran toward him, walked over to the cliffs. He stood on the
edge, barely a foot away from the drop, and stared out to the sea. Then he
turned around to Ed.


 


“Do you trust me?” he said.


 


“Not a fucking inch,” said Ed.


 


“My ship is forty feet below. If we hit
the water without getting knocked out, we can make it.”


 


There was only two ways this could go.
They either tried to fight thirty infected in a hopeless battle, or they
followed The Savage, braved the sea, and then trusted him not to double cross
them. Ed looked at the houses of Golgoth one last time. The place was lost to
him now, and he had no reason to stay. Away from the island, though, was the
mainland. Suddenly, Ed wanted to get there more than anything.


 


Ed was going to reply to The Savage, but
before he could say a word the man closed his eyes and leapt off the cliff.
Bethelyn ran over to the edge and watched. Ed was too slow to see him fall, but
he heard the splash as he hit the water, and the slapping sound was enough to
make him wince. 


 


He joined Bethelyn at the cliff edge. He
grabbed her hand and held it tight. The infected poured toward them, and for a
second he wondered if they would be stupid and desperate enough to follow them
into the sea. 


 


“It doesn’t look like we have any other
choice,” he said.


 


Bethelyn looked at him. Her eyes were
wet.


 


“Do you trust me?” said Ed.


 


She nodded her head.


 


For the first time in years, he trusted
himself too. He saw light at the end of the maze and it was so bright that it
hurt his eyes. James was out there somewhere. Ed was suspicious of The Savage,
but something inside told him that the stranger’s words were true. 


 


He’d thought about leaping off the
cliffs lots of times, but it was always with the idea of bringing about an end
to things. Now it was different. His leap off the edge would mark his
beginning.


 


He gripped Bethelyn’s hand tighter.


 


“Ready?” he said.


 


“Yeah.”


 


Ed counted to three in his head and took
a running start. The pair of them leapt off the cliffs of Golgoth and fell
toward the raging sea. He closed his eyes mid-flight and felt the wind rush
over his face, and finally he felt alive.
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Chapter
One


 


Ed


 


The
Albusian Sea, Half a Mile Away from the Mainland


 


 


It sounded stupid, but he almost thought
that the waves were angry with him. He used to watch them crash against the
stone cliffs and chip them away piece by piece, the passage of time eroding
something that had seemed indestructible. At least when he stood on the Golgoth
Cliffs Ed had known that he was safe, that total erosion would never happen in
his lifetime and it would be centuries before the sea fully swallowed the
stone.


 


He couldn’t say the same for The
Savage’s ship. The bow dipped into the sea and then rocked through it,
surfacing into the air seconds later. The vessel seemed fragile, and Ed knew it
wouldn’t take the water as long to claim the boat as it would the cliffs. The
sooner he was on land, the better.


 


Back on the island of Golgoth, beyond
the main street where the smell of rot hung over the village, was Ed’s house.
It was the only one he’d ever known, and he’d shared it with his mum, dad and
his brother James. His childhood had been happy, but it seemed like it had
faded away as quickly as the closing of his eyelids. One by one his family had
died or disappeared, and his house grew colder, the rooms too big. Soon enough,
Golgoth Island itself fell to the infection. After that, it wasn’t only Ed’s
house that was empty.


 


“Wetgills?” said a voice on the deck
behind him. He ignored it, letting the hint of mockery get lost in the wind.


 


If he returned to the island, walked
into his house and went upstairs, he would have found his bedroom. Stepping in,
he’d pay no attention to the iron-tinged smell of blood in the air, and swat
the flies that buzzed around his head. He’d keep his gaze rigid as he passed
April’s body so as not to see the stab mark in the little girl’s temple. He’d
ignore the stain of her blood matted on the fibres of the carpet.


 


A vision of Bethelyn, the girl’s mother,
flashed through his mind. Eyes frozen wide, her fingers uncurling and dropping
a knife to the floor. Blood splattering on the carpet.


 


“Not being sick again, are you?” said
the voice on deck. Ed didn’t answer. The mast made a clapping sound as it
flapped above him.


 


Back in his room in a drawer beside his
bed, there was a passport that he had never used, and an application to a
Mainland university that was never filled in. Next to those, still as shiny as
the day he took it out of the envelope, was a provisional driving license. He’d
never upgraded to the full version because, like the passport and the
university form, it was another thread of life that he had never bothered to
unravel.


 


Even though he was in his twenties, he
wasn’t legally allowed to drive a car on his own. Not that the Driving License
Agency was still around to give their approval. Yet here he was steering a ship
through a black sea, gripping the helm and turning it in the direction of the
wind as though he knew what he was doing. The wood was rough and rubbed on his
skin, but without something to hold onto, his hands shook. Golgoth was behind
them.  It was a dead island fading in the rear view of his mind, but a part of
it would never leave him. 


 


He worried that when he thought of
Golgoth Island, he wouldn’t remember it as the place where he lived a happy
childhood anymore. His memories wouldn’t be sneaking away to smoke stolen
cigarettes with his brother James, or throwing stones from the cliffs and
trying to hit a buoy that bobbled on the water surface. Instead, he’d remember
blood mixing with rain water and staining the cobbled streets. He’d see his
neighbours rising from the ground, with skin full of bite marks and clothes
splattered with crimson, and walking toward him with faces twisted by hunger.


 


Water sprayed over the starboard and
onto the deck, seeping into the wood. Old timber always soaked in the smells of
the things that passed by, and it held in its grains the emotions of the events
that happened around it. The ship must have been decades old, so Ed wondered
what these old treads had seen. How many people had died aboard this vessel?
How many throats had The Savage cut open until blood dribbled onto the deck?


 


As if on cue, a voice called for him
again.


 


“Getting the hang of it, Wetgills?” said
The Savage.


 


The Savage joined him at the bow.  His
shoulder-length black hair was stuck to his head by the water that sprayed up
from the sea. His mask melded into the darkness of the night, but Ed could see
his eyes. Hungry and alert, always wearing a trace of mockery. Up close, The
Savage was two inches taller than Ed, but he didn’t carry much muscle.


 


“You’re holding the helm like a clown
juggling an anvil,” he said.


 


“Well, I’m not exactly Captain
Blackbeard.”


 


Seafaring wasn’t his thing. His clothes
were constantly damp from the salt water that sprayed over the decks, and it
seemed like even the air carried moisture in it. His jacket and shirt had been
wet and then dried off so many times that his skin felt raw and the fabric
chafed on him.


 


The Savage had given Ed a rudimentary
lesson in steering the ship. He wasn’t a good teacher, always watching Ed and
waiting to throw a barbed insult. Ed remembered when James had given him driving
lessons when he first got his provisional. His brother seemed to have endless
patience, constantly ready with a word of encouragement or helpful tip. The
Savage could have learned from him.


 


Driving wasn’t the only thing James had
taught him. He seemed to revel in the role of wise older sibling, and he’d
taught Ed a range of things from playing the guitar to the names of the
constellations in the night sky. James had learned them for navigational
purposes during his navy training. 


 


This is what Ed didn’t understand. James
always seemed so sure of himself and where he was going, so what had happened
to him? For years, after the sea-soaked remnants of his ship washed up on the
shores of Golgoth, Ed had thought that his brother was dead. When The Savage told
him that he was alive on the Mainland, he couldn’t believe it.


 


He looked at the sky. The stars gave a
pale glow, and he ran his gaze along them, repeating to himself the names of
the constellations he knew. He stopped when he reached one that he had seen
many times before. It was a constellation called Algol, named after a demon
which was the snake-like head of Medusa. Was it possible that James was sat
there somewhere on the Mainland staring up at the same constellation?


 


The ship lurched to the right. Ed
remembered The Savage’s lessons and steered into the turn, but it only seemed
to get worse, and it was hard to keep his footing. He gripped the wheel harder
and the wood rubbed against his calloused hands. A wave splashed over the side
and water ran across the timber and over his feet. The wind moaned all around
him.


 


The ship rocked again, and a giant wave
crashed over the port side. Ed didn’t have time to brace himself, and he was
slapped by a shower of sea water. The force of it was enough to knock him to
the floor, and the icy touch of the water pressed against his back. Thunder
rumbled from miles away but grew louder as though it was coming for him. The
sky flashed blue and Ed saw lightening spit from the sky, so close that he
thought he could feel the heat. The ship shook, and the waves battered against
the timber. How much more could it take before falling apart? 


 


The Savage was above him now. He offered
out a hand, but Ed ignored it. He got himself to his feet. His back and legs
were already freezing into numbness. The Savage looked at him. Ed couldn’t see
his mouth, but somehow he knew there was a mocking grin on his face.


 


“Daddy’s going to take over for a
while,” said The Savage. “Go below deck and rest a little. But don’t be sick
down there. I’m not cleaning up after you.”


 


“That was once,” said Ed.


 


“Once a Wetgill, always a Wetgill.”


 


“What does that even mean? If it wasn’t
for your ship being a piece of crap, maybe I’d be okay. Is it too much to ask
that this thing doesn’t wobble at every wave? I feel like it’s going to fall
apart.”


 


The Savage gripped the helm. His hands
seemed stronger than Ed’s. He turned it ninety degrees clockwise and the ship
sailed straighter, but then another wave hit. This time, Ed braced himself. The
water hit his shins, and he stayed on his feet.


 


“You could do a lot worse than this old
thing. I could always take you back to Golgoth if you’d prefer?”


 


Ed thought of his old home. The island
he knew was gone, and the residents had baser needs these days. They didn’t care
about farming or building anymore, they had only one desire. He thought of the
tortured sighs, the blood, and the pain-filled screams.


 


“No, thanks.”


 


The Savage tapped the helm. 


 


“Then you might want to apologise to the
boat. This old thing could sail through a cyclone. Found it anchored a mile
away from the coastline a few years ago. Back then I was a Billy-no-mates,
hadn’t seen walls and a roof for weeks and my ribs were showing like a carved
roast chicken.  I remember one morning waking and feeling this tightness in my
stomach, and I looked up at the sky and felt snow hit my noggin. Winter was on
its way, and it didn’t have good things in store for me.  I’m not gonna lie to
you, Ed. You might think I’m this happy-go-lucky guy - ”


 


“I really don’t.”


 


“But back then, I started wondering what
the point was. So when I saw this old thing, I dropped my gear on the ground
and I swam out to it. I had my knife between my teeth like a commando. You
know, from the old action movies?”


 


“I got on board dripping wet and ready
for a fight, but when I stood on deck it was like being in a mausoleum. The
only thing I could hear was the water lapping against the hull, and a seagull
screeching above me. Blood was smeared all over the decks, but I couldn’t find
a single Tom, Dick or Harry. After that, the ship was mine. I don’t have the
legal documents or anything, but I don’t think the owners are coming back for
it.”


 


“Still, the storm’s getting pretty bad.”


 


“This ship will sail through the wrath
of God if I want it to.”


 


The Savage held the helm with his left
hand and turned to face Ed. His scalp showed through his sodden hair.


 


“We have worse problems than a bit of
wind,” he said. “It’s been 25 days since I last had anything for my condition.”


 


Ed thought back to Golgoth. He and
Bethelyn had stared out of a bedroom window and watched The Savage and his men
chase down one of the Golgoth residents. They had killed him, and The Savage
had cut a chunk of flesh away from his body and fed it to one of his people. 


 


When infection had spread to Golgoth and
the residents fell into a coma, the only ones who woke were those who were
immune. Some thanked their Gods when they woke up alive and well, but for most,
the horror was only beginning. Ed thought the infected were bad, but he never
imagined that there were worse things out there.


 


“I don’t want to know about your
condition,” said Ed. “Just get us to the Mainland and then we can separate.”


 


The boat bobbed down into the sea and
then rose again like a car trundling over a speed bump. The wind whipped at the
mast above them, creating a booming sound as the canvas struck the wood. Ed
wiped his runny nose, and a deep cold settled on his skin. Everywhere around
them the black of night melded with the utter darkness of the sea.


 


The Savage turned the helm. He tutted,
then turned it again.


 


“I’ve seen you up here, you know.
Staring up at the sky like some kid. You appreciate the stars, don’t you? Well,
here’s a constellation for you. Follow my finger.”


 


The Savage pointed up at the sky. 


 


“See that one? That’s called the
Cannibal.”


 


“Never heard of it.”


 


“It’s named after a Gerekin legend. A
guy who was lost in the Wilderness of Torment and had to eat his family so that
he could survive. He would do anything to stay alive. Anything. And that’s why
it’s the oldest constellation in the sky.”


 


“That’s not how stars work,” said Ed.
“Do you even know what you’re saying?”


 


“Just think on,” said The Savage. “My
condition is the curse that I bear, but if I don’t get something soon, it’ll be
yours too.”


 


“What do you mean?”


 


The Savage shook his head.


 


“Come on, Ed. You’ve figured this out
already. I need blood or flesh from someone who’s immune, and if I don’t get
it, it won’t be long until my skin looks like rotten pork and I’m trying to
claw your eyelids off. Luckily for me, there are two immune people on this
boat.”


 


Ed knew this, of course. Until the
infection hit Golgoth he had been sheltered from the true extent of the
outbreak, but after seeing The Savage and his men, it hadn’t taken him long to
work things out. If you were bitten or scratched by one of the infected, there
was a small window of time where you could ingest the flesh or blood of someone
who was immune.  Trouble was, Ed stood on one side of the window, and The
Savage was on the other, staring at him through the glass.


 


“How did you get infected?” Ed asked.


 


A wave splashed over the deck and
sprayed ten feet above them. The Savage tilted his head into it as if he was
enjoying a shower. He looked at Ed, water dripping down the plastic of his
mask.


 


“You better go down, it’s getting bad.
Let daddy drive the car.”


 


~


 


The air was suffocating below deck, as
though the wooden walls were tightening and making the space even smaller. In
some ways he preferred being on deck, even if it meant that he’d be hit by a
spray of salt water. There were two rooms below. One of them was The Savage’s.
The other used to be a cargo hold, but there was nothing in it now save a pile
of blankets which Bethelyn slept on. Ed had to make do with the cold floor.


 


He found Bethelyn on her make-shift bed.
Her eyes were open, and she stared at the ceiling, motionless. Rather than
disturb her straight away, Ed looked around. On one wall two rusted hooks were
fastened into the timber. The Savage hadn’t done much to make his ship seem
homely, and the vessel carried that smell of sodden old wood. On the other
wall, there was a paper drawing.


 


Bethelyn hadn’t spoken much since
leaving the island. One of the only conversations she’d had was to ask if
anyone had a pen or pencil. In the hurry to escape the infected neither Ed nor
The Savage had thought to pack stationary, so Bethelyn had burned the end of a
piece of wood and used the soot to draw on the back of an old poster. After
wetting the soot and applying it to the paper, she’d sketched a likeness of her
daughter, April, and she stuck it to the cabin wall. Ed had been content to let
her grieve in her own way, but it wasn’t healthy. A couple of times, when she
thought he was asleep, Ed heard her talking to her soot-drawn little girl.


 


She hadn’t left her room much since they
had gone on the ship, but Ed could hardly blame her. Losing a child must have
been an unimaginable hell, but to have to kill her yourself must have been so
much worse.


 


“Come on up top,” he said. His words
broke the stillness. The old wood of the deck groaned above them.  “Take a walk
with me. See the storm. Trust me, there’s nothing like a face full of salt
water to wake you up.”


 


Bethelyn didn’t even look at him.


 


“What’s the point? I just want to
sleep.”


 


“You might want to close your eyes for
that.”


 


He didn’t know what to say. Since
finding out from The Savage that his brother, James, was alive on the Mainland,
all Ed had wanted to do was find him and be reunited with his lost sibling. He
was the last family he had left; his big brother who he thought would always be
there. The idea of looking for him had given him purpose. For Bethelyn, there
was no such drive. She had already lost the only person who was important to
her on Golgoth, and Ed knew that nothing he could do would change it. A walk on
deck wasn’t going to clear everything up for her. He just wished she’d eat and
sleep a little.


 


There was a loud crashing sound
overhead, as if someone had dropped an anvil on deck. Once again he wondered
about the fragility of the boat, and he didn’t feel so confident that the
vessel could sail through the wrath of God. Above, filtering down the hatch and
dimly meeting his ears, he heard The Savage yelling.


 


Ed left the room. He went across the
walkway and climbed up the ladder that led up to the deck. Water dripped down
from above and pattered on his head, and a rumbling sound drowned out the
possibility of hearing anything else. Something crashed again, and as he peered
through the hatch, a spread of cold water hit him in the face.


 


The wind was swirling around them. It
battered the mast so quickly it was like the pulse from a heart ready to burst.
The ship rose up for what seemed like twenty feet, and then it fell back onto
the surface of the sea with a thud, flooding the timbers with raging sea water.


 


As Ed stood on deck and fought to keep
his balance, The Savage ran toward him. He couldn’t hear what he was saying
over the roar of the sea, but he felt his own heart hammer in his chest. The
sea punched at the sides of the ship again and again, driving itself into
frenzy and aiming for the knockout blow. Ed’s legs felt unsteady.


 


“What’s going on?” he shouted. The wind
hit him full force and sucked the air out of his lungs. Ahead of them was a
gaping black mouth where the night sky met the sea, and Ed knew that the storm
was going to swallow them.


 


The Savage stopped a few feet in front
of him. His skin and hair were soaking wet.


 


“The storm’s not going to let go,” said
The Savage.


 


“I thought this could sail through the
wrath of God?” shouted Ed.


 


Another wave hit them, and the boat
lurched. The Savage almost lost his balance, but regained it at the last
moment.


 


“I thought it could too. But I didn’t
think God would be this pissed off.”


 


“What does that mean?”


 


“It means the ship’s sinking. Get the
girl. We’re going to have to jump.”
















 


 


Chapter
Two


 


Eric


 


On
Route to Camp Dam Marsh


 


 


 


They were sucking all the air out of the
carriage bit by bit; it was the only explanation. The chug of the train
vibrated through his stomach, and the wheels made a steady clang as they moved
along the track. Eric wished he could close his ears to the sound. The noises
inside the train weren’t much better. Babies crying, men coughing. Women
whispering to their children in voices that aimed at reassurance, but sounded
scared. The boys and girls looked bad, but even the adults’ faces had lost
colour.


 


The windows of the train were boarded
shut, and only thin streams of light seeped in where the wood didn’t cover the
glass. There must have been seats and things like that at some point, but the
carriage had been stripped bare to fit as many people in as possible. The
guards had crammed almost fifty men, women and children into each train
carriage, and the effect was an unbearable heat approaching the mugginess of a
jungle swamp.


 


It reminded Eric of a game his dad used
to play with him when he was younger. He’d pick him up and wrestle him to the
ground, and then flop his weight on top of him pretending to be a monster. It
started out fun, but soon he’d get a feeling that he couldn’t breathe and
stupid thoughts flooded his head like ‘what if dad’s dead? He’s so heavy I’d
never get him off.’ Eric would claw at his father and try to shove him
away, but he weighed too much. He'd start to feel like his chest and lungs were
going to be crushed until all the air left him. Finally his dad would get off
him and give him a playful tap on the arm. When he saw Eric’s panicked face, he
looked worried. ‘Sorry, bud. I was only playing.’


 


It was so much worse on the train. His
lips were cracked and the air felt hot as he sucked it in. There was a ‘no
smoking’ sign stuck to one of the walls, and Eric wondered why someone would
want to light a cigarette in such a tight space. Dale had used to smoke roll-up
cigarettes, he remembered. Eric hated the smell, but he couldn’t say much
because Dale had taken Eric, his mum and sister in and let them live in his
house.


 


At the far end, an old man wheezed. The
man stood up and walked over to the window, leaning against the wall to keep
himself steady. He put his face to the corner of a window and tried to breathe
fresh air, but it was no use. Not only were they boarded up, but they were also
shut tight. They were stuck in the suffocating darkness as the train pounded
along the tracks.


 


“What do you think they used it for?”
Eric said, trying to take his mind off things.


 


He was sat on the floor with his back
leant against the carriage. Kim sat next to him. They’d sat apart at first, but
as their journey wore on she had slowly slumped over to him. She might have
slept a little, but he couldn’t tell. He was too distracted by looking at the
guards at both ends of the train. Their faces were emotionless as they kept a
steady eye on the people around them.


 


Kim shrugged her shoulders. She pulled
her hair from over her back until she could see it in front of her, and then
she started to weave strands of it into a plait.


 


“Why do you always do that?” said Eric.


 


She stroked her fingers along her auburn
locks.


 


“When I used to get scared, like if I
saw an infected or something, mum would take me into a room where I couldn’t
see outside, and she’d do this with my hair and talk to me. She’d tell me
stories about my grandma and grandad. I knew they weren’t true, though.”


 


“And that used to work?” said Eric.


 


Kim nodded.


 


“Maybe I should grow my hair,” he said.


 


“Where do you think mum is?” asked Kim.


 


The question made her seem so young,
despite her being older than him. She wasn’t just Kim to him anymore. He’d
started to see her as an older sister. They weren’t bonded by blood, but
something else joined them together; they were both immune. Eric had already
guessed that everyone else on the train was immune, too. He had heard what the
Capita did to the people born with immunity genes that meant the infected
couldn’t turn them into monsters.


 


“I don’t know. But she’s looking for
you. She’s out there somewhere. Your mum’s stubborn.” 


 


“Do you think Charles Bull has her?”


 


“I don’t know,” said Eric. “But I hate
him.”


 


Eric put his arm around her. Whatever
happened next, he was going to have to look out for Kim. She and her mum had
taken him in when he had nobody, and it was partly his fault that they were
separated. After all, it was the Capita’s pursuit of him that had led the
bounty hunter, Charles Bull, to Heather’s door. Eric couldn’t help being
immune, but it was down to him that Heather and Kim were in trouble.


 


A boy was sat across from them. He
looked to be ten years old; not much younger than Eric. His arms were skinny,
even by Eric’s puny standards, and the edges of his eyes were wet. He looked
around him and tried to catch the gaze of the adults on the carriage, but they
were all too occupied with their own sufferings to take on any of his. The boy
stretched his jumper over his hand and held it to his face. His upper body
shook as he wept.


 


Looking closer, Eric saw that a damp
patch spread across the boy’s crotch. The guards brought buckets out for the
DCs to share every so often, but it hadn’t been enough. Somehow, Eric knew that
this boy’s accident was not because he really needed a wee, but because he was
terrified. The boy looked up at a woman across from him and tried to catch her
gaze. Eric watched with disgust as she stared in every direction she could
except toward the frightened child.


 


Kim stirred beside him. She moved away
from Eric’s shoulder and got to her feet.


 


“What are you doing?” said Eric.


 


A guard eyed her from across the
carriage. He twisted a wooden baton in his hand and gritted his teeth. Kim
walked across and sat next to the crying boy. He looked up, surprised, and then
stared down at his crotch. A look of defeat took over his face, and he put his
hands on his lap to hide the accident.


 


“What’s your name?” said Kim.


 


“Allie,” said the boy. 


 


He sounded older than Eric expected. He
guessed it was possible that Allie could have been the same age as him, but
fear had stripped some of the years away. He reminded Eric of a panicky version
of himself. He imagined Allie as a little puppy, constantly tugging on a sleeve
to get reassurance and attention.


 


“Come here, Allie,” said Kim.


 


She put her arm around his shoulder and
pulled him close to her. The boy’s eyes widened at first, and then he squirmed.
Seeing that Kim wasn’t giving up, he settled into the hug. The woman across
from them looked down at the floor. Yeah, thought Eric. You should be
ashamed.


 


A wave of heat hit him, and Eric’s stomach
wobbled. He got to his feet. There must have been a way to get fresh air in
somehow. Even if they wanted to fit as many people in the train as possible,
why had they boarded up the windows? Either they didn’t want the DCs to see
where they were being taken, or the Capita guards were just being cruel.


 


The guard at the right side of the
carriage had gone. Probably for another cigarette, thought Eric. He
walked over to the door. Through the sounds that the train made on the tracks,
Eric knew that it was going too fast for him to jump. If he could just open the
door and let a little air in, at least he wouldn’t feel so suffocated.


 


He grabbed the door handle and twisted
it, but it didn’t move. He looked behind him and saw that some of the men and
women were watching him, and he imagined that they were willing him on. From
the sweat covering their foreheads and their faces pale through nausea, he knew
they needed the relief as much as him.


 


He pulled on the door again but it
stayed stuck. There were heavy footsteps behind him. Without a word, a meaty
hand slapped his face. The force of it was enough to knock him on his back, and
he felt his left eye sting. He looked up to see a tall guard standing above
him.


 


Beyond him, at the back of the carriage,
a woman retched. Eric got to his feet. The guard loomed over him, chest solid,
a baton gripped in his palm. He walked over to the side of the carriage. The
boards were driven into the walls by nails, and the wood was thick enough to
block any light that hoped to sneak through. Eric grabbed a corner of the board
and tried to pry it away.


 


“Want another one, slugger?” said the
guard, and held his fist in the air. He had little blue tattoos on his
knuckles.


 


He walked over to Kim and slumped down
next to her and Allie. With the effort of trying to open the door his energy
had left him, and his face must have looked just as drained as the other people
in the carriage.


 


“I feel sick,” said Kim.


 


There was a thudding sound. A woman had
collapsed at the end of the carriage, hitting the floor nose first. She didn’t
move when she was on the ground, but a long, wheezing sound left her mouth.
Next to her, crying and red-faced, was the baby she had been holding. Eric
looked around. Surely one of the adults had to do something? Not a single one
of them moved. They were so wrapped up in their own troubles that none of them
had the sympathy to spare.


 


Finally a man got to his feet. The top
of his scalp was bald, but brown hair lined the sides of his head. There was a
dent on the bridge of his nose from where he had, until recently, worn glasses.
Eric wondered if the man could even see anything without his spectacles.


 


“Just going to stand there?” said the
man. He walked over to the woman. He seemed so angry that his shoulders shook.
“Cowards. You’re all cowards,” he said, glancing around him so that he could
address everyone.


 


He kneeled next to the woman and held
his fingers against her neck. After a few seconds, he shook his head. He raised
his fist and punched the carriage floor, then pulled his hand away and rubbed
his knuckles, wincing. He picked the baby up off the floor and cradled it close
to him. Adjusting the blanket around the child, he looked at one of the guards.


 


“I hope you see our faces at night,” he
said. “I want you to picture this woman while you try to sleep. Look at her.
Would it have been too much to let a little air in here?”


 


Eric walked over and sat next to the
man. He put his hand on the baby’s forehead. Its skin was hot, and its
breathing sounded raspy.


 


“How much further?” Eric asked the bald
man.


 


The man looked surprised, as if he
hadn’t expected anyone to talk to him. The guard at the door crossed his arms.


 


“Don’t be so quick to wish the journey
away. Enjoy it,” said the guard. “Because the end is a hell of a lot worse.”


 


In the heat, and with nausea churning in
his stomach, Eric didn’t have the brain power to figure out where they were
going. Kim’s mum was out there somewhere, and her daughter needed her. But
where were Eric’s mum and his sister?


 


It seemed like years since he had last
seen them. They had been on a meadow with Dale, the man who had taken them in
and who made his mum’s cheeks turn red when he spoke to her. They had been
enjoying the grass and the flowers and the sun, but everything had turned dark.
The bounty hunter Charles Bull had appeared, a bulky figure blotting out the
sun, and he’d ruined everything.


 


He had to find them. His mum and sister
were out there, and somehow, he had to get to them. Who knew, maybe he was
going to the same place? His sister was immune, after all. She could have been
taken to wherever the train was going. 


 


A door opened at the end of the
carriage. For a brief second Eric glimpsed the engine room, with the train
driver sat in a chair peering out of a window as the train rushed along the
tracks. A man stepped through the door.


 


He wore a long coat that went down to
his thighs. It was clear and plastic, and there were red and yellow stains
splattered on it. The buckles squeezed the material tight against his
stick-like frame. Despite the heat in the carriage, the man’s face looked cold.
His nose seemed sharp enough to tear a hole in his mask, and his forehead
bulged out just a little bit too much. He stood tall in the doorframe, his head
only inches from the ceiling. His boots made clanging sounds on the metal as he
took a few steps forward. A guard closed the door behind him.


 


Cold seeped through the carriage. The
man took in the faces of all the people around him, but if there was any
emotion in his stare, it was faint enough to be invisible. His gaze stopped on
the woman who had collapsed and died. Next to her, with the shock of adrenaline
wearing off, the man held her baby.


 


The man in the doorway spoke.


 


“What happened to her?” he said. Even
through his mask, his voice was sharp.


 


One of the guards shrugged.


 


“Just collapsed.”


 


“For God’s sake, get her some water.”


 


“She’s dead.”


 


“Then get her out of here.”


 


Everyone else in the carriage seemed too
scared to meet the man’s stare. Eric wondered if they knew something that he
didn’t, or if he was supposed to recognise the tall and cold-looking man. Well,
if the rest of them were too scared to talk, Eric certainly wouldn’t be.


 


“Where are we going?” he said.


 


The man tilted his head. Eric felt like
a worm wriggling under the gaze of a hawk.


 


“You’re going to Camp Dam Marsh,” said
the man.


 


One of the guards shifted on his feet.


 


“Do you think we should be telling them
that, Dr. Scarsgill?”


 


“What?” said Scarsgill. “Would you lie
to them as well as kidnap them? Let the poor people know where they’re going,
at least.”


 


He turned his attention to the DCs in
the carriage.


 


“We’ll be there soon. When the train
stops, I suggest you wait. I don’t condone violence, but nor can I control it.
And trust me; a baton to the head soon puts thoughts of unrest to bed. Until we
stop, conserve your energy.”


 


He turned to leave. Without thinking,
Eric stood up. As he approached Scarsgill, one of the guards stepped forward.
Eric grabbed Scarsgill’s plastic coat and pulled him back. The doctor stopped
and turned. When he looked at Eric he didn’t show annoyance, and he didn’t
speak. Instead a silence hung between them, broken only by a wheezing coughing
fit of a woman at the back of the train.


 


“Are my mum and my sister in camp?” he
asked.


 


Scarsgill smiled.


 


“And who are they?”


 


“My mum’s tall. She’s got curly hair. My
sister’s called Luna. She looks like me, she’s my twin.”


 


“So you’re looking for a woman with
curly hair and a little girl? That doesn’t give me a great deal to go on. Are
they immune, like you?”


 


“My sister is. My mum, I don’t know.”


 


“If they are, they’ll be in Dam Marsh. I
hope you find them.”


 


Scarsgill left the room, and with it
went the cold. Eric wandered back over to Kim and Allie.


 


“That was stupid,” said Kim.


 


“I know.”


 


“What’s Dam Marsh?”


 


“I don’t know. And I don’t think I want
to. But if my mum and Luna are there, we’ll find them.”


 


“And what about my mum?”


 


“We’ll find her too, sometime.”


 


Allie moved his head away from Kim’s
shoulder. He had a dent in his chin, maybe from an old accident, and there was
a red blotchy birthmark on his neck.


 


“And what about my grandma?” he said.
“She’s alone now. Her hip locks when it gets cold, and she’ll need me to let
the chickens out of the hutch.”


 


Before Eric or Kim could answer, a
screeching sound rose around them. It was so loud that Eric’s ears hurt.
Gradually the train slowed, until finally it stopped. With the rumble of the
train gone, Eric could hear his own pulse as it beat in his ears.


 


“Okay,” said one of the guards. “It’s
time to go.”


 


When the door opened and the breeze
floated in, Eric leaned his head into it. He felt it chill his skin, but it
didn’t do anything to calm his heart rate. He got to his feet and stuck his
hand out for Kim. When she gripped him, he noticed how sweaty her palms were.
Allie stayed on the carriage floor, looking at them. Eric outstretched his
other hand and pulled the boy up.


 


They left the train in single file. When
he got down onto the platform, Eric couldn’t see anything through the steam of
the train as it hung around them. It dispersed into the air, and slowly things
started to clear. For the first time, he saw Camp Dam Marsh. As Eric, Kim and
Allie stared at it, they held hands.


 


The camp was a few acres long. It was
surrounded by two fifteen foot-high chain fences, in between which crowds of
infected shambled back and forth. Seeing them made Eric flinch, and he felt Kim
grip him tighter. There were two brickwork chimneys which reached high into the
sky, and black smoke drifted out from the ends of them. Beyond the fences were
rows of flimsy-looking wooden cabins with overgrown grass around them. The
majority of the camp was taken up by a yard filled with loose stones. Men and
women walked across it, some pushing wheelbarrows full of rocks, others
swinging pickaxes at the ground. They stared rigidly in front of them, avoiding
the gazes of guards who waited on the sidelines. Clouds seemed to group
overhead, fat and grey as if it was their job to cast a shadow over the camp.


 


Someone yelled to the right of Eric. A
boy struggled under the grasp of a burly guard. He wriggled as if he was having
a fit, and eventually his movements were enough to free him from the man’s
hands. The boy took off in a run, sprinting away from the train and away from
the Camp in front of him, going any direction but Dam Marsh.


 


Eric saw movement in a tower on the
corner of the yard. A guard propped up a rifle on a metal railing and squinted
down the sights. The boy ran away with pattering feet, his arms stretched in
front of him as if he was reaching for something.


 


A crack cut through the air. Everyone
was silent. Even the idling engine of the train seemed to calm into submission.
The boy slumped face first into the floor and smashed his head against the
stone. He squirmed on the ground as blood seeped from a hole in his back. 


 


Another shot was fired, and another hole
appeared in the body. As the immune men, women and children watched, the boy
became still and his blood spread in a pool around him.
















 


 


 


Chapter
Three


 


Ed


 


 


The sea opened its watery mouth and
started to swallow the ship. Ed watched it from the shore, shivering so much
that he thought he would never get warm again. Warnings of hypothermia and
pneumonia flashed in the back of his mind, but he couldn’t think of himself
yet. 


 


The bow was submerged, and the rest of
the ship would soon follow. His body was soaked and his lungs ached from the
effort of swimming away from the ship and against the tide. With the adrenaline
wearing off, a shudder ran through him and made him wish for electric heaters
and warm hearths.  


 


The Savage lay next to him on his back
on the sand. He had his hands over his face, and he panted as he caught his
breath. Ed looked around him. They were on a beach. The sand was damp and
brown, and behind them was a hill with a path winding up through it. There was
a metal sign fifty metres to their right warning them of a high tide. Thanks
for the heads up, thought Ed.


 


“Where’s Bethelyn?” he said, the words
straining between gulps of air.


 


The Savage sat up. His trousers were
covered in wet sand, and grains of it were matted in his hair. He looked out to
the sea where black waves swept up and down, splashing foam everywhere as they
crashed.


 


The storm had hit them full on, and
rather than sailing through it, the ship had submitted. The waves had punctured
the hull and water poured in below deck. The vessel soon started to sink, and
the three of them hadn’t had time to grab anything before jumping overboard.
Plunging into the sea in the middle of the night wasn’t ideal, but it was
either that or take a trip to the bottom of the ocean.


 


“I can’t see her,” said Ed “Where the
hell is she?”


 


 He got to his feet. Despite being
drenched with freezing water, a nervous energy filled him and anxiety wrung his
stomach. He gazed across the beach but couldn’t see Bethelyn.


 


“Wasn’t she with you?” said The Savage.


 


“I was holding her hand, but a wave took
her.”


 


“Ah. Give her a minute or two. She’s a
grown woman.”


 


“And we just jumped ship in the middle
of a storm. Where is she?”


 


The Savage patted his leg and scraped
the sand off his clothes.


 


“Just leave her,” he said.


 


Ed couldn’t believe that even The Savage
would say something like that. Fury started to boil in him, but now wasn’t the
time to deal with it. His breaths came shallow and fast. As he scanned the sea
in front of them and tried to pick out Bethelyn among the waves, he noticed
that he was wringing his fingers. Come on, he thought. Where are you?


 


The Savage put his hand to his forehead.
He stared at the sea intently for a few seconds.


 


“She’s there,” he said, and pointed.


 


Ed looked, but he couldn’t see anything.
The Savage must have had better eyesight than him.


 


“See the mast?” said The Savage. “Swim
toward that. Keep a straight line. If you see a fin, pretend to be a fish. I’m
told that does wonders.”


 


It took him ten minutes to swim out to
her and get her back, but it seemed to stretch on for hours. Finally he dragged
Bethelyn ashore. There was a point when, swimming toward the mast, he thought a
wave was going to take hold of him and drag him away. The desire to save his
friend won out. When Ed got her to the beach, he wanted to just sink into the
sand and sleep for a month.


 


He laid Bethelyn on her side. She was
breathing, so she didn’t seem to have inhaled any water. That was more than
could be said for Ed. He had a bitter taste in his mouth, and his throat burned
through the salt water he’d accidentally drank. 


 


“You okay, Wetgills? You’re turning
green.”


 


Ed bent over and coughed. His stomach
bubbled, and he felt vomit flow up this throat. He coughed and then spat a
spray of salt water onto the beach.


 


Bethelyn sat up. She reached into her
pocket and pulled out a crumpled sheet. As she unravelled the sodden paper it
started to tear, so she did it more carefully. Instead of the soot-drawn
likeness of her daughter, it was just a black smear on wet poster paper. She
threw it to the ground and then looked out to sea, where only the stern of the
boat was showing.


 


Ed coughed again. He’d expelled the salt
water from his body, but his throat burned even more.


 


“What the hell, Bethelyn?” he said,
vocal cords stinging. “You weren’t even trying.”


 


She looked at him, but her expression
was blank.


 


“Sorry?”


 


“You weren’t even trying to swim. What
the hell’s wrong with you? It was like you were just letting the tide take
you.”


 


“Maybe she can’t swim,” said The Savage.


 


Ed rounded on him.


 


“And you. What the hell were you
thinking? ‘Just leave her.’ Do you actually give a shit about anyone
else?”


 


The Savage shook his head.


 


“I put my neck out for myself. That’s
about as far as it’ll stretch.”


 


They moved along the beach, sticking
close to the rocky hill until they found a gap cut into it where the wind
didn’t reach. The cold was setting in now, but the enclosure offered them some
protection from it. Ed had watched enough rescue shows to know that if you
stayed in wet clothes, you got hypothermia.


 


“We need to build a fire,” he said.


 


The Savage leaned against the side of
the enclosure. He pulled his shirt over his head, revealing his torso. His ribs
stuck out against his skin, but he looked more toned than malnourished. It was
as if his body had adapted to a meagre diet and learned to take exactly the
calories it needed from it. There was a bump on his chest that could have been
a scar, or may have been a third nipple.


 


Bethelyn sat on the floor. Ed gave her a
hug and pulled her close to him. He rubbed his hands up and down her arms.


 


“Stay here,” he said. “I’ll get some
wood.”


 


He walked up and down the beach and tried
to find pieces of wood that weren’t completely soaked. A cast of black crabs
saw him approach and scuttled away. The tide lapped in over the sand, reaching
far enough to cover his shoes. When he returned to the enclosure he had only
collected a pathetic haul of wood, but it would have to do. Now there was just
the matter of actually starting a fire. He stood and looked at the timber. He
realised that he didn’t have the faintest idea of what to do. Would it just
light itself? That would have been handy.


 


“Is the wood dry?” said The Savage.


 


Ed wasn’t in the mood for more mocking
lessons from The Savage. He ignored him, and began to arrange the wood in what
he imagined was the best way to get a fire burning. He put the smaller pieces
in the middle and arranged some thin kindling around the edges.


 


“Suit yourself,” said The Savage. “You
might need this though.”


 


He threw something to the ground. Ed
picked it up, and looked at it. It was a thin grey stone of some kind, attached
to a keychain. 


 


“That’s a flint and scraper,” said The
Savage.


 


“I don’t need your help,” said Ed.


 


“Do you just carry that around with
you?” said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage put his hands in his pockets.


 


“I’ve survived on the Mainland for
years. You don’t manage that without being prepared. There are three basic
things you need to survive anywhere, doll-face; water, food and fire. Luckily,
if you have fire, then you can boil any water you find. It doesn’t really
burden me to carry a small flint in my pocket.”


 


Ed picked up the flint. He started
scraping it onto the kindling and wood arranged in front of him. Aware of The
Savage watching him, he rubbed faster until he felt his face turn red, but the
only thing that got hot was his cheeks. He flicked the flint across the scraper
again and again, aware of the howling wind that threatened to sneak in and ruin
any progress. After minutes of getting nowhere, he wanted to fling the stone
into the sea.


 


“Screw it,” he said.


 


The Savage shook his head. 


 


“Want to see how it’s done?”


 


If The Savage felt the cold, he did a
great job of hiding it. Bethelyn, on the other hand, shivered into her clothes,
and her face had turned pale. Ed didn’t want to accept any help from The
Savage, but he couldn’t let Bethelyn freeze.


 


It was strange how strongly he felt
about it. When he was growing up, he would hang on James’s every word. It
didn’t matter what lessons he tried to give him, Ed would listen to him as if
he was telling him the secret of life. If The Savage, on the other hand,
offered advice, the back of his neck prickled in irritation.


 


“Fine,” he said, and moved away from the
fire without making eye contact.


 


The Savage bent down and started
scraping. It gave Ed some satisfaction to see that he didn’t start the fire
straight away, but at least The Savage looked like he knew what he was doing.
He turned his head and spoke to Ed as he tried to scrape a spark.


 


“How is it you never learned to do this
stuff? Didn’t they have Boy Scouts on Golgoth?”


 


“I never had to learn. What good is
being able to make fires when you can just turn your heating on? It never even
occurred to me.”


 


“Well it might have been useful for
situations like this, Edward.”


 


“Don’t call me that.”


 


The Savage shrugged his shoulders.


 


“Don’t you think the apocalypse has
proven just how useful ‘stuff like this’ is? You might not have noticed, but
you can’t just get up and press a button anymore to get things warm. You can’t
pop food in a box and spin a dial and have it heat up in front of your eyes.
The worst has happened, and it’s showing you up for what you really are, Ed; a
naïve, spoiled guy who would be dead in a day if it wasn’t for me.”


 


“All this was never meant to happen,”
said Ed.


 


The Savage rubbed the flint. Despite
wanting to see The Savage fail, Ed hoped for a tiny spark to shoot out in the
darkness. Part of him wanted to be right but another part of him, the colder
part, needed a fire.


 


“But it did,” said The Savage.
“So you better get used to it, or the world is going to chew you up like a
dried arsehole.”


 


Bethelyn stood up.


 


“For God’s sake,” she said. “Give that
here and move out of the way.”


 


Bethelyn sat down next to the kindling
and got to work. Within ten minutes, a tiny fire smouldered. Ed rubbed his
hands against it, careful as to not make a draught and blow it out. It wasn’t
going to be enough to dry them completely, but it was something.


 


“Where’d you learn that?” said Ed.


 


“Apparently my dad always wanted a son.
When I came out with nothing dangling between my legs, he had to make do. Used
to take me on camping trips all the time.”


 


“You’ve been sheltered all your life,
fella,” said The Savage, looking at Ed. “You won’t understand how bad it really
is until there’s so many infected around you that you daren’t even squat in a
bush to take a shit.  You need to learn how dangerous this is, Ed. This isn’t
one of Bethelyn’s camping trips with marshmallows and songs around the fire.
God took a big shit on the world, and soon enough you’ll be up to your elbows
in it.”


 


“I get that,” said Ed. “But it can’t all
be bad. There must be places that are safe. There must be areas where things
are still good and…I don’t know…beautiful.”


 


There was a silence for a few seconds.
Kindling crackled on the fire, and Ed stuck his fingers toward it. Suddenly,
The Savage started laughing.


 


“Beautiful?  You naïve sod. You’ll be
dead by the end of the week.”


 


“Tide’s coming in,” said Bethelyn.
“Better go.”


 


~


 


As the sun started to rise they followed
the railed path behind the beach. It led a trail through the hill until the
sand started to give way to mud and grass. Small foliage was dotted around
them, and waist-high shrubs blew in the breeze. All of the leaves on the trees
were dead and had fallen to the ground.


 


None of them knew where to go. The ship
had sunk not far off the Mainland coast, though which bit of the coast was a
question they couldn’t answer. Ed felt as if he was fighting a constant battle
to keep his eyelids open, but walking warded away the cold, and there was no
sense staying near the beach. Looking out at the sea one last time, Ed saw no
sign of the boat. The sea had swallowed it whole. Right now the old timber
vessel was lining the ocean floor where it would rest for the next few hundred
years.


 


“How long before you need to, you know,
do it?” said Bethelyn.


 


Ed and Bethelyn walked close to each
other, but The Savage liked to keep a distance. Even though he was stuck with
them, he didn’t want to be near the pair. The feeling’s more than mutual,
thought Ed.


 


The Savage stopped. A grass plain spread
out for half a mile in front of them, and beyond that was the start of a
woodland area where the trees reached fifteen feet tall. The contrast between
beach and forest was a strange one. It didn’t seem like they should be so close
together. Then again, Ed had never left Golgoth. He’d spent all his life on an
island of forty people, and it was clear that his world experience hadn’t even
approached the surface, let alone scratched it.


 


The Savage, on the other hand, walked
with the air of a man who always knew where he was. Nothing seemed to bother
him, because in the back of his mind he always had a fix for it. When the ship
was sinking, there was a trace of panic in his voice, but it vanished almost
immediately.


 


“What’s that?” said The Savage, turning
to Bethelyn.


 


“I was just thinking. When are you going
to need…your cure?”


 


“We’re going to be spending a lot of
time together unfortunately, Bethelyn. No point being coy about it. The words
won’t bite you. You want to know when I’ll need blood or flesh.”


 


“If that’s what you need, yeah.”


 


“By my count, I’m due some soon.” 


 


“And what happens if you don’t get it?”
said Ed.


 


The Savage stopped walking. 


 


“I’ll start to turn. I’ll fall into a
coma, and when I wake I’ll want nothing more than some tasty flesh between my
teeth.”


 


“So it’s flesh on the menu either way,
then? You either turn into an infected and want to eat us, or you stay human
and still want to eat us.” said Ed.


 


“That’s the short of it. At least by
having it now, I get to stay as me. I get to keep my thoughts and my brain, and
I don’t become a mindless sack of crap.”


 


They started across the plain. The grass
was sagging and brown, and it looked so dead that it might just grind into dust
beneath their feet. From somewhere, a bird gave a piercing cry. It sounded like
it had come from the woods. 


 


There were no woods on Golgoth. Ed’s dad
had wanted to take the family on a ferry across the Mainland and stay in a log
cabin at Yellow-Stone Forest, but by that point mum was so ill that she
couldn’t stomach the rocking of a boat. Though they never made it on that
holiday, Ed used have dreams about it as if it had actually happened. It was
stupid, but he counted those dreams as some of his best memories.


 


“Have you ever thought about just ending
it?” said Ed. “We saw you on the island. You kill people to get what you need.
Are all those lives really worth yours?”


 


“In my eyes, they are.”


 


Bethelyn shivered. Her hair was still
wet, but her clothes were starting to dry in the rising morning sun. She looked
at The Savage as she spoke.


 


“What have you ever done to justify
extending your life at someone else’s expense? I mean, what good have you
actually done with the extra time you’ve been given? Sorry, I shouldn’t have
said ‘given’, because nobody handed it over freely to you. Let me
rephrase: So, what have you done with the extra time that you’ve taken?”


 


“The only person I need to justify
things to is myself,” said The Savage. “And I find myself pretty agreeable.”


 


Ed wondered what he would do if he was
in The Savage’s position. He liked to think that if somehow he got infected,
he’d just end it. When he watched the newscasts about the outbreak and heard
about the mass suicides, he thought those people had the right idea. If he knew
he was going to turn into one of the monsters, he would just take a walk off
the Golgoth cliffs.


 


That was impossible now. Ed was immune,
so nothing the infected could do would turn him. They could still kill him, of
course, and it would be a pretty horrible death. He’d never join their ranks.


 


He looked around him. Everything was
different on the Mainland. Not in drastic ways, but in the small details that
he never thought of. He’d never seen trees so close to a beach. He’d never
trampled over grass so brown and fragile that it was like tissue paper. He
refused to believe what The Savage said. Sure, the infection had changed
things, but there had to be something good left in the world. It couldn’t be
all that bad. Maybe once he’d found James, he could see some of it.


 


 He glanced ahead of him, and something
caught his eye.


 


“What’s that?” said Ed. 


 


In front of them, on the ground,
something glinted in the sun. They walked across the dead grass until they
reached it. When Ed saw what it was, he recoiled.


 


“Jesus,” said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage kneeled down on the floor. He
reached down and picked up a severed arm. The hand was curled inwards toward
the palm, and the arm had been cut just below the elbow. The wound was jagged,
as if it had been ripped off. The glinting object was a chrome watch. It was
still strapped to the wrist, though the owner would have no need for it
anymore. A chill crept through Ed. He felt eyes watching him, but looking
around, he saw nothing.


 


The Savage unclasped the watch from the
wrist. He turned it over in his hand and looked at something on the back. He
traced his finger over it. 


 


“What does it say?” asked Ed.


 


“To my wonderful husband. Love, KC,”
read The Savage.


 


He stood up. He paced around them and
stared intently at the floor as if something had gotten his attention.


 


“Footprints,” he said. “People were
here. A few of them, from the looks of it. It seems like they were all in this
spot, and then all the footprints lead off in different directions, as if they
all ran away. There was something else here, too.”


 


“What?” said Ed. He looked around him
again, but nothing moved in the grass, and the woods seemed empty.


 


The Savage bent down and picked up a few
flattened blades of grass.


 


“There are some pretty weird footprints.
This place is beginning to make my bum itch. I have an idea where we are, and
it’s not good.”


 


“And where’s that?” said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage gave them a grave look. His
eyes were free from traces of his usual mockery.


 


“Loch-Deep” he answered.


 


Ed walked over to The Savage. Sure
enough, he saw the footprints that seemed to go in different directions. There
was another set; bigger than the rest, and misshapen. They couldn’t have been
made by human feet, but he didn’t know of any animal whose paws could make a
shape like that.


 


“You say Lock-Deep like it should mean
something to us,” he said.


 


“Of course. I sometimes forget you’re a
Wetgill.”


 


“Stop calling me that.”


 


“What’s Loch-Deep?” said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage took a deep breath. “The only
place on the whole damn Mainland where I wouldn’t want to be.”


 


Ed and Bethelyn exchanged glances. He
saw something in Bethelyn’s stare. It was the same look she’d given him on
Golgoth, back when they first saw the infected. He didn’t know her too well,
but he had already realised that she was a woman who didn’t scare easily. Yet
something about this place obviously made her uncomfortable.


 


He felt like it was his job to try and
reassure her. After losing April there had been nothing Ed could say to her.
What could you really do with something like that? He couldn’t exactly tell her
that worse things could happen, because that wouldn’t be true. For Bethelyn,
the absolute worst, most soul-crushing thing had already come to pass. He
couldn’t let her dwell on things. After seeing her in the sea, floating limply
as the salt water lapped over her face, he was worried about her. She’d given
up, and he couldn’t let that happen.


 


He walked over to the severed arm. He
kicked it with his foot.


 


“Anyone got the time?” he said.


 


Jokes weren’t usually his thing, but he
hoped to raise a smile to put her at ease. Instead, Bethelyn shook her head and
looked away. He expected The Savage at least to laugh. All he got was a stern
look.


 


“There are some things you don’t joke
about,” he said.


 


Ed couldn’t believe that The Savage, a
man who he had seen hunt down and butcher an innocent person, had just given
him a reprimand. When he looked at The Savage he couldn’t see his nose or mouth
through his mask, but he could tell from his eyes that the man was spooked.
Seeing that look on someone who hadn’t seemed scared of anything made Ed wish
they were back on Golgoth.


 


“If we’re in Loch-Deep,” said The
Savage, “that might be the last joke you ever make.”
















 


 


 


Chapter
Four


 


Heather


 


Outskirts
of Kiele


 


 


It was a motorway once. Like everything
else made by the hands of men, nature had reclaimed it once the outbreak reset
priorities. It wasn’t important to keep the roads tarmacked anymore, because there
were few cars left to travel on them. Even if someone did have highway
maintenance on their minds, the Capita were the only ones with any kind of
resources. Their thoughts were fixed on collecting the immune and expanding
their territory.


 


They’d followed the motorway for a day,
walking through the wild grass and weeds. Every so often they could see where
the grey concrete resisted the spread of nature. They’d come across a few cars
with leaves covering the bonnets and vines twisting over the framework. There
was a camper van with the windows smashed and cupboards ransacked, and on the
back was a sticker that read ‘The closer you drive, the slower I go.’


 


“We should have followed the train
tracks,” said Heather.


 


Charles Bull answered gruffly. “The train’s
miles away. Follow the tracks all you want, you won’t catch it unless you’ve
got an engine up your skirt.”


 


“I’m not wearing a skirt.”


 


“It’s a figure of speech, Heather.”


 


They shared few words as they travelled.
Heather had no desire to speak to Charles, and she couldn’t help the feeling of
hate that burned inside her when she looked at him. The bounty hunter had
separated her from her daughter, Kim, who was on a train with Eric headed deep
into the arse of the Mainland. Heather had to force herself not to think about
it. She was going to find Kim, but if she dwelled on it then she would break
down.


 


Charles held his horse by the reins and
walked beside it on foot. Every so often he’d lead it around an obstruction in
the road, talking softly to the mare. “Come on, Ken. That’s it. This way.” Heather
thought that at any moment the man and horse would gaze into each other’s eyes
and declare their undying love.


 


Max rode in front on a black stallion,
never stopping to look behind him at Heather and Charles. For him, the only way
was forward. He needed to get back home to Kiele. After spending years
undercover as a member of the Capita guards, he was counting every step until
they reached town.


 


He had told Heather to ride Charles’s
horse. “Take his horse and let the old bastard walk,” he said. She
climbed on top of Ken and jerked the reins, but the animal refused to budge for
anyone but Charles. They let the bounty hunter guide his horse along with them,
but Max refused to allow him to ride it.


 


As a bitter afternoon wind lapped over
them, they passed an old service station. A ten foot high sign advertised
petrol at decent prices. Across the forecourt there was a shop, and a banner
was spread across the window offering hot sausage rolls and coffee. Heather had
stopped here once. It was years ago, back when it still offered drinks and
pastries, and people still had cars that they needed to refuel. 


 


She and her husband had been on a road
trip back then, and Heather was desperate for the toilet. She normally wouldn’t
have gone in a place like this to relieve herself, but Kim was inside her and
pressing on her bladder. The urge was more than she could control.


 


She went inside the grubby toilet and
made her husband wait outside the door. After a few minutes passed, she heard
him tap on the wood. He spoke to her in the irritated tone that she had grown
to hate.


 


“Can’t you do a simple thing like
take a piss?” he said.


 


Feeling under pressure, she strained and
strained but nothing would come. It was as if being in such a crappy toilet had
shut off the urge to go. Her husband banged on the door and told her to hurry
up and that there were people waiting. Panic built up inside her. She didn’t
want him to get cross again. He was a nightmare once the anger took him.


 


That was a long time ago, and the person
Heather was back then was nothing but a memory. This very morning, Heather had
squatted behind a bush and relieved herself while Max and Charles stood only
ten feet away. She measured progress these days by how freely she could empty
her bladder.


 


Max stopped his horse.


 


“What are you looking at?” said Max.
“You know this place?”


 


Heather shook her head. “It’s all new to
me,” she said. The past was better left where nobody could see it. She wasn’t
that person anymore.


 


Max climbed down off his horse. He
glanced her way, and she saw the wide smile that he’d painted on the front of
his mask. The expression didn’t match his eyes. He was always so serious,
turning every conversation around to what they needed to do and where they
needed to be. Charles would sometimes try to goad him, but the Resistance
fighter didn’t humour him.


 


Max bent down to the floor. He took hold
of a bunch of daisies which sprouted from the ground, and he carefully pulled
them away.


 


“You shouldn’t have,” said Charles.


 


“They’re for my daughter,” said Max. He
nodded at Heather. “You should have kept trying with the horse. We could have
broken him.”


 


Charles patted his horse on the head.
“Ken won’t break for anyone. He’s a stubborn old git. That’s why we get on so
well.”


 


“I don’t mind walking,” said Heather.


 


She meant it too. Back before the
outbreak, Heather loved nothing more than a hike across green pastures. The
smell of the grass, the blowing of the breeze. The feeling that when you were
in nature, everything was right with the world. 


 


Things couldn’t have been more
different. Nature was reclaiming the things that man had built, but it wasn’t
using green grass or bright flowers to do it. Instead it was vines twisting
over metal, weeds straining and spreading across the streets. It seemed like
something was seeping across Heather’s mind, too. A network of roots that fed
anxiety into her brain. She couldn’t stop thinking about Kim and Eric. Where
were they? Where was the train taking them?


 


She knew what the Capita did. When she
was a teacher, she had seen Charles Bull take a girl from her class. Jenny had
been immune, and somehow the Capita found out. When the bounty hunter led her
away Heather knew she should have done something, but the truth was that she
was scared. Now Jenny was gone, and it was more than likely that her daughter
and Eric had been taken to the same place.


 


“I don’t like the idea of you walking
when there’s a perfectly good horse there,” said Max. “I don’t care if it’s
stubborn. You deal with it the same way you deal with stubborn people. You
grind them down.”


 


“Like I said, I don’t mind it.”


 


Charles tugged on Ken’s reins and pulled
him away from the weeds he was chewing. “It’s not the miles that are the
problem anyway,” he said. “It’s the things that follow you when you walk them.”


 


“Like what?” said Heather.


 


“You’re looking for Kim, yes? Help me
help you. I need to get to my daughter, too.”


 


She had heard that Charles had a
daughter, but somehow she never believed it. He was such an uncaring man; an
emotional void where anything happy was sucked in and the joy was stripped
away. She couldn’t imagine him taking care of someone else.


 


“You’re bullshitting,” said Max.


 


“Hand me my things and I’ll prove it,”
said Charles.


 


“I’ve spent enough time with you to know
not to believe the garbage that comes out of your mouth. Heather, when we get
to Kiele I’ll get you a horse. One that actually walks. And then you can go
find Kim and Eric.”


 


Charles’s mouth was hidden behind his
mask. It was a standard issue, this time. He used to wear a mask that smothered
his face. It was made of leather and had a long beak producing from his nose,
making him look like a plague doctor from the fourteenth century. Max had taken
it off him and put it with the rest of Charles’s things in his saddlebag. “I
can’t look at him wearing it,” he had told Heather.


 


Despite not being able to see his mouth,
Heather knew from the shape of his eyes that Charles was smiling.


 


“You don’t trust me?” he said. “Rich
words coming from a man who spent three years pretending to be someone else.
Where were your family while you lived in the Dome, Max? What were they doing
while you were playing soldier and drinking and whoring?”


 


Max gave him a stern look. He snapped
his saddle bag shut.


 


“I never went whoring.”


 


The mischief grew behind Charles’s eyes.


 


“And what about all the Darwin’s
Children you helped me round up? What of the things they do to them in the
Capita’s dungeons? You knew what we did, and you helped me put them there.”


 


“It was for a bigger cause. I don’t have
any regrets.”


 


“What’s your daughter’s name?” asked
Heather.


 


“Lilly,” said Charles.


 


She shook her head. “I wasn’t asking
you.”


 


Max unzipped his coat. The midday sun
had broken through the clouds and cast pale yellow over the ground. A crow flew
down and perched on the petrol sign across from them. It gave a croaky squawk.


 


“Kiela,” Max said.


 


“Interesting name,” said Charles.


 


“We named her after Kiele. It seemed
right.”


 


“And what about your wife?” said Heather.



 


“Lauren.”


 


“She doesn’t mind you being away for
three years?”


 


“She understands. I guess. We needed
someone who could live in the Capita and pretend to support them, and I used to
be an actor. Back before the outbreak, that is. Before you ask, no, you
probably never saw me in anything. But yeah, I don’t have much of a
relationship with her or Kiela. Some causes mean you’ve gotta forgo stuff like
that.”


 


Heather felt a flinch of anger. Her
daughter was miles away in the Capita’s hands, and Heather would have cut off
her own legs to get her back. She knew that no matter what happened, she
wouldn’t stop trying to find Kim until her own body broke down. She couldn’t
believe that this man would voluntarily leave his daughter for so long. It
seemed wasteful; frittering away the most important bond you could ever have
just to play spy.


 


“You’re cold,” she said.


 


Max sighed and closed his eyes, as if it
was an argument he’d had many times before. The smile on his mask achieved the
reverse of its intended effect. Now it just looked sad.


 


“It’s the opposite, really,” he said.
“I’m not cold. I’m warmer than anyone else. I’m not content to look after my
own and say a big ‘screw you’ to the rest. I want to make things better for
everyone, and I’ve sacrificed a hell of a lot to do that. Whereas you, you’re
only interested in yourself, and Kim.”


 


“And Eric,” said Heather. 


 


“Point is, you look after yourself. I do
what I do for everyone on the Mainland. Listen, Heather. You need to
toughen up. You need to take on some of the dark. There are things we have to
do that might not taste right, but you swallow them down anyway. If that’s what
it takes to get rid of the Capita, then that’s what you have to do.”


 


Heather found herself shaking her head,
as if the action would expel Max’s words. Having a cause didn’t just excuse
everything you did to achieve it. There was a lot of darkness in the world, and
Heather wouldn’t thicken it by pouring in some of her own. She was going to get
Kim back, she was certain of that much. She wouldn’t lose herself in the
process.


 


~


 


Five miles later she saw buildings in
the distance. They were standard two-story houses, grouped together and then
hemmed in by a wall which ran around them. There was a large, black metal gate
in the centre. Thin streams of smoke rose up from a few of the chimneys. It
looked like a quiet place. She imagined the people inside. They would be
self-sufficient, spending all day gathering food and water and doing what they
could to keep safe. She pictured a community where everyone knew each other’s
names, where meals were shared and town meetings were held.


 


As they got closer, she saw wooden
stakes driven into the ground in front of town. Max pulled on the reins and
slowed his horse.


 


“Lady and gentleman,” he said. “Welcome
to Kiele.”


 


“Cue the dramatic music,” said Charles.


 


Heather saw the wooden stakes clearly
now. They surrounded the walls of Kiele, each one twenty feet away from the
next. The wood looked sturdy, and the tops of them had been carved into spikes.
On top of the spikes, wedged down so as not to fall off, were decapitated
heads. 


 


At first she thought they might be fake,
but looking closer, she knew that wasn’t the case. Blood had dried at the tops
of the stakes. The heads had their mouths open, and the wood was driven through
their neck, into their mouths and then up through their brains until it
punctured their skull. Their eyes were wide open, as if they had died in a
state of terror.


 


“The spikes are normal,” said Max. Since
glimpsing Kiele, he had looked full of nervous energy. “It’s to scare people
away. Don’t worry; most of the heads are just our people, the ones who died of
natural causes.”


 


“Most?” said Heather.


 


Max looked at her gravely. “We aren’t
the only ones who use spies. The Capita have tried to infiltrate us before.”


 


“What a delightful place,” said Charles.


 


“It shouldn’t be this quiet around
here,” said Max. “We normally keep a couple of guys on watch.”


 


When they reached the town gate, Max
climbed down from his horse and took off the saddlebag. Heather walked behind
him, edging away from a stake that was a few feet away. She took a glimpse at
the head that was stuck on it. It was a man with brown hair that curled down to
his neck. His mouth was open wide, and his teeth were shattered from where the
wood had been driven through.


 


Max walked into a dark archway just in
front of the gate.


 


“Give me a minute,” he said.


 


He took a step forward, and then
stopped. He dropped his saddlebag to the ground. Something grabbed hold of him
and jerked him back. A man moved out of the shadows with a knife pressed
against Max’s throat.


 


“Rushden,” said Max, his words strained.


 


The man had ginger hair that stuck out
in sharp tufts, the kind of mane that resisted all grooming. He held the knife
so close to Max’s throat that Heather thought he might puncture it. Rushden
looked at Heather and Charles, and he nodded. Heather wondered what he was
nodding at. Then two strong arms gripped her from behind, and a cold blade
pressed into her skin.


 


Rushden pulled the knife away from Max,
turned it in his hands and then brought it crashing down on his skull. Max fell
to the ground.


 


“Good to have you back,” said Rushden,
looking at Max on the floor.


 


Heather’s pulse fired, and she wanted to
break into a run. Before she could make a move, something blunt thumped the
back of her head. The last thing she saw was the ground as it rushed toward her.
















 


 


 


Chapter
Five


 


Eric


 


 


He kept his head low, only raising it to
check on the guards in the watch towers. He moved by the side of a cabin,
ducking under one of the windows so that the other DCs, if there were any in
there, didn’t see him. 


 


Over the last couple of days in camp
he’d kept looking around, hoping more than anything that he’d see his mum with
her warm smile or Luna who, even though she was his twin, was taller than him.
They had to be here somewhere. Charles Bull had stolen them away, and there
weren’t many places the Capita men took the immune.


 


In a watchtower to his right, thirty
feet above the fence, a guard rested with his arms across the barrier. He bent
down, grabbed a water bottle and lifted it to his lips. Water, thought
Eric. I never thought I could be so thirsty.


 


It seemed like the only water they were
ever going to get was what the guards spared them at feeding times. The first
time they were all brought into a large canteen and served a bowl of slop, Eric
had been too nervous to eat. He didn’t even have the stomach for a swig of
water.


 


“It’s the de-icing powder,” a man
leaned across and told him. His sleeves trailed across the gruel in the bowl in
front of him. “Bet you inhaled some, didn’t you?”


 


The guard in the tower drank the water.
As he gulped, he turned his head and glanced in Eric’s direction. Eric’s heart
pounded. He slammed back against the cabin wall and stayed low. He barely dared
lift his head to check if the guard had spotted him. All it took was one
glance. A single move seen by the wrong eyes.


 


It seemed like the guards were
everywhere. You could barely move around camp without glimpsing a man or woman
in a Capita uniform, weapons in their hands just aching to be used. It was as
though they were all clones of each other, because they all wore the same stern
expressions. Eric wondered if any of them had families. Who did they go home to
at night? Or did they all sleep in camp?


 


There was no privacy. On the first day
in camp they were led away from the steam train and into a processing
warehouse. The guards ordered them all to strip naked together, boys in front
of girls, men in front of women. Kim shook her head and said she couldn’t do
it, but Eric remembered the boy who had tried to run away from the train. He
pictured his face pressed into the stone floor, blood dribbling from the bullet
wounds on his back.


 


“You’ve got to do it,” he told her. “Nobody will look. We’ve all got to
do the same thing.”


 


Once they were all naked, three guards
went from boy to girl with scissors and a razor. An hour later, the entire
floor of the room was covered in discarded hair. Eric put his hand to his head
and felt the roughness of his scalp. The floor was cold beneath his feet, and a
draught blew between his legs. He looked at Kim. He kept his gaze eye level,
focussing on the look of despair in her face. The guards had shaved her too,
but there was a tuft on the back of her head which they had missed. Keep it
that way, thought Eric. It’s a tiny part of you they haven’t taken away.


 


He knew that Kim wanted to cry, but
somehow she kept it together. He wanted to put an arm out and comfort her, but
he didn’t want to touch her bare skin. All around him everyone shivered, even
the adults. He saw women with their hands folded across their chests, and men
with their hands cupped around their groins.


 


“I used to pay to see this kind of
thing,” he heard a guard say.


 


“Sick bastard,” answered another.
“Why’d they keep pairing me with you?”


 


The guards walked through the room with
brooms and swept the hair into piles of blonde, brown, black and ginger.


 


Eric couldn’t take his eyes off one of
the guards. It was the one who had made the joke about paying to see them
naked. His mask reached all across his lips, but somehow Eric read a sneer in
the man’s expression. He raced through the room with his broom, sweeping up the
shaven hair as if it was a game.


 


“Eric?” said a voice.


 


Allie was next to them. Without his
clothes on, Eric could see how much the boy’s ribs stuck out. He saw that his
red blotch birthmark didn’t just stop at his neck; it stretched over his collar
bone and onto his chest.


 


“It’s okay,” said Eric. The panic
the boy felt was written all over his face.


 


“Do you think that’s him?” said
Allie, and nodded at the guard with the sneer.


 


“Who?”


 


“We heard about the camp. Back home
in Muske. There’s supposed to be a guard here who wears gloves made of skin.”


 


After processing they were all set to
work. It was done without ceremony; the guards just handed them camp clothes
and told them where to go. The camp uniforms were a uniformly grey colour that
came in one size for kids, another for adults. Some people were left looking
like they were wearing bedsheets.


 


Eric’s job was in a shed in the
northwest corner of camp, next to the kennels. As the barks and growls of the
dogs floated in through the window, Eric’s task was to sort a pile of shoes
into pairs. A guard was posted outside, but Eric quickly realised that the man
was a smoker. Every twenty minutes he’d hear his boots pound on the ground as he
walked away for his fix.


 


He spent the first two days searching
through the cabins at any chance he got. There were fifteen in total, each of
them fitted with rows of bunk beds. There were four foul-smelling buckets at
one end of the room. On some cabin walls were drawings made by inmates who had
been long-term residents at camp. Others were nothing but wood and
plasterboard. In one of the cabins, someone had scratched help us into
the wall.


 


As he searched the camp, Eric asked the
same question to so many people that the words started to lose meaning in his
head.


 


Have you seen my sister? Have you
seen my mum? She’s tall and has curly hair. My sister looks just like me. She’s
my twin.


 


All of his questions met with shaking
heads and negative responses, and with each dead end his heart sank. He wasn’t
going to give up.


 


The guard in the watch tower put his
bottle down and carried on leaning. He picked up a pair of binoculars and made
a sweep over the yard, finally stopping on a section toward the east. Eric
stuck his head out from the corner of the cabin wall and watched. A group of
men were lined up in a row in the yard.


 


A guard paced up and down in front of
them, mumbling under his breath. The DC men and women stood rigid as if pencils
had been shoved up their bums. Finally the guard stopped. He stuck his finger
out and pressed it into the chest of a stocky man wearing clothes that wrapped
him up as tight as sausage meat.


 


The guard said something to another
guard behind him and then walked off to the side. The other guard raised a
rifle, pointed it at the stocky man and pulled the trigger. Out of reflex the
stocky man put his arms in front of his face as if that would be enough to stop
the bullet. Nothing happened. The two guards laughed with each other.


 


I need to get out of here, thought Eric.


 


Eric heard voices near him, and boots
thumped along the stones. He caught the sight of two Capita uniforms, and they
were headed in his direction. His heart started thumping. If he was caught
prowling around, he knew what would happen. He didn’t know how Kim would cope
if something happened to him.


 


The sound of the guards’ boots drew
closer. Eric turned and headed back on himself and along the side of the cabin.
He reached the door and turned the handle. Just as the guards rounded the
corner behind him, Eric walked inside the cabin.


 


Two boys were sat on the floor. On
hearing the door open they jumped and got to their feet. One of them ran over
to a bed and pretended to be changing the sheets. Another scurried over to the
bed closest to him and rolled underneath the frame.


 


“I’m not a guard,” said Eric.


 


“Why aren’t you in work?” said one of
the boys. His scalp was dotted with tiny red spots.


 


“I could say the same about you.”


 


The other boy rolled out from under the
bed. “We’re, uh, on rest time.”


 


“We don’t get rest time,” said Eric.


 


The boy with the spotted scalp stood up.
“We won’t tell if you don’t,” he said.


 


Eric walked over and sat on the edge of
a bunk. He realised that the bunk was in full view of the window. Outside, a
man lifted a pickaxe into the air and swung it at the ground. He stopped and
wiped his forehead. A guard walked over to him and clipped the back of his head
with a gloved hand. Eric stood up and moved to another bunk away from the
window.


 


The air in the cabin smelled the same as
his. Sweat and dirt. At the end of the room, one of the buckets had stains all
over the sides, and flies buzzed around it.


 


“I wanted to ask you,” said Eric. “Have
you seen a girl who looks like me? And her mum?”


 


“We all look the same,” said the boy.
“Even the girls.”


 


Eric felt his scalp. He still hadn’t
gotten used to how bristly it was.


 


The boy who had rolled out from under
the bed walked across the room and then sat on the bunk opposite Eric. He had
the start of a moustache on his lip. Eric guessed that once the DCs had been
shaved that was it. The guards wouldn't be paying attention to every hair that
sprouted from someone's face.


 


“So what are you guys doing?” asked
Eric.


 


“We we’re just planning an -” 


 


“We were just telling stories,” said the
spotted boy, cutting in.


 


The hard bed made Eric uncomfortable.
The only bonus about the never-ending work was that it tired you out enough to
sleep on something so scratchy. 


 


“So go on,” he said. “Tell a story.”


 


The moustached boy rubbed his head. 


 


“Well there’s one my dad told me about a
place down south. As south as you can get without falling off the Mainland.
There’s this area called Loch…Loch something. Loch-Deep.” 


 


“All the trees and the leaves are dead,
and things scream at night time. There’s something that walks through the
shadows at night. It’s always watching. It does nothing but wait for someone to
wander in. It stalks them through the trees until they’re so scared that they
wee themselves, and then when it gets bored….”


 


”Whatever,” said Eric. “Cut the crap.
How dumb do you think I am?”


 


The moustached boy looked at the spotted
one. The spotted boy sighed, and then nodded.


 


“We’re planning an escape. Tonight,”
said the moustached boy. “You interested?”


 


“What’s your plan?” said Eric.


 


The boy went to speak, but the one with
the spots stopped him.


 


“First, are you in or not?” he said.


 


“I’ll think about it,” said Eric.


 


~


 


Camp Dam Marsh seemed to amplify the
darkness at night. It took the black of the sky and it poured more tar and
emptiness into it until it felt like you were swamped. It seemed as if shutting
your eyes actually illuminated everything around you rather than shut it off.


 


Men and women shifted in their bunks. At
the far end a little girl cried in her sleep, and a man bunking above her told
her to be quiet. The room smelled of unwashed bodies, and the buckets at the
end of the room, full from a day of use, hummed. Every so often a beam of light
would swish over the windows as the guards checked the camp.


 


Eric sat on the end of Kim’s bed. She
was wrapped up with the thin blanket, ignoring the itchiness of the fabric in
favour of staying warm. Her skin was so drained it would have to brighten two
shades to even be called pale.


 


“You need to eat,” said Eric.


 


“I can’t.”


 


“It’s not doing you any good ignoring
it. What would your mum say?”


 


“She’d say, ‘Kim, you have a stomach
condition. You can’t eat the slop they put in front of you.’” 


 


“We need to find you something else,”
said Eric.


 


Kim held one hand in the other and
rubbed her fingers. Her skin was raw from a day of sanding down the outside of
the cabin walls. Whether the wood really needed sanding or it was just a
pointless task to keep her drained, Eric didn’t know.


 


She leaned in closer to him.


 


“I think we should go with them,” she
said.


 


“Keep it down.”


 


She lowered her voice. “If the boys you
told me about are escaping, we should join them.”


 


“I don’t know, Kim,” he said.


 


She rubbed her hands.


 


“What’s the alternative? I need to find
my mum. It’s worth the risk.”


 


“And what about my mum?” said
Eric. He became aware that his voice was more than a whisper, so he spoke
quieter. “What about Luna?”


 


“How many cabins have you checked?” 


 


The search light beamed across their
window and illuminated the cobwebs on the glass. The glare caught Eric in the
eyes, and it took a few seconds for his vision to clear.


 


“Nearly all of them,” he answered. “I
just know they’re here. Where else would they be? Any DCs that the Capita catch
get brought here, by the looks of things. I just need to know where they’re
keeping them. What about the brick buildings at the end of the camp?”


 


“I’ve seen the guards go in there. And I
think it’s where the man from the train works.”


 


“Scarsgill?”


 


Kim nodded. “I thought I saw him there
earlier today.”


 


Kim’s stomach made a whining sound. She
put her hands against it.


 


“You’re starving,” said Eric.


 


“I know. I just can’t eat it.”


 


“Can’t you try?”


 


The girl pulled her blanket closer to
her. The search beam ran across again, casting a light over Kim’s shaven scalp.
Eric saw a dent just below her crown from a scar that had healed over.


 


“It’s not a matter of trying. If I eat
any of that stuff, I’ll be sitting on the bucket for days. And that’ll be worse
than being hungry. How do you know your mum’s here? I mean really, how can you
be sure? They might be in the Dome.”


 


He remembered being back on the meadow.
The worried look on his mum’s face as Charles Bull ordered his soldiers to take
them all. The scream of pain she made when Charles hit her. At the time, Eric
had been so scared that all he wanted to do was run. When he thought back on
it, anger replaced the fear.


 


He started to wonder if there was any
point. Everywhere he went in camp, guards waited. When he did manage to speak
to anyone about his mum, they couldn’t help him. It was locked door after
locked door. He was just a boy, and he had the Capita and all their power and
their soldiers against him. Some of the camp residents had been here for years.
He could tell from their slumped shoulders and vacant looks that they’d given
up. Would that happen to him, too?


 


The window was illuminated again, but
this time it wasn’t just the search light. Beams of yellow shot out from all
across the yard. He heard men shouting, and from the far side of camp, near the
shoe shed, came the sound of dogs barking.


 


He climbed onto Kim’s bed and crawled
over to the window. All the lights were aimed at one part of the camp. They
shone at a fence on the east side. The array of yellow beams made it hard to
see properly.


 


“What is it?” said Kim.


 


He just about made out two small figures
at one of the fences. From so far away he couldn’t be positive, but he guessed
it was the boys from earlier. One of them gripped the wire mesh and pulled
himself up the fence. The other waited at the bottom, hands held in the air,
unable to move as the searchlights and the torches shone in his eyes.


 


“It’s them,” said Eric. “They’re trying
to escape.”


 


The boy almost reached the top of the
fence. When he gripped it, a gunshot boomed out. The boy let go of the fence
and fell to the floor. If it weren’t for the hole in the head, the fall might
have killed him anyway.


 


Kim joined him at the window, eyes wide.
She gripped the window ledge, seeming to have forgotten the pain of her
callouses for the meantime.


 


“We need to help them,” she said.


 


“Do you want to die?


 


“We can’t just do nothing.”


 


“That’s exactly what we’ll do,” said
Eric. “If you want to live, we’ll do nothing.”


 


The cabin started to stir. The girl on
the end broke her crying and sat up. The man in the bunk above her put his
hands to his face and rubbed his eyes.


 


“What’s happening?” he said.


 


The other boy was alone at the fence
with his friend’s body at his feet. Guards with torches surrounded him, and the
furious barking of the dogs grew louder. Soon the boy was surrounded. One of
the guards stepped forward. He pointed at the boy. The dogs moved onto their
haunches, heads held aggressively low.


 


“We should do something,” said Kim.


 


Eric wanted to help, but he knew that he
couldn’t. It was no secret what would happen to him the minute he stepped out
of the cabin. He shook his head.


 


Kim tuned away. “I can’t watch.”


 


The boy backed up against the fence. He
seemed surprised when his back hit the metal. Behind him, the infected who
walked the perimeter had gathered. One grabbed the collar of his shirt and
pulled him, but the boy shook himself free.


 


The pointing guard suddenly dropped his
arm. On the command, the dogs leapt forward and tore at the boy, their teeth chewing
on whatever part of his body they could grip. The boy collapsed to the ground
and covered his face. The animals bit and scratched at him. Though the sound
was faint, Eric heard the boy screaming. It was a sound so terrible that it
almost wasn’t human, and he felt his bones chill to the marrow.


 


The guards stood in a circle and watched
as the dogs ripped the life away from the boy. Eventually, the searchlights
dimmed and the torches moved away. The two escapees were left lifeless on the
ground. Their bodies would wait in the night air until morning, when one of the
other inmates would have to move them.
















 


 


 


Chapter
Six


 


Heather


 


 


She remembered the decapitated heads as
they stared at her from the top of the stakes, and after that everything faded
to black. When she woke up, the first sight to greet her was a row of metal
bars. She was stretched out on a thin bed joined to a wall. She sat up, and as
she rose a pounding started in her temples. She rubbed her head. It was like
she’d spent all night drinking whisky and had woken with a thumping headache
and a hate for the world.


 


She’d seen the inside of a police cell
before. It was years ago, at a time of flaring acne, underage drinking and
pointless rebellion at anything her parents ever told her to do. She’d been out
at the shopping centre with her friend, and they were just leaving a pharmacy
when the anti-theft barriers lit up. The store detective rushed over and
demanded that her friend give back the condoms that she’d stuffed into her
pockets. Heather was innocent, but she was still treated to a trip to the
station. 


 


Her father came to collect her hours
later. She heard heavy footsteps march down the corridor, and somehow she just
knew that it was him.


 


“I don’t need to tell you how
disappointed I am,” he said.


 


“Then don’t.”


 


He sighed at her in his signature way,
where the greys of his moustache bristled as he exhaled air.


 


“You can be so much more than this,
Heather.”


 


She scoffed at him at the time. A month
later, the advice sunk in, and from then on she left her old group of friends
behind and she buried her nose in books. She didn’t see her father’s moustache
bristle much after that.


 


Like her first visit to a cell, she was
innocent this time too. I don’t have time for this, she thought. Images
of Kim crossed her mind. She pictured her on a train with the other DCs. She
didn’t want to think about what was happening, she just needed to find her.


 


She got up from the bed. She was in a
cell that had barely enough room for her to turn around, and a row of steel
bars hemmed her in. Beyond them was a cream wall, and on it was a poster with a
young teenage girl dressed for a night on the town. ‘Think 18,’ it read.
‘Know your limits.’


 


A whistling sound came from beyond her
cell. Listening closely, she recognised the tune as one that Charles Bull made
when they were travelling. She knew it from another context, too. From a
different place and time, and whistled by a different person.


 


It was a song that her dad used to
whistle, usually after he’d had a fight with Heather’s mum. As a girl she sat
on the bottom step of her staircase and listened to her parents’ raised voices.
After a while her mum would storm out of the house, and her dad would compose
himself for a few minutes, and then leave the room. He’d walk out with a
troubled face, but when he saw his daughter waiting for him, he replaced the
expression with a smile and a whistle. Thinking harder, Heather remembered the
words he sometimes added to it.


 


Always look on the bright side of
life.


 


There was a window behind her. Trying
it, she found that it was fastened shut. She walked across the cell and took
hold of the bars and shook them. She hadn’t expected it to do anything; it
wasn’t as if she had superhuman strength.


 


“Have a nice sleep?” said Charles, from
the cell next to her.


 


“Where are we?”


 


“In a prison cell in Kiele, I expect,”
came his reply.


 


A door opened. Footsteps echoed on the
plastic flooring, and soon Max stood outside her cell. There was a red spot on
his neck from where Rushden’s knife had pressed too hard into his skin. 


 


Heather touched the back of her head. A
lump was already forming just above her crown. 


 


“Is this how your town welcomes people?”
she said.


 


Max scratched the back of his neck. She
could tell by his stance that he was several hours into an unhealthy sleep
deficit.


 


“Things changed while I was gone,” he
said. “Rushden called a vote, and they elected him leader.”


 


“Why did he have the knife? I didn’t
expect a cup of tea and a biscuit, but what the hell am I doing in here?”


 


“Rushden’s just being cautious.”


 


Heather shook the bars, but they stood
firm. “If this is caution, I’d hate to see him when he’s really got something
to worry about.”


 


“While I was gone, Rushden got whispers
that the Capita are planning a raid. We think it’s on a town nearby. I don’t
need to tell you that it’s made everyone just a little bit anxious, even if
it’s not us in the crosshairs.”


 


“Are they part of the Resistance too?”


 


“Doesn’t really matter. The Capita take
what they want, Resistance or not. If you’re with the Resistance, it just means
they’re a little rougher about things.”


 


She started to feel dizzy. She backed
away from the bars and sat on the bed. The lining of it was waterproof. She
guessed it was to prevent accidents or dirty protests back when this was a
police station. In the corner there was a steel toilet, and Heather didn’t
blame someone for wanting to use the bed instead of it. She heard Charles
making noise in the cell next to her, but she didn’t know what he was doing. It
sounded like he was messing with something metal.


 


“So who is Rushden, anyway?” she said.


 


“If you think I’m dedicated to the
cause,” said Max, “then wait until you meet Rushden. He’s something else. Some
people go by the book. Rushden sleeps with it under his pillow. You can’t even
begin to understand the lengths the guy will go to protect the Resistance.
He’ll do anything, and that includes torturing friends if he’s had a sniff that
they’ve lost their loyalty.”


 


“Is that what he did to you?”


 


Max nodded.


 


“So how come he let you out?”


 


“I gave him the blood promise.”


 


“And that is…?”


 


Max unbuttoned the first few buttons on
his shirt. He pulled it back to show his chest. A rough-looking ‘R’ had been
carved into his skin. The wound was still fresh, and blood formed where the
knife had met his skin.


 


She was getting too caught up in things.
The Resistance’s fight wasn’t hers. She had her own priorities and her own
family to look after, and she needed to leave the cell. She wanted to get on a
horse and ride through the gates of Kiele. For all she cared, the decapitated
heads could stare at her as she went, just as long as she left them behind her.


 


“I need to find Kim,” she said. “Can you
spare me a horse? And some food and stuff?”


 


“You’re not leaving yet.”


 


“What?”


 


Max took a breath. “Like I said;
Rushden’s cautious.”


 


“I can’t stay here, Max,” she said. She
got to her feet. Bright spots jumped in her vision, and for a second she felt
so faint that she might fall to the floor. It reminded her of the dizzy spells
she used to get when she was pregnant with Kim.


 


“What about my family?” said Max.
“Kiela won’t talk to me, she just sulks. I’ve been to see her, and she wouldn’t
even look at me. And my wife is…with someone else.”


 


“It’s been three years, Max,” said
Charles, from the cell next door. His booming voice bounced against the walls.
“You don’t have enough of a sparkly personality to make her wait.”


 


Heather decided that a gentler tone was
needed. As much as she wanted to reach through the bars and slap Max in the
face, it wouldn’t work here.


 


“Who’s she with? Your wife?”


 


“Rushden,” said Max. “She’s got a thing
for power-hungry gingers.” The smile painted on his mask looked sadder than
ever, but his stance was relaxed. He leaned against the wall behind him.


 


“You don’t seem too cut up about it,”
said Heather.


 


“I told you before. Some things are more
important than my personal problems. Mum used to call me and my dad stoic; she
said we might as well have been made of stone. Besides, Charles is right. I can
hardly blame her.”


 


He seemed blasé about it, but Heather
could tell from Max’s eyes that anger was smoldering in him. Sometimes it was
easier to put on a front than admit that something bothered you. Having to wear
a mask all the time made it easier than ever to keep truths hidden away.


 


A high-pitched scream came from the end
of the room. Heather walked to the bars and strained to see beyond them. At the
end of the corridor was a closed door, and a pain-filled cry came out from
behind it. It was enough for her to want to cover her ears.


 


“It’s the trader, Wes,” said Max. “He
got here a few days before us. Rushden put him straight in the interrogation
room and set his best men to work on him.”


 


Wes was a trader who used to operate
from a district just outside the Capita border. Heather would sometimes go to
him and barter for supplies that she couldn’t get anywhere else. The two had
developed something that wasn’t friendship, but was more than just being
acquaintances. That changed when Wes had given Heather, Kim and Eric up to the
Capita in exchange for his own safety. When she heard Wes screaming in the
Kiele police station, she didn’t exactly feel tears welling up inside her.


 


“That doesn’t explain why he’s screaming
so much,” said Heather.


 


“That’s the sound a man makes when his
fingernails are being peeled away,” said Charles. “I should know. I’ve done
enough of it myself.”


 


“Poor bastard,” said Heather, picturing
it. Then she remembered how the trader had given her away to the Capita to save
himself, and the pity she felt dissolved away.


 


Max let out a long sigh. He moved closer
to the bars. He spoke in a gentler tone this time.


 


“You’ll get the same. Both of you. I’m
sorry, Heather, but Rushden doesn’t take any chances.”


 


Heather heard Charles get up from his
bed. His boots thumped on the floor and bounced off the walls.


 


“I bet this Rushden fella was the health
and safety officer wherever he used to work. I met enough of those people in my
time. Never happier than when they’re following guidelines and punishing people
who stray.”


 


Screams filtered through to them from
the door at the end of the room. As the seconds went by they became louder and
more high-pitched, and Heather just wished that it would stop. It wasn’t
through pity that she wanted it, though. The trader was getting what he
deserved. It was with the knowledge that she would be next.


 


~


 


Max left them alone. Hearth stared at
the ‘Think 18’ poster across from her. It showed a girl in a short
dress, her face covered in enough makeup to deplete the cosmetic shelf at a
department store. Behind her there was a bar with spirits lined up in bottles
on it, and the room was lit neon. Despite her attempt at glamour, there was
something naïve about the girl’s expression. There was a youth in her stare
that gave away the lie she had tried to make about her age.


 


Her daughter would never have a life
like that, Heather knew. Kim’s fate was to live in a world where the infected
roamed the streets and attacked anything that looked vaguely made of meat. For
years to come the Capita would continue their march across the Mainland, taking
what they wanted. Kim would never have a carefree life where her biggest worry
was tricking a bouncer into letting her inside a club.


 


“I admire them, you know,” said Charles.
She heard him pace in the cell next to hers. “Complete control. They’ll do
anything, and that’s what’s kept them alive. For now, at least. But life is
fickle, and the Capita is too strong. The Resistance won’t amount to much when
all’s said and done.”


 


She had no desire to speak to the bounty
hunter, but she needed something to take her mind off the screams that replayed
in her head on a loop. They had stopped now, maybe because Wes had passed out
during torture, but Heather was left with the ghost of his cries.


 


“The way they’re doing it is wrong. I
don’t know how Max stands for it,” she said.


 


“Don’t you understand?” said Charles.
“Your friend is as much a part of it as this delightful Rushden fella. Morality
doesn’t exist. You can’t dig in the ground and pull up a fresh bulb of ethics.
It’s something a clever man with horn-rimmed glasses made up so that he could
impress his other academic pals. The world doesn’t give a shit how shiny your
code of conduct is.”


 


“That’s not true. Morality evolved
through time. We learned it so that we could all live together without killing
each other.”


 


“And look how that turned out. One
little virus floating in the breeze, and soon morality is a memory and all
people can think about is tearing each other apart. If you want to get your
daughter back, you’ll have to change, Heather. The Capita aren’t just going to
hand her to you. You need to take them by the balls and then squeeze them until
they pop.”


 


“I’d rip my own face off for that girl,
but I’m not becoming like you.”


 


Charles settled down on his bed. Heather
heard it groan under his weight. “I’m not so bad. I have the same motivations
as you.”


 


“And what’s that?”


 


“Lilly. My daughter.”


 


Heather heard footsteps from beyond the
room, but nobody walked in.


 


“You’ve got a daughter, but you still
didn’t give a shit about taking mine away? What did you think about when you
handed Kim and Eric over to the Capita? Did any emotions enter that thick head
of yours when the train took them to God-knows-where?”


 


“They’re going to Camp Dam Marsh.”


 


“Answer the question,” said Heather.


 


“Feelings don’t put food in my belly.
Emotions are a pretty shitty currency. Everyone has them, but nobody can spend
them.”


 


The door at the end of the room opened.
A man stepped out. He had shaggy hair and squinting eyes, as if his forehead
was pressing down on them and forcing them to close. In one hand he held a
metal wrench, and in the other he gripped a ring of keys. He walked past the ‘Think
18’ poster and gave it a tap.


 


“Hello again,” he told the girl on the
poster.


 


Heather heard Charles get to his feet.
She walked over to the bars in her own cell and gripped them. The man looked at
her, and then struck the metal with his wrench. The clang threatened to reignite
the headache in Heather’s temples. He turned, walked over to Charles’s cell and
stood in front of it.


 


“Don’t get excited, big man,” he told
Charles. “It’s not feeding time.” He held up his wrench. “I’m going to unlock
your cell now. You might have noticed I have a big bloody wrench, and it would
hurt quite a bit if I needed to whack you across the skull with it. So be a
nice boy and follow me.”


 


“Where are you taking him?” said
Heather.


 


“You’ll know the answer to that when you
hear him screaming,” said the man. He looked at Charles. “You might be big, but
Rushden will still break you.”


 


Part of her took satisfaction in the
fact that Charles would soon be in the room beyond them, strapped to a chair
while Rushden stuck things down his fingernails. The place inside her where
pity was stored was empty, used up while brooding about her daughter. If it
wasn’t for the knowledge that she would be next, she could have smiled.


 


The man unlocked Charles’s cell. He
opened the metal door and then stood back, twisting the wrench in his hand. He
seemed on edge, as if he expected the bounty hunter to leap at him.


 


Charles stepped out of the cell. Heather
had never seen him looking so compliant.


 


“Which way is the gents’?” he said.


 


The guard shook his head. “There’s a
toilet in your cell.”


 


“There is,” answered Charles. “But it’s
broken.”


 


Before the guard could react, Charles
reached to his left and swung the metal lid from his cell toilet at the guard.
There was a cracking sound as it connected with his right cheek, and the man
fell back against the wall. Charles stepped forward out of his cell. He lifted
his arms in the air and had a stretch. Then he kicked the guard in the face
with his boot, smashing the man’s nose and sending a spray of blood onto the
floor.


 


Charles reached down and took the keys
from the guard’s hands. As he straightened up, the guard moved. With blood
pouring from his nose, he summoned the last of his energy and caught the bounty
hunter unaware with a punch. 


 


The keys spilled from Charles’s hand and
landed next to Heather’s cell. She strained through the bars to reach them,
ignoring the pain as the metal dug into her shoulder. 


 


Charles recovered from the punch. He
gripped the guard by the throat and lifted him to his feet. He hit him in the stomach,
and the guard bent over, wheezing. Charles turned him around to face the wall.
He gripped the back of his head and then slammed his nose into the brickwork
again and again until he went limp. Blood covered the face of the girl in the ‘Think
18’ poster.


 


With shaking hands, Heather unlocked her
cell. She stepped out and picked up the guard’s wrench.  There were shouts from
outside the room, and footsteps moved toward them. 


 


Charles picked up the guard and carried
him into his cell. While Charles placed the guard on the bed, Heather walked to
his cell door and slammed it shut. She put the key in the lock and turned it.


 


Charles spun around. He launched at the
bars like a tiger, straining at her through the gaps. Heather stepped back to
avoid his grip. He pounded against the metal.


 


“Let me out,” he said. His face was a
snarl.


 


“Why the hell would I do that?” said
Heather.


 


She turned to walk away.


 


“For your daughter,” said Charles. “I
can take you to her. I know where she is.”


 


“So do I. Camp Dam Marsh. I’ll follow
the train tracks.”


 


Charles smiled. “A great plan. And when
you follow them and have to pass through Mordeline, what then?”


 


“Where the hell is Mordeline?”


 


The sounds of boots running across the
floor came from outside the room.


 


“A place you have to pass through to get
to the camp. The Capita filled it to the gills with infected to keep people
away from Dam Marsh. Walk through it yourself. It’ll be ten minutes before
you’re on the floor screaming while the infected dig through your insides to
find your liver. But I know a way through. If you want to see your daughter,
you better put that key in the lock, turn it, and let Charles breathe a little
air.”


 


The last thing she wanted to do was free
a man like him. It was like taking a cobra out of a tank and putting it next to
your bare feet. What choice did she really have, though? She couldn’t trust
Charles about this Mordeline place, but if she chose to ignore him and then
found out it was true, what then?


 


The footsteps outside the room grew
louder.


 


Heather sighed. She gripped the keys and
moved toward Charles’s cell.


 


“There’s a good girl,” he said.
















 


 


 


Chapter
Seven


 


Ed


 


 


He wasn’t a thief, and that’s why he
felt guilty for taking it. Ed put his hand into his pocket and touched the
metal links of the watch. When The Savage had thrown the piece of jewellery
back on the floor, Ed picked it up. He read the inscription on the back. To
my wonderful husband, love KC. He felt bad for the joke he had made
earlier, despite the good intentions behind it, and he owed the previous owner
some respect. 


 


Twisting the watch in fingers, he ran
his thumb over the words on the back and felt the grooves they made in the
metal. It didn’t seem right that something like this should be left on the
ground. Once, probably before the outbreak, someone had put thought into having
this done. They’d taken their feelings and had them gouged into the steel. Ed
would keep it because KC and her wonderful husband deserved to be remembered.


 


The Savage walked in front of them.
He never moved in a straight line, always darting from side to side. He bent to
the ground to inspect anything he thought was suspicious, and at other times he
put his hand to his head and stared into the distance. He was like a puppy that
had caught onto a scent but became distracted as soon as he got a whiff of
something else.


 


Ed made sure to stay close to
Bethelyn. The further into Loch-Deep he got, the more he felt like he needed
someone near him. Twigs stuck out from spindly limbs on the trees. Every so
often they’d come across paths dug into the dirt, but they all ended abruptly
as if they had been made to trick someone into following them. He walked close
to Bethelyn’s shoulder.


 


If anyone had asked he would have
said he was doing it for her, to make sure she was okay. Now that they had
entered the forest and the trees had closed around them, Ed had the
overwhelming sensation that something wasn’t right.


 


Small lines of light beamed down
through the tops of the trees, but it wasn’t enough to rid the woodlands of a
sense of darkness. What little light did illuminate the forest seemed like it
was running through a filter, and it made the air look like it was tinted pale
green. Vines and ivy twisted along the floor and hooked over their feet. All
around them twigs cracked and the ground crunched as small animals scurried
away. He smelled the musky scent of the mud and the aroma of sodden pine.


 


The Savage stopped walking. Ahead of
them, someone had carved a face into the trunk of a pine tree. It was the face
of a man, but his features were exaggerated. His lips had swelled up until they
almost covered his chin, and there was a sad look in his eyes. He seemed to
look out onto the forest, as though it was his job to watch over it and he did
it with a sense of misery.


 


Across from it, a sign post stuck out
from the dirt. The Savage walked closer. He started to sweep at the ground
around the sign, kicking the mud and twigs to one side.


 


“What’s that?” said Ed.


 


“A path.”


 


Hidden under the spread of the forest
was a stone pathway, but it had been buried through years without use. Ed
looked at the sign. The metal had started to rust, and crusty white bird
droppings stained the front. On the sign, there was a symbol. A large red
triangle, with another small blue triangle within it. Below it were the letters
‘LD.’


 


“Well folks,” said The Savage, “we’re
definitely in Loch-Deep.”


 


“And what does that mean?” said
Bethelyn.


 


“It means you better match my pace.
You and Wetgills. Stop slowing me down.”


 


“You’re the one who stopped,” said
Ed.


 


They carried on through the forest.
From the outside, where they had found the severed arm, the woodland hadn’t
looked so large. Once they were inside it seemed to spread out into impossible
proportions, and Ed wondered if they’d ever get out of there. It was like a
maze that grew and twisted around them, as if some mad creator watched from
above and shaped it as they walked through. There was nothing like this back on
Golgoth, and he was once again left feeling that he knew nothing of the world.


 


The Savage had seen more of the
Mainland than Ed ever could have hoped to. He’d experienced it both pre and
post outbreak. Where Ed had gotten his image of the Mainland from television
and the occasional newspaper, The Savage had a life here. He’d seen everything
fall.


 


“What’s your name?” he asked The
Savage.


 


“The Savage.”


 


Bethelyn sighed. “Your mum and dad
must have had fun with the birth certificate,” she said.


 


“Ok, fine. Call me Sav.”


 


A string of ivy hooked around Ed’s
boot and almost tripped him. He pulled his foot back and then stepped over it.
A bird screeched somewhere deeper in the forest.


 


“That’s not your real name,” said Ed.


 


The Savage stopped. He turned to face
them, and there was a look on his face that was different from the usual
mockery and insults. For the first time, he looked mad. He lowered his tone. 


 


“You don’t get to know my real name.
Got that? Ask again and I’ll leave you here to die.”


 


“I bet it’s Malcolm or something like
that,” said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage gave her a stern glare.
“You’ve perked up, then. How’s your daughter?”


 


The words dropped on them like a
sheet of cold. Ed saw Bethelyn’s hands tighten up into fists, and he sensed a
tension in her that was seconds away from snapping. He put his hand on her
shoulder. She shrugged him off, and took a step to the side.


 


“Let’s cool off a little,” said Ed.


 


“Then don’t ask my name.”


 


Bethelyn took a deep breath. Her face
was starting to turn red. “You think it’s the same? Asking your fucking name,
and talking about my dead daughter?”


 


Something cried out deep in the
forest. It was a strange sound, and Ed knew immediately that it wasn’t a bird
screeching. He listened and then heard it again. It was a drawn-out whine; a
pathetic cry that was racked with pain. The noise drifted toward them through
the trees, honing in on their location and creeping into their ears.


 


The Savage set off toward it. Ed and
Bethelyn tried to keep up, but he was able to move quicker than both of them.
It seemed that Ed and Bethelyn’s feet were constantly snagging on the vines
that ran along the ground, whereas The Savage knew when to lift his feet to
avoid a string of ivy, even without looking.


 


When they caught up to him, The
Savage was stood over the body of a deer. Its leg had gotten stuck in a hole in
the floor and snapped in the middle. Ed bent down. Someone had sharpened some
sticks and dug them down into the mud, pointy ends facing up.   


 


The deer whined at them. Its mouth
was smeared with blood, and when it smacked its lips together Ed saw a glimmer
of claret-stained teeth. He looked at its leg again and realised that it had
been trying to chew itself free. The animal looked at them with wild eyes. It
cried out, and Ed thought that it sounded as if it were pleading.


 


The Savage started to sing.


 


"We're caught in a trap,


I can't walk out,


Because I love you too much,
baby"


 


“So my joke about the watch was too
much,” said Ed. “But it’s okay to sing about this?”


 


“A deer getting stuck in the floor
and a man getting his arm cut off are two different things.”


 


His stomach churned. He wanted to
look away, but he knew that even if he did, he still couldn’t ignore the deer’s
whines of pain. He could sprint halfway across the forest, and the horrible
noise would just follow him.


 


The Savage bent down. He picked up a
rock from the forest floor and held it in his hands. He ran his thumb over a
groove, and lifted the rock up and down to see how heavy it was. Without
warning he brought it crashing down on the deer’s head, snuffing the life from
its eyes in one blow. He threw the rock onto the floor and wiped his hands on
his coat.


 


“Okay,” said Ed. “That’s it. What
aren’t you telling us about this place?”


 


“Promise you won’t be your usual
scared self?” said The Savage.


 


“When have you ever seen me scared?”


 


“There was a point on Golgoth when my
guys were chasing you and I thought you were going to shit yourself.”


 


Bethelyn walked over to the deer. She
crouched beside it. She reached out to touch it, but stopped herself. She hung
down toward the ground.


 


Ed looked around him. He looked
closer at the trees and saw that the bark looked like it was crumbling away.
Dead leaves were scattered on the forest floor, and all of the foliage was a
decaying brown colour rather than green. It seemed as if the forest was eating
itself, and if they stayed much longer, it would turn its attention to them.


 


“There are secrets here,” said The
Savage. “That’s what a guy back home told me.” He looked at Ed and held his
hand in the air. “Don’t bother asking where home is, Wetgills. I’m not in the
mood. I don’t like story time, but I’ll tell you this one if you promise to
shut up.”


 


“Fine,” said Ed.


 


“A couple of weeks before I set off
to Golgoth, they were planning an expedition here. I was against it, for the
record, although in the interest of full disclosure-”


 


“Yeah, because that’s really your
forte,” said Bethelyn.


 


“In the interest of full disclosure,
I planned a few trips to Loch-Deep in the past. That was years ago, before we
found out that the people who came here never went home. Never visited here
myself, though.”


 


Ed couldn’t take his eyes off the
deer. Even though it was dead, its black eyes stared out with fear. He wanted
to walk over to it and close its eyelids, but at the same time he wanted to be
rid of the image altogether. He looked at The Savage instead.


 


“What’s the significance, then? Why
do people come here?”


 


The Savage stared at him. “Spend time
on the Mainland and travel around a little, and you’ll hear all sorts of
rumours. My town was no different. They think this place is ground zero. The
chicken that came before the egg. They say the outbreak began here.”


 


“And?”


 


“And if you know where something begins,
you can sometimes figure out where it ends.”


 


A thought pressed on Ed like a finger
prodding a bladder. There was something wrong with this place, and it wasn’t
just because the outbreak may have started here. He couldn’t help the feeling
that somewhere in the woodland, something peered at him through the darkness.


 


“Bethelyn,” he said. 


 


She turned around, but didn’t say
anything.


 


“Can I talk to you for a sec? In
private?” he said.


 


Bethelyn shook her head.


 


“There’s no point hiding things, Ed.
With everything that’s happened, I don’t think we’ve got anything worth keeping
secret. If you’ve got something to say, then say it in front of him.”


 


Ed left out a huff of air. “Fine. I
don’t think we can trust him. All this talk about the outbreak starting here
and him knowing where we are. I think he’s full of crap.”


 


Bethelyn shrugged her shoulders. “I
don’t care either way. He might be lying to us. Maybe he’s picturing us turning
on a spit and licking his lips. I don’t care. But I do know one thing; if we
try and make it through here without him, we’ll die.”


 


“Your girlfriend is right, Edward,”
said The Savage.  “The only way you make it through Loch-Deep alive is with me.
The only way you find your brother is with me. I’m taking on a risk myself by
staying with a couple of turkeys like you.”


 


“Then why stay with us?” said Ed.


 


“I need something you can give me.
But I think you know that, already.”


 


Ed knew what he meant, but it was a
subject he was hoping they didn’t have to address. Like his driving licence and
university forms, he wished he could just push it to the back of his mind until
it went away. This was different, though. It wasn’t a matter of taking driving
lessons and deciding which lectures he wanted to fall asleep in. The Savage
needed blood and flesh, and he wanted it from Ed or Bethelyn.


 


“One thing I need to know,” said Ed,
changing the subject. “Why wear the mask? You’re already infected, so it’s not
as if you need it.”


 


“There are lots of reasons one might
wear a mask, and a virus in the air isn’t the only one.”


 


“Ooh, how cryptic,” said Bethelyn.


 


They heard a crashing sound from deep
within the forest. Ed couldn’t see anything moving, but it sounded like a
rotten limb falling off a tree. It was as though the whole place was falling
apart piece by piece; leaves fell to the ground and crumbled into dust, and
trees shed their branches like useless skin.


 


“Do you do this on purpose?” he said.
“The mysterious stuff?”


 


The Savage shrugged his shoulders.


 


“That’s why you wear a mask, isn’t
it? To pretend you’re this enigmatic nob head.”


 


The Savage bent down and started to
collect broken wood from the floor. Ed knew that he should help, but he didn’t
want it to seem like he was following The Savage’s lead. Bethelyn straightened
up and stepped away from the deer. 


 


The Savage shifted a bundle of wood
under his arm.


 


“We should talk about our needs,” he
said.


 


There was another crash. This one was
louder, but it seemed like it had come from a completely different direction.
Ed slipped his hands into his pockets. He wanted to look behind him, but didn’t
want to risk The Savage thinking he was scared. Damn, he thought. Why
do I give a shit what this guy thinks of me?


 


“Talk about our needs?” said
Bethelyn. “How much will this session cost, counsellor?”


 


“Well, Ed wants to find his brother.”


 


“I will find him.”


 


“And you need me to do that.” 


 


Ed shook his head. “That’s
debatable.”


 


“And I require something else,”
continued The Savage.


 


Bethelyn gripped a thick stick in her
hand. She wiped it on her coat and left a smear of mud on the fabric.


 


“Go on,” she said.


 


Ed had had enough. He realised that
no matter how much he avoided it, the subject was going to come up again and
again. As the hours went by, the urgency of it would become inescapable.


 


“You know what he needs, Bethelyn, as
much as I do. We saw him from the window in Golgoth, when he fed flesh to the
old man. He needs our flesh and blood to stop the infection taking him.”


 


“The infection is sat on a float, and
it’s using my blood as a lazy river. You need me to get you through Loch-Deep,
and I need you to avoid developing a taste for kidneys and livers. So what’s it
going to be? Or, rather, who is it going to be? Given the choice, I’d
pick Bethelyn. I think your blood would be too bitter, Ed.”


 


Ed thought about it. He needed to
find James more than anything. With the rest of his family dead and his home
lost to the infected, reaching his brother was the only thing that had meaning
anymore. If making a deal with The Savage was what it took, then he was just
going to have to live with it.


 


More sounds came from deep in the
forest, and Ed heard a moaning noise carried by the breeze. It was something
that his ears had become attuned to since Golgoth, and hearing it made his
stomach quiver. There were infected nearby, he realised. Who knew, maybe the
woodlands were infested with them. 


 


“You can have my blood,” he told The
Savage. “But not until you lead us out of here.”


 


“It’ll be too late by then. Can you
hear them groaning, Ed? They’re closer than you think. There’s one of them
standing right in front of you, too. Look at me. It’s a faint line that stops
me becoming one of them.”


 


The darkness of the forest crept up
on him. He heard a rattle that sounded like it was made by rotting vocal cords.
The noise moved closer, though he still couldn’t see anything but the decaying
tree bark and winding ivy. He looked at the deer and the blood around its
mouth, and he realised that he wasn’t much different. He was caught in a trap
too, and like the animal, he was going to have to chew himself free.


 


“Like I told you, when we get out,”
he told The Savage. “So maybe you better move quickly.”
















 


 


 


Chapter
Eight


 


Tammuz
(Baz Worthington)


 


Underneath
the Dome


 


 


They’d changed the incense in the
Grand Hall. The smoky spices had been replaced by an aroma of cloves so
overwhelming that Tammuz’s stomach lurched. He looked at the tray of grapes and
half-cut apples in front of him, and he pushed them away.


 


Most people would have killed for a
platter like that. For Tammuz, a bit of fruit was nothing new. His face grew
hot behind his giant mask. He looked at the other members of the Capita Five
who sat along the same table. The marble arches of the Grand Hall were above
them, and a screen of bulletproof glass was in front. There was Grand Lord
Ishkur, Marduk, Nabu, Sin and himself.


 


“So, we are all agreed then?” said
Ishkur. His tone was octaves lower than anyone else in the room, though Tammuz
suspected that he faked it.


 


Ishkur wore a white mask of death. It
covered his face and went all the way to his jawline, and the edges had been
melted into him so that skin and plastic were as one. The front was painted
black in places, with a dark circle around his mouth to make it look bigger.
Plastic teeth showed under thin lips. His eyes were drawn large and oval, and
they gave the impression that you were staring into a dark and endless pit. He
sometimes seemed to wear a smile, but it would change to a snarl with just two
wrong words. That wasn’t possible, of course. Not really. It was just a mask.
Nevertheless, its expression seemed to change.


 


“Let’s run over it again,” said
Marduk. “I’m not satisfied that Tammuz has explained everything.”


 


Beside him, Nabu nodded like a dog.
Sin sat on the edge of the table with his elbow leaning on the claret silk
cover. He picked up a grape, put it in his mouth and sucked it. A few seconds
later he spat the shrivelled fruit onto the tray in front of him.


 


Tammuz bit back on the irritation
rising in him.


 


“Okay, Marduk. What do you need
clarification on?”


 


Marduk flashed Ishkur a look before
speaking, though the Grand Lord didn’t return it.


 


“Your numbers seem awfully vague, if
you don’t mind me saying. You can’t give an accurate figure on how many
soldiers we are to send, how long it will take and how many men we must station
there afterwards.”


 


“There’s no science to war,” said
Tammuz. “The town could see us and get on their knees, or they could fasten
bayonets to their rifles and fight to the death. There’s no way of knowing.”


 


“Capita expansion is your job,” said
Nabu, next to Marduk. The two sat close to each other. “So it’s something you should
know.”


 


Tammuz sighed. He sensed the black
eyes of Ishkur watching him. At the end of the table, Sin spat another grape
onto the silver tray.


 


“It’s like this,” he said, “Kiele is
one of the largest Resistance towns on the Mainland. I say one of, because the
nature of the Resistance is that they are quite secretive, and we don’t know
who else is out there. Are you with me so far, Marduk?”


 


Marduk nodded. His mask had squinting
eyebrows that made him seem on the verge of a sneer. His cheeks were painted a
rosy red, and wrinkles were melted into the plastic around his eyes. The mask
was painted brown, and he wore a black shawl around his head. 


 


The look on his mask was one of a
schoolboy laughing at a peer, but not in a jovial way. It seemed malicious, and
Tammuz had no trouble imagining Marduk as a school bully in his youth. It
seemed fitting, then, that Capita Security and Policing were part of Marduk’s
responsibilities. Not that all of the Capita police were bullies, but power
seemed to draw those who craved both authority and the excuse to wield it.


 


“So,” carried on Tammuz, “I propose
that Kiele is our next target. We’ve always known that the Resistance are
there.”


 


“Then why not squash them now?” said
Sin. In front of him was a tray that was now full of grapes with the juice
sucked out of them. 


 


It was Sin’s job to keep Capita
bellies full, and he achieved this through effective use of the land
surrounding the dome. In summer you could walk across Sin’s fields and see rows
of corn and carrots and all manner of other vegetables. He wasn’t a man who
lusted for power, and half of the time the meetings of the Five seemed to bore
him.


 


In another life, Sin was probably a hardworking
man whose only concern was that his crops yielded enough produce to support his
family. Having to provide for the Capita had warped him. Tammuz heard stories
of teenagers caught stealing from the fields and being executed by Sin. Some of
them were stuffed and then used as scarecrows.


 


Tammuz straightened up. He knew he
needed to keep his posture straight to seem more dignified, but sometimes he
found himself slumping.


 


“We’ve kept them where we can see
them,” he said, looking at Sin. The man seemed too big for his chair. His
posture couldn’t have been more relaxed if he’d tried. “We even had a member of
the Resistance close to us, for a while. He was one of Charles Bull’s men. He
didn’t know that we knew that, of course.”


 


“And where is the bounty hunter?”
said Ishkur. 


 


Marduk picked up a fig from the tray
in front of him and twisted it in his fingers.


 


“He’s been dark for a few days.
Nobody has seen him.”


 


“Most unlike him,” said Ishkur.


 


“You know the Bull,” said Nabu. “He
always comes back when we wave the red flag.”


 


Ishkur turned to Tammuz.


 


“Tell me again about the plan.”


 


Tammuz took a breath and gathered the
details together in his head.


 


“It’s a town fifty miles from the
Dome. Not too far away from Mordeline. On the face of it, it looks like any
other settlement. People scratching in the dirt to get by, and pretending that
they’re a civilisation. Underneath that, men whisper conspiracies against the
Capita and plot how best to strike against us.”


 


Ishkur laughed. “A noble pastime,” he
said.


 


“With a single squadron, striking at
the right time, we can ruin them. We can kill the men who don’t submit, and put
the women and children to work. We would keep the town as it is, but flying
under the Capita mask, rather than the Resistance.”


 


“And is the expansion worth the
effort?”


 


Tammuz nodded. “Anything that gives
the Capita more land and people is worth it.”


 


“So be it,” said Ishkur. “Are we all
agreed?”


 


“This chair makes my arse ache,” said
Sin. “So yes, whatever.”


 


Nabu shrugged. “I suppose so.”


 


Marduk stayed silent and stared at
the fig in his hand.


 


“Then make preparations, Tammuz,”
said Ishkur. “Put your cold mind to work. I want Kiele under Capita control
within the week.”


 


Sin stood up. At six foot seven, he
towered over everyone, even Ishkur. His clothes were so tight around him that
the stitching frayed under his armpits.


 


“If we’re all done, I have a carrot
haul that needs bringing in,” he said.


 


Marduk held a finger in the air.


 


“One final thing, if I may.”


 


Ishkur nodded. Sin sat down and
sighed.


 


“I would like to take a trip to Camp
Dam Marsh and see how things are progressing. We give Dr. Scarsgill and Goral a
little too much thread at times, and I would like to visit and check the
stitching.”


 


“Is there something wrong?” said Ishkur.


 


Marduk shook his head. “Nothing
apparent. But a camp full of the Darwin’s Children is a precious thing. I would
like to make sure the doctor and the old man are attending to it as they
should.”


 


“You have my leave,” said Ishkur.


 


~


 


As he left the Grand Hall, Tammuz
couldn’t help noticing an eerie feeling. It was like cold fingers gently
stroking his skin. The candle in his hand lit the crumbling brickwork of the
tunnel around him, and he watched spiders scurry away and disappear into
cracks. 


 


A breeze hit the candle and
extinguished the flame. In the dark, with the walls constricting against him,
he felt like he wasn’t alone. It was as if someone peered at him through the
cracks in the stone, and any minute a hand could stretch out and unmask him.


 


It was something all of them were
wary of, he knew. None of the Capita Five had ever seen each other’s faces.
Furthermore, they all carried a vial of acid so that even if one of them died,
the others could disfigure them beyond recognition.


 


Ishkur’s reasoning for this was that
if a man’s true identity was known, he was constrained by it. He would feel his
reputation weighing down on him as he made decisions. Having no identity was
freeing, and it meant that your conscience could never hold you back as you
decided the fate of the Capita. 


 


Tammuz knew that this wasn’t the real
reason. He’d figured out long ago that Ishkur didn’t want any of the other Five
to have any ideas on his power. Ishkur was a big believer that no man could
rule alone. He needed the opinions of others to help him make decisions, yet he
didn’t want them conspiring against him. If not even the Five knew each other’s
real faces and names, there was no way they could ever meet up in secret and
make plans. 


 


Tammuz struck a match. The flame lit
the yellow stones but it didn’t reach too far into the darkness ahead of him.
He brought the match to the candle wick and suddenly the light expanded.


 


The tunnels were part of the secrecy,
of course. When their meetings ended, the Five all left the Grand Hall
separately via their own individual tunnels. These stone mazes ran underneath
the Hall, twisting and turning until finally they came out at random points in
the Dome. None of the Five knew where the other’s exits were, so there was no
danger of them ever meeting each other. 


 


The only exemption to this was Grand
Lord Ishkur. He didn’t need a tunnel. He left the Hall by the steel double
doors. Since his mask was melted into his skin, nobody would ever see his true
face.


 


Tammuz reached the end of the tunnel.
In front of him was a ladder, and at the top of it, a hatch. Next to him, cut
into the stonework, was a bench. He set the candle down and picked up a square
box. He shook it and heard it rattle, and then reached inside and pulled out a
cigarette. One of his few pleasures in life was inhaling smoke and letting his
thoughts run through his mind until they tired themselves out.


 


He thought of Kiele. He imagined the
men and the women fleeing in panic as the Capita soldiers and their dogs
stormed through the streets in bloodlust. It was sad to see blood flow so
freely, but it couldn’t be helped. The Capita couldn’t coexist with those who
conspired against them.


 


He took off his mask and set it down,
and straight away he felt his skin breathe. So far underground, this was one of
the few places where a mask wasn’t needed, and he could enjoy his cigarette
without a weight pressing down on him.


 


Once he was finished, he picked up
another mask, standard issue this time. He attached it to his face, took hold
of the ladder in front of him and started to climb. At the top he lifted the
hatch, and a cool wind blew against his forehead. He climbed out of the hatch
and let it drop shut behind him.


 


He was in the Dome. The wind came
from vents in the ceiling sixty feet above them, though they could be shut with
the press on a button. Most things in the Dome were mechanical and didn’t need
power, which was handy. When the structure had first been built, a
post-apocalyptic civilisation hadn’t been its purpose. On the contrary, it was
made to be as eco-friendly as possible. It was just funny that something built
to help protect the world had become so useful once it had ended.


 


He wasn’t Tammuz anymore. Now, stood
in the pale light that filtered through the Dome’s glass hexagons, he had shed
his Capita Five persona. He was no longer the man who decided which towns the
Capita would take by force. Just as he had changed his mask in the tunnel, he
had changed identity, too.


 


Now, he was Baz Worthington. 


 


It was the name his parents had given
him. He presumed that they'd decided upon it seconds after a doctor slapped his
bare bum and then handed him to his mother. His real name was Barry, of course,
but the other kids at school had basterdised it until it became Baz.  If only
they could see him now. He bet they never imagined that the small boy would
become one of the Capita Five, responsible for invading towns like Kiele. Then
again, nobody imagined how the world would change because the outbreak had
happened so suddenly. As much as he’d like to shove it in their faces, they’d
never know. Nobody would. Outside of the chamber, he would forever be Baz.


 


On his way home through the Dome, he
passed by hundreds of cheaply-made cabins that were erected within feet of each
other. From the outside, the Dome looked huge, but nothing could prepare you
for the scale of it once you were underneath the glass ceiling. 


 


He was almost home, when he stopped
just short of his neighbour’s house. He saw them through the window, with their
cabin lit by the flicker of a candle. They were a small family consisting of
just Terry Long, his wife Georgina and their son, Kieron. Kieron and Georgina
sat on a couch, while Terry was in a chair, reading to them from a book. Kieron
sat tight against his mother; his head slumped against her shoulder. Baz saw
that the little boy wasn’t wearing his mask.


 


He shook his head. Baz had known for
a while that his neighbour was harbouring his immune son. It was something that
could get the parents killed and the little boy packed on a train to Dam Marsh.
He wished they’d just have a little sense and at least draw their curtains
before letting him take off his mask. 


 


Baz knew that it was his duty as a
Dome resident to report it. He had a bigger responsibility than most since,
although nobody knew it, he was one of the Five. The funny thing was that when
Baz approached his neighbour’s house, he became oblivious to what was around
him. His memory fogged over. It was a funny thing indeed, but how was Baz
supposed to report what he didn’t see or remember?


 


That was the excuse he’d use if it
ever came to it. The one thing he couldn’t explain was the supplies that he
sometimes left on their doorstep. If he was ever caught doing that, he would
soon be sat in the darkness of a Capita dungeon.


 


A lot of the Capita’s ideals were
outdated and downright hateful. The problem was that they provided safety where
nobody else could. In a world full of the cannibalistic infected, that was
worth too much to give away. Tammuz didn’t believe in their ideology, but he
appreciated being able to put his head on his pillow at night and not have to
wonder if something would creep up on him in the darkness.


 


Figures turned the corner at the end
of the street. Baz stopped. There were five men ahead of him in Capita
uniforms. They marched in formation toward him, stopping a couple of feet away.
He looked at their harsh expressions and saw the weapons they twisted in their
hands. One of them spoke to him.


 


“Why are you out so late?” he said.


 


Anger flared in him at the
disrespect, but he realised that out here, he wasn’t Tammuz. He was just Baz. A
nobody. He put his hands in his pockets.


 


“Couldn’t sleep,” he said. “What are
you doing around here?”


 


“None of your business,” said one of
the guards at the back. “If you can’t sleep, then go home, shut your eyes and
count infected.”


 


The guards walked past him in file.
He turned and watched as they got nearer to Terry’s house. He hoped that they
wouldn’t spot the candle light flickering in the living room. That they
wouldn’t notice the boy sat next to his mother, his mask-less lips mouthing the
words to the story that his dad read to him.


 


He thought he should say something,
but he pictured the dungeons again, and knew that he couldn’t.


 


He clenched his hands into fists in
his pockets. The guards walked closer to Terry’s house. As they drew nearer,
one of them stopped. Baz’s heart raced in his chest. Was this it? Would Terry’s
stupidity finally tear his family apart? 


 


The guard bent down to his boots and
tied his shoelaces. He straightened up, and the unit moved on, beyond Terry’s
house and down the street. Baz watched as they stopped at the door of a
different house further down. They paused for a few seconds, and then one of
them stepped back. He lifted a boot and kicked the door open.


 


Baz stood on the empty street and
listened to the shouts of surprise as the Capita guards carried out their raid.
He knew that he shouldn’t concern himself with things like this. As Baz, he was
nobody, but as Tammuz, his responsibility was greater. The Capita would expand,
and Tammuz would drive them through it.


 


He turned up his collar and walked
along the darkened street, thoughts of Kiele turning in his mind.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter
Nine


 


Eric


 


 


It was funny how everyone’s faces
melded together when they were part of a crowd. The rest of the new arrivals
all stood in the middle of the yard, bunched tight as if stepping out alone
would isolate them and draw the attention of the guards. The shoes they had
given him made Eric’s feet hurt, and when he walked through the yard and he
felt the stones dig into his soles.


 


The longer-term inmates around them
carried out their jobs without paying attention, wary of stopping in case it
brought a baton down on their heads. Kim was next to Eric, and Allie stood
beside her. Across from them, five guards fixed them with hateful stares. One
of them wore thin-looking pale gloves, and Eric wondered if he was the guard
who preferred his accessories to be made of human skin.


 


Two men walked toward them from
across camp. Behind them were red bricked buildings that Eric knew were off
limits to the DCs. He didn’t know what went on in them, but he knew that it was
where Dr. Scarsgill worked. On the outskirts of the yard, there was a white
running track that someone had painted onto the stone. Eric wondered if the
camp had once been a training camp for athletes.


 


The guards gave way as the two
figures approached. One of them, wearing a long waterproof coat, was Dr.
Scarsgill. He had a tired look on his face. The other was an old man. His head
only reached to Dr. Scarsgill shoulders. He had long grey hair that looked like
a woman’s, and in his right hand he held a walking stick which he leaned on to
support his weight.


 


“You all know now what we expect of
you,” said Dr. Scarsgill, stopping in front of the DCs. “The presence of guards
is testament to the fact that you can’t be trusted. Day by day if you carry out
your duties, you build a little of that trust. That means the men next to me
won’t have cause to harm you.”


 


“Yeah, right,” Eric heard a man
whisper behind him.


 


Scarsgill put his hands in his
pockets. 


 


“When you work in camp as long as I
have, people cease being people and they become a number. That means I don’t
care for you. I won’t mistreat you. After all, you can’t mistreat a number. But
if the sums don’t add up, I must start to subtract until they fit.”


 


He pointed to his right, across camp,
where the infected shambled beyond the fences. 


 


“Look at some of the old numbers that
didn’t fit my formula.”


 


Eric picked up on a tremor in the
doctor’s voice. It was faint, but he was sure it had been there. He looked at
the infected, and he knew that the doctor was lying. Whatever else might happen
to them, Eric knew he and the rest of the DCs would never turn into one of the
creatures.


 


The old man next to him smiled. “What
the doctor is saying, in his usual obscure way, is that if you don’t behave
then like anywhere else, you will be punished. But nobody wants that.”


 


Scarsgill nodded. “Thank you, Goral.
I won’t pretend that I will always be up front with you all. It just doesn’t
work that way. But I will tell you this. You will be used to further the
species. We will take blood from you; blood that you will give freely.”


 


“I’m not giving you shit,” said a
voice.


 


A few people in the crowd gasped.
Eric looked behind him. Men and women in the crowd parted until a boy was stood
alone. Not only had his head been shaved, but he didn’t have any eyebrows,
either.


 


“Excuse me?” said Scarsgill.


 


The boy stood with his arms crossed.
There was a look on his face that Eric hadn’t seen since coming to camp. It was
an expression of defiance.


 


“Come at me with a needle and I’ll
punch you in the face,” said the boy.


 


Scarsgill nodded at the guard with
the gloves. The guard walked across the yard until he stood in front of the
boy. Eric expected him to stand down, but the stern look on his face held firm.


 


The guard grabbed him by the collar,
and in one easy motion lifted him three feet off the ground. The boy struggled
under his grasp, but the guard slapped him with a gloved hand.


 


Goral took careful steps forward. His
walking stick scratched across the stones with every move. He gave the boy a
kind smile.


 


“Go easy on him, doctor,” he said.
“He’s only a boy. Surely everyone had a bit of back-chat in them at that age?”
Then he laughed. “Even you, Mr. Smarty Pants.”


 


Goral looked at the crowd. He
focussed on a few boys and girls at the front.


 


“Put your hands up if you think Mr.
Smarty Pants was naughty too, at your age?”


 


A girl at the front laughed and
raised her hand. Eric felt Kim relax beside him, but it did nothing for the
knots in his shoulders.


 


“That’s enough, Goral,” said
Scarsgill. His cheeks were red.


 


Goral turned to the doctor. It was a
slow motion, as though his joints worked on rusted hinges.


 


“You’ve said your piece, doctor. Now
I’ll say mine.”


 


Goral turned to face them. He
reminded Eric of an old man he’d lived with once. It was before he, mum and
Luna met Dale. They stayed in a three story house with a few others survivors,
and one of them was a sixty-three year old called Hal. 


 


His mum hated Hal for some reason,
and she didn’t want Eric spending time with him. Whenever he could get away
with it, Eric would watch Hal as he did things around the house like boarding
up windows and digging toilet trenches in the garden. 


 


One day, Hal was outside reinforcing
the wood around one of their windows. Eric was in the house, but he could hear
the tune Hal was whistling as it drifted through the windows. He was going to
go outside to talk to him, when all of a sudden the tune stopped. Hal started
screaming, and there was a clanging sound as he dropped his hammer. They all
rushed outside to find Hal on the ground, with two infected sucking the blood
from his torn-open throat. That night, when everyone else was asleep, Eric had
pulled his blanket over his head and cried.


 


“Let’s play a game,” said Goral. His
accent was tinged with something exotic. “A competition, and the winner gets a
meal in my cabin. Imagine that! A hot meal that doesn’t look like sick slopped
into a bowl.”


 


Some of the kids tittered.


 


“The game is simple,” continued
Goral. He leaned into his walking stick. “You all run around the race track
until you just can’t run anymore. Whoever stays running last, wins.”


 


Kim tugged on Eric’s shirt.


 


“I can’t do this,” she whispered. “My
stomach feels like its eating itself.”


 


Eric was going to speak, when Allie
cut in.


 


“You have to, Kim,” he said.
“Scarsgill is watching. This is a test.”


 


Eric looked at the doctor. He stood
straight as a board and watched them all, eyes scanning the crowd from face to face.
He’d never seen a man who looked so cold before.


 


“One of the men in the canteen warned
me about it,” said Allie. “Whoever stops running first gets taken away.”


 


It made sense. Eric didn’t believe
for a second that Goral just wanted to play a game with them. There was a point
to everything they did in camp, no matter how stupid it seemed. The guards
shaved them because they wanted them to feel small. They gave them mind-numbing
jobs to tire them out. And if they wanted to play a game, there was a hidden
motive.


 


He grabbed Kim’s hand.


 


“Just outlast a few of the other kids
and you’ll be okay.”


 


Kim held her stomach.


 


“I can’t,” she said.


 


“You have to. Just think of your
mum.”


 


~


 


They all lined up at the start of the
track. Some of the older men and women stayed at the back and stretched out
their legs. A few kids waited at the front with eager faces, the prospect of a
hot meal in front of them. 


 


Eric glanced over to his left where
Scarsgill, Goral and the guards watched. One of the guards leaned in toward his
friend and whispered something that brought a smile to the other man’s face.
Scarsgill looked at them with his cold stare.


 


He was convinced that Allie was
right. There was more to this than just a competition, but he didn’t plan on
finding out what that was. As long as Kim was okay, that was all that mattered.


 


“Think you’ll win?” said Kim.


 


“I don’t know. Allie seems up for it
though.”


 


The boy had left Kim’s side and gone
to the front. He stood at the starting line with his hands clenched and stared
straight ahead.


 


“My stomach,” said Kim, and put her
hands across her belly.


 


Eric didn’t trust a word that Goral
had told them, but he knew that Kim needed food. Maybe if he could win the
race, there really would be a prize. He could get some hot food in Goral’s
cabin and when the old man wasn’t looking, he’d sneak some in his pockets and
take it back to Kim. For all he knew there wasn’t a prize, but Eric was going
to try and win regardless. He didn’t have many other options.


 


“Ready?” said Goral. He stood beside
the starting line.


 


Allie turned to him and nodded.


 


“Then go,” said the old man, and
swept his arm forward.


 


They set off into a run. At the
front, men bustled into the children. One man put a hand on a woman’s shoulder
and shoved her away from him, using the space to gain a few precious metres.


 


Idiot, thought Eric. 


 


Goral had said the last person
running would win. That meant that this wasn’t a race, but an endurance test. A
question flickered in his mind, and he wondered why the doctor and the old man
would want to test their stamina. It didn’t matter. He needed to win so that he
could get food for Kim.


 


The stones dug into Eric’s feet as
they ran. Kim had started the run close to him, but inch by inch she was
dropping away. Eric slowed so that he was beside her. Ahead of them, Allie
bounded along the track with ease.


 


The cabins passed them by on their
left and right as they rounded the track. The other DCs in the yard carried on
with their work, though one man sneaked a look at them as he rested on his
pickaxe.


 


“I don’t feel good,” said Kim.


 


Her pace slowed an inch. Eric grabbed
her shoulder and squeezed. 


 


“We’ve nearly done the first lap,” he
said. “Everyone’s tired. Someone will drop soon. Just hang in there.”


 


He didn’t like talking that way,
because he knew that something bad would happen to the first person to drop.
The problem was that someone had to take the fall, and he didn’t want it to be
Kim.


 


Soon enough Scarsgill and Goral were
ahead of them, and Eric and Kim jogged by. As they completed their first lap,
Eric caught the doctor leaning into Goral to speak to him. He didn’t catch
everything, but he definitely heard the words ‘the girl.’


 


He slowed a little more and squeezed
Kim’s arm. A man went past them and jostled her shoulder.


 


“Hey,” said Eric.


 


The man ignored them and ran on, the
only thought in his head a warm meal in a nice cabin.


 


As they went around the track again,
they jogged by the dog kennels. The metal fencing excluded some of the dogs
from view, but the animals grew wild as the DCs ran. Eric imagined someone
walking over and letting them loose, and he pictured Kim falling to the floor
as a pack of hounds swarmed her.


 


One of the dogs gave a giant bark and
jumped up against the fence, rattling the metal. Kim sucked in a shocked
breath. She turned to look at the kennels, and as she did, her foot snagged on
a stone. Before she could stop herself, she fell to the floor.


 


Eric stopped running. He looked
behind him and saw that Scarsgill was too busy speaking to Goral to notice. He
grabbed Kim’s arm and tried to pull her to her feet, but the older girl was
just as heavy as he was.


 


“You need to get up,” he said.


 


“I can’t.” Tears formed around her eyes.


 


Eric glanced behind him. Scarsgill
had straightened now. It would only be seconds until he noticed Kim on the
floor.


 


“Just leave her,” said a man jogging
by them.


 


Eric took a deep breath. Summoning
strength reserves that he didn’t know he had, he lifted her to her feet. She
started to walk, but Eric pulled her into a run.


 


“Not long now,” he said. “Someone’s
bound to stop.”


 


Two boys ran in front of him. One of
them was a boy who bunked in Eric and Kim’s cabin. His name was Martin Wrench,
and at night he liked to lean over his bunk and slap the man below him. When
the man stirred, Martin would lie back on his bed and pretend to be asleep.


 


Martin and the other boy jogged just
metres ahead of them. Martin glanced over to his left. Making sure Scarsgill
and Goral were watching, he stuck his leg out in front of the other boy,
sending him crashing to the ground. 


 


“Just keep running,” Eric told Kim.


 


She tried to glance behind her, but
Eric kept hold of her arm and made sure she only stared straight forward.


 


Guards rushed across the track and
picked up the boy. His face was grazed from the fall, and when he realised that
he was the first to stop, he started crying. 


 


“That should have been me,” said Kim.


 


“Well, thank God it isn’t.”


 


They jogged on some more. Ahead of
them, an old man slowed to a stop. As Eric and Kim went passed, the old man
just lowered himself to the ground, sat on the stone and took deep breaths.


 


“Okay,” said Eric. “You’re safe to
stop now.”


 


“What about you?” Kim said, panting.


 


Eric looked behind him as he ran. A
few other men and women had stopped running now. He fixed his stare ahead and
saw Martin Wrench in the distance.


 


“I’m going to win us some food,” he
said.


 


One by one the others started to drop
out. Eric’s lungs burned, and with each step the stones pressed against his
feet. Pain stretched across his calves, but he stared straight ahead and
imagined returning to Kim with pockets full of food that she could actually
eat.


 


Soon there were just three of them.
Eric thought that it would be one of the men who won, but the adults were given
the hardest labour in camp, and it seemed like their bodies had been sapped by
it.


 


Martin Wrench ran ahead of him, and
in front was Allie. Eric couldn’t believe how much energy the small boy seemed
to have. Martin sped up until he was next to Allie, and Eric saw him stick a
leg out to trip him.


 


Unlike the boy before him, Allie saw
the outstretched leg and skipped over it. Martin’s face turned red.


 


You bastard, thought Eric.


 


He sped up until he was level with
Martin. The boy turned his head and looked at him, and Eric gave him a big
smile.


 


“What are you grinning at?” said
Martin.


 


“This.”


 


Eric stuck an elbow into Martin’s
stomach and caught him just below the ribs. Martin wheezed, and then fell to
the ground. Eric fixed his stare ahead. It was just him and Allie now, but
there would be no elbows for Allie. Martin had deserved it, but if Eric was
going to beat Allie, then he’d do it fairly.


 


The burning in his lungs spread to a
blaze, and his calf muscles cried out at him. Allie was in the distance,
jogging at an even pace as if he could keep going for hours. Eric thought of
the food and the look on Kim’s face, but each breath he took hurt him, and he
knew he couldn’t last.


 


Scarsgill and Goral watched him on
the sidelines. Eric put one foot in front of the other but it became more
difficult each time, until finally his legs buckled. He lost his balance and
fell to the ground, putting his arms in front of him to shield his face.


 


“We have a winner,” he heard Goral
shout from the sidelines.


 


Eric put his head between his legs
and caught his breath. An overwhelming nausea took hold of him, and he became
aware of a pounding in his skull.


 


Allie looked around him, and seeing
that he was the last person running, he slowed to a stop. Goral gave a wide
grin and hobbled over to the boy.


 


Eric lifted his head and stared at
Kim. He watched her as she sat on the ground and clutched her stomach. I’m
sorry, he thought.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter
Ten


 


Tammuz
(Baz)


 


 


Baz was old enough to remember what a
real pub used to look like. Things like that were fading memories now, but he
remembered long oak bars and bottles of whiskey, felt-lined chairs, and
overweight men throwing darts at boards. 


 


Darwin’s Bar in the east sector of
the Dome couldn’t have been any different. It wasn’t, as many people thought,
named after the Darwin’s Children. It was named after the man who opened it.
His name was Oscar Darwin, and ironically enough, he had turned out to be a DC.


 


“Your round,” said the gruff voice
next to him.


 


Ronnie Alderson sat to his right.
Ronnie raised his glass in his right hand, but his left stayed at his side. His
left hand was useless, his fingers bent and mangled after being crushed in an
accident that he had never spoken about.


 


He didn’t know whether he’d call
Ronnie a friend. Outside of Darwin’s Bar, away from the glasses of beer and the
uncomfortable chairs, they barely knew each other. Ronnie had no idea who Baz
really was, and if he did, he wouldn’t have been sat drinking with him.


 


Ronnie clicked his fingers. 


 


“Hello? Baz? It’s your round. Or are
you going to make the cripple get another one?”


 


“I’m going to make the cripple do
it,” said Baz. 


 


Whenever he was with Ronnie he
noticed his Northern accent creeping back into his speech. If they’d ever heard
him talking this way in the Grand Hall, Marduk would have snickered until his
mask fell off.


 


Ronnie sighed and stood up. He walked
to the bar, and when he returned minutes later, he slammed two beers onto the
table. Pale yellow liquid swilled over the rim of the glasses and splashed the
wood. Baz lifted the glass up and inspected it.


 


“The home brew’s getting weaker,” he
said.


 


Ronnie huffed.


 


“You know who’s to blame. For all of
this expansion the Capita does, we don’t see anything from it. Can’t even get a
decent drink.”


 


“I guess they’ve got other things on
their minds,” said Baz.


 


Ronnie dipped his little finger in
his drink. 


 


“Why’d you always do that?” said Baz.


 


Ronnie shrugged. “My old man used to
do it. He used to check if his pint was cold before he drank it. Something I
picked up from him, I guess.”


 


He lifted the glass, took a sip, and
winced.


 


“Anyway, you’re right; they do have
other things on their minds. Like taking everything for themselves. Sitting in
their Grand Hall and eating the food that they’re taking out of our mouths. I
bet they sit there in their big chairs eating trays of apples and figs and God
knows what else.”


 


Baz felt his cheeks redden. “They
probably…nah, they don’t do that.”


 


“Someone needs to do something, Baz.”


 


Baz looked around him. There was a
man sat at the bar staring down at the wood, but he didn’t seem to be listening
to their conversation. Two Capita guards strolled past the window outside. One
of them glanced in, but two steps later they were gone.


 


“I don’t come in here to talk about
that stuff,” said Baz. “I come in here to drink this dog piss and forget about
everything.”


 


“And I come here because it’s the
only place I don’t have screaming kids running around my feet. But sometimes
it’s good to let off a little steam. You’re the only person I can talk to about
this stuff, Baz. About the Capita and what they’re doing. You’re the only one I
trust not to go sneaking off and telling the Five about it.”


 


“Come on, Ronnie,” said Baz. 


 


He looked down at his glass and saw
that it was already half empty. The man at the bar turned his head slightly,
and in his paranoid mind, Baz wondered if he was listening to them. It was just
like being in the Grand Hall with his Tammuz mask on, and wondering what kind
of hidden meaning Marduk and Nabu were reading into his words.


 


Ronnie’s glass was even emptier than
Baz’s, and the mask around his lips was wet. They really should make the
mouthpieces bigger, thought Baz.


 


“The only reason I stay in the Dome,”
he said, and burped. “Is that it’s the only place I can sleep without thinking
an infected is going to chew my arse off. The Five are quick to make their
decisions for us, sitting in their little chamber eating their figs…”


 


Baz’s cheeks reddened some more. 


 


“…but they never stop to think about
how it’s going to affect people like us, do they? They never get their hands
dirty.”


 


Baz leaned back into his chair. “Some
people need to keep their hands clean and their minds sharp,” he said. “Not
everyone can be a fighter. Someone has to make the decisions.”


 


Ronnie held his left hand in the air.
Baz had seen the misshapen fingers and flattened bones before, but it always
made him want to turn his glance away.


 


“You ever been near a war, Baz?” he
said. “This is what you get. You’re a clever guy, but you could use a bit of
time with a rifle. Then you’d know what I mean.”


 


I could get him arrested whenever I
chose, thought Baz.
All he’d have to do was sit in the Grand Hall, use his Tammuz voice and talk
about a guy he’d overheard spreading bad rumours about the Capita. He’d never
do that, though. Part of him liked listening to Ronnie. He enjoyed hearing a
contrary opinion from time to time.


 


“Some of the stuff they do is
necessary,” Baz said. “Even you must realise that. Take expansion, for
instance. Where would we be if we didn’t move on? We can’t spend the rest of
eternity in the Dome. Sooner or later, we’re going to have to clear out the
Mainland and take it for ourselves.”


 


Ronnie tipped the last of his beer
into his mouth. The man at the bar moved his head a little more.


 


“What about men and women who don’t
go home to their families because they’re waving the Capita flag at a bunch of
back-water towns?” said Ronnie.


 


Baz knew that he was responsible for
anyone who died in the name of expanding the Capita’s empire. Or Tammuz was, at
least. He wondered where Baz ended and Tammuz began, and whether the sins of
one of them stained the conscience of the other. He knew it was for the greater
good, though, and that was how he lived with it.


 


“I don’t believe you, you know,” said
Ronnie. “I see something in you, Baz. Something behind your eyes. You’re like
me. You don’t believe in their bullshit. And what’s more, I know other people
agree with me, too.”


 


Baz glanced at the man at the bar.
His head was turned so much that he was almost unashamedly listening to them.
Baz looked at Ronnie and widened his eyes, hoping the message to shut up
reached him.


 


Ronnie opened his mouth to speak when
the pub doors opened. Three Capita soldiers walked in. They stood in the
entrance and took in the scene around them. The man at the bar turned, and Baz
was sure he saw him give them a subtle nod. The Capita guards looked over at
Baz and Ronnie.


 


“So, like you were saying,” said Baz,
keeping his tone light. “You think it’s about time that the Capita raided
another town?”


 


Ronnie looked confused. “What are you
- ?”


 


Before he could finish the sentence,
the Capita guards were next to them. One of them stood in front of them and put
his baton down on the table. He picked up Ronnie’s glass, brought it to his
lips and took a sip.  He turned and looked at the barman.


 


“Your stuff gets worse by the year,
Oscar,” he said. 


 


Ronnie sat up straight. He gripped
the table until his knuckles started to turn white. Baz could tell he was a
hair away from losing it.


 


“Ronnie Alderson?” said the guard,
setting the glass down on the table.


 


Ronnie nodded.


 


The guard picked up his baton. 


 


“Sorry to interrupt, but we need to
have a chat.”


 


“Take a seat,” said Ronnie.


 


The guard shook his head. “Not here.”


 


Ronnie shook his head. “I’ve still
got my drink.”


 


The guard raised his baton, and then
brought it down sharply on Ronnie’s mangled hand. Ronnie cried out and pulled
it away. Baz leaned back in surprise. He had always assumed that Ronnie didn’t
have any feeling in his left hand.


 


Ronnie looked up at the guard. A fire
blazed in his eyes.


 


“Now just what the hell do you
think-” 


 


In one motion the guard swept the
glasses off the table. They fell to the floor, shattering into hundreds of
pieces. He gripped the table, tipped it over, and then rolled it over to the
side. He nodded at the guards behind him.


 


The two men stepped forward and
gripped Ronnie. They lifted him to his feet, and Ronnie tried to shove them
away.


 


“Baz? What the hell’s going on?”


 


Baz stood up. His lap was wet from
the spilled beer.


 


“I don’t know, Ron.”


 


The guard poked Ronnie in the chest.


 


“Got something to say? Because we
know you’ve got a big mouth, fella.  We know what you’ve been doing and who
you’ve been seeing.”


 


Spit bubbled on Ronnie’s lips. He
twisted, but the guards kept a firm grip.


 


“I don’t know what the hell you’re
talking about.”


 


The guard lifted his baton and then
hit Ronnie on the kneecap.  Ronnie screamed in pain, and his knees would have
buckled had the two guards not forced him to stand up.


 


“Take him away,” said the main guard.
“Find the darkest cell we’ve got.”


 


Ronnie looked at Baz with pleading
eyes. “Baz, straighten this out. You can tell them. I haven’t done anything.
Please, Baz.”


 


Baz thought about it. This was one of
the times where he missed the weight of his Tammuz mask. At least if he had
been wearing that, he could have given the guards an order with the surety that
they would follow it. But who was he to them now? Just a man in a pub having a
drink. 


 


“Please, Baz,” said Ronnie.


 


Baz knew there wasn’t a thing he
could do. If he said anything, the guards would take him away too.


 


“Come on,” said the guard. Then he
looked at Baz. “This is the second time I’ve seen you. I remember you from the
other night. Don’t make it a third.”


 


Baz stood back, helpless, and watched
as the guards dragged Ronnie out of the pub.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter
Eleven


 


Heather


 


 


She wanted to look back and make sure
that nobody was following them, but she didn’t. She knew that if she turned
around, all she’d see would be the heads impaled on the stakes. They must have
been effective in keeping strangers away from Kiele, but she wondered how the
residents could look at them every day. Even worse was the question that needed
to be asked; which unlucky people had donated their heads for public
display?


 


Charles tugged on Ken’s reins. The
horse carried them across the dirt, responding to the tugs by picking up his
speed. The bounty hunter leaned forward, the beak of his plague mask bobbing up
and down as the horse ran.


 


“Did you really need to stop to get
that thing?” she asked him.


 


“I thought you might have got sick of
looking at my ugly mug,” he said. “Besides, I don’t feel right without it.”


 


Charles’s mask used to give her
nightmares. She’d dream about waking up in her bedroom and looking over to her
door to see the bounty hunter standing in the darkness. The long leather nose
of his mask poked over the doorframe. She saw his eyes watching her beneath the
mask, gazing at her as she shook herself from sleep. His leather coat brushed
against the walls as he walked toward her and then towered over the end of her
bed.


 


Once they had gotten out of the cell,
leaving Kiele had been simple. They took a route through a few side streets and
kept their heads low until they reached the gates. By that point, Max and
Rushden must have realised that they were missing. It seemed almost everyone in
town had run to the old police station. Rather than guarding the gate to stop
them leaving, they had left it unmanned.


 


She reached down and stroked Ken’s
side. 


 


“How come he’s letting me ride him?”


 


“Because I’m letting you. Now shut up
and hold on.”


 


As the horse gathered speed, Heather
knew she was going to have to grip hold of Charles’s waist so that she didn’t
fall off. The idea of touching him sickened her. After everything he had done,
this was the last situation she thought she’d find herself in. She’d rather
have knocked him off the horse than sit on it with him, but she knew that Ken
wouldn’t budge without Charles.


 


“You won’t catch anything,” said the
bounty hunter. “Grab on.”


 


She heard shouting behind them. She
turned her head. Beyond them, standing near the heads and the spikes, were some
of the men and women from Kiele. 


 


Charles lifted the reins and whipped
them, and Ken moved from a trot into a gallop. Heather started to lose her
balance, so she reached forward and grabbed Charles’s waist. She hated the feel
of his leather coat on her palms, but it was better than falling off.


 


“It’s been a while since a woman held
me like that,” said Charles.


 


~


 


They travelled north for a few hours
until Charles brought Ken to a halt. Heather’s back ached from bumps as Ken
took them over the plains, and her palms were sweaty from holding Charles’s
leather coat.


 


“It is safe to stop?” she said.


 


“I haven’t seen any sign of them for
miles.”


 


The townsfolk from Kiele had pursued
them for a while, but only a couple were on horseback, and their animals were
no match for Ken. Their travel situation wasn’t ideal, but no matter how
exhausted she was, she could have carried on. Every step north took them away
from Kiele, and in some way, it meant she was getting closer to Kim.


 


Charles took his bag down from Ken
and reached into it. He pulled out a white roll of bandages and wrapped them
around his hands. He walked forward a few feet and stared at the plains that
stretched out beyond them.


 


“My palms get blisters on long
rides,” he said. “You’d think I would be used to it by now, but I have skin
like a baby.”


 


“I need water,” said Heather.


 


“Check the saddlebag.”


 


Heather walked over to Ken. When she
reached him she stroked his side and felt how coarse his fur was. She opened
Charles’s saddlebag and reached for the water, but her hands closed on
something thin with sharp edges. She pulled it out and saw that it was a
photograph.


 


It was taken in a bedroom with a bare
wooden floor and no furniture save a single-sized bed. A woman was in it with a
duvet drawn up to her chin. Her face was completely red, and beads of sweat
dripped from her forehead. Next to her was a younger Charles Bull. He still had
the overall bulk of his body, but the years were peeled back from his face. He
held a baby in his arms and tucked her close to his chest.


 


From the lack of furniture in the
room, and the state of Charles’s clothes, Heather guessed that the photo was
taken after the outbreak. If that was the case, how had they gotten it
developed? One of those self-printing cameras, she thought. A bigger question,
though, was the lack of masks. Neither Charles nor his wife wore one.


 


The photo was snatched from her
hands, and she looked up at Charles’s glaring face.


 


“I told you to get some water, not go
rooting through my stuff.”


 


“It was an accident,” said Heather.


 


“We better go.”


 


Before she got back onto Ken, Heather
reached to the ground and picked up a hefty-looking rock and concealed it in
her pocket.


 


She didn’t know where they were
going, but for now it was enough that the horse put one hoof in front of the
other and carried them away. Soon enough she was going to have to decide which
direction to take.


 


She knew that if she followed the
train tracks, then eventually she would end up at Camp Dam Marsh. If Charles
was to be believed, there was an area she would have to pass through that was
infested with infected. The bounty hunter said it was too dangerous to even try
it alone. The best choice, then, was to accept his help, but it still didn’t
feel right.


 


She saw movement ahead of them. Two
men rode horses across a bridge which curved over a small river. At the end of
the bridge, one of them let his horse walk to the bank and dip its head in the
water to drink. A few seconds later he gave it a kick in its side, and the
animal backed away.


 


Looking closer, Heather saw that the
men wore Capita uniforms. Something inside her groaned. She tugged on Charles’s
coat.


 


“I’ve seen them,” he said, without
turning around.


 


The sky above them was overcast, and
drops of rain fell and made rivulets down Ken’s leather saddle. Heather reached
to her pocket and felt for the rock she had picked up. The edges were rough,
and she knew it was heavy enough to hurt someone.


 


The Capita soldiers guided their
horses up a small slope and turned in their direction.


 


“Skirt around them,” said Heather.
“They might not have seen us.”


 


“The Capita might employ stupid men,
but not blind ones,” said Charles.


 


She watched one of the soldiers raise
the reins of his horse in the air and then whip them down, spurring the animal
into a gallop. The one behind him followed. As they got closer, Heather found
herself gripping the rock in her pocket and feeling parts of it flake off
against her fingers.


 


Charles turned his head.


 


“Follow my lead.”


 


“And what’s that going to be?”


 


“Follow it and you’ll see.”


 


The two soldiers reached them. The
one in front brought his horse to a stop. The animal wheezed, and then lowered
its head. It sniffed at a patch of weeds which poked up through the rocky
floor.


 


The soldier kept one hand close to the
side of his horse. Heather saw a sword hanging off it, fastened tight into a
leather holder but with the clasp left undone for easy access. For him to have
a sword, he must have been a high-ranking officer. His hair was short at the
sides but long on top, and swept back into a quiff. Something about the way he
held himself shouted out self-confidence.


 


The soldier behind him leaned forward
on his horse and propped his arm against its head. On his lapel, he’d sewn a
badge with a peace logo on it.


 


The officer spoke to them.


 


“The Bull,” he said, nodding at
Charles. “Word is you haven’t been to the Dome in a while. We didn’t know
whether to send out a search party, or to go to Darwin’s Bar and actually throw
a party.”


 


Charles nodded. “Any news in the old
onion?”


 


“We’re planning a raid on Kiele,”
said the soldier at the back. “The Five gave the order two days ago. All the
criminals and dissidents are getting measured for their uniforms.”


 


The one in front turned. He raised
his finger and pointed at him.


 


“I’ve told you, Greene. You don’t say
a bloody word until I tell you to.”


 


Heather thought of Kiele. If the
Capita were planning a raid on the town, then Max and his daughter were in
trouble. She wasn’t happy with the way Max had treated her, but she wouldn’t
wish the Capita’s anger on anyone.


 


The officer spoke.


 


“Where’s your pickaxe?” he said.


 


Charles reached to his back and
comically patted his coat. He turned around, feigning a look of surprise.


 


“I thought I felt lighter,” he said.
“Where did I put that thing? Pickaxes are so easily misplaced.”


 


“They say you carry it everywhere.”


 


Charles pointed his thumb back at
Heather.


 


“Lost it catching this one. Escorting
her back to the Dome now, actually.”


 


“What’s her crime?”


 


“Hiding DCs.”


 


The officer spat on the floor. He
fixed Heather with a look of disgust.


 


“We can take her if you like,” he
said. “We’ve scouted out as much as we were asked to, and I could do with going
back and getting one of Oscar’s disgusting beers. I’ll hogtie her and put her
on the back of my horse.”


 


“Maybe,” said Charles. “I don’t
normally like to hand over a catch. And this one’s got a bit of a bite to her.
You’d be better staying well clear.”


 


Heather saw what Charles was doing.
The officers knew him as a bounty hunter, so it would hardly seem natural if he
was seen travelling with some random woman. Much more fitting was the lie that
he had caught her as one of his bounties and was taking her back to the Dome. 


 


“Well?” said the officer. “Our
scouting trip is finished, anyway. We can take her back to the Dome and you can
do whatever it is you need to do.”


 


Charles put his finger to his chin
and pretended to think about it. The soldier at the back adjusted the badge on
his pocket. The stitching was frayed. The officer pulled on his horse’s reins
and made it trot back a step.


 


“Okay,” said Charles. “That would be
great.”


 


Heather jerked back in shock. What
the hell was Charles playing at? She wanted to ask him what he was doing, when
he suddenly shoved her off the horse. Heather fell to the ground, slamming her
head back against the stones.


 


“I’m off to see my daughter,” said
Charles. “Keep an eye on this one. She’s tricky.”


 


“Don’t worry about us,” said the
officer.


 


Heather pushed a hand on the floor
and sat up. Pain throbbed in the back of her head, but she shoved it away so
that she could stare at Charles with the fire of hate burning in her eyes. She
gripped the rock in her pocket and wondered who to use it on.


 


“This is why I’ll always come up
smelling of roses,” said Charles, looking down on her. “I’m willing to do
anything. And this is why you’re sitting on the floor with a sore arse. Enjoy
your trip to the Dome.”


 


He gave the Capita soldiers a nod and
then whipped Ken’s reins. The animal started into a gallop and carried the
bounty hunter away.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter
Twelve


 


Ed


 


 


“Something’s watching us,” said
Bethelyn.


 


A rock carving was spread across the
ground ahead of them, seeming to emerge from the mud. It was a stone likeness
of a woman in a relaxing pose, though time had chipped away at it and left
parts of her missing. She stared at them with one eye open, the other shut
tight. Grass had grown along her back and covered it. How long would it be
before nature reclaimed the carving completely and buried it in a carpet of
vines and wild grass? Ed wondered who had poured hours into shaping the stone
just to leave it abandoned for the birds and the rats.


 


“Feel my arms,” said Bethelyn. “My
hairs are standing up.”


 


Daylight peeked through the breaks in
the trees and seemed to fall to the ground like rain. The deer was long behind
them now, its head caved in by The Savage, though Ed thought he could still
hear it cry.


 


“It’s a trick of the mind,” he said.
“Nothing’s watching us. It’s a primeval instinct programmed into us. New places
mean danger, and I guess our ancestors spent a lot of time in the forest
looking over their shoulders.”


 


“No,” answered Bethelyn. “There’s
something about this place. It feels rotten. It’s like I’m back in the school
gym changing room with Mr. Thompson standing in the background. Like I’m being
watched.”


 


“I’ll keep my eyes to myself now
then,” said The Savage.


 


He still walked in front of them,
though he didn’t so much bound ahead, as creep. Something about the deer in the
trap had filled him with caution, and Ed sensed that even The Savage felt wary
about Loch-Deep. 


 


The Savage stopped and rested against
a tree.


 


“There’s an easy way through,” he
said. “I studied maps back when I was planning the expedition.”


 


“What’s so special about this place?”
said Bethelyn.


 


“Like I said, some people think this
is ground zero for the outbreak.”


 


“And what about you?”


 


The Savage looked up. A thin sliver
of light cut across his mask.


 


“I don’t know about ground zero. But
there’s something else here. There’s a reason not a single expedition here ever
made it back.”


 


Ed bent down and touched his calves.
The muscles were tight. Back on Golgoth, you could finish a lap of the island
in just under an hour. On the Mainland, things were different. Even this forest
seemed endless. Part of it snagged his curiosity, but when he looked at the
trees and listened to the snapping of twigs, he felt like zipping up his coat
to ward away a creeping chill.


 


“If it’s so dangerous,” said Ed, “and
there’s something here, why do people keep coming?”


 


The Savage kicked at a stick in front
of him. He cast his gaze over to the carving, where the moss crawled over the
squinting lady.


 


“Some people got the idea that if we
could find out why all this happened, then we could make a cure. Sounds like
the best idea since my drama group cast me as the lead in Macbeth, but it would
have been nice if even one person had made it back. I’ve thought for a while
that there was something dark in Loch-Deep. It can’t just be the infected
here.” 


 


He looked around him. Sure that
nothing was watching them, he continued.


 


“We sent a few guys here a while ago.
These lads were mean. I’m talking about the kind of guys who make killing
infected a sport. They chew metal and shit steel. Not a single one came back. There’s
something here, Wetgills. And it’s a damn sight uglier than the infected.”


 


Ed’s back was cold. He suddenly had
the urge to hold something sturdy and sharp. With nothing like that available,
he took a few steps forward and picked up the fallen limb of a tree. He gripped
it in his hands and wondered if it could crack through the skull of infected. A
few seconds later, answering the question in his own head, he threw it back on
the ground.


 


“I’m not in the wood for fetch,” said
The Savage.


 


Bethelyn huffed.


 


“Why do you have to be so cryptic
again? Whatever this thing is, just tell us. I don’t really give a shit what’s
out there. Whether we make it out of Loch-Deep or not, I couldn’t care less.”


 


The Savage shrugged.


 


“It’s a character flaw, I guess. I
have an air for the dramatic.”


 


“So…” said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage sprang away from the tree.
He lifted his leg and bent it back at the knee, then stretched his thigh
muscles.


 


“There’s a creature here,” he began.


 


Bethelyn shook her head. “Oh, come
off it.”


 


“After everything you’ve seen, you
really have room for doubt? We live in a world where people fall into comas and
turn into blood-thirsty monsters. If I tell you there’s a unicorn flying around
shitting rainbows, you better at least give it a bit of thought.” 


 


He paced again, shaking his head. 


 


“I know Golgoth is inbred, but I
would have thought your mind had expanded a little over the last couple of
days.”


 


“I’m not from Golgoth,” said
Bethelyn. “I was born on the Mainland. I’ve never been down here though. I
don’t even know where ‘here’ is.  Are we in the south?”


 


The Savage nodded. “As south as you
can get without falling off the edge.”


 


“Tell us about the creature,” said
Ed.


 


“Well,” said The Savage. “It might
not have a birth certificate, but it’s got a name. Don’t know where it got it,
or how.”


 


“Which is?”


 


“Ripeech,” said The Savage.


 


The wind picked up and swirled around
them in a howl. Ed pulled his coat closer to him. He looked at the woman on the
ground again. Her stony body was half-covered by the forest. He wondered how
many other things were buried in the dirt, and whether there was also a hole
freshly dug somewhere for the three of them.


 


He’d spent most of his adult life as
a skeptic. He could date the closing of his mind to the night he found his dad
eating a mince pie in his room, dispelling the myth of Santa Claus in a blink.
After that, Ed was a serious kid who turned into a stern teenager. He
remembered overhearing his mum and dad talking about him once.


 


“He’s going to be a tax inspector,”
said his dad. 


 


Mum leaned back in her chair and
laughed.


 


“He’s just a thinker, that’s all. You
should be glad he doesn’t believe in ghosts and stuff.”


 


Years later, when scenes of the
outbreak flashed on his television screen, he hadn’t believed it. He’d heard of
a radio producer once who had made a play about an alien invasion. When he
broadcasted it, he fooled a nation into thinking that monsters from Mars were
coming to invade. Maybe the newsreels of men chasing women down the street and tearing
chunks from them was the same. Perhaps it was all a big put-on, he’d thought
back then.


 


Later, when televisions stopped
signalling and the Mainland stopped answering Golgoth’s transmissions, Ed knew
it was all real. His mind was starting to open, and he knew that anything was
possible now. So when he heard of a creature called Ripeech who stalked
Loch-Deep, he knew that he had to at least entertain the possibility. To ignore
it would leave him vulnerable.


 


“That’s why we’re taking the
shortcut,” said The Savage. “It’s going to miss out the area that they say is
ground zero, which is a shame. For a while, I saw my face on a plaque, with
fancy writing underneath it reading ‘Here lies The Savage. The man who found
the cure.’ But going this way means we can miss the heart of Loch-Deep and
take the scenic route instead. We’ll skirt around the edge and avoid going
anywhere near Ripeech.”


 


“How do you know so much if you’ve
never been here?” said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage rolled his eyes. “Did you
get hit on the head? I planned a few expeditions. I was going to come on the
last one, but I couldn’t.”


 


“Too scared?” said Ed.


 


“Actually, an infected got into town
and took a liking to me. I was too busy fighting infection to come on a forest
trek.”


 


They walked past the stone carving.
Up close, Ed saw centipedes scurry across it and then crawl into the moss. He
kneeled down so that he looked directly into the woman’s open eye. Someone had
painted the iris a deep black, and it gave the impression that she was looking
right through him.


 


Ed went to stand, when the moss coat
of the statue wriggled. He leaned away from it, thinking that a mouse or rat
had taken refuge and was annoyed with the disturbance.


 


“Wetgills?” said a voice across the
forest.


 


Ed turned his head and saw that The
Savage and Bethelyn had walked ahead of him. He looked back at the statue, when
a hand shot out of the overgrowth and reached for him.


 


He fell back onto the ground. The
grass on the statue started to shake. Ed got to his feet. Something thrashed
under the moss. Ed backed away slowly as a figure emerged from underneath.


 


It was a man. His clothes were
covered in mud, and bits of moss were stuck in his hair. His face was
scratched, and part of his sleeve had been torn away to show a wound. From the
inflamed skin, Ed knew that the cut wasn’t fresh, and he could see the gouges
of tooth marks on the skin.


 


The man opened his mouth and
shrieked. He launched at Ed, falling face first off the carving and onto the
forest floor. Ed looked around him for a weapon. As the infected man
straightened himself up off the floor, Ed wished that he hadn’t thrown away the
stick.


 


He looked to his right. The Savage
and Bethelyn were further away now. He knew that he couldn’t just catch up to
them; the infected would follow them relentlessly unless he did something about
it.


 


It cried out again and took shaky
steps toward him, arms outstretched. It seemed like a lifetime ago since Ed had
last seen an infected, back on Golgoth. He tried to take steady breaths to calm
himself, but as his heart pumped, his lungs demanded more air.


 


He darted a look to the others. He
saw their shapes dimly through the darkness of the forest, too far away to
help.


 


The infected walked closer. Ed saw a
gold cross hung around its neck, which shook as it took steps toward him.


 


He didn’t want to be scared. This was
going to be his life now, he knew. The infected were everywhere on the
Mainland, and Ed didn’t want to have to look over his shoulder every time he
took a step.


 


Without thinking, he launched at the
infected. He grabbed it by the neck and with all the force he could summon, he
pushed it back toward the carving on the ground. The infected scrabbled in his
grasp and Ed felt hot pain as it scratched its fingernails across his arm. 


 


The pain nearly threatened to make
him lose his grip. Ignoring the stinging, he tensed his arm and then pushed the
infected’s head sharply against the stone. The infected wheezed, but Ed dashed
its head against the statue until he it stopped struggling.


 


He let the infected fall to the
ground. He watched it for a few seconds, and when he was certain it wouldn’t
move, he bent over and panted. When he looked up, the open eye of the carving
stared at him as blood dribbled over her iris.


 


When he caught up to The Savage and
Bethelyn, they were stopped.


 


“What happened to the last
expedition?” Bethelyn said to him.


 


The Savage looked at her. 


 


“No idea. We never heard from them. I
set off to Golgoth after that.”


 


“Who’s ‘we,’ anyway? You never
told us where you’re from. Do you have a home? A family?”


 


The Savage’s eyes looked sad for a
second, but the expression left him. He shook his head. “You saw the last of
them on Golgoth. My men. We had a place where we settled for a while.”


 


“What happened to it?”


 


“Same thing that happens to
everything else on the Mainland. The Capita.”


 


When Ed joined them, his skin
tingled. He couldn’t help looking behind him, and he half expected the infected
to have gotten back to its feet, spurred on by the smell of flesh. The scratch
across his arm stung. He knew he was immune so he wouldn’t become one of them,
but that knowledge didn’t help with the pain.


 


“What the hell happened to you?” said
Bethelyn.


 


Ed looked at his coat and saw that
blood was smeared on it. He took a breath. He didn’t want to seem scared,
because he knew what The Savage would do with that kind of reaction.


 


Back when he was a kid, his mum was
forever telling him off for coming home with clothes covered in mud. Once, he’d
had to hide a new pair of jeans at the back of the airing cupboard because he’d
accidentally burned a hole in them with a cigarette. He wondered what mum would
say if she saw him now, with his coat splattered red like a butcher’s apron.


 


The Savage walked on ahead.


 


“This way,” he said, and waved his
hand.


 


They followed him for five minutes
across the forest. Ed darted his gaze left to right, expecting infected to
crawl from the undergrowth or pounce from behind a tree. In front of them, The
Savage stopped walking.


 


“Shit,” he said. He kicked at the
ground. “I hate this bloody place.”


 


When Ed caught up, he saw what had
angered him.


 


The forest in front of them was an
impenetrable wall of thick bushes. They were so thorny that it looked like
daggers were growing amongst the leaves. Just off the centre, the ground
changed into a rough rock path. The problem was that the path was completely
blocked off by a tangle of wood and rock.


 


“Someone doesn’t want us to come this
way,” said Bethelyn.


 


She was right. The blockage in the
pathway clearly wasn’t something that had come about naturally. It seemed like
the logs and the stones had been jammed in there by something that didn’t want
the path to be used.


 


“I don’t really need to ask,” Said
Ed. “but I will anyway. This path was the shortcut, right?”


 


The Savage grunted. As he paced from
left to right in front of the pathway, Ed saw that his eyes were squinting in
anger.


 


“So what now?” said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage stopped. He swung his leg
and kicked a rock in front of him, but the blockade didn’t budge. He kicked it
again, and this time gave a cry of pain and then hopped away.


 


“Which way do we go?” asked Ed.


 


The Savage straightened up. His
forehead creased into wrinkles.


 


“Only one bloody way we can go,” he
said. “Through the middle of Loch-Deep. Right through Ripeech’s living room.”


 


As Ed heard the name again, a shiver
ran through him. He wished there was another way to go but looking around them,
he knew that the forest wouldn’t give them the easy way out.


 


They heard a scream from somewhere in
the distance. This was too loud and too pain-filled to be an animal. He thought
it could have been another deer, but the scream came again, and Ed knew it was
something worse. Far away in the forest, a man cried out in agony.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter
Thirteen


 


Eric


 


 


The guards were predictable, to a
point. Eric knew that as soon as darkness filled the sky and the immune were
escorted back to their cabins, the guards’ minds would turn away from
discipline and focus only on drinks and cards and sleep. At the back of his
cabin, Eric had found that part of the wall was loose as if someone had cut it
away. Perhaps before him, some other enterprising DC had thoughts like him;
that he didn’t want to be cooped at up at night, listening to the crying of the
men and women as their scared minds resisted the exhaustion of their bodies.


 


Eric slipped out of his cabin and
stepped into the night-time breeze. Worries about Kim hung over him like a
cloud, and as he crossed camp, all he could picture was the pale-faced girl clutching
her stomach.


 


He looked ahead of him. The row of DC
cabins were cloaked in black. Beyond them, at the edge of camp where the guards
and other camp employees slept, lights glimmered in the windows. There was a
cabin on the east side next to one of the fences. Eric honed in on it.


 


Right now, he knew, Goral and Allie
were sat in the cabin. Allie was enjoying the meal that he had won in the race,
and at this very moment he was probably stuffing his face with a pie or
something equally delicious.


 


He crept across camp. When the oval
light of the watchtower swept by him, Eric sunk to the ground and stayed still.
In his head, he pretended it was like a wasp. Eric used to be scared of wasps,
and whenever one came near him he’d flinch and prepare for the inevitable
sting. Mum had taught him that if you just stayed still, the insect would get
bored and leave you alone.


 


It was in that way he managed to
cross camp and get to Goral’s cabin. It was made of the same material as the
ones that housed the DCs, but a light shone dimly in the window. On the front
door, watching over anyone who walked by, was the head of a hog, severed at the
neck and fastened to the wood by nails.


 


He knew he couldn’t go through the
front door, and he couldn’t risk trying to pry open a window. Instead, he
walked around the back of the cabin. There was a crawlspace underneath it. It
was only a foot and a half wide, but Eric was able to squirm underneath as long
as he didn’t mind having his nose pressed against the ground. After wriggling his
way through, he found a hatch. He strained to open it, careful not to make a
sound, and in a few seconds he climbed up into Goral’s cabin.


 


He found himself in the bedroom.
There was a smell of incense in the air, and he heard faint whispers come from next
door. Next to the bed there was a framed picture with a young boy and girl with
their arms around a tall man.


 


He opened the door. Beyond it was the
living room. Goral and Allie sat at a large wooden table with their backs to
him. The table was made from dark plywood, and a gold trim decorated the sides.
The DCs’ cabins seemed like they would blow down in a breeze, but the Capita
had opened their wallets for Goral, it seemed.


 


The surface of the table was covered
by plates of food. Eric’s mouth watered as he saw sugared strawberries, pies
with triangle pieces cut out, and steam rising from a bowl of stew. This was
all stuff that Kim could eat.


 


Goral scraped his chair back, and the
sound sent a jitter through Eric’s spine. Ducking low, he stuck to the wall and
crossed the room until he came to a small space that had been cut into it for
storage. Above him, long trench coats hung from hooks. He ducked into the
crevice and slowly wormed his way behind the coats, so that he could still see
out but wasn’t in danger of getting caught.


 


Goral’s wiry body looked as thin as
the frame of the chair. A robe hung from his shoulders and trailed down to his
ankles, making him look like he was wearing a gown. He reached in front of him,
pinched a strawberry between his fingers and popped it in his mouth.


 


“You don’t have a sweet tooth, do
you, boy?” he said.


 


“I like the pie,” said Allie.


 


While the old man looked thin against
his wooden chair, Allie seemed engulfed by it. His feet dangled a foot above
the floor, and he had to strain to reach the plates in front of him. His
fingertips were covered in pie and gravy.


 


At the side of the room there was a
bookcase, but only one shelf was dedicated to novels and the rest were given to
a manner of strange objects. There was a bleached skull with curved horns that
almost scratched the wood above it. One shelf was full of papers that had been
rolled up, and they looked so old that they might crumble at the slightest
touch. Below was a pot with two thin sticks hanging from it, and smoke drifted
from the ends and filled the room with the smell of spices.


 


Though a fire burned inside a stone
hearth, something about the room felt cold. The spice incense mixed with the
aromas of the food and became so rich that Eric’s stomach stiffened. The trench
coats hanging from the hooks in front of him were made of leather, and he had
to look away as he breathed so as not to take in the sweaty smell.


 


Goral pulled the stew dish close to
him. Rather than pour some into a bowl, he dipped his spoon into the pot and
ate from it. Some of the brown liquid stuck in his grey whiskers. He dipped the
spoon again, and offered it to Allie.


 


The boy looked at it and paused. Then
he shook his head.


 


“Just the pie for you, is it?” said
Goral. Eric imagined that the incense came from the same place as his accent.


 


“Grandma used to make beef pie. She
usually went to the butcher’s, but sometimes she killed one of the cows in the
field.”


 


“And I bet they made quite a noise
when she did that,” said Goral.


 


Allie nodded. The frame of his chair
loomed over him.


 


“I think that’s enough food for now,”
said Goral, and pushed the stew dish away.


 


Eric realised that the old man wasn’t
wearing his mask. Come to think of it, had he ever seen Goral wearing one? In a
camp full of the mask-less immune, you got used to seeing people’s faces. It
was only the guards and Scarsgill who kept themselves covered.


 


Eric looked across the table. He saw
the stew and the bread and the fruit, and he imagined Kim’s face as he took it
back to her. Helping her was worth the risk of being caught, and it was only
the idea of her being able to eat something that stopped him from shaking.


 


“What’s your surname, Allie?” said
Goral.


 


“Gill.”


 


“Interesting. Very interesting. Do
you know where that is from?”


 


“My mum.”


 


Goral laughed. It was a strange
sound, almost squeaking.


 


“No, boy. Family names all have a
meaning. Someone named ‘Johnson’ used to be the son of John. Someone called
Tailor had an ancestor who mended clothes. Where do you suppose Gill came
from?”


 


Allie looked around him. The flames
of the fire danced in the shadows and looked like they were playing across his
face. He looked at the pie.


 


Goral reached forward and put a bony
finger on Allie’s cheek. He gently turned the boy to look at him.


 


“My name is Goral Vitch. Can you try
and guess what Vitch means?”


 


Allie shook his head. Eric’s ankles
hurt, so he carefully lowered himself to the ground. The leather coats swung a
little, and he put his hand out to stop them. Goral looked in his direction,
and Eric froze. The old man turned his attention back to Allie.


 


“Back in my village, there was a man
named Haren Vitchinich. Haren was a greedy man, and he liked to have feasts
like ours all the time. But we’re only having it as a treat. We’re not greedy
are we, Allie Gill?”


 


Allie shook his head. 


 


“Haren asked the people in the
village to pay taxes on everything they grew in the fields. Sometimes this
meant that families would go a little bit hungry, but Haren didn’t mind that.
One day he found out that a farmer had been hiding some of his food so that he
didn’t have to give as much to Haren. So do you know what he did?”


 


“Put him in a camp?” asked Allie.


 


Goral gave a soft smile.


 


“No, Allie. Haren took the man, and
wife, and his two little boys, and he put them on a bonfire and set fire to
them in front of the village. People started getting scared. Some people,
terrified that Haren would suspect them of hiding food, would tell him that
they had seen others doing it.”


 


“The other townsfolk didn’t like
these people. They were too scared to say it to their faces, because they knew
Haren would get mad. But behind their backs, they would call these tell-tales
‘the Vitches’.”


 


Goral leaned back in his chair. His
robe brushed against the floor. He looked at Allie, and the smile left his
face.


 


“So, Allie. Do you understand where
Vitch comes from now?”


 


Allie looked at the food in front of
him. Eric could tell that he had lost his appetite. Eric’s only grew stronger,
though. He could almost taste the beef pie.


 


“What’s the matter?” said Goral. “You
seem shy.”


 


Allie squirmed. “I’m full now,
Goral.”


 


“Mr Vitch.”


 


“I’m full, Mr Vitch. Can I go back to
my cabin?” 


 


Goral nodded. “Certainly. I just have
one last thing for you. A present for winning the competition.”


 


Goral pushed his chair back. The
effort seemed to strain him, and Eric wondered how old he actually was.
Sometimes a smile would play on his face and he looked no older than sixty, but
at other times, the way he moved seemed old beyond age. Maybe they had to pry
him out of a coffin each day.


 


The old man got up and walked across
the room and into his bedroom. He sniffed at the doorway for a second, and then
walked in and closed the door behind him.


 


I hope I closed the hatch, thought Eric.


 


Allie leaned forward. He strained to
reach a grape on a plate in front of him, and he put his weight on the silver
plate and sent it spinning off the table and crashing to the floor. The metal
made a clanging sound that filled the cabin, and Allie looked around with wide
eyes.


 


Eric looked at the grapes on the
floor. His stomach tightened so much that it hurt. If it was this bad for him,
then he couldn’t even imagine how Kim must be feeling. At least he could eat
the stuff they put in front of him. One morning in the canteen, Allie had told
Kim to ask the guards to give her something else. When Eric heard that, he
almost laughed at how naïve he was.


 


He knew that this was his chance.
There was a table full of food across the room, and nobody but Allie there to
see him take it. The question was, could he trust Allie not to say anything?


 


Allie leaned off his seat and dropped
onto the floor. He walked over to the bookcase and traced his fingers along the
spines. Even feet away Eric could see that the books were old, and the titles
on the spines were written in a language he didn’t understand. Allie picked up
a book. The cover showed a full moon, with pale hands pushing through the mud
beneath it and trying to reach up to it.


 


It was now or never. Eric could just walk
over, take as much food as he could carry, and then get back to the cubbyhole.
After that, and it was just a matter of waiting for Allie to leave and for
Goral to go to sleep so that he could go back to Kim.


 


Come on, he thought. Do it for her.


 


His heart thumped. He wanted to move,
but something held him back. He knew that being caught here meant death. Or
worse, even. Perhaps in Camp Dam Marsh, death was an escape. Then again, maybe
Goral would just smile at him, give him a wink and tell him to leave. Perhaps
he’d look the other way. He certainly didn’t seem to fill the room with cold,
like Scarsgill had on the train.


 


He put his hand on the coat beside
him to move it away. The leather was cold on his fingers, and something rattled
in the pocket. Eric reached in and grasped a set of keys. Without thinking, he
put them in his own pocket. He knew that he shouldn’t, but part of him thought
of Goral walking around the cabin in the morning looking for his keys and
getting angry, completely unaware that a DC had sneaked in and stolen them. It
was a small bucket of pleasure bailed out of a sea of crashing defeats.


 


He stood up. As he went to leave the
cubbyhole, Goral’s bedroom door opened. Eric sank to the floor. He put a hand
out and stopped the coat swinging on the hook. His pulse throbbed. Did he
see the movement? Is he going to walk over here?


 


Allie suddenly screamed. Slowly, Eric
got to his knees. He moved the coat to one side so that he could see the living
room. When he did, the blood froze in his veins.


 


Goral was completely naked. He walked
from his bedroom to the living room with his penis swinging between his legs. A
black symbol was drawn on his chest. It looked like a circle with triangles in
it, all pointing different ways. He had coloured his face pure black, and he
had smeared white paint around the eyes and mouth.


 


Allie fell off his chair and hit his
head on the floor. Goral stepped forward. Eric wanted to look away, but he
couldn’t. He saw Goral’s tight skin stretch over his chest. He watched as his
testicles bounced with every step. He felt sick.


 


He wanted to get out of the cabin,
but he knew that he couldn’t get through the living room without Goral seeing
him. What if he just took a chance and made a break for it? He knew that he was
faster than the old man, but that would leave Allie alone.


 


As Goral crossed the floor he took
large, oversized steps, as if he was lifting his feet over something. He gave a
grin so wide that it seemed to stretch off his face.


 


Allie scrambled back on the floor
using his feet and legs. He moved away from Goral’s advance until he hit the
door. He glanced behind him, and his eyes widened as he realised he had nowhere
else to go.


 


“Come now, Allie,” said Goral. “This
won’t be so bad.”


 


Eric stood up. He didn’t care anymore
how much noise he made, or if Goral saw him. He was about to rush out and help
Allie, when a thought hit him.


 


Even if he helped Allie, both of them
would still die. If they somehow managed to kill the old man, there was no way
to hide the body. The guards would already know that Allie won the competition
and was in Goral’s cabin that night, and they would come for him. Eric had no
doubt that they would torture him, and in between his screams, the boy would
give Eric’s name.


 


Then, after they had dragged Eric
away, Kim would be alone. She’d have nobody to look after her, nobody to give
her their share of the only food she could eat. Kim would die, and someday,
Heather would hear about it and the news would finish her too.


 


He owed them too much. Heather and
Kim had helped him when he was the most alone he’d ever been. He wasn’t going
to desert Kim now. The choice was to help Allie and have all three of them die,
or leave Allie alone with this monster.


 


Eric realised he was breathing
heavily. He felt as if he could pass out at any moment. He sank back to the
floor. He put his hands to his face and hid behind them, as if doing so would
take him out of this cabin; as if somehow he would wake up in his bed back at
Dale’s house, with his sister sleeping across from him and his mum in the room
next door.


 


He wanted to punch the wall. He
wanted to slam his knuckles against it until the skin split and his blood
splattered on the plaster, and then he wanted to scream out until he drowned
out the world around him.


 


Instead, he moved the coats to the
side. He watched as Goral advanced on Allie, tiger-like. Someday, Eric vowed,
he was going to take a match and burn the whole camp to the ground.


 


Goral stopped when he reached the
table. He picked up the knife they had used to slice the pie. At the doorway,
Allie looked up at the blade, terrified. Goral brought it up to his own mouth.
He stuck his tongue out, and with a delicate movement, sliced the tip of it
with the steel. Blood bubbled on the red flesh, and Goral let his tongue hang.
He put the knife on the table and then cupped his hands up at his chest. Blood
dripped from his tongue and onto his palms, and after a few seconds, Goral
lifted his hands to his face and spread the blood over his forehead, nose and
cheeks.


 


Allie stood up, and Eric saw a damp
patch on the back of his pants. He scrambled for the door handle. Eric thought
of the keys in his pocket. Was one of them for the door? If it was, then Allie
wasn’t getting out of here. Eric knew there was no way he could leave the
cubbyhole because if he did, then that was the end for him and Kim.


 


The handle turned, but the door
didn’t open. Allie let out a whimper.


 


“Some find it pleasant, I’m told,”
said Goral. “Not now, of course. But in the hereafter. When their spirit finds
its way into the clouds.”


 


Eric put his hand in his pocket and
gripped the keys, feeling the metal dig into his skin. He wanted to rush over
to the door and unlock it, but he couldn’t. He thought of Kim.


 


Goral took big strides until he was
in front of Allie. The fresh blood on his face glinted in the flame of the
candle on the window. His smile spread even further, and Eric realised that the
smile was painted on.


 


Allie ducked to his side, dodged past
Goral and ran toward the bedroom.


 


Go, thought Eric. Find the hatch and get the hell out
of here.


 


As the boy ran toward the doorway,
Goral turned to his bookcase and picked up a large rock. It was as black as
tar, except for tiny dots of silver that shone from it. He clutched it in his
hand, turned to Allie and wound his arm back. It seemed like it only took a
millisecond for the rock to leave Goral’s hand and smash into the back of
Allie’s head.


 


Allie gave a shout unlike anything
Eric had ever heard. He fell to the floor, where he stayed motionless. Eric
heard a gurgling sound that made him want to be sick. As he watched Goral pick
up Allie from the floor and carry his limp body over to the table, Eric knew
that if he left this cabin tonight, he would never be the same. 


 


He shook the thoughts away. He’d
known Allie for a few days, but Kim had been in his life for longer and had a
much bigger impact. Between her and Heather, they’d helped him more than he
ever thought possible. As much as he felt his soul blackening by the second, he
knew he couldn’t give himself away.


 


Goral huffed as he dropped Allie on
the table. The little boy was surrounded by the strawberries and sugar that he
had enjoyed not so long ago, and the pie was squashed somewhere underneath his
back.


 


Goral started to chant under his
breath. Eric couldn’t hear the words clearly, but he didn’t need to in order to
know they were a foreign language. The old man made a sign of a cross on his
chest, and then took hold of Allie’s shirt.


 


It happened in seconds, but for Eric
it seemed like the hands of time had expanded until he couldn’t even see where
they began or where they pointed. He watched as Goral undressed Allie and
spread his arms and legs wide across the table. 


 


Allie started to stir.


 


Eric couldn’t contain the groan that
escaped his throat. A part of him wanted Allie to be dead. At least then it
would have been quick.


 


Goral’s chanting became louder. With
Allie naked and squirming on the table, he picked up the knife. The tip of the
blade was already red with his own blood. He lifted it, and just as Allie
opened his eyes and moaned, Goral put the knife to his neck and slit a line
along it. Eric heard the sound of the blade slicing through skin.


 


Eric fell back against the wall. He
didn’t even care about the noise now, because all he could hear the knife
cutting through Allie’s throat. It was something that he knew he would hear
endlessly from now on, no matter how much time passed.


 


Smoke drifted from the incense
sticks, but not even the exotic spices could dilute the smell of iron in the
air as Allie’s blood gushed from his neck. It ran down the table, bubbling up
in the cracks and smothering every inch of the surface in crimson. Finally it
met the edge and then pattered down onto the floor.


 


Goral pressed his hands into it. As
Allie twitched beneath him, he coated his wrinkled hands in the blood and then
pressed it to his face and chest, smearing his skin until the pink was gone.


 


He walked over to the window. His
chanting grew. Eric still couldn’t make out the words but he heard the sounds
repeat in his head, thudding against his skull and then mixing with his brain,
melding with it until his cells started to corrupt. The blood drained from his
face. 


 


Goral reached out toward the candle
and pinched the flame between his fingers, extinguishing it. Moonlight shone
through the cabin window and cast a pale glow on his skin. Allie’s blood
covered every inch of him.


 


Eric’s stomach started to churn and
his mouth filled with spit. There was no stopping it now. He was going to be
sick. He put his sleeve around his hand and put it to his mouth. He moved as
far back into the cubbyhole as he could and quietly retched into his palm.


 


Goral’s attention snapped in his
direction. Eric felt his eyes on him, the whites of them the only thing about
the old man that wasn’t stained red. He didn’t dare breathe. He stayed
completely still. The wall pressed hard against his back, and the leather coat
hung from the hook like a skin.


 


The old man looked at the table.
Blood dripped from the edge with the rhythm of a ticking clock. Eric’s lungs
ached as his body used up the air. He looked around and tried to find
something, anything, that could be used as a weapon.


 


A second later, Goral walked out of
the room, staring down at Allie as he passed the table. He went into his
bedroom and shut the door, and Eric heard the click of a bolt.


 


He clutched the keys in his hand. He
looked at the body of his friend, and as he saw the claret fall from the table,
he felt his eyes moisten. He watched smoke drift from the extinguished candle
wick on the window. He would die in this camp, he knew. He wouldn’t find his
mother or sister, and he wouldn’t save Kim. Like the spent candle, it was only
a matter of time before the fingers of the Capita pinched him and extinguished
his light.


 


 


 


Chapter
Fourteen


 


Tammuz
(Baz)


 


 


It was playing on his mind. Earlier
in the day, Tammuz had stepped into the Grand Hall to find Marduk and Nabu
stood near an open hearth. The flames cast an orange glow over the marble
floors. Marduk and Nabu stood close together, and though they whispered, the
sound echoed in the Hall like the tweeting of a bird. Tammuz didn’t know what
they were saying. He could tell from the way Nabu turned his ear to Marduk’s
mouth that they were making sure not a single word spilled out.


 


He thought about speaking to Ishkur,
but he knew that the Grand Lord swatted away issues like this. Unless Tammuz
had proof that Marduk was up to something, the head of the Five was just as
likely to turn his ire on Tammuz as he was the others. 


 


Even if he thought Ishkur would
listen, when would he even talk to him? Outside of the Hall, Ishkur was a
shadow. Sometimes he made public appearances and spoke to the crowds, but
otherwise he confined himself to the walls of his house. He didn’t know if
Ishkur was scared of assassination or just didn’t like the people he ruled, but
he’d never get a chance to talk to him privately.


 


After the meeting he walked through
the tunnel under the hall. At the end of it he had his customary cigarette. As
the circle glowed in the darkness and the passageway filled with smoke, he
thought about the impending invasion.


 


The Capita army was already balancing
resources and preparing their men for the march across the wasteland. Kiele was
only a few days’ walk away, and the fact they hadn’t raided them yet was
testament to how good the Resistance’s secrecy had been up to now. The Capita
always found out, though. The men and women of Kiele didn’t know what was
coming to them.


 


He climbed up the ladders and emerged
onto the streets. Sometimes he fancied that a breeze blew through the Dome, but
he knew that was impossible unless one of the glass panes had cracked. The old
structure couldn’t last forever, he knew. Glass would smash, houses would start
to rot, and crops would fail. This was why expansion was so important.


 


He closed the manhole and started to
walk down the street. For the moment he was thankful to just be Baz, the
hard-working nobody who was so unassuming that most people barely noticed him. 


 


He was glad that Marduk would be
going to Camp Dam Marsh soon. Let Scarsgill and Goral deal with him, he
thought. Then he pictured Goral and his wiry body, and he shuddered. There was
something about the old man that he didn’t like. 


 


Halfway down the street there was a
wooden bench. A brass plaque was nailed to it, and words had been carved into
the metal. ‘Rupert Tellegen loved his bench, so we spread his ashes on it.
Enjoy your sit.’ To his left there was a cabin that Yuri Avaya had
converted into a shop. Yuri sold whatever goods his scavengers could find when
they combed the wasteland, and The Capita took a forty percent tax.


 


A Capita soldier approached him. The
soldier stared straight ahead, barely breaking his gaze even to blink. When he
passed Baz he turned his head and furrowed his brow at him. Baz stopped to see
if the soldier had something to say, but he walked straight by. As the soldier
went, Baz saw him playfully kick a stone down the street.


 


Why were everyone employed by the
Capita forced to hide their emotions under a cold veneer, he wondered. Even in the meetings of
the Five, if discussion ever became heated, then Ishkur was quick to put a stop
to it. Sometimes Baz wished he’d just see one of them show him a feeling.
Sadness, anger, happiness. Anything.


 


He reached his own street. A few
yards away, his neighbour Terry Long was outside his house with another man.
The man had a cart with two wheels at the front and a handle and lever at the
back to make it easier to push. The back of the cart was covered by black
tarpaulin, and suspicious-looking shapes poked against the material.


 


The man passed a box to Terry. Terry
grunted as he took the weight. He gave a look to his left and then to his
right, and on seeing Baz, he stepped back in alarm.


 


“Just a food delivery,” said Terry,
eyebrows twitching.


 


Baz knew full well it wasn’t a box of
snacks. Terry’s wife, Georgina, had Addison’s disease. The Capita had a stock
of medical supplies, but no matter how urgent the case, they would only be
issued if they were earned with sweat. As it stood, Terry was in his
late-middle age with asthma, so most back-breaking work was out of the
question. Academically he wasn’t a Mensa candidate, so this meant that few jobs
were open to him.


 


He looked at the packages. Baz knew
he should report it. If he wasn’t going to do that, then the least he should do
was walk away and have nothing to do with it. He looked at his neighbour,
biceps tensed but face beetroot-red. He always felt pity for Terry.


 


“Give it here,” Baz said to him.


 


He reached out.


 


“Thanks Baz.”


 


Terry passed the box over to Baz and
then wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. Baz adjusted the box in his
arms and started up the path to Terry’s house. Georgina appeared in the
doorframe. She looked worse than usual.


 


“Hi Georgina. You’re looking great,”
he said.


 


She smiled. “You’re a sweet guy, but
a bad liar,” she said.


 


“How’s Kieron?”


 


“Kieron’s upstairs learning how
combustion engines work. He’s going to be a Capita engineer someday. Or one of
the Five. Wouldn’t that be great?”


 


“Yeah,” said Baz sarcastically. The
edges of the box dug into his arms. “Where do you want this?”


 


She gestured behind her and as she
did, the sleeves of her dressing gown slipped up her arm. He saw how bony her
wrists were, and wondered if they were getting enough food rations for even one
person, let alone a family of three. Maybe selling food was how Terry could
afford to buy black-market medicine.


 


He walked into the house. Despite
their lack of food and Georgina’s condition, the house was kept as spotless as
a show home. It made Baz think that it was about time he cleaned his own place.
In fact, everything about this family made him feel ashamed. He thought about
the meetings of the Five with their grapes and their figs, and he felt himself
redden. 


 


Later on, he decided, he was going to
sneak over and leave another food parcel on their doorstep. He’d done it
before, usually when an attack of guilt left him breathless. When he filled a
box with food and sneaked it to their house in the middle of the night, it was
almost as if he was filling it with his own guilt and leaving it for Terry and
Georgina to deal with. With each passing week, though, it became less effective
as a conscience-cleaning device.


 


As he left the house, he saw a crowd
of men outside talking to Terry. Baz’s chest froze when he saw that the men
wore Capita uniforms. One of them turned to him.


 


“And this is your helper, is it?” he
said.


 


Terry looked like a child caught
stealing. He glanced at the boxes on the cart, and then at the Capita soldiers.
Baz knew what was happening, and he felt his heart thump.


 


One of the soldiers grabbed hold of
Terry.


 


“The Capita’s generosity isn’t good
enough for you, eh? You have to deal with shady characters like this?” He jerked
his thumb at the black-market trader, who slowly edged toward his cart.


 


“Hold it there,” said the soldier. He
nodded at one of his fellow guards, and then at Baz.


 


“Take them in, lads. This one too.”


 


As the guards approached him, Baz
already knew his fate. Terry had been caught taking black-market supplies, and
Baz was implicated by association. Without thinking, he spoke.


 


“You don’t know who I am,” he said,
as one of the guards approached him.


 


“You could be Ishkur himself,” said
the guard. “And I wouldn’t give a shit.”


 


The guard was close enough to grab
Baz’s arm. One of the others seized hold of Terry, who tried to shake himself
away. The guard punched him in the stomach, and Terry bent over and gasped for
air.


 


Georgina appeared in the doorway
behind them.


 


“What’s going on?” she said.


 


Baz turned to her.


 


“It’s okay, Georgina,” he said.


 


“No, it bloody isn’t,” answered the
guard. “Your husband and his friend are in quite a bit of trouble.”


 


“You don’t know what you’re doing,”
said Baz. “You have no idea who I am.”


 


The guard smiled. “Okay. Who are you?
Marduk? Nabu? Charles Bull?”


 


Baz knew it was useless. He couldn’t
tell them that he was Tammuz, one of the Five, because revealing that little
secret would get him killed. Besides, why would they believe him? Outside of
the Grand Hall, he looked the same as everybody else.


 


Terry looked at Baz and then at the
guards.


 


“He’s Baz Worthington,” he said.
“This was all his idea.”


 


~


 


He knew that there was no point in
struggling. The guards took Baz and Terry across the Dome and into the Capita
Guard headquarters, where they were separated and put in cells. After leaving
him to brood for an hour, one of the guards came to fetch him.


 


He escorted him into a room not much
bigger than a shoe cupboard. There were no windows, and the ceiling was stained
yellow from nicotine. The guard sat across from him, and they were separated by
an oak table. He was a burly man with a moustache so sparse that Baz wondered
why he’d bothered keeping it. He could smell the sweat from the man’s armpits.


 


After having time to think on it, Baz
had realised how stupid he was. His first mistake was helping Terry. It was one
thing to ignore his neighbour’s activities, but it was something else to
actually help him. How could he have been such an idiot? 


 


The second error was nearly the most
costly. He’d come so close to telling the guards that he was Tammuz, one of the
Five. If that had happened he wouldn’t have been sat in a room with the burly
guard. Most likely, he’d be buried in a shallow grave somewhere outside the
Capita lands, with his face burned away by acid. If Marduk and Nabu could see
him now, he knew they’d be laughing at him.


 


The guard smiled, and Baz saw tiny
patches of skin on his top lip where his hair didn’t grow.


 


“I’m Irvine,” he said. “Relief
sergeant of the Capita Guard. Come here during the day and you’ll get Sergeant
Yoski, who looks like the real deal. Get arrested at night, and you’re stuck
with me.”


 


“It’s an absolute pleasure,” said
Baz, making sure Irvine knew to take it as sarcasm.


 


“Your neighbour had a change of
heart. Says that it was all his doing,” said Irvine. He tapped nicotine-stained
fingers on the table. “Took a bit of cajoling from one of our guys with a hot
fire and a poker, but we soon found out that Terry Long has a sweet singing
voice.”


 


Baz looked around him. No windows,
and only one door. Irvine was twice his weight and could probably have bashed
his head against the walls before Baz could even resist.


 


“Terry won’t be taking black-market
deliveries anymore,” Irvine said. “In fact, he won’t be doing anything anymore.
God knows what his poor wife and kid will do. Still, we can’t have anyone
disobeying the Capita, can we?”


 


“And what about me?” said Baz.


 


Irvine tapped on the table. “And what
about you… That’s a good question. We’ve decided that the full weight of the
Capita punishments won’t apply to you. Bet that’s a relief, eh?”


 


Baz took a deep breath. He knew that
as Tammuz, he could have this man killed. As Baz, he was powerless.


 


“We’ve decided to slap you with a
lighter hand,” said Irvine. 


 


Tammuz knew the Capita laws better
than anyone. If the punishment wasn’t death, then there was only one real
alternative.


 


“Conscription?” he said.


 


Irvine nodded. 


 


“Harsh for a first offence,” said
Baz.


 


“You’re not a teenager caught smoking
behind the cowsheds. You were assisting in the transportation of contraband.”


 


Baz leaned forward. 


 


“Just…maybe it should be something a
little less severe. I’ve got a wife and kid at home.”


 


Irvine shook his head. 


 


“No, you don’t. We checked. You don’t
have much stuff in your house, either.”


 


“You raided my house?”


 


“Would you expect anything less? It
could do with a clean, though. I know you live alone but come on, man. Have
some standards.”


 


Baz leaned on his elbows. Suddenly,
he was exhausted. The walls of the cell seemed to close in on him.


 


“You guys don’t pull any punches.”


 


Irvine reached into his pocket. He
pulled out a sheet of thin rolling papers and a plastic bag full of tobacco.


 


“Blame the Five for that. Do you
think I want to be here dealing with worms like you? I’m balls deep in a
fifteen hour shift. Unlike you, I really do have a family at home. The Five
don’t give a shit about that.”


 


He sat back and exhaled. He tried to
roll a cigarette, but his fingers shook around the paper. Baz wondered if he
had a medical condition.


 


“I can tell you this, because soon
you’ll be miles away in a Capita uniform, taking pot-shots at Resistance
fighters. And it’s highly unlikely you’ll ever see the Dome again. So here it
is.” 


 


He pinched the cigarette papers and
sprinkled tobacco into it. Strands spilled out onto the table.


 


“I’m fucking sick of the Capita. And
the Dome. If it weren’t for the infected, I’d leave here in a second. But I
have to stay because I can’t risk what lies outside the borders. So I pull
twelve hour shifts and deal with annoying shits like you, and then I go home
and find my wife already in bed. Before I know it, it’s time to get up and put
the uniform back on. I’m sick of it.” 


 


“We’ve all got to do what it takes to
survive.”


 


“If only the Five were here now. Just
put me in a room with one of them for an hour, and I’d get them to see things
differently. Show them what their decisions mean to the real people.”


 


Baz saw an opening.


 


“How about you let me go, skip the
processing and go home to your wife?”


 


Irvine’s face became stern again.
Whatever humanity he’d chosen to show Baz, was gone.


 


“Nice try. But no. You’re joining the
Capita army. There’s a resistance town we’re going to invade. Apparently, it’ll
mean more land and resources for the Capita. And I bet a lot of that will
trickle down to people like me,” he said. This time his sarcasm matched Baz’s.


 


The universe was looking down on him
and laughing. It was pointing an almighty finger and chortling to itself,
cheeks reddening with the hilarity of the karma it was about to serve. The
stupid thing was that he couldn’t blame anyone else. He’d sat in the Grand Hall
and made this happen.


 


“Let me see,” said Baz. “Is this town
called Kiele, by any chance?”


 


Irvine looked surprised. “You’re a
clever one.”


 


“Just a lucky guess.”


 


Irvine finished making his cigarette
and brought it to his lips. When he flicked his lighter and brought the flame
to it, the fire engulfed the paper and ruined the cigarette. He slammed it down
on the table.


 


“Get some sleep in your cell
tonight,” he said. “Because tomorrow you’ll be a soldier.”
















 


 


 


Chapter
Fifteen


 


Eric


 


 


Keeping an eye on the guards had
become second nature to him as he prowled through the yard. It was easy to see
why the other kids had been caught in their escape attempt. They hadn’t exactly
tried to be sneaky, and when the watchtower light had swept over them, they had
panicked. If only they had gotten advice from Eric’s mum.


 


Just pretend it’s a wasp, he heard her say. When she told him
that, she hadn’t been talking about search lights sweeping over a camp for the
immune, of course. The advice still worked, and at times like this he missed
her so much.


 


Over the last couple of days he’d
spent more time in the yard checking the cabins than he had in the shed where
he was supposed to be sorting shoes. He half thought that the guard stationed
outside knew he was sneaking off, and just didn’t care. 


 


There was only one cabin left to
check. Nobody had seen his mum or sister, it seemed. With each passing day hope
of finding them shrank, and Eric’s prospects paled as much as Kim’s face. He
worried about the girl. She had hardly eaten, and Eric couldn’t even bring
himself to tell her what had happened in Goral’s cabin. He felt like he was
going to throw up when he thought of Allie’s naked body on the table, with
blood pouring from his throat.


 


Across the yard, three guards picked
stones off the ground and threw them at the DCs who worked in front of them. It
was such pointless cruelty. Careful to make sure they didn’t look his way, Eric
crept over to the cabin door and opened it.


 


Inside, this cabin was nothing like
the others. Instead of rows of cheaply-made beds and waste buckets, there was a
double-sized bedframe. Ornaments lined bookcases placed against the walls, and
there was a photograph on one of them. It was of a boy and a girl running down
a beach. Eric thought he had seen them before.


 


“It’s no use, boy,” said a voice.


 


Eric snapped his attention to the
corner of the room. An old woman sat on a wooden chair. She was the oldest
woman he had ever seen. Her skin was a mess of wrinkles etched deep into her,
and her body was thin and bony and looked like it might shatter if she took a
step. Eric wondered if she could even get off the chair.


 


“I’ve been here years,” she said, in
an exotic accent. “And I know there’s no escaping. Look at this.”


 


She lifted the hem of her blouse and
showed him her stomach. The skin sagged, and Eric thought he could see the bottom
of her breast drooping down. A scar ran along her belly. It was thick and
brown, like the stitching of an old teddy bear.


 


“I tried to escape once. This is the
present they gave me.”


 


Eric felt disarmed by her. He sensed
that she wasn’t like the rest of the DCs, but instinctively he knew that she
didn’t work in the camp either.


 


“How come they didn’t kill you?” he
said.


 


“Because of my little brother. I’m
Marta Vitch.”


 


When heard the surname, he shuddered.
He remembered Goral telling the story of his family name to Allie. It was as
though it was a curse word, and it made Eric feel bad to even repeat it in his
head.


 


“He’s your little brother?” said
Eric. “He seems…”


 


“Ancient? He looks it, but he’s
younger than me.”


 


“No.”


 


“Don’t believe me? Cut me open and
count the rings.”


 


She gestured to another chair that
rested against the wall. Eric looked at the window behind him. The yard was as
busy as usual, but nobody seemed to be looking in his direction. He dragged the
chair until it faced Marta.


 


“Why did he do that to you if he’s
your brother?”


 


She traced her hand across the scar.
Her skin rippled at the touch.


 


“He keeps me here, but he won’t kill
me. He wouldn’t kill you either, I suspect. The guards would, but that’s not
usually Goral’s way. Except when…No, his way is much worse. Don’t ever cross
him, boy. And if you do, make sure you aren’t caught.”


 


Bullshit that’s not his way, thought Eric.


 


He looked around him. A light bulb
hung from a cord attached to the ceiling, but there was no power running to it.
In the corner of the room, high up on the wall, was a painting of a little
village. A man in dirty clothes pushed a wheelbarrow along a dirt path, and a
herd of cows grazed in the distance. It seemed like a nice place, and one that
Eric would gladly have swapped for Dam Marsh.


 


“I’ve seen you poking around,” said
Marta. “If you’re looking for escape, you won’t find it.”


 


“I’m looking for my mum and sister.”


 


“Which cabin are they in?”


 


“I don’t even know if they’re here. I
haven’t found them, anyway.”


 


Marta gave him a sad smile. “Some
people come here and they don’t stay as long as the rest of us. The Capita has
certain plans for some folks, and different plans for others.”


 


Marta got up off her chair. The
process seemed to take several minutes, and Eric wondered if he would see the
afternoon sun start to set by the time her feet hit the floor. When she stood
in front of him she stretched to full height, and suddenly she didn’t seem so
old.


 


She walked across the room and into a
small kitchen area, where pans covered a gas hob, and two white cupboards were
fastened to the wall. Eric saw a loaf of fruit bread on the counter with foil
around it, and crumbs were scattered on the plastic in front of it. His mouth
watered for a second, and then he felt nauseous. Ever since the night in
Goral’s cabin, food had lost its appeal.


 


Marta opened a cupboard and searched
in it. She took out a handful of raisins and nuts. She wrapped them in a
plastic sheet, and then walked across the room and handed them to Eric.


 


“Here,” she said, reaching out with
bony fingers. “For your friend. The girl.”


 


“How do you know...?”


 


Marta tapped her nose. “I’m not as
stupid as you might think. Don’t let my years fool you.”


 


She settled back into her chair.


 


“You might be thinking of escape,”
she continued. “But I would hate to see Goral get his hands on a boy like you.
I know what he does, Eric. Don’t think I’m blind to it. It’s something the men
in our family have always done. There was a time, back home, when people
scuttled away when they heard the Vitch name.”


 


~


 


Back in his cabin, he couldn’t help
smiling when he gave the raisins and nuts to Kim and saw her grab for them.
Despite the grin, he just felt like getting into bed and pulling the sheet
around him. He wanted to smother himself in darkness and sleep his way through
the next month.


 


If even Goral’s sister was trapped in
camp, what hope was there for the DCs? He had already seen what happened when
you tried to escape. He didn’t even want to imagine the guards aiming their pistols
at Kim and blowing a hole in her head.


 


The rest of the DCs were asleep in
their beds. One bed, at the far end nearest the buckets, was empty. It had used
to belong to the boy who had fallen first in the race.


 


“Where’s Theo?” said Eric.


 


Kim raised a palm full of nuts to her
mouth. 


 


“He won’t be coming back. Guards came
in earlier. I thought it was just an inspection, but they pulled Theo out of
bed and dragged him away.”


 


“This is Martin’s fault,” said Eric.


 


Martin had tripped Theo in the race.
Eric knew that somebody had to fall first, and he was glad it wasn’t Kim. That
didn’t mean he couldn’t feel sad for the boy. He glanced at the bunk across
from him. Martin Wrench lay on it, fast asleep.


 


Eric’s face grew hot. He walked over
to the bunk and prodded Martin’s side. When the boy didn’t wake, Eric shook
him. Martin turned over drowsily.


 


“Mum?” he said.


 


Eric grabbed him and pulled him off
the bunk. Martin fell to the floor, and other DCs started to stir when they
heard the bang. Martin put his hand to his face and rubbed his eyes.


 


“What the hell?” he said.


 


Eric pointed.


 


“See that?” he said, gesturing at the
empty bed. “See what your little trick did?”


 


He wanted to punch Martin. Blood
rushed to his cheeks, and he realised he was clenching his fists.


 


“Leave it, Eric,” said Kim. She
glanced through the window to see if the commotion had brought the attention of
the guards.


 


Martin got to his feet. Eric was
ready to hit him, when the boy spoke.


 


“I was just scared,” he said,
scratching his ear. “I didn’t want them to take me. I didn’t know what else to
do.”


 


Eric felt a hand on his shoulder. Kim
gently pulled him away.


 


“Come on,” she said. “Don’t get us
into trouble.”


 


Eric shrugged her away. He walked
over to his bed and laid down on it. Something nipped at his arm, but when he
looked down, he couldn’t see anything. Great, he thought. Fleas.


 


He looked at Martin as the boy
trundled back to bed. Eric didn’t want to admit it, but he was scared too. He
was terrified of what would happen if they tried to escape, but even worse were
the consequences of staying. He thought of Goral and Allie in the cabin, and of
Marta’s warning to him. He pulled his sheet up to his chin. When the time came,
he hoped he was brave enough to risk escape. He owed it to Kim.
















 


 


 


Chapter
Sixteen


 


Ed


 


 


“I feel as weak as Ed’s arms,” said
The Savage. 


 


He shifted on the ground. The trees
were getting sparser now, but when they looked up, all they saw was a night sky
so black that it even smothered out the stars. After a full day of walking they
had decided to stop and rest. They could have lit a fire, but none of them
wanted to risk it. Ed didn’t even think he’d be able to sleep. All day he’d had
the feeling of something following them, and every so often, terrible shrieks came
from deep in the forest.


 


“Just get some sleep,” said Ed.
“We’ll talk in the morning.”


 


The Savage sat up. His movements were
weary, and rather than seeming like a puppy, now he reminded Ed of an old dog.


 


“Why risk it?” he said. “Prolong it
all you want, but we all know what you’ll have to do, Ed. Here.”


 


The Savage reached into his pocket
and took out a penknife. He threw it across the ground. Ed picked up the blade
at his feet and held it. He knew that he was going to have to give The Savage
his blood, but he couldn’t face letting another man drink from him. The idea
seemed brutal, like something no person should ever have to think about. No
matter how the idea sickened him, was he willing to let The Savage turn? Would
it be any better to see the man die and then have to deal with him as an
infected?


 


“We’re not getting out of Loch-Deep
anytime soon. Ripeech put paid to that,” said The Savage.


 


Bethelyn scoffed. “If this Ripeech
even exists, he’s just a wolf or something. Whoever blocked the shortcut, it
wasn’t your mythical beast. There are no monsters.”


 


This time it was The Savage’s turn to
scoff. “No monsters? Did you have your eyes shut on Golgoth?”


 


“That was different. The infected
aren’t monsters. They’re different, somehow. More like us than anything else.”


 


“Because they still have the faces of
the people you know?” said The Savage. “Sometimes they’re the worst,
sweetheart.”


 


Bethelyn rubbed her eyes. “Don’t call
me that.”


 


“So what now?” said Ed.


 


The Savage stretched his arms. “My
ship’s out of the question, obviously. The shortcut is blocked. That leaves us
one option. Cut through the heart of Loch-Deep and walk across Ripeech’s lawn.”


 


“And what about him? The thing that’s
out there?” said Ed. Unlike Bethelyn, Ed knew that the shrieks and cries they
heard didn’t come from a wolf or any animal like that. They were something
else. 


 


“I don’t know,” said The Savage.


 


Ed leaned back in surprise. It was
the first time he’d ever heard The Savage entertain self-doubt. Something about
it worried him. He stared at the man’s face and saw the bags under his eyes.
The infection was waking inside him, and it wouldn’t be long until it swam in
blood and poured into every cell in his body.


 


He gripped the penknife in his hand.
He slid the blade up out of the plastic, and held it against his thumb. The
Savage stared at him with hungry eyes. Ed didn’t want to do it, but he knew
that without The Savage, both he and Bethelyn would die in Loch-Deep.


 


The Savage passed him a plastic
bottle. They’d found it in the woods nestled in a mound of twigs, and The
Savage had cut off the end of it to make it into a cup.


 


Ed pricked his thumb with the blade.
He jerked back at the pain. Blood welled in his skin where the knife had
pierced, and he held it over the container.  As he watched his blood drip into
the plastic, he wondered what kind of world he’d found himself in. At one point
in his life his biggest worry had been the prospect of having to get a job. He
wondered what would have happened if he had been infected. Would he have had
the survival instinct to drink someone’s blood, or worse, eat their flesh?


 


His blood looked thick as it ran down
the side of the plastic. Across from him, The Savage eyed it lustily. For a
second, he looked more animal than man.


 


There was no choice really, he knew.
Without this man, despicable as he was, they’d never get out of Loch-Deep. He’d
never find James. They lived in a world where this sort of thing was necessary.
Probably accepted, even. Ed shuddered when he imagined what had become of the
Mainland. Even if this Ripeech was real, he wondered if worse monsters awaited
him in whatever towns and cities that had survived. 


 


James was out there somewhere. The
last member of what was already a small family, even before his parents died.
He had to get to them. But then there was Ripeech. It was following them. He
sensed it, and he smelled it. Sometimes, in the dark, he heard its cries shriek
through the forest, and there was something almost human about them. 


 


“Here,” said Ed.


 


As he passed the container to The
Savage, his blood swished in the bottom. The Savage held it in front of him.


 


“What’s the matter?” said Ed.


 


The Savage held it to his eye level.


 


“My blood not good enough for you?”


 


“I just hate the taste,” said The
Savage.


 


He pinched his nose with one hand,
and with the other he tipped the blood into his mouth. He made a slurping sound
as he drank. At one point he moved the container away from his mouth and
retched, but he wasn’t sick. He took a deep breath and then drank the rest
down. 


 


“You’ve got some on your mask,” said
Bethelyn.


 


The Savage wiped the mouthpiece of
his mask, and then fastened it back up.


 


“What if we refused to give you
blood?” said Ed. “What would you have done?”


 


“He’d have killed us,” said Bethelyn.
She glanced at The Savage. “Wouldn’t you?”


 


The Savage set the container beside
him. He thought about the question for a few seconds. 


 


“I expect I would,” he said.


 


As they sat in silence, a cry pierced
through the night. It was so loud and so full of pain that a shudder ran
through Ed. He had the urge to run and find somewhere small and safe; somewhere
enclosed where he was sure of the walls around him and didn’t feel so exposed.


 


“So why don’t you just do it?” said
Bethelyn. “The blood won’t hold off the infection long, will it?”


 


“A couple of days at most,” said The
Savage.


 


“And flesh is different?”


 


“Flesh would keep it at bay for a
month.”


 


“So why lead us out of here? Why not
just stab us in our sleep and then cook us up?”


 


Ed sat up. He stared into The
Savage’s eyes. The blood on his mask was already drying around the mouthpiece.
He stared at his eyes and saw weakness in them. Finally, he understood
something about The Savage.


 


“I think you want us to stay with
you,” he said. “You want to stay human, that’s why you don’t kill us. You’re
worried that if you carried on the way you were going, you were turning more
monster than person. That about right?”


 


The Savage thought about it. He put
the container in his pocket and then lay back on the ground.


 


“Get some sleep,” he said. “And wake
me if Ripeech comes.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter
Seventeen


 


Heather


 


 


In the glimmer of the fire she saw
the cruel expressions of the Capita soldiers. She leaned forward and felt the
heat on her face, and the sensation sent prickles along her skin. Shifting
position was a chore with bound hands, and if she moved even an inch the
soldiers would watch her. Before tying her up, they’d checked her pockets and
taken the rock that she had concealed.


 


They hadn’t told her their names, so
she had decided to call them Stone Face and Grandpa. One of them had features
that looked like they had been carved into a rock. The other had hair so white
that she had to look up to see if it was snowing. Despite how grumpy Stone Face
looked, he had a soft voice. Grandpa spoke with a growl.


 


“You used to work at the camp, I
heard,” said Stone Face.


 


Grandpa put his hands against the
flames. He got so close that Heather almost felt her own skin burn, but the
older man didn’t seem to notice the heat.


 


“I was at Dam Marsh for a while,” he
answered.


 


Stone Face tapped his fingers on his
trousers as if he couldn’t stay still even when sat down.


 


“Is it true about the doctor?
Scarsgill?”


 


“What about him?”


 


“I heard he’s a freak. That he’s into
all sorts of weird shit.”


 


Grandpa pulled his hands away from
the fire. “I knew a woman at camp who used to sleep with him. He was a cold
bastard, but she told me that when he screwed her, the bed nearly collapsed. He
just went at it like an animal. Then when he was done, he would lay back, all
stiff-like and just stare at the ceiling.”


 


Stone Face smiled. “Weird.”


 


“Yeah. Apparently he couldn’t sleep
at night because of the sounds of the infected on the perimeter.”


 


Stone Face leaned in closer to his
friend.


 


“Is it true what they say about you?”


 


Grandpa huffed. “I told them not to
put me with a chatty partner,” he said. “And they sent me you. Think they’re
punishing me.”


 


“Come on. Just tell me.”


 


“Fine,” said Grandpa. “It’s true. I’m
infected.”


 


“So what do you take for it? Blood or
flesh?”


 


“Flesh. It means unpleasantness once
a month, rather than four times a week. You get to my age and you can’t face
looking at a cup of blood every other morning.”


 


Heather knew where the blood and
flesh came from. If she thought she’d even get a second to try it, she would
have pounced on Grandpa and smashed his face in. It sickened her that he could
talk so brazenly about having to eat another person’s flesh.


 


The night before, they’d stopped.
Heather had been so exhausted that she’d fallen asleep, but it wasn’t long
before she bolted awake covered in sweat. She’d dreamed of Kim, and she had
seen her in Camp Dam Marsh. Scared and alone. Watching the people around her
get killed and have their bodies drained of blood and stripped of their flesh.
Somewhere in her mind, Heather knew that would happen to her daughter, too, but
she couldn’t think about it. All she could focus on was finding her and getting
her back.


 


“So is it as bad as they say at Dam
Marsh?” said Stone Face.


 


Grandpa gave him a sideways look. His
face was so serious Heather doubted he’d ever given a real smile in his life.


 


“Worse in some ways. Depends what you
think about them.”


 


“Them?”


 


“The Darwin’s Children. You’re a
young guy, and you’ve probably had the Capita’s lessons planted deep in you.
You’ll probably go right up to your sergeant when we’re back in the Dome and
tell him what I’ve said. I don’t care anymore, to be honest. Here’s the truth;
Dam Marsh is a horrible place. It’s inhuman. And sometimes, I can’t even look at
myself.”


 


Stone Face looked at the ground. “I
feel that way too sometimes,” he mumbled.


 


“Then why do you think we do it?”


 


Stone Face shrugged his shoulders.


 


“I’ll tell you why,” said Grandpa.
“It’s fear. That’s what makes us go along. I mean, look at me. The white hair
isn’t a fashion choice, you know. I’m getting old. Soon enough my body will
give out and I won’t be able to work as a soldier anymore. What do you think
the Capita will do to me then? Throw me a retirement party and buy me a gold
watch?”


 


“Then why don’t you do something
else?”


 


Grandpa leaned forward. “Like I said.
Same reason most people go along with Ishkur and his friends. Fear.”


 


Heather watched the men as they
chatted. It wasn’t an excuse, she knew. Being scared didn’t forgive your actions.
Fear was a dividing line that separated the good from the bad. The people who
gave in to fear didn’t suddenly get a clear conscience.


 


She thought about Kim at camp. She
wondered if the doctor, Scarsgill, had done something to her. Maybe he’d focus
on the adults first, and then work his way to the children. Heather didn’t like
thinking this way. She didn’t want her moral code to be tainted grey, let alone
black. But when it was your own daughter, morals meant nothing.


 


I sound like them, she thought. But maybe that was the
only way to get her back.


 


She shuffled on the ground.


 


“I need the toilet,” she said.


 


Grandpa looked at her.


 


“Then wet yourself. I’m not falling
for the old ‘I need a wee’ trick. In fact, I’m not letting you anywhere
near me.”


 


Stone Face got to his feet. “Speaking
of that, I need to go see a man about a piss.”


 


Stone face walked away from the fire.
As he left, his Capita uniform blended into the darkness around him, and soon
enough Heather was left alone with Grandpa. Sometimes he looked at her and he
got a sneaky look on his face, as if the cogs of his mind were trying to turn
and it wouldn’t be long until he let them.


 


This would be her only chance, she
knew. The problem was that her hands were bound, so there was nothing she could
do. She looked at the fire as it twisted and spat. I’ll do anything, she
thought. She braced herself. This was going to hurt, but it would be the only
way.


 


Before Grandpa could react, Heather
rolled herself over into the middle of the fire. The flames nipped at her skin,
and her neck started to sting. She couldn’t help crying out.


 


Grandpa got to his feet.


 


“Holy shit,” he said.


 


He rushed over to her. Heather rolled
across the ground, extinguishing the flames on the mud. The soldier got to his
knees and put a hand on her. Heather leapt on him, knocking him over onto his
back.


 


She moved her head forward and sunk
her teeth into his neck. Grandpa screamed. It was such a high pitched cry that
Heather was taken aback. She pulled away from him and spat blood out onto the
floor. 


 


Hearing the cry, Stone Face ran over
to them. Heather panted. Blood dripped down her chin, and the air smelled like
burned hair from the fire. A dim thought flashed through her brain; would
his blood infect her? There was no point wondering about it right now. It
had gotten her close enough to both soldiers that she could do something, and
that was all that mattered.


 


“You crazy bitch,” said Stone Face. 


 


His gaze darted between Grandpa and
Heather, as if he was unsure whether to tend to his friend or deal with the
woman in front of him. She knew she must have seemed animal-like to him now.
The truth was, that’s how she felt. Adrenaline rushed through her, and she
pushed back all the doubts and disgust and focused on one thing. Kim.


 


Grandpa gurgled. He lifted a hand to
his throat and tried to stem the blood, but it just gushed over his fingers,
down his neck and onto his chest. Stone Face kneeled beside his friend, eyes
wide in alarm.


 


Heather got to her feet. Her hands
were still bound, but she was able to swing her leg at Stone Face’s head, and
there was a crack as her boot met his skull. She was pleased to find out that
his body was made of flesh and not rock, and Stone Face fell to the ground.
Heather walked over to him and kneeled down, pressing her knees onto his arms.


 


“Where does Charles Bull live?” she
said.


 


Stone Face shook his head.


 


Heather reached down. Between her
bound hands, she grabbed his penis through his clothes and squeezed. His eyes
bulged, but he didn’t cry out. She could tell by the way his veins throbbed in
his temple that he was in pain.


 


“Tell me where the bounty hunter
lives.”


 


She knew she had to get to Charles.
If he was the only one who could get her through Mordeline and into Camp Dam
Marsh, then she would make him do it. She couldn’t trust him, but maybe she
could control him. She just had to catch him unaware.


 


The soldier stared at her with his
eyes wide and lips shut. The flames of the bonfire illuminated the blood on
Heather’s hands. Finally, Stone Face spoke.


 


“Think a woman like you could make me
say a damn word?” he said. His words were tough, but his voice was strained. “I
spent a week in the Dome dungeons having guys meaner than you do much worse. I
won’t tell you a bloody thing.”


 


She reached across to Grandpa. He
still gurgled, but the fight in him was gone, and his hands rested on his
chest. She smothered her bound hands in the blood from his neck, and then
turned to face the other soldier. She held her hands above him. 


 


“Your friend was infected, wasn’t
he?” she said.


 


Stone Face didn’t speak.


 


“And he was taking stuff for it to
stop him turning,” she continued. 


 


Her breath caught in her chest. She
watched the blood trickle down her finger and form a drop on her fingernail.
She held it above the soldier’s mouth. He saw the droplet of claret, and
suddenly he understood. He thrashed underneath her, but Heather pressed her
whole weight into her knees and held him back. It was times like this that she
was glad she’d put on weight over the years.


 


The drop grew larger, and she moved
her hands away and let it fall onto the mud.


 


“The next drop goes in your mouth,”
she said. “And then I’ll break your legs and leave you to turn.”


 


The words sounded foreign, as if it
wasn’t her saying them. For a second, she thought she might have been possessed
by Charles Bull. It was the sort of thing she’d say, and the kind of thing he
would take pleasure in doing.


 


Stone Face cracked and he blurted out
the direction to Charles’s house. It wasn’t too far away, and Heather knew that
she could make it before dawn. Stone Face raised his head, but Heather threw
her own head forward and connected with his. The blow stunned him again.


 


She got to her feet. She walked over
to Grandpa and, leaning over, took a knife from the inside of his coat. She bit
it between her teeth and frantically cut at the bonds on her wrists, glancing
every other second at the soldier next to her.


 


With her hands free, she walked over
to the horses. One of them took a few steps back, but the ropes tied to a stake
in the ground stopped it from fleeing. She cast a look behind her. Stone Face
stirred on the ground.


 


She thought she might have to kill
him. If she didn’t, he could follow her. Even worse, he could go back to the
Dome and then come back for her with a whole unit of Capita soldiers. Then she
looked at Grandpa. He was still now, and the blood dribbled from his torn-open
neck. Heather could still taste it in her mouth. She wondered if it would
infect her, but she couldn’t worry about that now. She had only one drive, and
she would listen to it. She didn’t care if she died, as long as she found Kim
and made sure she was safe.


 


She got on the horse. She left Stone
Face on the ground, his eyes glazed over as if he didn’t believe what had
happened to him. She gave the horse a kick. A few seconds later she was already
riding across the wasteland, leaving the bonfire and the dead soldier behind
her.


 


When she thought she was far enough
away, she slowed the horse to stop and climbed off it. Her belly felt like it
was wrapping up into a knot. She bent over and emptied its contents onto the
ground, feeling the stomach acid burn her throat. When she was done, she
climbed back onto the saddle. The bonfire still crackled in the distance, but
Heather didn't turn her head to look at it as she led the horse into a trot.
















 


 


 


Chapter
Eighteen


 


Ed


 


 


Just a few hundred yards out of the
woods, they found a badger caught in a steel trap. The metal had chewed through
the calf of one of its legs, and as they approached it, the animal stared at
them pathetically. The Savage, as if this was now his job, ended its misery
with a rock to the skull.


 


A few yards later, they found a dead
deer. Later still, another one. This animal had been cut open at the belly, and
something had torn out its entrails and spread them in a line across the
ground. Ed looked around him. He expected someone to be watching them but he
saw no eyes in the bushes and no heads peering at them from the trees.


 


The plain in front of them was covered
by yellow grass and formed a gentle slope. The deer’s entrails had stained the
grass, though from how it dried, Ed knew it had been placed there a few hours
ago at least. The Savage walked ahead of them.


 


“We’re really going in that
direction?” said Bethelyn.


 


“Scared of a little blood?” asked The
Savage.


 


Bethelyn shook her head. “I was a
nurse. I’ve seen worse than this, trust me.”


 


“Think of it like that old story. You
know, about the kids who follow the breadcrumbs in the forest.”


 


“Don’t they end up at a witch’s
house?” said Ed.


 


The Savage scratched his head.
“Details,” he said, and waved his hand.


 


As they followed the sinewy trail, it
gradually began to wind up. It made sense, Ed guessed. Deer could only have so
much intestine in their bodies. That wasn’t the end of it, though. A few steps
later they saw a heart nestled in the grass. Beyond that, was a kidney.


 


The Savage bent down toward the
organ. He took his knife out of his pocket.


 


“If you need any more blood from me,”
said Ed, “you better not poke that thing with your knife.”


 


The Savage put his knife away and
picked a twig up from the ground. He turned the kidney on its side. Ed and
Bethelyn watched as he stared at it intently. Ed couldn’t help the shudder run
through him. He still felt eyes gazing at the back of his head.


 


“It’s a kidney,” said Bethelyn. “A
deer kidney. What else do you need to see?”


 


The Savage held his hand in the air.
Ed wondered what The Savage had found. He could feel the anticipation in the
air. After a few seconds, The Savage stood up.


 


“So?” said Ed. “What is it?”


 


The Savage shrugged his shoulders.


 


“Did you really think I could just
sniff at the ground and work out what’s going on?”


 


Bethelyn sighed. “Idiot.”


 


They followed the trail of organs and
blood along the path until they came to a wooden shed. It had a low sloping
roof, and the walls looked flimsy enough that it would only take a shove to
send the house crashing down. It seemed like the kind of place that was left
out in the wilderness for the use of any passing hikers or hunters.


 


The Savage turned the door handle and
pushed the door open. He stepped back as if waiting for something, but when
nothing came out from the cabin, he stepped in. Ed and Bethelyn followed.
Before stepping over the doorframe, Ed looked at the plains behind him. His
hairs stood on end as he stared at the animal carcasses that littered the
grass.


 


Inside there was a metal camp bed.
Paper had been nailed to the walls, and someone had drawn on them. There were
twenty sheets in total, and all of them were portraits of the same man. As Ed
scanned across all of the drawings, he realised that the artwork degraded in
each one. The first started as a realistic-looking self-portrait of a man with
a curled moustache and long hair that he had tied into a bun. By portrait
twenty, the image was just a roughly-drawn circle with pencil scratches all
over it. Where the eyes and mouth should have been, were crosses that had been
etched so hard into the paper that it had teared.


 


Bethelyn wandered over to a table in
the corner.


 


“Check this out,” she said.


 


She held a book up in the air. 


 


“It’s a diary.” She leafed through
the pages, stopping around halfway through. 


 


“What does it say?” asked Ed.


 


“It doesn’t look like it was
finished.”


 


“Read some to us,” said The Savage.
“I love story time.”


 


Bethelyn lifted the diary closer to
her face and started to read.


 


“Day 28. There’s no cure that I can
see. My body is getting sick and it’s starting to weigh on my mind. I think
with meditation, by keeping mindful and controlling my thoughts, I can stop the
virus as it attacks my brain cells. I can meditate through the change. I’ve
already tried it. It helps, but I don’t know if my body will follow suit. I
worry that my mind will stay human, but my skin will change.”


 


Ed heard something gurgle from
outside the cabin. He walked over to the window and when he looked out of it,
his legs became unsteady. 


 


A procession of infected stared at
him from outside. Their mouths opened and closed as they moaned, and they jostled
each other to move closer to the window frame. When they saw Ed they became
agitated, and their fingers made screeching sounds as they clawed the glass.


 


“The door,” said Bethelyn.


 


She pointed at the cabin door, where
two infected stumbled over the frame.


 


“You know what they say about being
born in a barn?” said The Savage. “You ever think to close the door?”


 


The infected walked towards them. One
was a man with a thick gut, and his hairy legs stuck out from shorts that were
two sizes too small. The other, a woman, had long brown hair that was matted
with blood, and a hair clip clung to a strand of her locks.


 


Ed looked around for a weapon. He
walked across the cabin to a kitchen area and opened a drawer. Knives, forks
and spoons glinted at him, but none looked sharp enough to stab through a
skull. 


 


The infected gave a rasping groan.
The woman lurched toward The Savage, screaming at him as he backed away from
her. She caught hold of his hand but he shrugged her off and then pushed her
against the wall. Her arms became entangled in the curtain, and as she strained
to get away, the fabric tore from the curtain rail.


 


Ed turned around. He opened a
cupboard door and found a rolling pin. He picked it up and batted it against
his palms. In place of something better, it would have to do.


 


The woman’s head was covered by the
curtain, but she still managed to take lurching steps toward The Savage. Across
the room, Bethelyn kept hold of the window as if she expected the infected
outside to learn how to open it. They pounded at the glass with clenched fists,
but the window held firm.


 


Ed strode across the room. The
infected man spun around. It snapped his teeth at him, and then grabbed for his
chest. Ed raised the rolling pin and brought it down on the infected’s skull.


 


“Bake your cake in your own time,”
said The Savage, pushing the woman away from him.


 


“There was nothing else I could use,”
said Ed.


 


“Then jam it in her skull.”


 


The infected pounded on the window.
The glass shook. Bethelyn stepped away, and after a few more bangs, it
shattered. Ed had just enough time to look up and see an infected climbing
through the opening, scraping the skin on the back of its neck on the broken
glass. 


 


The Savage gripped hold of the
curtain and pulled it away from the woman. He held her hair in a tight grip.
She tried to snap her teeth at him, but he tensed his arms and kept her face
away from his. He dragged her across the room to the kitchen, lined her head up
with the kitchen counter and then brought her down on it face first.  There was
a crack as her nose exploded, and The Savage brought her head down again and
again until she stopped moving.


 


The man reached for Ed again. Ed
whacked him across the face with the rolling pin, but the infected didn’t even
feel the blow.


 


Two infected had crawled through the
window now. Their wails bounced against the walls of the cabin. With one of the
infected in front of him, Ed cast a glance at the door. The frame was empty.
Luckily, the other infected hadn’t figured out that a door was easier to use
than a window.


 


The infected man snarled. When he
opened his mouth, Ed jammed the rolling pin inside until it reached the end of
its throat. The infected gagged, and Ed pushed him away. He ran across the room
and took hold of Bethelyn. 


 


“This way,” he said, and aimed for
the door.


 


They ran out of the cabin, leaving
the rasping of the infected behind them. After five minutes Ed’s lungs hurt,
and he bent over to catch his breath. He felt adrenaline pumping through his
blood stream. His fingers trembled, so he clenched them into a fist.


 


“Where the hell did they come from?”
said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage looked back at the cabin.


 


“Funny that they should show up the
minute we go in the cabin. Felt like they’d been led there.”


 


“What the hell was with that place?
The drawings and the diary. Who lived there?”


 


As they spoke between panting
breaths, a scream rose in the air and seemed to cover the entire plain. Ed
looked up and couldn’t see anything, but the noise spread out across them
again. It was a cry so full of pain that his blood cooled in his veins.
















 


Chapter
Nineteen


 


Tammuz
(Baz)


 


The air seemed different when they
left the Capita borders. It was heavier somehow, harder to breathe as if his
lungs weren’t used to it. He’d been away from the border before, but that was a
long time ago. He’d just left home to start a degree in astrophysics at a
Mainland university, and his only worry was having enough money for all the
beers he was going to drink in fresher’s week. Since the outbreak, though, he
hadn’t strayed far from the Dome.


 


His shoulders ached under the pack on
his back. He’d never been a particularly strong man. Even years later, he still
felt the shame of a school gym session where the other boys had laughed at him
when he couldn't do a single push-up.


 


The rest of the soldiers walked ahead
of him. The officers were at the front on horseback, and leading them was
Lieutenant Hanks. Baz was at the back with the other Runts, eyeing the officers
on their horses and feeling jealous of their pain-free feet.


 


Hanks cut an imposing figure on top
of his horse. He rode with his back straight and his gaze never leaving the
wasteland in front of him. He was a career soldier with a reputation for
ruthlessness. Rumour had it that Hanks shot any would-be deserters in the
ankles and let the wasteland take care of them. He was well known as a
commander who treated the Runts the same way he would the dirt on his boots.


 


Despite that, he was a Capita legend.
He had grey whiskers that poked out of the side of his mask. Some said he was
pushing on sixty years old, yet he had the strapping body of a man half his
age. With more Capita war campaigns than any other soldier, he was as sure a
bet as any to lead an invasion.


 


“Heard they once locked him in a room
with twenty infected and left him for an hour,” said a Runt next to him. “When
they opened the door the floor was covered in brain chunks and Hanks was sat
there grinning.”


 


Baz had heard the story. They said
that after that, Hanks had snapped. That was when he started leaving deserters
to die and punishing his own men by having them beaten. He was a demanding man
to have as a unit leader, and if the Runts were given a choice, most would have
chosen any man other than him.


 


The irony was that Baz, or Tammuz as
he was called when he made the decision, had handpicked Hanks. He needed Kiele
to fall, and he knew that Hanks was the man to shove it. He never imagined that
he would end up being a Runt in his army.


 


“What’s your name?” said the Runt next
to him.


 


“Baz.”


 


“I’m Lerner.”


 


He nodded. It felt strange being Baz.
It used to feel liberating knowing that he could make decisions in the Grand
Hall as Tammuz, and then walk out of the tunnel and step into Baz's shoes. It
was like shedding a heavier skin and stepping into something light. Now though,
it was far from liberating. He was powerless.


 


Back at the Grand Hall, Marduk and
Nabu would be whispering in Ishkur’s ear. They’d be telling him that Tammuz was
unreliable and that he’d just left them, and they would say that he should be
replaced. Baz needed to get back to the Capita. He looked at the Runts around
him and knew that he wasn’t one of them. He was Tammuz, one of the Five; one of
the most powerful people in all the Capita. That’s where he needed to be.


 


Hanks held his hand in the air, and
the unit stopped. Grateful to take the weight off his feet, Baz swung his pack
off his back and then sat on it. The rest of the Runts followed suit. Baz
looked at their faces. Some of them looked worried, no doubt fretting over the
loved ones that they had left at home. Most of the Runts were conscripts, of
course. It was rare that someone actually decided to join the army. Another
decision that wise old Tammuz had more than a hand in making.


 


He saw a familiar face across from
him, set apart from the rest of the Runts and fiddling with the straps of his
pack. It was Ronnie Alderson.


 


Baz got to his feet. Glad to see a
face he knew, he walked over to his friend.


 


“Mine’s a pint,” he said.


 


 


Ronnie looked up at him, and he
flinched in anger.


 


“Piss off.”


 


Baz scratched the back of his head.


 


“Listen, Ronnie. I’m sorry about what
happened back at the bar. You know I couldn’t have done anything, right? You
know the guards; they never listen.”


 


“Think there’s a fart somewhere back
there calling out your name,” said Ronnie.


 


Baz walked over to his pack. He
opened it, took out his rations and grabbed the dessert. It was a crusty
granola loaf, and Baz’s stomach ached for the sugar, but he knew that Ronnie
had a sweet tooth. He walked back over to him and held it out.


 


“Here,” he said.


 


“Think a crappy oat bar is going to
sort things?”


 


“I’ll buy the rounds the next time
we’re in Darwin’s Bar.”


 


Ronnie snatched the loaf from Baz’s
hand. He put it in his pack, and then looked at the ground.


 


“They took me away from Louise and
Curtis, you know.”


 


Baz nodded. He settled down on the
ground next to his friend.


 


“And you did nothing,” continued
Ronnie.


 


Baz was going to answer, when he saw
something in the distance. A group of figures walked across the wasteland half
a mile away. At the front, Hanks rounded his horse and faced the troops.


 


“Tighten up,” he growled.


 


Baz watched the figures. They lurched
instead of walked, and he thought they were going to fall over. He might have
lived a sheltered life in the Dome, but he knew what the figures were. He
turned to Ronnie.


 


“They gave me some top class
training. Just handed me this knife,” he said and patted his side where the
long knife blade hung in a leather pouch. “Then they told me to stick it into
anything that moved. Don’t know if they meant sticking it into Hanks.”


 


Ronnie shrugged. 


 


“Only thing is,” said Baz, “I’m not
sure which end I need to stick.”


 


He pulled out his knife and held the
grip in front of him, as if he was confused which end was the blade. Ronnie
gave a begrudging laugh, and it seemed to break the barrier between them. He
kicked out at the dirt in front of him.


 


“I did sod all wrong, Baz. Absolutely
nothing. When the Five sit in their little chairs and decide to attack
somewhere, arrests and conscriptions go through the roof. Think that’s a
coincidence? I’ve left a wife who’s ready to drop another babe, and I don’t
even know if I’ll make it back. Think I’ll get to hold my kid in my arms? I
don’t. Some other bloody bloke will get to cut the umbilical cord.”


 


Baz stared out into the distance.
Somewhere out of sight was the Dome, and in it was the Grand Hall. As Tammuz he
was so used to thinking on a high level that he never stopped to wonder who his
decisions would affect.


 


As the figures got closer, Baz
counted. He saw twenty infection-riddled faces staring back, expressions
twisted by pain and hunger. Their bodies were thin and their steps were shaky.
They got closer, and he could smell them. The mixture of sweat and rot made his
nose twitch.


 


Hanks ordered them to their feet. The
officers galloped forward and circled the infected, keeping their distance so
that the monsters couldn’t reach them. The Runts were ordered to engage. With
shaky steps, Baz moved forward. He held his knife in his hand and the blade
felt heavy. Somehow, he had never thought he would actually have to use it.


 


A few adrenaline-soaked minutes
later, all but five of the infected were dispatched. Baz didn’t think he’d
forget their cries as they reached for the Runts, or the smell of clotted blood
as it seeped from their wounds. Five of the infected stood in front of them,
heads darting from side to side as if they didn’t know which of the soldiers to
attack.


 


Hanks pulled on his horse’s reins and
trotted over to the Runts. The infected snarled at him as he passed, and one
reached out for the horse. The lieutenant stopped in front of the men. Up
close, Baz saw how thick his muscles were and how wide his chest spread. He
couldn’t believe the man was in his sixties. A sickle hung from his belt, cut
down in size so that he could wield it in one hand.


 


“Runts,” he said, his voice booming
over them. “I need two volunteers.”


 


The infected growled and took clumsy
steps forward.


 


“No one?” said Hanks. “Then I’ll
pick. You and you.”


 


He pointed at a Runt across from
them, the man who had introduced himself to Baz as Lerner. His second pick was
Ronnie. Baz’s friend closed his eyes, sighed and then got to his feet.


 


“I want you to defang and declaw
these fine specimens,” said Hanks. “Do you know why?”


 


Ronnie shook his head.


 


Hanks grinned. “You’ll see soon
enough.” He nodded at one of the officers. “Give them some pliers.”


 


An officer explained that it was
Ronnie and Lerner’s job to remove the teeth from the infected. After that, they
were to pry off their fingernails.


 


Ronnie walked over to the first
infected. The monster sniffed the air, and Baz saw that its eye sockets were
empty. It turned to face Ronnie, nose twitching. The Runt stepped forward and grabbed
it by the collar. He pulled the infected back by the hair and lifted the pliers
toward its mouth. Baz could see that his friend’s hands were shaking.


 


As he fixed the pliers on one of the
infected’s canine teeth, the infected swung its arm. It managed to grab hold of
Ronnie’s ear, and jerked it so hard that Ronnie shouted out in pain. In a
momentary lapse he let go of the infected, and the monster launched its head
forward and sunk its teeth into his arm.


 


Ronnie shrugged himself free. With
his face growing paler by the second, he took his knife out of its pouch and
then sank it deep into the infected’s skull.


 


“We’ve got a turkey,” shouted one of
the officers.


 


Ronnie held his hand against his
wounded arm. When he pulled it away, his fingers were covered in blood. He
edged away from the infected. He looked at the other Runts around him, as if
waiting for help. His eyes were so wide that they looked completely white.


 


Other Runts were chosen by Hanks to
finish defanging the infected. Ten minutes later they were left with a pile of
teeth and nails. Next to them were a herd of infected who clacked their gums
together like pensioners sucking on lemons.


 


Baz walked over to his friend and put
an arm on his shoulder. Ronnie winced and then backed away.


 


“Stay back, Baz,” he said. “It bit
me.”


 


Hanks trotted over on his horse. The
animal snorted.


 


“You’re old enough to know it doesn’t
work like that,” said the lieutenant. He looked at an officer behind him, and
nodded.


 


The officer wandered over to a supply
cart. When he walked back, he had a clear plastic bag in one hand, and a sealed
container in the other. In the plastic bag there was a lump of meat with red
juice underneath it. In the container, blood swished against the sides.


 


Hanks looked at Ronnie. Beneath the
lieutenant’s khaki coat, his shirt was unbuttoned to show a hairy chest. Fixed
into the pocket of the shirt was a child’s action figure. It was a man with
bulging muscles, and its head was chewed.


 


“Hope you’re good with decisions,”
said Hanks. “Because here’s a doozy. Do you know how infection works?”


 


“As much as anyone, I guess,” said
Ronnie. He seemed to be thinking clearer now that the initial panic had worn
off. He spread his palms in front of him and looked at the blood. Baz had never
seen his friend looking so subdued.


 


Hanks rested forward on his horse and
stroked its head. The sickle swung from his side.


 


“Then you’ll know that not long from
now you’ll start to get sweaty and feel sick, and after that you’ll fall into a
nice long sleep. When you wake up, you’ll be like this lot,” he said, and
pointed at the infected. “I don’t want to have to defang you, so I’d suggest
you make a choice right now. Is it going to be flesh, or is blood more your
thing?”


 


The officer at the side held the bag
of flesh in the air. It squelched against the sides of the plastic.


 


Ronnie’s face turned green. He
pressed his hand against his arm and winced.


 


“Come on now,” said Hanks.


 


Baz knew that more Darwin’s Children
died if flesh was used as a cure. A person could be drained of their blood pint
by pint and if you were careful, they wouldn’t die. Flesh was different. You
could hardly cut a chunk of flesh away from someone and expect them to still be
walking.


 


The same thought hadn’t occurred to
Ronnie, though, because he pointed at the bag.


 


“A wise choice,” said Hanks. “Eat it
once a month and you’ll be fine. I should know.”


 


He rolled up the sleeves of his coat
to show his left arm. A blue tattoo spread across his skin, but a chunk of his
arm was missing, rendering the tattoo half-finished. Baz wondered why the
lieutenant still wore his mask if he was already infected. Maybe it was to set
an example to his men.


 


The officer walked across to Ronnie.
He unzipped the bag and pulled out a clump of soft meat. Even though he wasn’t
holding it, Baz thought he could almost feel how cold and slimy it was.


 


The officer handed it to Ronnie.


 


“Got your canteen?” said Hanks.


 


Ronnie nodded.


 


“Good. My advice is pinch your nose
and wash it down with water.”


 


The rest of the Runts and officers
watched as Ronnie held the meat between his fingers. He brought it up to his
mouth and opened wide. He wavered with the meat just inches away from his lips.


 


“I’ve had enough,” said Hanks,
slapping his hands down on his horse. “If you’re going to be like this, you’re
a liability.” He nodded at the officer across from him. “Sort him out. Don’t
bother to bury him.”


 


“Wait,” said Ronnie.


 


He took a deep breath and put the
meat in his mouth. His face screwed up as his lips closed around the flesh. He
tried to swallow, but the chunk was too big. He grimaced as he chewed. His
hands started to shake. Finally his Adam’s apple rippled as he swallowed it
down.


 


Seconds later, his cheeks bulged. He
bent over and vomited onto the ground. Somewhere in the background a few
officers laughed, but the Runts stared at Ronnie with faces whiter than snow.


 


Baz never realised what it was like.
He knew about infection, he knew about the camps. He had full knowledge of the
protection from infection that the DCs provided. Until he’d seen Ronnie eat
human flesh, he’d never stopped to think about the consequences. A person had
died so that Ronnie could live, he realised. Who were the Capita to decide
which life was more important?


 


Hanks sighed. His horse stamped a hoof
into the ground, as if mirroring the irritation of its owner.


 


“Give him some more,” he said to the
officer. Then he looked at Ronnie. “Next time you do that, you can eat the
vomit. We don’t have enough to waste on some green-faced Runt.”


 


~


 


Later in the day, after marching so
much that his feet felt like they were on fire, they saw Kiele in the distance.
Baz saw a black gate that looked sturdy enough to withstand a battering ram.
The circumference of the town was marked by stakes wedged into the dirt, and
severed heads had been wedged on top. The Mainland is a beautiful place, he
thought.


 


Hanks brought them to a halt.


 


“Get some rest,” he said. “Have some
food, take a shit, and get ready. Because after that we attack.”


 


For the first time, Baz realised that
he was going to have to fight. He would have to take his blade and use it on
another human being. There was no getting out of it, and there was no one else
to blame. It wasn’t his fault he was arrested, not really. But it was
completely his fault that they were attacking Kiele. He just hoped he could
survive the battle.


 
















 


Chapter
Twenty


 


Eric


 


When he next saw Marta Vitch in the
yard, one of her eyes was bruised and the index and middle fingers of her left
hand were bandaged together. Eric wondered if she’d had a fall, but he could
tell from her downcast look that it wasn’t the case.


 


Later on, when the yard had cleared
and the other DCs were in bed, Eric got dressed. He made sure Kim was sleeping
and then sneaked out of the cabin. The breeze cooled his arms as he crossed the
yard, and twice he had to lie stiff on the ground as the search beam looped
over him. 


 


At Marta’s cabin, he looked over his
shoulder and then gave two sharp knocks on the door. There was movement from
inside, and then the door opened a touch. When she saw that it was Eric, Marta
opened the door wide.


 


“You’re a brave boy sneaking over
here to see me,” she said. She led him inside.


 


Something bubbled in a pot in the
kitchen. The smell was sour and sharp. Marta walked over and settled into her
chair, giving a huff as she sat. On a table next to her was a book, but the
title was written in a foreign language.


 


“And I see you brought me a present?”
she said.


 


Eric had saved some of his daily
rations. He didn’t know how well Marta did for food, but her skinny body didn’t
inspire much confidence in either her rations or her appetite.


 


“I don’t have much,” said Eric. “I
thought you might want it.”


 


“Take a seat.”


 


He dragged the chair over so that he
sat in front of her. The search light shone over the window for a second and
left them in near darkness, with the only illumination coming from a fire that
was dying on the hearth.


 


“What happened to you?” he said.


 


She put her finger to the corner of
her eye and traced it over the bruise. Her skin looked like leather that had
shrivelled in the sun. He looked into her eyes and thought that he could see
deep into them. There was something sad about Marta. She’d been around a long
time and picked up scars over the years. She wasn’t like most adults.


 


“You didn’t just come to give me a
present, did you?” she said, ignoring the question.


 


“I did.”


 


“The truth, boy.”


 


He realised that she had the same
habit as her brother, where she said ‘boy’ a lot. When Goral said it, it
sounded sinister, but Marta made the word seem friendly.


 


“Okay,” he sighed. “I was hoping you
could help me with something. You see, the other night…”


 


“Not still thinking of escape, are
you?”


 


Even though she was Goral’s sister,
deep down he felt that he could trust her. There was something honest about
Marta, as though she refused to lie and instead would always wear the truth on
the surface. He found that most adults, when they were lying, showed it on
their face even when they tried to hide it.


 


“I think there’s a way,” he said. He
thought about Goral’s keys. He’d ripped a hole in the underside of his mattress
and stuffed them inside it, and he hoped that would be enough to fool the
guards.


 


“There’s always a way,” said Marta.
“But the path might not lead where you want it to. Take this, for instance.”
She held up her bandaged fingers. “Some people think helping others is a good
thing. Others see you doing it, and they reward you like this.”


 


“What happened?”


 


“Goral found out that I had given an
apple to a boy.”


 


“And what’s so bad about that?”


 


“To Goral, everything. ‘Don’t
encourage them,’ he always tells me. He doesn’t understand. The men in the
Vitch family have always had black hearts, you see, Eric. Mine was black too,
for a while, but I found a way to clean it.”


 


He couldn’t imagine that Marta had
ever done anything wrong. In lots of ways, she was just as much a prisoner here
as Eric and Kim. Maybe she was treated a little bit better, but he doubted she
could ever leave. If Goral could do this to his sister because she gave someone
an apple, there was no telling what he’d do if she ever told him that she
wanted to go.


 


“I know what you’re thinking,” she
said. “That I’m a sweet old woman. Perhaps in your head you’re comparing me to
your grandmother.”


 


Eric had never met either of his
grandmas. He heard his mum and dad arguing about dad’s mother once. Mum said
that she was a ‘mean old bitch,’ and dad had gotten cross.


 


He shook his head.


 


“No matter,” said Marta. “Whatever
the image is in your head, get it out. I’ve done things, Eric.” She lifted her
arms. “These hands have caused more suffering than you could imagine.”


 


The searchlight swept by again. There
was a hiss over in the kitchen as the liquid boiled in the pan. 


 


Marta got out of her seat. Her knees
cracked as she rose, and she winced with each step. As she walked past Eric,
she brushed his hair with her fingers. She went into the kitchen and turned off
the pan.


 


“Nettle tea?” she asked. “Don’t
worry, the water boils away the sting.”


 


It sounded disgusting. “No thanks.”


 


As Marta walked back, she peered out
of the window. The darkness outside cast a shadow on her face and for an
instant, Eric thought he saw a mean look in her eyes. She hobbled over to her
seat and sat down again. An aroma of talcum powder followed her everywhere she
went.


 


She leaned forward.


 


“I used to drive the trains to camp,
Eric. Ten times a year we’d bring carriages full of people like you to Dam
Marsh. At first I used to hear the screams and the shouting, but eventually I
found some earplugs and blocked them out. But they don’t give earplugs that
work in your dreams. I can’t tell you the night terrors I had. People passing
out in trains because of the heat. Lost souls leering at me from the afterlife,
scowling over the bad things I’d done.”


 


“I wanted to stop, but Goral wouldn’t
let me. I used to cry. There was never any warning; my body would shake and I’d
feel the tears well up, and before I knew it I had broken down. It happened in
front of the guards once. I’ll never forget their stares. There was no pity in
them.”


 


“So why did you do it?”


 


She hung he head.


 


“The same reason anyone else does
anything for Goral. Fear.”


 


“I thought Scarsgill was in charge?”


 


Marta shook her head. 


 


“His name might be on the door, but
Goral pulls his strings.”


 


The search beam lit the window. It
lingered for just a second too long, and the hairs rose on Eric’s arms. He
ducked out of instinct, but then the light passed by.


 


“So you know how to drive the train?”
he said.


 


“For my sins.”


 


“And if someone had the keys, could
you still drive it?”


 


She snapped her head toward him. She
stared at him for a few seconds, and then looked away. 


 


“I’ll never set foot on that train again.
The shame I feel will never be washed off while I’m alive. Everything I do now,
I do for my afterlife.”


 


Parts of the escape plan were
starting to slot together. Eric had the keys to the train, and now he knew
someone who could drive it. He just needed to figure out a way to get to it
without them being spotted. He was also going to have to persuade Marta to
help. Maybe Kim would know what to say.


 


“Do you feel alone, Eric?” Marta
asked him.


 


Without the pot bubbling, there was
complete silence in the cabin. The camp was muted at night, as if the black sky
sucked away anything that might give off light. Marta’s question made him feel
strange. It made his chest tighten, and he suddenly felt tears straining at the
corner of his eyes.


 


“What do you mean? I’m not-”             


 


“Don’t pretend with me, boy. I’ve
told you my darkest secret.”


 


He did feel alone. Most of the time,
in fact. It didn’t matter that there were other DCs in camp, because they
didn’t care about him. Kim did, in her way, but she only chipped away at the
loneliness, and it still sat on him as heavy as a boulder. The only people who
could shift it would be his mum and his sister.


 


There were three taps on the cabin
door. Eric turned in his seat. Even Marta looked alarmed. She pointed behind Eric
and mouthed at him to move. There was a wardrobe sat against a wall at the back
of the cabin.


 


The door knocked again. Eric stood up
and walked across to the wardrobe, careful that his feet didn’t make any noise
on the floor. His heart thumped so loudly in his chest that he was worried it
might give him away. As he closed the door behind him, he heard Marta shout.


 


“Come in,” she said.


 


The door opened, and Eric almost
gasped as Goral stepped into the cabin. The old man stood in the doorframe and
sniffed. He glanced around the room as if his nose had caught the scent of
something.


 


He wanted to move as far away from
Goral as possible, but there wasn’t much room in the wardrobe. Marta’s clothes
hung above him and brushed on his face, and he smelled mildew as they touched
his nose. The door was so close to his face that he felt his hot breath blow
back at him.


 


Goral walked around the cabin. As his
tiny eyes scanned every inch of the walls, he lifted his legs and took
exaggerated steps. He wore a necklace that clacked as he paced around.


 


“There’s tea in the pan, little
brother,” said Marta.


 


Goral walked over to the pan. He
scooped up some of the liquid with a metal spoon and brought it to his lips. He
sucked in some of it, and then screwed up his face. He spat the tea back into
the pan.


 


“You know I hate nettles, Marta.”


 


“I know,” she said, and grinned.


 


“Someday I’ll tire of your mischief.”


 


He walked over to her and sat on the
chair that Eric had used just minutes earlier. Eric thought the old man might notice
that the seat was warm. His pulse fired, and he had to remind himself to keep
still.


 


Goral settled into the chair. His
face was a pale pink, but Eric saw that there was a spot of dried blood on his
wrinkled right arm. 


 


He could still smell the incense in
Goral’s room. He saw Allie naked on the table, arms and legs spread-eagled. He
heard the boy gurgle on his own blood. He closed his eyes and wished he could
be anywhere else but here.


 


“I can’t be thinking about you any
more, Marta,” said Goral. His tone was more casual when he spoke with his
sister. “You’re a nuisance to me. You bring out the worst in me.”


 


Yeah, right, thought Eric. You bring out the
worst in yourself. She’s nothing like you.


 


“Don’t talk to me like that, little
brother,” said Marta. Her bruised skin bulged underneath her eye.


 


“I care for you,” said Goral. “The
scars and the bruises are trifles. You know that, yes? You know I wouldn’t let
anything happen to you? I made a promise to Ma and Pa all those years ago.”


 


Marta looked up at the ceiling. “Back
in Vostock.”


 


“I’d give anything to be back there
sometimes. The jasmine and the saffron. Ma cooking for us. This place is
nothing compared to it.”


 


“So why do we stay?” said Marta.


 


Goral crossed his legs. “You know
why. My work. Some of the children here are special, Marta. You don’t even know
how much. But we have a problem. There’s a girl, one of the new arrivals.
Scarsgill drained some of her blood and used his little lab to study it.”


 


“They do that to everyone, don’t
they?” said Marta.


 


Goral nodded. “This girl is special.
There’s something magnificent in her veins. Blood that could cure the
infection, not just fight it off after it has occurred. Scarsgill believes that
the makings of a vaccine are in her little body.”


 


“Great news.”


 


Goral shook his head. He rolled his
eyes as if he was having to explain something for the thousandth time.


 


“No, sister. As much as it intrigues
me, this is bad for us. If she is the key to a vaccine, what do you think
happens to Dam Marsh? Do you think they’ll be any need for camp? Do you think
the Capita will have any use for us?”


 


Marta looked wistfully out of the
window. “I suspect not,” she said. “But is that such a bad thing?”


 


Goral stood up. Eric saw that his
back was slightly bent, and it seemed like the old man would never fully be
able to straighten it. He took a step, and his necklace shook. Eric saw it
clearly now. It was a collection of fingernails, pierced in the middle and
bound together by a length of string.


 


“I’m going to kill the girl,” said
Goral.


 


“Is that wise? What about Scarsgill?”


 


“Don’t worry your wrinkled face about
that.”


 


“Speak for yourself,” said Marta, and
touched the creases on her forehead. 


 


“At least I’ve learned something in
my age, Marta. You’ve regressed. Your mind is still back in Vostock playing in
the fields. Wake up to the real world. Join me in it.”


 


Marta leaned over and rubbed her
ankle. She hadn’t walked anywhere, but her leg had swollen around the bone. She
sighed.


 


“Scarsgill will know if you kill
her.”


 


Goral paced around. “He won’t know a
thing. You see, this girl has a condition of the stomach. I have watched her
for a while. She can’t eat any of the camp food. If she died, it would merely
look like her condition had finally beaten her.”


 


Eric almost gasped. He leaned back in
the wardrobe, and the sleeve of one of Marta’s blouses brushed over his nose.
The musty smell almost made him cough. He knew that Goral was talking about
Kim, but he didn’t understand any of it. He looked around him, but there was no
way of escaping the cabin until Goral left. He hoped Kim was okay. He prayed
that the guards hadn’t stormed the cabin door and dragged her out of her bed.


 


Marta glanced over at the wardrobe.
Eric hoped he hadn’t made any noise. Don’t look at me, he thought.


 


“If he has the girl and uses her
blood,” said Goral, “there is no need for us anymore. But don’t worry. I’ll
take care of it.”


 


Marta looked at the wardrobe again.
Eric’s palms were wet.


 


Goral followed her glance.


 


“Why do you keep looking over there?”


 


He started to walk over to the
wardrobe. Eric wanted to shrink back, but he knew there was nothing behind him
but the wooden side of the wardrobe. He took another noseful of the musty
smell. 


 


“Goral,” said Marta.


 


The old man turned around.


 


“Are you hiding something from me,
Marta?”


 


“I need my sleep,” she answered.


 


Goral looked at the wardrobe. Eric
wondered if the old man could see him through the thin slat in the door.


 


He took another step toward Eric.


 


Marta heaved her body out of her
seat. She winced as she hobbled on her swollen ankle.


 


“I want you to leave, Goral,” she
said.


 


“Just one minute-” 


 


“I want you to go!”


 


Eric wasn’t prepared for the fury in
Marta’s voice. She walked over to her brother and started to push him toward
the door. Her face turned bright red and spit formed on her lips. Goral looked
at her in surprise.


 


“My little button…” he said.


 


She hit him on the arm.


 


“Just get out! The things you make me
do. How can you live with yourself?”


 


She pushed him toward the exit. Goral
seemed to have forgotten the wardrobe. He walked over to the door and then
opened it, filling the cabin with the breeze. He paused.


 


“I’ll go,” he said. “I have another
guest in my cabin tonight. But I won’t forget your temper, Marta.”


 


“No,” she answered. “The Vitch men
never do.”


 


Goral went to leave, and then
stopped. He looked at the wardrobe, then back at Marta. Eric’s breath caught in
his throat.


 


“One final thing,” said Goral. “I
seem to have lost my keys. If you were to come across them, let me know.”


 


The old man stepped out into the
night, and Marta slammed the door shut behind him. Eric knew that the anger had
been for his benefit; she had done it to get her brother out of the cabin.
Marta put her hand to her face for a few seconds, and tears welled in her eyes.


 
















 


Chapter
Twenty-One


 


Ed


 


The further they walked, the bleaker
Loch-Deep seemed. It was as though the sun was a figment of their imagination.
Rather than walking across a landscape marked by the coming of spring, they
wandered through plains choked by winter. The trees stood bald and dark, and
the grass crunched under the weight of their boots. Flies buzzed around them,
but they looped in slow motions as if the air was too thick for them.


 


“How much farther?” said Ed.


 


The Savage rested his boot on a rock
and took a deep breath.


 


“I don’t know,” he said. 


 


He glanced around him as if he
expected a crowd of infected to be creeping up on him. The Savage had seemed
spooked since the attack in the cabin, and Ed was surprised that such a seasoned
survivor had reacted that way. He guessed that no matter how many of the
monsters you came across, your eyes never really adjusted to the sight.


 


“Is something worrying you?” said Ed.


 


The Savage scratched his neck. “My
hairs are standing up. I keep getting this feeling that something’s looking at
us.”


 


“It is,” said Bethelyn. “Ripeech.
He’s watching us.”


 


“That thing can’t be real,” said Ed.
“It’s the hunger talking. I don’t know about you guys, but I can’t survive on
berries and still have enough in the tank to keep walking.”


 


Earlier that morning, The Savage had
caught a squirrel and roasted it on a small fire. The meat was chewy and there
wasn’t much of it, but it was the best thing Ed had eaten in days. The rest of
the time he’d had to make do with whatever mushrooms and berries The Savage
found. Ed had a hard time trusting that they were edible.


 


“You’re still not grasping it, are
you?” said The Savage. “After everything you’ve seen, you’re still looking at
the world through the same little boy eyes. Things have changed, Ed. You were
safe for a while on Golgoth. You were spared some of the stuff the rest of us
had to deal with. But now you’re going to have to face up to it.”


 


“So where were you when it all
started?” said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage lowered himself down and
sat on the rock. Sweat wet the ends of his hair. The front of one his boots was
torn.


 


“At home with my parents, if you must
know,” he said. 


 


It was the first time he’d ever
really told them anything about his past. Ed wondered if being in Loch-Deep had
broken him. 


 


“I’d just been laid off at the
microchip plant,” he continued. “Some smart bastard found a computer that could
do calculations a lot faster than I could, and I guess they preferred its
personality to mine.”


 


“Never had you down as doing
something like that,” said Ed.


 


“At least I had a job, Wetgills. It
wasn’t easy, you know. Going home to my wife and…”


 


Ed was shocked. “You had a wife?”


 


“Let him finish,” said Bethelyn.


 


The Savage looked down at the ground.
“Going back to your wife and saying ‘Hey honey, guess what? I’ve been replaced
by a box of circuits and wires, so I guess we’re not going to make our mortgage
payment this month. But look on the bright side, at least we can move in with
my parents.’”


 


“That’s rough,” said Ed.


 


“That doesn’t even approach rough,”
said Bethelyn. “Try losing your daughter.”


 


Even The Savage was silent now. The
breeze picked up and blew across a bunch of dandelions, sending their fluffy
seeds into the air. A grey cloud smothered the blue sky above. Somewhere behind
them was the cabin. Ed wondered if the infected were still in it. Maybe they
had figured out that the three of them had left, and right now they were
following them across the plains.


 


He thought about the diary that
they’d found. He still couldn’t understand it. Someone had written about their
infection, and about how they hoped they could survive it by meditating. What a
croc. There were some things in life that having a positive attitude and
clearing your mind of negativity couldn’t change.


 


After mum died, Ed’s dad had started
practicing mindfulness. Ed was full of anger, and he couldn’t believe that his
dad was finding solace in a bunch of new-age hokum. James had calmed him down.


 


“It’s only crap if it doesn’t work,
Ed. Give him a break. He and mum were together half their lives. We’ve lost a
mum, but dad’s lost a whole part of himself. Just give him time.”


 


Ed changed the subject.


 


“So what do we do when we get out of
Loch-Deep? Where do we go? I’ve never even been to the Mainland before.”


 


The Savage looked up. His eyes were
dark. 


 


“You want to find your brother, don’t
you?”


 


“Of course.”


 


“Then I’ll help you. Both of you.
Just keep the blood coming.”


 


Bethelyn walked over to him.


 


“Give me a little room,” she said.


 


The Savage budged over and offered
her the end of the rock. Bethelyn sat down, shifted her body and then looked at
him.


 


“You really don’t want to go back to
what you used to be, do you? The killing and the cannibalism.”


 


“It’s still cannibalism if he drinks
blood,” said Ed.


 


“But this way I don’t have to kill
you to get it,” said The Savage.


 


~


 


Just before evening, they were
thinking about stopping to take a rest. Ahead of them was a bunch of trees, and
there was a structure just beyond, propped up against the trunk of an oak tree.
It looked like someone had made a make-shift hut out of a jagged tin roof and
rectangle-shaped piece of plastic.


 


“Hold on,” said Ed. “Let’s be careful
about this.”


 


As they approached the hut, they
heard the sounds of a man groaning.


 


“It’s Ripeech,” said Bethelyn. “He’s
trying to trick us.”


 


Ed shook his head. “Don’t be stupid.
If it’s anything, it’s an infected. Just be careful.”


 


They found a man in the hut. His skin
was pale as if he’d lost pints of blood, but his eyes were human, and he didn’t
make any attempt to grab them when he saw them. Ed was glad that the man wasn’t
infected, and he couldn’t help feeling sorry for him.


 


He wore a green khaki coat that he’d
unzipped to his waist, and his bare skin was beneath it. There was a long wound
stretching from his neck down to his pelvis. It opened across his skin like a
fault line in an earthquake. Stepping into the hut, Ed had to hold his breath
to ward away the smell of rot and urine.


 


The man was laid down on a bed of
leaves. Next to him was a bag. There was a green drinking canteen, and in the
other corner of the hut was a bear trap. Flies buzzed around the man’s chest.
Ed wondered how long he’d been living here.


 


The man moaned. His breaths were
raspy. Sweat stuck his greasy brown hair to his face, and acne scars dotted his
skin. He wore a belt around his trousers, but he’d cut a new hole into the
leather so that it would wrap around his skinny frame.


 


The Savage stood at the entrance.


 


“Avon calling,” he said.


 


Ed glared at him. “It’s okay to make
jokes now?”


 


“When I’m hungry, I can’t help it.”


 


The man looked at him. There was a
vacant look in his eyes. He lifted his arm to his face, but he moaned with the
effort. He rubbed his eyelids and then opened them again, as if he had expected
them to be a mirage.


 


“Did Rex send you?” he said,
grimacing as if each syllable sent shocks of pain through his body.


 


“What are you doing here, buddy?”
said The Savage.


 


“You’re not with the rest of them?”
said the man.


 


Ed shook his head. “What’s your
name?”


 


“Cillian.”


 


“What the hell happened to you,
Cillian?”


 


Cillian reached out toward the
drinking canteen. The Savage picked it up, unscrewed the lid and passed it to
him. Cillian took three painful gulps.


 


“If you see Rex or Andre, tell them I
found it.”


 


The Savage patted Cillian’s knee.


 


“We don’t know who the hell Rex or
Andre is, pal. But I’ll tell you our names. I’m The Savage – don’t bother
asking if that’s my real name - and this is Wetgills and Beth…something or
other. I don’t remember.”


 


“Touching,” said Bethelyn.


 


“We were shipwrecked and ended up on
this fine part of the Mainland,” said The Savage. “Not the way we wanted to go,
but we sure as hell aren’t staying. Now that’s our story. Take a deep breath,
guy, and tell us yours.”


 


Water dribbled down Cillian’s chin,
but he didn’t make any effort to wipe it. His chest heaved, and as he breathed
in, the wound across him expanded. The flesh was swollen red, and Ed didn’t
think he’d ever get used to the smell. They had to do something for him.


 


“I’m a hunter,” said Cillian. “Came
here for Ripeech. Had Saxon with me, but he ran when we saw it.”


 


“Coward,” said The Savage.


 


Cillian shook his head. “Saxon’s my
dog. He scares easy, though. Found him when he was a pup, he’d been living
under the crawlspace of a house in an infected neighbourhood.”


 


He leaned forward a little and
coughed. He cried out in pain.


 


Ed looked at the swollen red flesh.
It left a gaping hole in the man’s chest, and it made Ed sick to look at it. He
turned to Bethelyn.


 


“Can you do something?” he said.


 


She shook her head. “You could have
all the stitching in the world and you wouldn’t be able to fix this mess.”


 


Ed leaned in toward The Savage. He
spoke in a whisper.


 


“We need to do something. We can’t
leave him like this. And if Bethelyn can’t fix him, then we’ll have to do the
right thing.”


 


The Savage stared at him in
amazement. “You’re getting tougher, Wetgills.”


 


Tears formed in Cillian’s eyes.
Another wave of pain flowed through him, and he gripped the lining of his coat
until his knuckles turned pure white. Ed grabbed his hand and squeezed.


 


“Tell us about it,” said The Savage.
“About Ripeech.”


 


Cillian let out a raspy breath. “It’s
a creature, just like they say, but I’ve never seen anything like it. Its body
was rotten and a weird shape. And the smell… It even made Saxon nauseous, and
that damn dog would eat anything. Its skin was bloated up like a balloon and it
dragged its leg behind it like it was crippled or something. But when it
decided to move…boy. There’s no getting away from it.”


 


“Sounds lovely,” said Bethelyn.


 


“I tried trapping it,” said Cillian.
“Set a whole load of bear traps in its hunting grounds. It’s a devious son of a
bitch, though. Before I knew it, Ripeech was hunting me, not the other way round.
Saxon ran away and left me alone, and I spent a week hiding from it.”


 


“So what happened?”


 


“I let my guard down. Fell asleep
with a fire burning outside the hut. Next thing I know I wake up and it’s in
here with me. Stood over me and staring. Stinking the place up like you
wouldn’t believe. I thought it was gonna rip my face off, but it didn’t.”


 


He held his arm out for the canteen
again. Ed placed it in his hands. Cillian shook the metal container and found
that it was empty. He let it drop to the floor, and then winced.


 


“Then what?” said Ed.


 


“It didn’t attack. Just craned its
neck to one side, like it was interested in me or something. It got to its
knees and crawled up next to me, and it lifted its head to mine and whispered
to me.”


 


The Savage nearly fell over in shock.


 


“It spoke to you?”


 


Cillian nodded. Ed didn’t think his
face could have gotten any paler, but now there wasn’t a trace of colour left
in his skin.


 


“He spoke to me, but the words didn’t
make any sense. And that’s not all. His face…”


 


He spluttered, and blood spat out
from his lips and onto this chin.


 


“He’s got the face of a man,” he
continued. “It must have lain next to me for an hour. I didn’t dare move. I was
so scared I wanted to piss myself, but I didn’t in case it got mad. And then it
looked at me, and suddenly it turned. It got a mean look on its face. It
started making these horrible wailing sounds, like it was in pain or something.
It snarled at me, and then it pounced on my chest and did this.”


 


“And then what?” said The Savage. 


 


Cillian looked on the point of
passing out. His wound looked so raw that even Ed felt it sting. The Savage
tugged on his sleeve.


 


“Then what, Cillian? Where did it
go?”


 


“Come on,” said Ed. “Leave him be.”


 


The Savage rounded on him. “What the
hell are you talking about, Ed? Look what it did to him. It’ll be us next, and
you want me to leave it be?”


 


Cillian blinked. He stretched out and
pointed to a green rucksack at the side of the hut. Ed picked it up and handed
it to him.


 


“No, you look inside,” said Cillian.
“I can’t sit up.”


 


Ed rummaged opened the rucksack. It
was completely empty except for a scrap of paper. He took it out and unfolded
it. It was a map with lots of different symbols drawn on it.


 


“What do you want us to do, Cillian?”
said Bethelyn.


 


He coughed. It sounded like he was
choking, but then he spoke.


 


“There’s nothing you can do.” 


 


He clenched his teeth together as
pain ripped through him. The stench came back, but this time Ed breathed
through it. Cillian’s nose must have become numb to the smell, but surely even
he knew there was no way he was leaving the hut. Someone had to do the right
thing.


 


“There is something we can
do,” said Ed.


 


Cillian stared deep into his eyes and
Ed knew that he understood. Ed could hardly believe that he had suggested it.
It showed how much he’d changed. He’d been sheltered in Golgoth while the
outbreak ripped through the Mainland, and he’d never had to make tough
decisions. He couldn’t run from them now, though. He was going to have to make
some difficult calls and do unpleasant things, and this was one of them.


 


“Are you crazy?” said The Savage. “We
haven’t seen anyone for days. That thing is out there watching us, and this guy
has actually been up close with it.”


 


Ed looked deep into Cillian’s eyes. 


 


“Do you want me to do this?” he
asked.


 


Cillian nodded. He spat blood out of
his mouth, and the dribbles landed on his chest. He closed his eyes and
clenched his fists as his body racked with pain.


 


“Just do one thing,” he said. “If you
see Rex, tell him I nearly did it.”


 


“Nearly did what?” said The Savage.


 


“I nearly caught the bastard.”


 


“Nearly caught it? What the hell are
you saying? Look at yo-“ 


 


Ed held his hand up. “Give it a
rest.”


 


Was he going to do this? Had he
really come this far? Deep down he knew he was doing the right thing. It would
have been wrong of them to keep this man in agony. He couldn’t help but think
about James, and what his opinion would be. His brother was a romantic above
all else, and he had a deep sense of empathy. What would he say if he saw Ed
now?


 


Ed took off his coat. He wrapped it
into a bundle and held it in his hands. Bethelyn sat next to him, silent. The
Savage got up and huffed, and then left the hut.


 


“Bye, Cillian,” said Ed.


 


He put the bundle over Cillian’s face
and pressed down with all his weight. After a few seconds, Cillian struggled.
His survival instincts kicked in and seemed to override the pain, and he
thrashed as Ed smothered the life out of him. He gripped Ed’s arms and tried to
pull him away. Ed kept up the pressure until Cillian’s arms fell limp. 


 


Ed sat back and caught his breath. He
stood up and walked out of the hut. The evening air was stuffy, but he was cold
inside. His stomach felt as if it had turned to water. There was a hand on his
shoulder, and when he turned, he saw Bethelyn.


 


“You did a good thing,” she said.


 


The Savage was sat on the ground with
Cillian’s map in front of him. He looked up at the two of them, and for the
first time in hours, his eyes looked alive.


 


“You need to see this,” he said.
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Two


 


Ed


 


They spread the map in front of them.
Rain pattered down through the bare branches of the tree above, and damp spots
blotched the paper. It looked like an ordinance survey map of the area, except
that Cillian had marked certain spots in black pen. Crosses meant traps, and
he’d drawn an ‘R’ wherever he had spotted Ripeech. 


 


“Give us some cover, Ed,” said The
Savage, as rain fell on them.


 


Ed held his coat in his hands. It was
covered in blood from the attack on Golgoth, and mud from travelling through
Loch-Deep. Since using it to put an end to Cillian’s suffering, he hadn’t been
able to bring himself to wear it.


 


He reached up to a branch of the tree
and spread the coat across it to form a crude roof. It was hardly snug, but it
stopped the map getting wet.


 


“Is it useful?” said Bethelyn. She
pulled her hood over her hair. It had started to frizz as it got wet. When it
was covered, all Ed could see was her pointy nose.


 


The Savage put his hand down on a
corner of the map to stop the breeze taking it.


 


“You can see from the number of ‘R’s
in this area,” he said, and pointed to the map, “that Ripeech likes to stalk
one place. Seems he’s not a fan of change.”


 


“So we can avoid it, right?” said Ed.


 


The Savage shook his head.
“Unfortunately, Wetgills, that’s exactly where we need to go. Straight through
Ripeech’s hunting ground.”


 


Bethelyn kneeled on the floor. The
mud spread a damp patch on her knees.


 


“What about the crosses? Those are Cillian’s
traps, so they should help us.”


 


“Depends what he used,” said Ed.


 


The Savage studied the map. “I’m no
hunter, but he must have used bear traps, like he said, and…other stuff like
that.”


 


“Are you sure you’re not a hunter?”
said Ed sarcastically.


 


The Savage looked at the map. “We
have to tread carefully.”


 


Bethelyn looked around her. She
shivered. 


 


“It’s getting closer. Or he’s getting
closer. I can feel it. The air seems different here. It stinks, for one. Like
when Argyle started dumping waste from the butcher’s shop in a field on
Golgoth. Remember that, Ed?”


 


He remembered it too well. The island
had stunk of rotting meat for days, and nobody knew where it was coming from.
At first, an old man named Gordon Rigby had blamed Ed and his brother James. ‘This
is just the sort of stunt they'd pull for a laugh,’ he said.  Then one
night, Constable Leland had seen Argyle dumping cow offcuts near Farmer Jones’s
carrot field. Neither Ed nor James ever got an apology.


 


“Ripeech doesn’t keep a clean house,”
said The Savage. “How many of his presents have we found just this morning?
That’s why it stinks so much around here.”


 


It was hard to walk even twenty feet
through Loch-Deep without coming across the half-eaten carcass of a rabbit or
deer. There was no doubt now that they were all Ripeech’s doing. Ed wondered
why he killed the animals, took a few bites, and then just left them to die. It
was as if he toyed with them, or grew bored after killing them.


 


He thought about what Cillian said.
How Ripeech had crawled into his hut and laid next to him, whispering to him in
a language that was decidedly un-animal like. What the hell was this thing?


 


The Savage rolled up the map. He got
to his feet, and then stretched his legs.


 


“Nothing for it,” he said. “No detours,
no shortcuts. No family-friendly footpaths. We need to walk through Ripeech’s
den.”


 


~


 


They came to a part of the plains
where the pine trees grouped together. A stone path wound through, and there
were several log cabins all close to each other. There were little metal lights
fixed at the sides of the path. Once they would have provided welcome
illumination in the shadow-filled trail, but it was a while since they'd
worked. Now the fixtures had become home to the spiders that spun webs across
the glass.


 


At the far end, there was a building
the size of a warehouse. A white banner hung from the side of it, though one of
the nails had come loose and the fabric flapped against the brickwork. The
banner read ‘Welcome to Loch-Deep Meditation Retreat. Find Your Inner Calm.’


 


Ed heard a shrill hissing sound
carried by the wind. He looked around and saw that some infected were emerging
from behind the cabins and trees, and slowly making their way to them.


 


Their skin was grey and marked with
bites and blood. Some wore flannel shirts stained claret, while others were
naked. One of them wore nothing but a pair of gym shorts, and he stumbled
forward, dragging his leg behind him. His lower leg was broken, and a jagged
bone stuck out from his shin.


 


Ed felt a weight pressing on his
chest. Since the encounter with the infected at the cabin, he carried a thick
log with him. It wasn’t sharp enough to pierce a skull, but he preferred the
idea of it to just using his fists.


 


“See them?” he said.


 


“Yeah,” answered The Savage in a
clipped voice.


 


The infected approached them from all
sides. The closest was twenty metres away. It stopped as it approached. It
craned its head to the side at an angle, and it snarled. As it got closer, Ed
gripped the log in his hands. When it was less than ten feet away, he saw that
the infected was wearing a necklace with a peace logo fastened to it.


 


The Savage stepped forward. He held
his penknife in his hand and pushed the lever to show the blade.


 


“Here, boy,” he said.


 


As the infected strained for him, The
Savage gripped it by the head, lined up his knife and plunged the bladed
through its temple. He released his hold and let it fall to the ground.


 


The groaning grew around them until
it drowned out the noise of the wind. Ed gazed from one side to the other. His
skin tingled as the infected came at them from all angles. The stench of rot
hung heavy in the air.


 


As the infected attacked them, The
Savage dispatched them with his pen knife. Ed swung his log at anything that
approached. He hit one of them so hard that it fell to the floor, and Ed raised
his boot over its head. He looked down at it, but something held him back. He
couldn’t bring himself to squash its skull.


 


“Jesus Christ, Ed,” said Bethelyn. An
infected strained for her. She ducked under its reach, and ran over to Ed. She
raised her foot and brought it down on the infected on the ground. He heard a
crack as its skull caved in under the weight of her boot.


 


The Savage grunted. One infected
swiped at him, while the other approached him from behind, lips curled up to
show yellow canine teeth. Ed reached him in time to push the infected away. He
hooked his foot behind it and shoved it to the ground. This time he took a deep
breath and brought his foot down, and he felt bones crunch underneath his boot.
His stomach rolled.


 


The Savage swung his penknife around
and stabbed through the brain of the infected woman in front of him. She gave a
pitiful cry and sank down on the mud.


 


Bethelyn screamed. Ed turned just in
time to see an infected man wearing a striped shirt sink its teeth into her
shoulder, just above the collarbone. Ed ran over and pulled it back by the
hair. Bethelyn shouted in pain. Ed raised his log, but Bethelyn put her hand
out and caught his.


 


“He’s mine,” she said.


 


She took hold of the infected’s hair
and pulled it down to the ground. Before it could get up, she brought down her
boot and squashed its head into the floor. The infected went limp, but Bethelyn
brought her foot down again and again, panting each time her boot crushed bone.
Her face grew red, and blood and skull fragments soiled the ground.


 


Ed walked over and put his hand on
her uninjured shoulder. She shrugged him off and then looked at him, face
twisted in rage. It was as if something had awakened in her; energy that had
been missing since they had left Golgoth.


 


The Savage stood over the body of an
infected. He gave it a nudge with his foot to see if it was going to move.
Satisfied, he turned to Ed and Bethelyn. When he saw her wound, he almost
winced.


 


“That looks nasty,” he said.


 


Bethelyn’s chest shook with each
breath. She put her hand to her shoulder and touched it. She winced. Her
fingertips were stained red.


 


“Don’t worry,” said The Savage. “You
can’t get infected.”


 


“That doesn’t mean I won’t catch something.
I need antibiotics. I was bitten back on Golgoth, too. It’s a wonder I haven’t
caught anything yet.”


 


A roar broke through the air. It was
so loud that it seemed to shake the branches of the trees. A sheet of cold
settled over Ed. A few seconds of silence passed, and then they heard it again.
It was so loud that it could have come from just beyond them.


 


“That’s our cue to leave,” said The
Savage.


 


“We’re going nowhere until we get
something for her shoulder.”


 


The Savage looked around him as if he
expected something to leap out from behind a tree.


 


“I told you,” he said. “You two are
immune. That means their bites won’t affect you.”


 


Ed pointed at one of the infected on
the floor. Bethelyn’s footwork had pulverised it so much that the ground was covered
by brain tissue and jagged pieces of skull.


 


“Have you seen their mouths? Who
knows what kind of bacteria their mouths are crawling with? They aren’t exactly
examples of oral health.”


 


Bethelyn’s face drained of colour.
She touched her wound again and grimaced.


 


“I watched a documentary once on
Komodo dragons. Their mouths are so loaded with bacteria that one bite kills
you. I need to get something for this.”


 


The Savage paced in front of them.
“Didn’t you just hear that?” he said. “I’m not sitting around and waiting for
Ripeech to come and whisper his sweet nothings. Bite or not, we’re going.”


 


“You selfish bastard,” said Ed.
“After everything we’ve done for you.”


 


“Everything you’ve done for me? Ha.”


 


Ed’s cheeks started to burn. “Giving
my blood isn’t enough for you?”


 


Irritation showed in the creases of
The Savage’s face. “Let me tell you something -”


 


Ed interrupted him. He realised that
his hands were clenched into fists. 


 


“No. Let me tell you
something. You helped us get away from Golgoth, but let’s not forget what you
did there. Think that playing nice for a while makes it okay? You’re a monster.
The sooner we leave this place, the better. When we get out of Loch-Deep, we’re
done. I’m going to find James and then for all I care, you can die in a ditch.”


 


The Savage walked up to him and
prodded his chest. Ed had to stop himself from reacting, but the rage strained
to get free.


 


“Let me tell you something about
James,” The Savage spat. “You’re going to be disappointed when you finally meet
this big brother of yours. If you think I’m bad, wait until you find out what
precious James has done. You’re going to wish you never found him.”


 


“Don’t talk about my brother like
that.”


 


The Savage prodded him again. Ed’s
face felt on fire.


 


“Your brother is scum,” he said. “But
don’t worry. You’ll find out.”


 


He dimly heard Bethelyn say his name,
but the anger rose up and he felt his temples pound. His breaths came slow, and
he gritted his teeth. Before he could even stop himself, he swung a punch at
The Savage.


 


As his fist crunched into The
Savage’s face, the man’s mask dislodged. He stumbled back, and his mask fell to
the floor. When he looked up at them, Bethelyn gasped.


 


The Savage’s top lip was missing. It
looked like it had been chewed clean off his face, and where the skin should
have been, all he had were red gums above white teeth.


 


Ed backed away. The thudding in his
head started to subside, displaced for the moment by shock. His stomach
churned.


 


The Savage looked up at them slowly.
Without his top lip, it looked like he was snarling at them. His eyes seemed
sad, and Ed couldn’t help but feel pity as he stared into them.


 


”So now you’ve seen it,” said The
Savage.


 


“I’m sorry,” said Ed. An overwhelming
shame flooded through him. His arms and legs felt exhausted, and he just wanted
to sink to the ground.


 


“What happened?” asked Bethelyn.


 


The Savage stared at them, and for
once, Ed felt like he was looking at his true face. 


 


 “This was the last kiss my wife ever
gave me. It was my own stupid fault. Thinking that she could become one of
them, but still be the same person. I didn’t know what they were back then. It
was in the beginning. None of us really understood what they were. I was like
you, Wetgills; green as a country pasture. I thought that if I could treat her
like I used to, her brain could fight through the infection. So I did something
unbelievably stupid, and this is what I got in return.”


 


He lifted his hand to his mouth and
ran his fingers across the jagged skin near his nose. Ed felt revulsion in his
stomach, but he ignored it. He was sorry that he hit The Savage. The man was
right; in many ways, he was just like them. Just another person trying to
survive.


 


The white of the sky above them was
starting to dilute with the onset of night. A chill crept up on them.


 


“It’s getting late,” said Ed.


 


The Savage turned away.


 


Ed walked over to him. He reached out
to touch his shoulder, but then stopped himself.


 


“I need your penknife,” he said.


 


The Savage turned and looked at him.
He handed Ed the knife. 


 


“And the container,” said Ed.


 


He pricked his middle finger with the
knife and watched the blood well up. It came out in tiny drops, so he used the
knife to deepen the cut, biting back on the pain as the blade slid through his
skin. He held the plastic underneath his finger and let the blood pool in the
bottom. 


 


It was nothing to him anymore. It
didn’t repulse him and it didn’t make him angry. It seemed routine, like
something that he just had to do. He stared at the corpses of the infected as the
blood dripped into the plastic. Somewhere in the distance, Ripeech cried out to
them, and the noise shook the limbs of the trees.
















Chapter
Twenty-Three


 


Heather


 


Her body ached as she rode deeper
into the darkness. It seemed like an endless rocky plain with the occasional
tree or bush, but every so often she’d come across an abandoned car or a
campfire that had burned out long ago. Her horse seemed to have no trouble
forging ahead into the night, and the patters of its hooves lulled Heather into
drowsiness. She started to wonder if it was time to take a short nap. She
straightened herself and shook on the reins. The horses gave a snort.


 


She needed to stay awake. Charles’s
house wasn’t far from here. There would be no sleep for her until she found her
daughter. If that meant she had to ride until her body broke down, then so be
it.


 


She heard a growling in the darkness.
The hairs on her arms pricked up. She looked around her, expecting to see the
glowing eyes of a wolf. Maybe there were even cougars this far away from the
Dome and other populated areas.


 


The growl drifted from her right. She
pulled the horse to a stop. She still had the Capita soldier’s knife, and she
held it in her hand as though it was a part of her. The handle was sweaty
against her palms.


 


Soon, the sound of footsteps matched
the growl. Her eyes adjusted to the black around her, and she saw a figure
approach. She took a breath and got ready to use the weapon.


 


The figure was small. As it got
closer, she saw that it was a little infected girl wandering lonely over the
dirt. There was a pained expression on her face; something more than the usual
hunger that the infected showed. 


 


She wondered how long the girl had
been wandering across the wasteland. When had she become infected? What had
happened to her parents? The Mainland was full of lost children, it seemed, and
it wasn’t always the Capita’s doing.


 


She climbed off the horse. The girl
took shaky steps closer. She snarled and showed white teeth under thin lips.


 


For a second, Heather felt so much
pity that she almost wanted to give the girl a hug. Then she collected herself.
The girl walked closer, and Heather struck her with the machete, carving
through her skull like a grapefruit.


 


She looked down at the girl’s limp
body as her blood spread over the ground. She couldn’t help but think how
similar the girl looked to Kim, and an overwhelming pain spread through her.


 


Get a grip, Heather, she thought.


 


~


 


By the time she reached Charles’s
house, dawn had cracked like an egg and started to run across the sky. It was a
small cottage that sat alone in a barren landscape. The roof was thatched, and
ivy spread across the walls. Charles’s horse, Ken, sat out front, tethered to a
wooden stake in the ground. He lifted his head as he chewed on a mound of
grass, and his tail swished in the breeze.


 


It was far from what she expected.
The cottage almost seemed picturesque. She had always imagined that Charles
lived somewhere dark and dingy. A place where happy thoughts were smothered by
dark shadows, and the rooms were empty and cold. There’d be no furniture. Bare
walls, and water dripping from a tap so incessantly that you heard it in your
sleep.


 


She got off her horse and tethered it
to the side of the house using its reins. She walked around the outside,
ducking under the living window, until she was at the back door. There was a
small window which showed the kitchen. She saw an oak table with stained brown
wood. Against the wall was a stove with two hobs, the surface gleaming as if it
had just been cleaned. Charles stood at the kitchen counter.


 


He had a child’s doll in front of
him, and a needle and thread in his hands. He squinted in concentration as he
pierced the needle through the side of the doll and then wound the thread
through it. Gradually a hole in the doll’s side began to tighten. After a few
seconds Charles tied up the knot and then stood back and looked at his
handiwork.


 


Heather walked over to the back door.
She gripped the handle and started to turn it slowly, scared that it was so old
it might make a whining sound that would give her away. With shaking hands she
gripped the knife and pushed the door open.


 


Before Charles could react, Heather
had crossed the room and held the blade at his throat. Up close, he smelled of
sweat.  He held the needle between his thumb and index finger. The top of one
of his fingertips welled with blood from where he’d poked himself.


 


“It’s always so nice to see you,
Heather,” he said.


 


He started to turn around. Heather
stepped back and banged into the corner of the table. She ignored the pain and
kept the knife tight against Charles’s neck.


 


“Back up. Slowly,” she said. 


 


She didn’t have a plan from here. She
just knew that the kitchen was full of knives, and she knew how dangerous the
bounty hunter could be. If she had her way, she'd hogtie him and put him on the
back of her horse, just like the Capita soldier had threatened to do to her.
The problem was she didn't know how to hogtie someone. It seemed like something
they did in old Western movies.


 


“You want a tour of the house?” said
Charles.


 


“Into the living room. Don’t make any
movements.”


 


Charles stood as stiff as a board.


 


“Okay,” Heather said through gritted
teeth. “You can walk, obviously. But don’t move those flabby arms of yours.”


 


She backed him through the hallway.
The carpet smelled musty. There were photographs of a family on the wall, but
Charles wasn’t in any of them. Maybe it wasn’t really his house. She guessed
that after the outbreak, real estate deals weren’t brokered by agents and contracts.
If you saw a house that you liked, then you took it.


 


When they got into the living room,
she saw a girl sat on a wheelchair. She had a book in her hands, and her eyes
moved as she scanned across the pages.


 


“Meet my daughter, Lilly,” said
Charles.


 


Part of her had always thought he was
lying, yet here was proof that Charles had a daughter. The girl had a blanket
on her lap that covered her thighs, but the pale skin of her lower legs showed
underneath it. Heather saw that they were covered in bite marks.


 


She had straight ginger hair that had
been roughly cut just above her shoulder. Charles wasn’t much of a hairdresser,
it seemed. She had a sweet face with freckles that seemed to glint on her skin.
She could have been a pretty girl, but there was just a mound where her nose
had once been, and the skin around it was red and dried. What happened to
this poor girl? 


 


“Are you going to kill my dad?” said
Lilly. “Because I wouldn’t blame you.”


 


When she breathed, the air left her
like a snort. Her voice sounded too old to come from such a young girl. Her
hands rested on the arms of her chair. The spokes around her wheels were made
of metal, but rust had started to gather on them.


 


“Mind if I go to the kitchen?” asked
Charles.


 


Heather held the knife behind her
back. It seemed wrong to hold a blade to a man’s throat in front of his
daughter. She felt like she needed to keep up the pretence that everything was
okay.


 


She nodded at Charles. He walked out
of the room and into the kitchen. As she heard his footsteps come back, Heather
gripped the weapon, ready to use it if the bounty hunter came back with a blade
of his own. Instead, he came back with a milk bottle made of glass. Water
dripped down the outside of it, but claret liquid swirled in the bottom. 


 


He handed the bottle to Lilly. The
girl cupped it in her hands.


 


“Drink it down,” Charles told her.


 


“You’re not wearing your mask,” said
Heather.


 


She had seen him without a mask
before. Back then it was the first time she’d seen him without his plague doctor
costume, and looking at his normal face tricked her into thinking he was an
actual person with feelings and emotions. She wouldn’t make the mistake of
letting her guard down this time. Not when she knew what he was capable of.


 


Lilly made huffing sounds through her
wounded nose as she drank down the liquid. Heather had already guessed that it
was blood. From the bite marks across her legs and the damage on her face, it
was clear that Lilly had been attacked by the infected.


 


“Tastes funny,” she said. She looked
at her father. “Have you been eating well? It doesn’t taste like you have.”


 


“You’re infected, aren’t you?” asked
Heather.


 


Lilly smiled. “I hope so. If not,
then I’m just ugly.” She traced a finger around her wounded nose.


 


“Don’t say that,” Charles told his
daughter. “They’re war scars. You should be proud of them.”


 


“Cut the crap, Dad.”


 


“What happened?” asked Heather.


 


Charles walked over to a couch and
sat on it. His body sunk back into the fabric. He sighed.


 


“We used to live in Huddonold,” he
said. “Back when the Capita was just a handful of people with a lust for power
but not much to show for it. Lilly was in school when it was attacked by
infected. By the time I got there, three teachers and fifteen boys and girls
were dead. Lilly had climbed into the janitor’s closet to hide, but she didn’t
realise that the janitor was in there, too. And he was infected.”


 


“I killed him with his gardening
shears,” said Lilly, and smiled.


 


Charles looked over at his daughter,
and a sad look spread across his face. “You did, Lilly. You did.”


 


There was a time when children had
the luxury of being innocent. It was such a pure thing, thought Heather.
Watching kids run around, oblivious to the dangers of the world. There always
came a time when the spell had to break, though. It had happened to her
daughter, Kim, and it sure as hell had happened to Lilly. She looked at the
ginger-haired girl with her disfigured face, and she just wanted to give her a
hug.


 


“I need to find Kim,” said Heather.
She held the knife at her side. “Your dad is the only one who can take me
there.”


 


“She’s in the camp, isn’t she?” said
Lilly.


 


“How do you know?”


 


“I told dad to work there after I got
bitten. It was the only way to get supplies.”


 


She couldn’t believe how old the girl
sounded. It was as if someone had taken the brain of an adult and grafted it
into her skull. Heather thought that Kim sometimes sounded clever beyond her
years, but this girl was something else. There was something about her that
nagged away at Heather. There was a look in her eyes; a sense of cunning, or
even cruelty. It could have been a trick of the light, or maybe she took after
her father.


 


She walked over to the window. The
glass was covered by a white knitted curtain. When she pulled it back, she saw
a unit of Capita soldiers advancing on the cottage. With them, shoulders
slumped over a tired-looking horse, was the Capita soldier who she had left in
the wastelands.


 


She turned around to face Charles and
Lilly.


 


“How the hell did they find me?” she
said.


 


Charles stood up. 


 


“Don’t flatter yourself. They’re here
for me. I’m assuming I’m going to be relieved of my duties, given my absence
from the Dome.”


 


“I told you this would happen,” said
Lilly. She pushed the wheels of her chair and positioned herself so that she
could see out of the window.


 


“The Five aren’t patient and they
don’t give second chances. They’re either assuming I’m dead given my lack of
reports over the last week, or they think that I’ve joined the Resistance.
Ishkur and his friends are more paranoid than you would ever believe.”


 


“So just explain to them,” said
Heather. “Tell them you’ve been away. I’ll hide, and when they’re gone, we can
go find Kim. I’ll go upstairs into one of the bedrooms. But I’m taking Lilly
with me. If you say a word out of place, I’ll kill her.”


 


She tried to make it seem like she
meant the threat, but even she knew there was no intention behind it.


 


“No, Heather,” said Charles. “They’re
here to kill me.”


 


“And they’ll kill me too, in that
case. So what the hell do we do now?”


 


Lilly spoke.


 


“We can leave.”


 


Charles looked at his daughter, and
nodded.


 


“We can go to your mum’s old place on
the coast.”


 


Lilly shook her head.


 


“We’ll go with Heather to the camp.
You can’t keep me going on your blood forever. Come on Dad, you know that. I
need flesh.”


 


It made Heather sick to hear a child
talking this way. For this little girl, drinking blood and eating flesh had
become a way of life. Her condition had twisted her mind until she had become a
little monster. Despite that, Heather knew the girl wasn’t to blame. It wasn’t
her fault she’d been bitten.


 


As the Capita soldiers walked toward
the cottage, Heather knew that she had no choice. As much as Charles sickened
her, she needed him.


 
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Four


 


Eric


 


She was getting worse by the day.
When he looked at Kim on her bed, he couldn’t help but remember how bad his
sister, Luna, had looked after she drank some water before mum boiled it. She
spent the next week making constant trips outside to go to the toilet. So much
so that they had to move on a day later because the smell was attracting foxes,
and the foxes drew the infected. 


 


Kim’s face was ghost white, and the
bones in her cheeks stuck out like they were trying to get away from her skin.
He’d persuaded her to try and eat more of the camp gruel, but it didn’t seem to
do her much good.


 


Eric had spent the last day
persuading some of the others to escape. He knew he couldn’t do it alone, and
Kim wasn’t going to be a lot of help. He had to be careful who he asked, because
some people loved to tell the guards what others were up to, because they
thought it would get them special privileges. 


 


Although he didn’t like him, he had
chosen to tell Martin Wrench. After watching him in the race and seeing him
trip up the other boy, Eric knew that Martin was devious, and that he was
prepared to do anything. He made no secret of how much he hated camp, and
although he had admitted he was scared, he seemed willing to risk danger.


 


“You’re cleverer than me,” Martin had said. “Work out what
to do, and I’ll help.”


 


The plan was to convince Marta to use
Goral’s keys and drive them out of there on the train. He would need to create
a diversion somehow, because he needed to distract the guards and take as many
DCs with him as possible. 


 


“All well and good having a train,” said Martin. “but there are still
the guards.”


 


“I’ve got a plan for that,” Eric told him.


 


Later that night Eric told Kim to
cover for him while he sneaked out of the cabin. She sighed and nodded her
head, and then she put her hand on her belly as if it was hurting her. Eric
didn’t know if she’d really heard what he said, but he didn’t have a choice.


 


He crawled across camp. When a
searchlight swooped nearby he stayed still – pretend it’s a wasp – and
he took his time. He realised that people made mistakes when they tried to rush
things. That’s how the other boys had been caught, he decided. They’d tried to
escape without being patient and having a real plan. 


 


He went all the way across the yard
to the section where the red brick buildings were. He had never been this far
before, and at first he thought there would have been lots of guards. The stars
twinkled in the sky above him, and the moon was hidden behind a cloud so dark
that it melted into the sky. All the guards were asleep. Either that or they were
drinking and playing cards. Sometimes they took DC women from the cabins out
for a walk, but Eric didn’t know what they did with them or why these women got
special privileges.


 


The train was beyond the kennels and
Dr. Scarsgill’s building, fifty metres past the fence that ran around the
perimeter of camp. To get there he was going to need to do something about the
infected who wandered freely between the metal, and he was still going to have
to persuade Marta to agree to drive the train.


 


Deciding that he’d learned enough for
one night, he started back across the yard. His footsteps made little noise on
the stone, although sometimes he stopped and stayed really still, sure that he
heard something nearby. When he finally got to his own cabin, he froze in
place. All of a sudden, his heart sped up.


 


The lights in his cabin were on, and
through the window, he saw guards walking between the beds.


 


It’s an inspection, he thought. And they’re going to
see that I’m not there.


 


His first emotion was panic so cold
that it was as if a guard had gripped his neck and plunged him into an ice
bath. He pictured them walking through the cabin and tearing it apart to find
him. Finally they’d find the hatch that he used to sneak out from. They’d seal
it up, punish Eric and probably do the same to the rest of the DCs just for
being in the same cabin.


 


He knew that Kim was good at lying.
Her mum, Heather, was forever scolding her for it, but for some reason Kim just
couldn’t help herself. If something took an hour she’d say that it had taken
five, and if the sky was blue she’d say it was grey. They were pointless and
mostly harmless lies. Maybe she could put them to good use and make up a reason
for Eric not being there.


 


All he had to do was get back into
the cabin. The problem was that if he went back in through the hatch he’d make
too much noise, and they’d wonder why he was at the back of the cabin rather
than in bed. And he could hardly just walk back in through the front door,
either. What would he say? ‘Sorry, I just went out for a walk. The yard is
lovely at this time of night.’


 


Stood in the yard with a shivering
wind hugging him, he was alone. This was the first time during any of his
late-night wanderings that he’d really felt any danger. He knew what the guards
would do to him if he was ever caught, but he’d pushed it to the back of his
mind, to the same place where he kept the worry he felt about his mum and
sister.


 


Eric had always been good at shutting
things off. It was one of his talents; that when something bad happened he
created some space in his mind, put the bad thing in there and then imagined a
big metal door clanking shut and leaving it in darkness. The problem was that
these days everything was bad, and he worried that soon there’d be so many bad
things locked away in his head that there’d be no room for the good.


 


He looked around him to see what his
options were. It only took him a split second, because Dam Marsh was dead end
after dead end, closed door after closed door.


 


There were the cabins, but he couldn’t
get in his own and it wouldn’t do any good to go into another one. ‘Sorry,
forgot which cabin was mine. What was I doing outside? Err…’ There was the
metal fence that surrounded the perimeter, and the infected shuffled back and
forth beyond it, but it wasn’t time to use them yet. Finally, he saw the red
brick buildings at the back of camp. One of them was Dr. Scarsgill’s lab. The
guard barracks was somewhere out of view, and beyond that was the train.


 


The only building he could see
properly was the kennels. He supposed this was so that the DCs had plain view
of the guards’ snarling hounds, so that they knew what would be let loose on
them if they ever had the stupid notion of defiance or escape.


 


Torch lights flickered in his cabin.
A burly man in a Capita uniform stood in the window, blocking the inside of the
cabin from view. They weren’t quite at Eric’s bed yet, but it wouldn’t be long now.
If Kim tried to lie for him and got caught, she’d be in as much trouble as him.


 


He walked across the yard. Stopping
thirty feet away from the kennels, he reached down to the ground and picked up
a stone. He twisted it in his fingers, and yellow dust crumbled away and
covered his skin.


 


The dogs were sleeping in their
kennels. Some held their paws out and stretched their heads across them, while
others curled up into the tightest ball they could. One was on its back, limbs
stretched wide into the most uncomfortable sleeping position imaginable. Like
this, they were almost cute, but Eric had seen them in the day. Black eyes
staring out of angry-looking faces, mouths wide open to show teeth sharp enough
to snap bone. Spit spraying out with every bark. Sometimes, even the guards
gave a wary glance as they walked past them.


 


He squinted at the dog directly in
front of him. He tensed his arm, took his aim, and then threw the stone. It
clanged against the bars in front of the dog and then bounced off to the side.
The dog wiped a paw against its sleepy face.


 


He picked up another stone. He
breathed like he’d seen the guards in the watchtowers do before they fired
their guns. He imagined the stone hitting the dog’s head.


 


He threw it. It lopped in an arc,
staying on a true course toward the dog as it fell. It hit the dog on the nose,
and the hound was on its feet in a second. The dog started giving a bark that
sounded throaty at first, like a man waking up in the morning and coughing his
throat clear. The bark grew louder, and soon the other dogs stirred. On waking,
the first thing they did was return the gruff sound, and soon enough the entire
section of camp was drowned out by the wild shouting of the canines.


 


Eric sneaked away and hid behind the
corner of a cabin. Sure enough, his own cabin door opened, and the guards filed
out. Their torch beams bounced over the ground as they ran toward the kennels.
As they ran past him he held his breath, but the men and women were too
distracted by the dogs to even glance around them.


 


When he got into his cabin, he walked
over to Kim’s bed. She saw him, and she reached out and grabbed him, and pulled
him into a hug. It seemed as if the act drained the last scrap of energy from
her body, because afterwards she pushed him away and slumped back onto the
pillow.


 


“You were this close,” she
said. “I swear to God, they were almost going to check your bed. And I don’t
think my handiwork would have fooled them.”


 


He glanced at his bed. Kim had put
his pillow under the bedsheets so that it looked like he was sleeping in it,
but there was a problem with the disguise; he didn’t appear to have a head.


 


Back in his cabin, with the stale
sweaty air and water buckets, he missed the breeze of the yard. At the same
time, there was something about being out there that made him feel vulnerable,
as if things crept up on him from all sides. The odds were against them both,
he realised. Between the guards and the dogs and the infected, the Capita was
sure to catch them if they escaped. It wouldn’t stop there, either. With their
resources, the Capita would pursue them across the Mainland, hunting them down
until they were too tired to run anymore.


 


“I’m worried, Kim,” he told her.
“Even if we get out, they’ll hunt us all our lives. We’re just too valuable to
them, aren’t we? Do you ever get the idea that it’s just our fate to be
victims?”


 


Kim shook her head.


 


“Snap out of it. Mum told me ‘everything
you want is on the other side of fear.’ I never understood what she meant,
but I see the infected on the other side of the fences, and I know everything
we want is somewhere beyond them.”


 


~


 


Later that night his body jerked
awake. It took his mind a few seconds to catch up, but once it did, he saw a
cabin covered in darkness, with the other DCs snoring around him. His blanket
covered his legs but his bare chest was exposed to the cold air, and goose
pimples welled on his skin.


 


The door of the cabin whined as
someone opened it. Eric stayed still. He watched as a figure walked inside. He
wondered what the guards were doing here at this time. Maybe one of them had
already seen that Eric hadn’t been here earlier, and they’d come to take him
away. There was nothing he could do now. He would just have to act dumb. Tell
them he’d been here all along and didn’t know what they were talking about.


 


He didn’t hear the heavy thuds of
Capita boots, and didn’t see the green, over-starched uniforms. Instead there
was a tall man in a plastic coat, a beaky nose protruding against the fabric of
his mask, his cold skin matching the air around him. 


 


What the hell was Scarsgill doing
here?


 


Scarsgill walked into the cabin. He
was so tall that it wouldn’t have taken much more for him to hit his head on
the ceiling. He looked around him from bed to bed, until finally his gaze settled
just beyond Eric. Eric couldn’t turn to see what Scarsgill was looking at,
because he didn’t want the doctor to think he was awake.


 


A guard followed the doctor into the
cabin. Scarsgill’s shoes made pattering sounds as he crossed the floor. When he
walked past Eric’s bed, he caught the scent of something that seemed like
cigarettes but was stronger, as if the doctor had smoked five of them at once.


 


Scarsgill stopped walking, and the
guard stopped behind him. Eric knew which bed he’d stopped at. 


 


He stretched out in a way that he
hoped seemed like something a person would do when he was asleep. He turned
over onto his other side so that he could see the doctor, but for the first
minute he kept his eyes closed.


 


“So sweet when she’s asleep,” said Scarsgill.


 


The guard didn’t say anything.


 


“She doesn’t look well at all,” the
doctor continued. “Has she been eating?”


 


“I don’t work in the canteen,” said
the guard.


 


“For God’s sake. I asked for someone
who actually knew the people in this cabin.”


 


“I’ve pulled guard duty in this
section for the last month.”


 


“Standing there with your baton and
waiting for them to cause trouble isn’t the same as knowing these people.”


 


Eric risked opening one eye. At first
the room was too dark, but his vision adjusted. Scarsgill was sat on the end of
Kim’s bed. He didn’t touch her, but he looked at her face with an expression
that seemed like concern.


 


“Make sure she eats in the morning,
and every meal time after that. I want to see at least a little red in those
cheeks,” said Scarsgill, talking to the guard. “After that, I want you to bring
her to the lab. I need her in there in forty-eight hours. It’s time to start on
the girl.”


 


With that, he straightened up, nodded
at the guard and then walked out of the cabin. As he passed Eric, he felt a
cool breeze fall over him, as if a sheet of ice followed the doctor everywhere
he went.


 


He looked over at Kim. She had slept
through the whole thing, oblivious to the plans that Dr. Scarsgill had for her.
Eric didn’t know what they were really, but he knew when they would happen, and
he felt like they needed to be worried. There was nothing else they could do;
he was going to have to bring the escape forward. One way or the other,
tomorrow would be their last day in Camp Dam Marsh.
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Five


 


Ed


 


They heard the tortured wails of the
infected as they passed the log cabins and went into the larger building at the
edge of the clearing. They found the double doors unlocked. The Savage opened
them and stepped inside, followed by Ed and Bethelyn.


 


A long corridor stretched ahead of
them. It was dark save for where thin streams of light seeped in through broken
windows. Lights hung above them fixed in glass casings, but Ed already knew
that there was no point trying to find the power. There was a damp smell, and
as their footsteps echoed against the walls, he couldn’t help but think that
they’d disturbed something.


 


“Hello?” said The Savage. He stopped
walking and waited, as if he expected an answer.


 


Hearing nothing call back in
response, they walked on. The building was a central base for Loch-Deep
Meditation Retreat. They found rooms with mats and cushions on the floor.
Posters covered the walls showing images of blossom-filled forests and
mountains greener than anything Ed had ever seen. Some had slogans printed on
the bottom, saying things like ‘Harmony isn’t in the destination, it’s in
the journey.’


 


Bethelyn walked with her hand pressed
against her shoulder.


 


“I need saline solution for the
wound,” she said.


 


The Savage patted his coat pockets. 


 


“I seem to be fresh out.”


 


His words echoed back at them through
the darkness. Out…Out…Out…


 


“There must be a kitchen,” said
Bethelyn. “Maybe we could find something in there.”


 


Every so often they passed a window.
All of them were smashed, and the broken glass littered the ground outside, as
if they had all been broken from the inside. Ed thought he heard footsteps
crunching on branches and twigs beyond the windows. The wheezes of the infected
drifted toward them, growing louder each time they passed another frame of
damaged glass.


 


“He’s outside,” said Bethelyn. 


 


“Come on,” said The Savage. “Don’t
let your mind get carried away.”


 


Ed stopped.


 


“I feel it too. I’m sure I heard him
walking. Ripeech is nearby, and he knows that we’re here.”


 


“You two are losing it. You’re both a
couple of Wetgills.”


 


The groans grew louder. He couldn’t
see them, but the prickles on Ed’s arms told him that infected were walking
toward the building. He didn’t know if they were drawn there by the smell of live
meat, or if something was leading them. It seemed as if they honed in on their
location, guided there by something cognitive that knew where they were.


 


They took a turn at the end of the
corridor. A hallway stretched out before them. A red-painted box hung off the
wall, attached by a golden chain. ‘Suggestion Box,’ it read. Doorways
lined the sides of the walls every few metres. Bethelyn walked ahead of them.


 


“Slow down, Beth,” said Ed.


 


She took a few steps forward, and
then stopped outside a doorway. Something was on the floor next to the door. He
couldn’t make out what it was in the darkness, but Bethelyn kneeled down and
picked it up. She turned to them with the thing in her hands.


 


It was a small teddy bear. Its fur
was matted and rough, as if it was old and the years had taken a toll on it.
One eye was small and black, but there was just a stitch where the other should
have been. He couldn’t help feeling that he’d seen something like it somewhere
else.


 


Ed had never had teddy bears growing
up. He’d asked for one once, and he remembered his mum looking at his dad and
saying ‘Well?’ Dad shook his head and said ‘Bears are for pansies.’
At the time he hadn’t understood what a small flower would want with a toy
animal, and it was only later that he came to realise that pansy was an insult,
and that his dad wanted him to be more like James. He liked boys who were smart
and strong, who didn’t need stuffed animals for comfort. It was the first in a
series of things that made Ed realise that he’d never match up to his brother.


 


Bethelyn held the bear close to her.
The look in her eyes was strange, and at first he didn’t understand. But then
he looked closer at the toy, and realised where he’d seen one like it before. 


 


“Just give me a minute,” said
Bethelyn.


 


Her eyes looked heavy, and tears
welled on them like water threatening to spill over the edge of a bucket. Ed
realised that her daughter, April, used to have a bear just like this one.


 


She gripped the handle of the door
behind her. A sign next to the door read ‘Room 17.’


 


“What are you doing?” said The
Savage.


 


“Just give me a minute,” she
answered, her voice choked.


 


She opened the door and walked into
the room, taking the bear with her and slamming the door behind her. He and The
Savage stood in the corridor. The stale smell hung around them, and Ed heard
the growls of the infected that seemed to be surrounding the building.


 


“Just leave her,” said Ed.


 


“We don’t know what the hell is in
that room. She can’t just wander around like that.”


 


“Look at her. I don’t know if you
noticed, but she’s gone. It hasn’t been Bethelyn walking with us in the forest.
It’s like she’s empty.”


 


“Thought that was just her way. I
don’t know either of you very well.”


 


“I wasn’t exactly best friends with
her. But since April died, there’s been nothing inside. So just leave her for a
minute, okay? She’s gone either way. At least this way, there’s a chance she
might come back.”


 


“When did you get so insightful?”
said The Savage.


 


The door opened and Bethelyn stepped
out. Bags hung under her eyes, and her cheeks were red and wet. Her hands were
empty. She looked up at Ed, and for a second he got the feeling he was staring
into an enormous black chasm.


 


“I never took anything of hers,” said
Bethelyn, voice wobbling. “We didn’t have time. I should have got something
before we left Golgoth.”


 


“Bethelyn, you didn’t have a choice.”


 


She ignored him, lost her in her own
thoughts. “And her body. I just left her there like a piece of meat. I should
have buried her, at least. I owed her that much.”


 


“We didn’t have time. If we’d stayed
any longer, we would have died.”


 


“I did die, Ed. I don’t see how I’m
ever coming back.”


 


The Savage sighed.


 


“You’re not going to last long in
this world,” he said.


 


Bethelyn nodded. “I know.”


 


They walked through the building.
Their footsteps boomed off the porcelain floor, and the stale smell grew the
further in they got. Every so often they’d open a door and peer into a room,
but all they found were beds left unmade and possessions left untouched. Toothbrushes
sat in glass cups, clothes were folded neatly on shelves. If he didn’t know
better, he would have guessed that the occupants had all gone out for the day.


 


Ed started to notice a pattern. In
every room and along every corridor, anything reflective had been smashed. They
found cracked mirrors and broken windows, and the crackle of glass underneath
their boots soon became as normal as the spluttering hiss of the infected that
followed them through every twist and turn in the hallway.


 


Finally, they came to the end of the
building. There was a door at the end of a dark corridor, and a sign was fixed
into the wall next to it.


 


‘Loch-Deep Communal Meditation,’ it
read.


 


When they opened the door there was a
rush of air, as if they’d opened the vacuum-sealed tomb of an Egyptian pharaoh.
The room was the size of a school gymnasium. Richly-woven mats covered the
floors, and spent incense sticks littered every available surface.


 


The walls were covered in drawings
like the ones they had seen in the cabin. They were of the same face, repeated
over and over in degrading quality until finally they were just a series of
lines and scratches. It was as if the artist was trying to capture an image
perfectly, but his talent was lacking and his frustration was rising. On one of
them, dark eyes stared out from an oval face. Ed made out a roughly-drawn nose
and mouth, and most of the face had been shaded so that it looked covered in
shadow.


 


There were eight windows spread
across all sides of the room. The glass was smashed, and Ed saw dew-covered
tree branches and overgrown grass. Weeds reached up to some of the window
frames, as if the forest was trying to climb inside the building.


 


The Savage walked over to a table and
picked up a book.


 


“Another diary,” he said, holding it
up. “I feel like this whole place is the bedroom of a teenage girl.”


 


He opened it up and started to read. 


 


“Day 30. Mind closing, body
submitting. Meditation four times a day and finding inner calm, but the
infection is always waiting. Skin looks grey. Blisters on my arms, have to stop
picking at the scabs. Already survived longer than the incubation period.
Mindfulness keeps the infection from destroying my mind, but I feel weak. Want
to sleep. Want to eat. Oh, how I want to eat.”


 


Bethelyn’s shoulders shivered.


 


“This will sound crazy,” she said.
“But do you think this is Ripeech?”


 


“You’re quick on the uptake,” The
Savage answered sarcastically. “Of course it’s him. I just can’t believe it,
though. I thought there was only one cure when you were infected, but this
crazy bastard tried something else.”


 


The groans from outside grew louder.
Ed looked out of a window, and his chest tightened as figures emerged from the
forest. They took lurching steps toward the grass, stumbling over the fallen
logs. Some tripped as their feet became entangled in vines, but a second later
they got back up, stares fixed firmly on the room.


 


Ed looked around him. The air felt
cold, somehow. He imagined this creature, Ripeech, in this room. How long ago
had it been? How much time had passed since this thing, this man or whatever it
was, had been in here making drawings of its own face and writing a diary of
its infection?


 


The figures walked closer. At first
it seemed like there were dozens, but then more hungry faces emerged from
behind the trees and walked toward them, as if drawn there by something.


 


The atmosphere turned. Suddenly, it
seemed like something else was there. The air became heavier, and the walls
became just a shade darker. The hairs on his arms stood on end, and he had the
overwhelming sensation that something else was waiting for them outside. He
couldn’t see it, but the feeling was impossible to dismiss.


 


“He’s here,” said Ed. “Ripeech is
here.”


 


For a few seconds, they heard nothing
but the hungry cries of the infected. And then a voice spoke to them from
outside. 
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Six


 


Heather


 


Glass exploded all over the living
room floor. Heather lifted her arm to her face and covered her eyes, but an
umbrella would have been more use as the shards rained down on her. She moved
her arm away to see the carpet covered by pieces of the front window. On the
floor there was a bottle with a burning rag stuffed into it, and black smoke
started to seep out of the rim and spread into the air.


 


The smell hit her, and her throat
closed up. Spikes of glass fell from her hair and shoulders. Charles took hold
of Lilly’s wheelchair and pulled her toward the door. Voices shouted outside,
and her eyes watered as the smoke spread from the floor and covered the walls
and ceiling. Through the black mist, she saw dim figures approach the house.


 


Another window smashed. Her vision
was impaired by smoke so thick that it was like a gassy tar, and her eyeballs
stung. The second smash sounded like it came from the side of the house, though
she didn’t know the layout well enough to pin it on a specific room. There was
a booming sound, and then the tell-tale clang of a letter box. They’d busted
down the front door.


 


“It’s in my hair, Dad,” said Lilly.


 


Charles wheeled her out of the room
and into the hallway. Following him, Heather caught a glimpse of masked Capita
soldiers in the doorway, twenty feet down the hall. They seemed to be waiting
for the smoke to clear before coming inside, or perhaps the glass bottle and
smoke was intended to drive Heather, Charles and Lilly out. 


 


“I need to get to Ken,” said Charles.
“Where’s your horse?”


 


“Out back.”


 


“Ken’s at the front, but there’s too
many of those brainless drones outside. I need you to get on your horse and
ride out. Follow the trail at the back of the house. When you get far enough,
fire this.”


 


He handed her a small pistol. It was
so tiny that it was engulfed in his hand, and the barrel was only big enough
for one bullet. It was the type of gun that would have looked better in a rich
woman’s handbag, rather than in the hands of a bounty hunter.


 


“There’s too many of them,” said
Heather. With only one bullet, she wasn’t sure her aim would even be good
enough to take out a single soldier.


 


“It’s to get their attention. I’m
taking Lilly to the basement. We’ve got some things down there I need to grab,
and there’s a hatch behind the boiler that leads outside. I need you to draw
them away. When they’re gone, we’ll scarper. I’ll get Ken and meet you further along
the trail, and then we can all sing songs on the way to Mordeline,” said
Charles.


 


“And what about me?” said Heather.
“Won’t they run me down?”


 


“Trust me. When we get to Mordeline,
they’ll stop following.”


 


Lilly looked at her father with a
scowl on her face. Her missing nose made every look seem that little bit more
brutal.


 


“Come on, Dad. Stop wasting time.”


 


“What’s so bad about that place?”
said Heather.


 


“You’ll see.”


 


They heard shouting. Smoke drifted
out of the living room and filled the hallway, and it was clear that the Capita
soldiers were waiting for it to disperse before storming the house. Heather
didn’t know if it was really a tactic, or if they just hadn’t thought about
what would happen when they threw the burning bottle inside.


 


“You’re really going to help me get
to camp?” she said.


 


Charles looked at his daughter. Her
missing nose made every expression a scowl, and the bite marks on her legs
looked painful, even though it must have been years since they happened.


 


“I don’t have much of a choice.”


 


Heather found her horse out back. It
had the rope in its mouth and it was trying to chew itself free from the
tether, but it dropped it when it saw her. You’re learning already, she
thought. Maybe the shouting and the smashing had spooked it, though she had
thought that Capita horses would be used to a lot worse. She unknotted the rope
and stroked the horse’s back to soothe it.


 


Judging by the shouting behind her,
the Capita soldiers were ready to advance into the house. That didn’t give
Charles and Lilly long, and Heather knew she had to draw the soldiers away. She
hoped that Charles wasn’t selling her out again, but like him, she didn’t have
a choice. She either trusted him and hoped that he led her to Kim, or she went
her own way and wasted precious time trying to get there herself.


 


She found the trail at the back of
the house. Like everything else in the Mainland, it had been made by man but
had fallen into ruin after the outbreak. Not that anyone could be to blame.
With the constant battle in most people’s lives being the need to have food and
water, maintaining a pathway over the wasteland’s rocks and plains was a
bottom-of-the-list priority. 


 


The horse took her along the path.
Every few seconds she risked a look behind her, and she saw that the Capita
soldiers weren’t following. Hopefully Charles had gone down into the basement.
She wondered what stuff he could possibly need to get, but she knew that they
must have been important. The bounty hunter wasn’t one to idle.


 


For a second, a thought latched onto
her as it drifted past, scratching its claws into her and then crawling into
her head and scurrying around. What if she just left him there? After
all, she was never going to be able to trust him, and there was something about
his daughter that made her uneasy. Another thought sat in her mind as a counter
balance, stronger than any other belief she held. She would do anything to
find Kim. If that meant placing her trust in the bounty hunter, so be it.


 


She wanted to speed up the horse. She
thought that the way to do it was to nudge it in the sides, but it seemed
cruel. Cruel. What a stupid thought. She had torn a man’s throat with
her bare teeth and tortured information out of another, yet she couldn’t give a
horse a light tap on the side.


 


She dug her boots into its body and
felt the pace pick up, the horse’s hooves making a clip-clop on the ground as
the wasteland went by. After a few minutes, she brought it to a halt and turned
it around.


 


A couple of Capita soldiers were at
the back of the house, and the rest must have been searching inside. With some
satisfaction she remembered that there was a time when Charles Bull would have
been leading house raids like this. Maybe now he’d understand what it was like.


 


She held the gun in her hand. It felt
like a toy, and she wondered if it would even make enough noise to draw the
soldiers’ attention. Maybe when she pulled the trigger, a red flag saying
‘bang’ would pop out.


 


She raised the gun in the air. This
was it. Pulling the trigger was akin to signing a contract with Charles Bull.
Once she helped him get out of the house, there was no going back. 


 


She fired it. The boom was so loud
that it took her by surprise, and she held onto the reins as the horse stepped
back in shock.


 


The soldiers outside the house turned
in her direction. One stared at her, and the other ran inside. Sure that they’d
seen her, she turned the horse around. She whipped the reins and continued on
down the path. Somewhere along the way, Charles was supposed to meet her.


 


There were voices shouting behind
her. She risked a look, and saw that the soldiers had mounted their horses and
had started to follow. Heather knew she’d built up enough of a lead to keep
them at bay, but she didn’t know where she was going.


 


She heard another noise, but this
time it wasn’t shouting. She looked around, and saw a soldier walking by the
side of the house. He held long leads in his hands, and a pack of dogs strained
at the ends, jumping up and down with excitement. The solider kneeled down and
unclipped them, and without a second of pause the dogs picked up the trail and
started running toward Heather.


 


The barking seemed to put her horse
on edge. She leaned forward and rubbed its head, but she didn’t have much time
for reassurance. She knew that the Capita kept its dogs hungry, and there
wasn’t much that could match the speed of a dog with an empty belly, especially
ones bred for aggression.


 


She kicked the horse in the side. It
sped up, but not fast enough. Excited yelps grew louder behind her, and six of
the dogs bounded over the path. Their heads were low and their eyes looked
wild. It was as if they hadn’t eaten for days and didn’t see Heather and her
horse in front, but instead saw one lump of meat riding a larger lump.


 


Where was Charles? As her horse covered the ground,
Heather began to get the feeling that the bounty hunter had betrayed her. In a
few minutes the dogs would catch up and they’d bring the horse to the ground
and then tear Heather apart. Maybe being ripped open by dogs would be a mercy,
because there was plenty worse that the Capita could do. Perhaps the hounds had
been trained to leave people alive, and the soldiers would take her back to the
Dome where a cell of horrors awaited her.


                                                                                                                                  


She kicked the horse again. The wind
hit her face a little bit harder, but it was no use. The barking grew louder,
and when she turned her head, she saw that they were only ten metres away.


 


One of the dogs rounded her on the
left side and the other went right, while the others in the pack stayed behind.
In an attack that seemed as coordinated as the tactics of a football team, the
left and right dogs leapt and sunk their teeth into the horse’s legs, bringing
the animal to the ground in a fit of whinnying.


 


Heather put her arms out to stop her
fall, but she hit the ground at ten miles an hour and felt her nose squash
against the pathway. Stones scratched her skin as she rolled to a stop. She sat
up, stomach winded.


 


The dogs gave her barely a blink to
recover, forming a circle around her before she could move. They hung their
heads just an inch above ground and showed her pointy teeth, and their throaty
growls warned her that they were more than happy to use them. The dungeons it
was, then. The dogs were just going to surround her until the Capita soldiers
came.


 


Sure enough she heard the sound of
horse hooves trampling toward her. When she looked back, three Capita soldiers
were trying to make up the gap between them. A sound came from her right, and
she saw Charles Bull break through a clearing of trees to the side of the
trail. Ken pounded toward her, carrying the bounty hunter and his daughter as
if the weight was nothing to him.


 


The dogs snarled and bunched together
when they saw Charles. As they got closer, Heather saw Lilly lift up a bottle
with a rag stuffed in the top. Brown liquid swished against the sides. Maybe
this is what Charles had meant when he said he needed to grab supplies. It made
sense that the Capita’s bounty hunter would have the same tactics as its
soldiers. Lilly flickered a lighter in her other hand and set the rag on fire,
then held it above her head.


 


“Toss it,” said Charles.


 


Heather got to her feet. Lilly closed
one eye, squinted, and then threw the bottle at the dogs. It landed in the
middle of the pack and exploded in a cloud of flame, with the yellow fire
leaping from dog to dog, singeing hair and burning skin. Heather flinched at
the yelps of pain.


 


The Capita soldiers had made up some
of the distance. Charles stopped in front of Heather.


 


“Get on,” he said.


 


There didn’t seem to be much room on
the horse with Charles and Lilly already riding.


 


“Can he carry all of us?”


 


“Ken’s back is made of iron. He’ll be
alright. Get on.”


 


The soldiers were close enough that
Heather could hear them shout. She heard one of them call out in shock. 


 


“The bastards burned the dogs!”


 


One of them had a rifle slung at his
side. He brought his horse to a stop and held the gun in his hands.


 


Heather tried to climb up onto Ken.
Charles had a saddle that he had modified so that Lilly could ride. The two of
them took up all the leather, and that didn’t leave any room for Heather to
grip onto.


 


The soldier brought the rifle to
shoulder height and looked down the barrel. He took a breath and fired, and
Heather saw dust kick up a few feet away from her. The proximity of the bullet
set her pulse into a panic.


 


She climbed up onto the horse.
Charles pulled onto the reins, and Ken sped forward along the path. She heard
the soldiers shouting behind her, but within a minute the wind whipped against
her face and they started to put distance between them and their pursuers. She
gripped onto Lilly’s waist as they rode.


 


There was another crack. A bullet dug
into the dirt. Heather flinched, and instinctively put her head down. The dogs
behind her rolled on the floor, and she could still smell the sour aroma of
burning hair. She wanted to put her hands to her ears to drown out their cries
of pain. The throaty cries of the infected were bad enough, but nothing matched
the squeal of a burning dog.


 


After ten minutes, the Capita horses
showed no signs of slowing. The soldier with the rifle continued to fire, each
bullet tearing into the ground around them. The clamour behind them grew, and
Charles hunched forward in the saddle and spurred Ken to go faster.


 


She saw something in the distance.
Buildings bunched together with a metal fence surrounding them. It looked to be
the ruins of an old town, but Heather had never been to this part of the
Mainland before. Charles seemed to be guiding Ken toward it.


 


Another shot boomed. This time it
didn’t hit the dirt. Ken gave a cry and reared up on his back legs, and Heather
had to grip Lilly’s waist tighter so that she didn’t fall off. Charles patted
the animal’s body.


 


“It’s okay,” he said.


 


Heather knew that it wasn’t okay. The
bullet had hit Ken on the side, and the horse shook his body as if he was
trying to free himself from the piece of lead in his flesh.


 


With Ken’s pace slowed, the soldiers
advanced. Charles spurred him on, head fixed firmly on the buildings and the
fence in front of them. The soldiers were so close now that the pounding of
their horses’ hooves sounded like a drumbeat.


 


“The saddle,” Charles said, without
turning around.


 


Lilly reached into the saddle pouch
and pulled out another bottle with a rag stuffed in it. She tried to light it,
but Ken’s movements were jerky, and she couldn’t keep the flame lit long enough
to ignite the rag.


 


Heathy took the lighter off her. She
brought it close to the bottle and let the flame take hold on the cloth. She
took the bottle off Lilly and turned around. The soldiers were twenty feet away
now. The one with the rifle raised his weapon again and took aim. One more shot
and Ken would be done.


 


Heather raised the bottle and threw
it. She missed the soldiers, but the bottle exploded in front of their horses
and caused the animals to rear up at the flames, wheezing at the blaze.


 


Charles whipped Ken’s reins and
spurred the animal forward. They reached the metal fence, and just as they
crossed through it and passed the first dilapidated building, Ken slowed.
Gradually his pace dropped until he just trotted, and there was nothing Charles
could do to press him on. Ken slackened to a stop, and then just fell over onto
his side, sending the three of them to the ground. Heather cried out in pain as
her leg was crushed by the weight of the animal and the other riders.


 


She squirmed free. She got to her
feet. She was thankful that her leg wasn’t so damaged that she couldn’t walk,
but she wasn’t going to be running any marathons in the near future. Charles
stood up. He went to Lilly’s side and unhooked her from the saddle.


 


Behind them, The Capita soldiers
reached the fence but instead of pursuing, they stopped. The soldier with the
gun held his hand in the air, and the unit pulled their horses to a standstill.


 


Heather looked around her. Somehow,
she knew that this was Mordeline. It was an abandoned town where the grey
buildings had been left in ruins and had started to show the strain of time on
their brickwork. Weeds pushed through the concrete pavement, and there was an
unwholesome smell. At first, everything around them was silent. There was a
tension in the air. It was a feeling so real that Heather felt it settle on her
shoulders, and she looked around as if waiting for something to happen. She
understood now why nobody came to Mordeline. With the dark shadows creeping
over every inch of light and buildings left abandoned, it was a place she
wouldn’t have wanted to travel through alone.


 


Bodies started to emerge from the rubble
and lurched out of open doorways. One, an infected woman with a long, ratty
plat in her hair, gurgled and then stumbled out of a light fitting shop.
Another walked from the entrance to a pizza parlour, and it tripped over a
loose car exhaust that had been left on the street. More joined them, and the
streets of Mordeline filled with the rasping chorus of the infected. They moved
with jerky steps, stretching as though they hadn’t walked in weeks.


 


“We need to get cover,” said Heather.


 


With Lilly free, Charles’s focus was
solely on his horse. He kneeled by Ken’s side and stroked his hair. Ken gave
shallow breaths, and blood leaked out from the wound on his side. Charles’s
eyes were wide and black, and they looked on the verge of welling with tears. 


 


“Charles,” said Heather, trying to
get his attention.


 


He stroked the animal’s head. He took
hold of it and lifted it to his own.


 


“Come on, Ken. Come on, lad,” he
said.


 


The infected edged closer. Some of
them wailed, as if they were giving a signal to the others that a meal was here
and if they didn’t act soon, they would miss it.


 


Heather looked to her right. There
was a building with a gothic archway, and pillars supporting a roof that was
covered in ivy. Spirals were carved into stone work that was turning green with
the spread of moss. A sign above the door read ‘Mordeline Community Municipal
Theatre.’


 


Lilly dragged herself over to her
father. When she was by his side, she leaned back and then slapped him in the
face. Charles snapped his head toward her, and a blaze of anger met with the
sadness welling up in him. He seemed to notice the infected around them now.


 


He gave Ken another stoke, and then
got to his feet. He picked up Lilly, and without a word walked over to the
Mordeline Theatre and went through the archway. Heather followed, with the
dragging footsteps of the monsters behind her.
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Seven


 


Tammuz
(Baz)


 


He’d never seen a real battle before,
and this definitely wasn’t what he expected. In his head he’d imagined two
opposing forces meeting outside of Kiele, standing under the rising morning sun
and sizing each other up. Men clinging to their weapons and hoping this
wouldn’t be the last day they’d ever get to use them. Maybe one party would
send a messenger over to the other and give them one last chance to surrender.
It showed just how naïve he really was.


 


In reality, Hanks had ordered his two
stealthiest men to creep to the town gates and kill the guards. The rest of the
unit pressed forward, passing the decapitated heads on the spikes along the
way. The sight of them, with the wood driven through their wide-open mouths,
made Baz turn his gaze. Hanks, on the other hand, patted the hair of one of
them as he went by it on his horse.


 


When they went beyond the gates and
stood in Kiele, Baz saw something that he hadn’t laid eyes on in a long time.
Kiele was an actual town. The buildings were rundown, but it was clear that the
townspeople had maintained them as best they could. People pushed wheelbarrows
full of food produce along the pavement. Others idled on the street and chatted
while across from them, children ran away from each other, careful to avoid
getting tagged and becoming ‘it.’


 


“Got you,” Baz heard one of them say
as he hit his friend. He wore a red t-shirt with a faded image of a man in a
cape on the front. “Now you’re Ripeech.”


 


There was something liberating about
standing in a settlement that wasn’t covered by a glass ceiling. He’d never
considered that the places beyond the Capita lands could be safe. All this time
he’d planned raids on Mainland towns, and he’d settled his conscience by
telling himself that the Capita were bringing safety to the wasteland. Maybe
all they brought was fear and death.


 


None of the townsfolk had noticed
them yet. Hanks signalled to the back of the unit. Five Runts brought the
defanged infected forward, dragging them by ropes tied around their necks.
Their skin was scratched red from how tight the knots were around their
throats. They tried to cry out, but all their mouths could produce was a hollow
rattle.


 


“Set them loose,” said Hanks.


 


The Runts untied the infected and
pushed them away. At first Baz thought that the monsters might just turn around
and try to grab the Capita soldiers, but one of them saw the children, and gave
a wheezy cry. The others followed suit, and soon they walked forward onto the
streets of Kiele, keen to join the children’s game of tag, but with a darker
motivation.


 


The boy wearing the superhero t-shirt
saw the infected. He screamed, and this brought the attention of a group of men
who were talking and smoking next to an old butcher’s shop. One of the men,
with a goatee beard on his chin and his cigarette pinched between his thumb and
index finger, jerked his head back in surprise. He flicked his cigarette and
rushed over to the children and ordered them to go indoors.


 


One of the infected stumbled over to
the man. Lacking weapons to fight with, he looked around him in panic. He
didn’t know that the infected had been defanged, so his response was natural.
He turned to his friends.


 


“Fetch our blades. And go tell
Rushden and Max,” he said.


 


Hanks watched the scene with straight
shoulders and a firm gaze. He turned to the Capita unit and nodded.


 


“Okay boys,” said one of the
officers. “Runts first. Go for the men, then the women. If anyone fights back,
I want a pile of bodies.”


 


The Runts stormed forward, followed
by the rest of the unit. Too many of the Kiele townspeople were caught unaware,
and some only realised that they were being attacked when a blade sliced
through their skin. Blood splattered onto the grey pavement. The children
scampered indoors. One of them crossed the road and made for a house, but an
officer kicked the side of his horse and cut the child off. When the child was
caught under the horse and crushed beneath a hoof, Baz felt sick.


 


He stood in the middle of the street
and watched the fight rage around him. More Kiele men had emerged from the
mouths of buildings, with weapons in their hands and adrenaline-filled
expressions on their faces. 


 


Nothing could have prepared Baz for
the noises. The sickening sound of knives cutting through flesh. Men falling to
the floor and screaming, giving cries so full of pain that they were scarcely
human. Runts who, on the journey here, had seemed calm, bellowing and charging
at the townsfolk in front of them. The screams and the moaning and the yells
mixing with the gurgling of the infected.


 


Some of the Kiele fighters fell for
Hanks’s ploy, and instead of focusing on the Capita soldiers, they tried to kill
the infected. This was Hanks’s genius; his knowledge that where men and
infected were concerned, a person’s first instinct was to go for the monsters.


 


A man ran at Baz with a pike. He held
it horizontal at shoulder level, and charged forward with the spikes aimed at
his chest. As the man got nearer Baz sidestepped. There was a millisecond where
he had the opportunity to slice the man with his knife, but the weapon stayed
in his sheath. Baz’s heart pounded so hard it felt like it was going to break
through his chest. The man rounded, and he looked at Baz again and prepared for
another charge. As he did, an officer galloped past and with one swipe of his
sword cut halfway through his throat until his head hung off like loose skin.


 


Black dots danced in his vision and
bounced over the carnage around him. Was he having a panic attack? The
atmosphere of fear was so strong that he could smell it; the air was filled
with an aroma of blood and sweat. He heard so many screams that his ears hurt.


 


This was his reality now, he
realised. As he stood in the middle of the chaos, he finally understood that
decisions didn’t end in the Grand Hall. He knew that acting as Tammuz, he had
created this. The blood from every wound might as well have poured over his own
hands, because although his skin wasn’t stained by crimson, he was responsible
for every drop that hit the pavement. 


 


This was what he didn’t see when he
sat in the Grand Hall and wore his mask. Was it all worth it? Were the cries
and screams of innocents a worthy goal? There was no doubt that Kiele was a
home for the Resistance, but these people weren’t evil. It was clear that they
were just folks trying to get by.


 


A crowd of men approached from the
east of the town, walking in file past an abandoned fishmonger shop and a
cobbler’s. One of them had a wide smile painted on the front of his mask, and
for a second it looked as if he saw the carnage in front of him and grinned.
The smile didn’t reach his eyes. With clipped words, he ordered the others into
formation.


 


The Kiele fighters couldn’t have
looked any more different from Baz’s unit. The Capita soldiers at least looked
like an army, with the starched uniforms and stern expressions that seemed to
be requisite if you were from the Dome. The Kiele men seemed to have something
that the Hanks’s men lacked; they had fire in their eyes. Their clothes were
mismatched and their weapons looked like they’d been scavenged from a DIY
store, but they had passion and purpose.


 


Another man stood beside the one with
the smile. He was tall, with shoulders that looked as if they would take the
weight of a battering ram, and his ginger hair stuck up like the coarse fur of
a dog. This man had a meaner look in his eyes than the rest, and he watched the
battle in front of him like a drunk faced with a row of whiskey bottles.


 


At a signal from the ginger man, the
Kiele fighters rushed into the battle. One Capita soldier was caught unaware,
and he sank to the floor as a Kiele knife stabbed through his Adam’s apple. The
smell of blood grew thicker, and Baz’s lungs gasped for air. Suddenly he prayed
that he was back in the Grand Hall, and he had the stupid thought that even
Marduk’s sneering face would be a welcome sight.


 


If he could go back now, he wondered
if he would make a different decision. Maybe he would go down a path that
didn’t lead to the slaughter of a town; of the clanging sound of blades meeting
blades, and the sight of concrete paving stained with splattered crimson.


 


A little girl darted out of a doorway
and ran toward the Kiele fighters. She dodged past a Capita soldier who, in the
adrenaline-soaked heat of battle, swiped at her with his knife, but missed. An
officer galloped on his horse from the opposite end of town, and it was clear
that the horse’s hooves would cross with the girl’s small steps.


 


Baz’s breath caught in his throat. He
wanted to reach out and scoop the girl up, but he was too far away. Men
screamed around him, and people crawled on the floor to escape battle, some of
them with deep wounds in their bodies.


 


The officer on his horse hadn’t seen
the girl, and he was going to trample her. Baz wondered if seeing her would
even make a difference to the man. A look of cruelty twisted in his face, and
Baz sensed that this was the expression of a man drenched in bloodlust.


 


A Kiele fighter locked eyes with Baz.
Baz realised that his hands were shaking, and that he hadn’t even loosened his
knife from his sheath. He pulled it out and gripped the handle so hard that his
knuckles ached.


 


The man ran at him. Baz readied himself
and held the knife at waist level. As the man grew nearer, something fell on
Baz and knocked him to the ground. He looked up to see an infected,
newly-dispatched, slumped over him. Blood spurted from its neck and covered his
hair and forehead. The man stood above Baz now, his face distorted by rage. He
lifted a hatchet in the air.


 


Baz stabbed his knife into the side
of the man’s knee, and digging it deep into the kneecap. The man screamed and
fell to the floor. The blood drained from his face, and he dropped his hatchet
and clutched his leg.


 


He got to his feet. The girl was
stood still, paralysed with fear at the onset of the officer charging toward
her. Just as the horse galloped head-on toward the girl, Baz ran across the
paving. He scooped the girl up in his arms and dived to the side, just out of
reach of the officer. The Capita man looked down on Baz in surprise, and he
stopped for a second, wondering how to act on the mutiny of a Capita soldier.


 


“She’s just a girl,” said Baz.


 


The officer looked as if he was going
to say something, when the man with the wide smile walked up to the horse and
plunged a blade deep into its belly. The horse buckled, and both officer and
beast crashed to the ground. Blood spilled from underneath the horse, and the rider
struggled to get free of the dying animal. Without pause, the man with the
smile walked across and slit the officer’s throat.


 


He walked over to Baz and stood over
him. With the girl in his arms, Baz couldn’t use his knife. He gulped. He
smelled the blood in the air, and his stomach turned to water.


 


“Dad,” said the girl.


 


Baz released her from his grip, and
the man with the smile gathered her in his arms. He stared at Baz for what
seemed like minutes, before finally nodding at him.


 


As he turned to walk away, Hanks
galloped up on his horse, lifted his sword and smashed the handle down on the
Resistance fighter’s head.


 


Hanks stopped his horse. The sounds
of battle started to die, replaced by the pathetic cries of the wounded. One by
one blades ceased meeting flesh and instead hung loose in tired hands. Some of
the Capita soldiers sank to the floor and gulped air, relieved that the battle
around them was simmering to a stop.


 


Hanks nodded down at the man with the
smile. “Take this one alive,” he told one of the officers. “And the
ginger-haired one. Let’s see what they know.”


 


Baz sank onto his back and stared up.
Rather than the clear blue of an afternoon sky, he saw dark clouds above him.
Raindrops fell onto his face and pattered onto the pavement around him. He
closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he hoped he would be somewhere
else. A place that was calm and clean. He knew it wasn’t to be; the rain would
brew into a storm, and it still wouldn’t be enough to wash the blood off the
streets of Kiele.
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Eight


 


Ed


 


Its voice sounded like a lullaby sung
in the raspy tones of a forty-a-day smoker. There was something dark about it,
but with the sense that there was something human there, no matter how deeply
it was buried. It was at once both familiar and odd, a sound that scratched at
the inside of Ed’s head and dug deep into his subconscious.


 


“I could lead them away, if I chose,”
it said.


 


Ed had to look around him to see if
the others had heard it too. Part of him worried that he was just imagining it.
At the same time, he wished that was the case, because whatever was outside
went beyond the monstrosity of the infected. This was a being that should never
have been created. No matter how Ripeech had started out, what he had become was
an abomination best scrubbed out of existence.


 


They had pushed what furniture that
was in the room up against the four windows so that two were covered by arm
chairs, one by a full-height antique mirror, and the other by a chest of
drawers. It didn’t completely block the outside from view, and Ed saw the
infected as they scratched on the window frames and tried to pull themselves
over the ledge. The only mercy was that the windows were high enough to make it
difficult. It still didn’t seem it would be long before they got in.


 


Polyester meditation mats were
scattered on the floor around them. Spent incense sticks littered table tops,
and in the corners of the room speakers were fastened to the wall. Ed could
almost hear the calming music they probably played during relaxation sessions.


 


“Where is it?” said Bethelyn.


 


She walked over to a window and
looked beyond the mirror propped up against it. She jerked back, and shuddered.


 


“Don’t look at me,” said the voice.


 


Its voice scratched its way into Ed’s
ears, eating away at every good thought he ever had and turning them sour.
Suddenly, he lost all hope. He knew they wouldn’t leave here alive, and that
he’d never find James. He imagined Ripeech crawling up next to him and
whispering into his ear, like it had with Cillian in his hut.


 


When Cillian had told them about it,
the idea made Ed’s skin crawl so much that he wanted to shed it like a snake.
Despite the darkest images his imagination could conjure, nothing prepared him
for hearing the noise first-hand. It was the cold voice of something that was
once human, but had deformed so much that every shred of humanity had leaked
away into the darkness.


 


With the infected grouping around the
windows, there was only one way out of the room, and that was the way they came
in. Ed considered it for a second, but when he heard the screeching of infected
echo through the corridor, he knew that way out was lost to them too. Not only
were they surrounded on both sides, but the creatures were in the building as
well.


 


Bethelyn stood opposite the window
covered by the mirror. Ed knew why she had chosen that particular window,
because he felt it too. Wherever Ripeech stood, he somehow sensed its presence.
He felt his gaze being drawn by it.


 


“What do you want?” said Bethelyn.


 


“Don’t talk to it,” said The Savage. 


 


He took hold of a small coffee table
and turned it over. He wedged his boot against the bottom of one of the legs
and wrenched it away until it snapped. The splinters cracked as he pulled it
free. He took out his pocketknife and started shaving the end of the leg into a
spike.


 


Bethelyn edged closer to the window.


 


“Do you want something from us?”


 


The gurgling clamour of the infected
surrounded them, the din sneaking in through every gap in the window frames. Ed
had closed the doors at the end of the room and slid a table leg through the
door handles, but if the monsters wanted to get in, they eventually would.


 


The moans ceased for a second, as if
in deference to something higher on the bestial scale.


 


“I want the man,” said the
voice.


 


Ed’s shoulders shivered. He tried to
see through the gap where the mirror didn’t cover the frame, but all he caught
was the bobbing head of an infected as it sniffed the opening. Ripeech was
there, somewhere, staying out of view.


 


“Why me?” said Ed.


 


“You’re not a man.”


 


“Charming,” said Ed, though the
sensation of fear running through him didn’t match his forced jovial tone.


 


The Savage scraped a long wedge of
wood away from the table leg and let it drop onto the floor. The carpet was littered
with curled oak shavings, and the table leg was starting to look sharp.


 


“He means me,” he said.


 


“Yes,” gurgled the voice. “The
infected one. I want him.”


 


“I already had a wife,” said The
Savage. “And she was a damn sight prettier than you.”


 


“What do you want from him?” said
Bethelyn.


 


“To make him like me.”


 


“And what are you?”


 


“I have seen him. I have seen the
weak one giving him blood. He can learn to become like me. I can teach him.”


 


The Savage gripped his sharpened
table leg. “I won’t be your boyfriend,” he said. “Find someone else.”


 


The Savage took hold of a wooden
chair and dragged it to the centre of the room. He climbed onto it and reached
up toward the ceiling, where one of the plastic covers looked loose.


 


Ed walked over to one of the windows.
They had blocked this one with a felt-lined armchair, but it wasn’t big enough
to block the view completely. He pressed his head close to it and looked
outside.


 


Peering out, he caught a glimpse of
the monster. He regretted it immediately. Ripeech stood next to a tree. He was
on all fours, but it was clear that he was no animal. His body was bloated, and
rags hung off his torso. His nails were long and yellow, and they curved at the
ends. His face was marked by craters, and it looked disfigured, like a piece of
wood infected with woodworm and decayed by rot.


 


Despite everything he had seen over
the last two weeks, he couldn’t believe that something like this existed. It
was as though part of Ripeech was still human, but the other half was tainted
by infection. He didn’t carry himself like the other infected, but nor did he
act as a man would. He seemed like a confused creature, unsure of what he
really was.


 


The Savage lifted the ceiling pane
above him. He strained on his tiptoes to get a look at the space above, and
then lowered himself back down onto his heels. He huffed.


 


“Nothing up there but cobwebs. Only
an inch or two of space at most.”


 


An infected stuck its arm through the
window nearest Bethelyn and scrabbled to get hold of the frame. She kicked its
hand, snapping it at the wrist until it hung limply over the edge. The bone
pierced its skin, and blood dripped onto the floor.


 


It was no good, Ed realised. They
were surrounded at each exit, and it was clear they wouldn’t be able to fight
their way out. He couldn’t even believe he was contemplating it, but he
wondered what would happen if they gave The Savage to Ripeech. What would the
creature do to him? And would it be true to its word and call away the
infected?


 


He knew he couldn’t do that. The
Savage was a loathsome man, but Ed needed him to find James. The Mainland was a
humongous place, and without The Savage there to guide them, Ed would never
find his brother amidst the ruined towns and desolate villages.


 


There was a choice to make either
way. They could try and fight their way out, and more than likely all three of
them would die. Or he could give up The Savage, and weigh his conscience down
with the idea that he had condemned him to a worse fate than the infected could
ever bring.


 


He realised that this was the world
they lived in now. Maybe there was beauty out there somewhere, but it was
buried in a grave of blood and violence, of infected and rot. The old Ed would
have backed away from this. He would have filed the decision in his drawer and
left it in darkness until the choice was taken from him, and he’d hide from the
consequences of his inaction. 


 


He was strong enough to live in this
world. He realised that now. If Bethelyn could make it through the death of her
daughter, and The Savage could lose his wife and live with infection, then Ed
could learn to adapt.


 


The infected clamoured to get in.
Outside some of the windows, the row of creatures was three bodies wide. They
gurgled and hissed, tormented by their hunger but held back by the grip that
Ripeech somehow had on them.


 


Ed walked over to one of the windows
and started to drag away the chair.


 


“What the hell are you doing, Ed?”
said The Savage.


 


It was one of the first times he’d
used his name without a hint of sarcasm behind it. No more Wetgills, no more
mockery. The Savage’s soul was corrupted by darkness, but it was one Ed would
share too, he knew. There was no way to survive on the Mainland without taking
some of the taint upon you.


 


He pulled the chair away. There were
three infected at the window. Ed stared into their soulless eyes, and he
ignored their hungry grunts. He took hold of the window frame and prepared to
climb out.
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Nine


 


Eric


 


When he woke the next morning, Eric
saw that Martin Wrench’s bunk was empty. Cold mornings and vacant beds weren’t
unusual in Camp Dam Marsh, but he knew what it meant. Guards had probably taken
him away in the night, putting a hand over his mouth to avoid alerting the
other DCs. Eric had learned to accept things like that and ignore them, because
getting upset over each disappearance would weigh him down. Martin’s absence
was different. He couldn’t ignore this one.


 


He got out of bed and walked over to
Kim. The cabin floor was so cold that it stung his bare feet. The smell of
cooking drifted through the window, carried across camp by a chilly wind. Food
was the last thing he wanted.


 


He shook Kim awake. She rubbed her
eyes, making the skin around them red.


 


“Martin’s bed is empty,” said Eric.


 


“Maybe he’s in the yard.”


 


“The guards aren’t even up yet, Kim.
They don’t take us out for another hour at least. Something’s going on.”


 


Kim sat up. She glanced across the
cabin and saw Martin’s bunk. His covers were dishevelled, as if he had been
dragged from them.


 


“What happened?” she said.


 


Eric sighed.


 


“I can’t believe it. Today of all
days. We need him.”


 


“We can’t think about that now.”


 


Eric’s heart skipped every other
beat. He tried to keep his mind focussed, but it wandered out of the cabin and
across camp. He imagined the fences with the infected patrolling in-between,
and the kennels where hungry dogs sat tense in their cells. Today was a day
where he needed certainty. He needed the guards to keep their schedule and for
everything in Camp to go the way it usually did. 


 


“Say it to me,” he said.


 


“What?”


 


“The plan. Tell it to me again.”


 


Kim looked around her, as if one of
the other DCs was listening to them.


 


“Eric…”


 


He cut her off. “I need you to go
over the plan, step by step.”


 


It seemed as if their plan was built
on a foundation of wet tissue paper, and any second it was going to fall apart
into a mushy mess. There were so many things that depended on chance, and the
idea of it going wrong made him short of breath.


 


“Okay,” said Kim. “First we rile up
the dogs. Get them so excited that the guards in the yard are distracted.”


 


“And where are you when this
happens?”


 


“I’ll go and get Marta.”


 


“Good. She told me she wouldn’t drive
the train, but when she sees you, she might change her mind. She’s a kind lady,
but I think she’s scared. Seeing how bad you look might be enough to change her
mind.”


 


“Thanks a lot,” she said.


 


“Come on. You know I don’t mean it
like that. But you don’t look good. So you go to Marta’s cabin. And then what?”


 


“We need someone to sneak across camp
to the canteen and start a fire.”


 


Eric sat on Kim’s bed. When the hard
mattress took his weight, tiredness washed over him.


 


“Yeah. And that was Martin’s job.”


 


“Can we ask someone else?”


 


Eric looked around him. The other DCs
snored into their pillows. The guards made some of them work harder than
others, and these inmates needed their rest. Tiredness wasn’t the only reason
they didn’t stir. For most people in camp, sleep was the only escape they got.


 


He’d thought about involving others.
He’d even gone as far as talking to some of them about the idea of escape, but
saying it in a way that could never get him into trouble if they told the
guards. Some seemed interested, but he saw the fear behind their eyes, and he
had learned that being scared made you do stupid things. In the end, he knew he
couldn’t bring anyone else into the plan.


 


“No,” he said. “I don’t trust anyone
else.”


 


“We’ll just have to figure something
out.”


 


He shook his head. “Okay, tell me
what happens next.”


 


“That’s down to you, isn’t it? You
said you’d do something about the guards near the train.”


 


“Yeah, I will. And then we get as
many people to the train as we can before the guards realise, and Marta can
drive us away.”


 


“This all seems…”


 


“Like it’s not going to work?”
answered Eric.


 


Kim looked down at her chest. Her
collar bones stuck out against her shirt. If her mum saw her like this, she’d
cry. Eric wondered if she blamed him for everything that had happened. If
Heather had never taken him in, then the Capita wouldn’t have come looking, and
she and Kim would be safe. 


 


This is why it was so important to
escape. He needed to get Kim back to her mum. Somewhere out there, too, he just
knew that his own mum and sister were still alive. He couldn’t explain how, but
he just knew it. He imagined that if they’d died already, he would feel
something. A darkness weighing him down.


 


“Okay,” he said. “Let’s run through
it again.”


 


Kim glared at him.


 


“I’m not a baby, Eric. I’m older than
you. And I’m not weak. Sure, the food makes me sick, but I don’t need you to
hold my hand all the time.”


 


Eric bristled at her tone.


 


“Okay. Give me my rations back if
you’re so tough.”


 


Kim sighed. “I only let you look
after me because it seemed like you needed it. Same as I did with mum. She
thought she was keeping me safe, but I know how to take care of myself. I’m not
weak.”


 


Anyone who could survive in Camp Dam
Marsh had strength in them. You spent your day working under the cruel eyes of
the guards, and at night you laid in darkness, listening to the barking of dogs
and moaning of the infected. It was hard enough to survive as it was, let alone
with a stomach condition. He realised that he’d been treating her like a baby.


 


“I know. I know you’re not weak. I’m
sorry.”


 


Kim sat up further. She pulled her
cover over her chest. Whether it was to block the chill or to hide the way her
bones protruded against her skin, Eric didn’t know.


 


“You need to admit that you’re the
one who’s scared,” she said. “Not me. You’re terrified of being caught and what
will happen to us if we are. But you need to realise that what they do when
they catch us isn’t going to be worse than if we stay.”


 


He didn’t know what to say. She was
right; that was the truth. He was a scared little boy, and he just knew deep
down that the plan was going to fail and the guards would do things to them,
and it would all be his fault. What else could he do, though? Just give up like
the rest of them?


 


“Mum and me were going to escape, you
know,” said Kim.


 


Eric nodded. “She told me about your
plan.”


 


“We were going to leave the Capita
and the Dome and find somewhere safe. And it’s still going to happen. But first
we need to get out of here, and I don’t mean you getting me out. I mean both of
us escaping together.”


 


“Okay.”


 


“So you’ll stop treating me like a
baby?”


 


“Yeah.”


 


Kim got out of bed. She stretched her
arms behind her head and yawned. Suddenly, she seemed taller than Eric
remembered. It was as if she’d grown a few inches overnight, and she actually
looked older than him for once.


 


Eric stood up.


 


“I’ve been saving my food for the
escape. Let’s see how much we’ve got.”


 


The cabin door burst open. Eric
turned round to see two guards marching across the floor. Martin Wrench trailed
behind them, looking at the ground and then the walls; in any direction but
Eric’s. At first he thought that the guards were just bringing Martin back, but
when he looked at the harsh expressions on their faces, he knew that this was
something else.


 


“Which one was it?” one of the guards
asked Martin.


 


Martin raised his arm. He gulped, and
then pointed at Eric. One guard nodded at the other.


 


“Take him to Scarsgill,” he said.


 


Eric didn’t even have time to move
before the guard gripped him by the shoulders and dragged him toward the door.
He flailed in the guard’s grasp, but when strong fingers dug into his
shoulders, he knew that it was useless.


 


Martin looked at one of the men.


 


“Can I go home tonight?” he said,
eyes wide. “Like you promised?”


 


Eric knew what had happened. He
realised that he had trusted in the wrong person, and in doing so he had ruined
any chance of escape. As the guard dragged him out of the cabin he looked up
and met Kim’s stare. Although he didn’t say it, he hoped that she understood
that the look in his eyes meant that he was sorry.


 


~


 


The walls were so spotless that it
was as if the grime of Camp Dam Marsh couldn’t touch them. The air smelled like
the stuff that Mum had once cleaned Dale’s house with. Such a sterile room
couldn’t have been more different to the stains and filth of the DCs cabins. It
almost seemed wrong that a room should be so clean, and it made him feel cold.


 


The guards had dragged him across
camp, past the kennels and into Scarsgill’s lab. They took him into the room
with walls so white that the light bounced off them. One of the guards pushed
him down onto a big chair and held him, while the other tied ropes around his
feet and wrists.


 


He strained against the ropes, but
all he got was scratched skin. The chair was so big that even stretched out,
his feet didn’t touch the end. The guard pumped something with his foot and the
chair rose up off the ground. He walked to the back and pulled a lever, and the
chair dipped behind him and forced Eric to put his head back. The only thing he
could see now was the tiled ceiling, which was nowhere near as shiny as the
walls.


 


He knew that he had ruined
everything. The escape was supposed to happen today, and Eric had made a
mistake that seemed so obvious now. He was so desperate to escape from the camp
that he’d trusted in the wrong person. If it were up to Kim, she wouldn’t have
made a mistake like that. He wondered why she ever listened to him. After all,
what good had he done?


 


He tried to calm himself. He thought
of Mum’s advice. There wasn’t a wasp or a search light in the room, but maybe
if he was calm and stayed still, something would come to him. He took in his
surroundings.


 


Aside from walls so white that they
glowed, there was little else in the room. To his right there was a metal stand
with a plastic tray on top of it. The plastic was covered by green cloth, and
things were placed on it in a line. He saw a scalpel, scissors and a saw with
edges that looked like teeth.


 


The ropes burned his skin as he
squirmed. He remembered to calm down. Pretend there’s a wasp. If only
mum was here now. Or even Luna. He remembered how much she used to annoy him.
Always wanting attention, forever tugging on his hand and asking him to play,
when all he wanted was to read the books that Mum had given him. He’d give
anything to see her annoying face.


 


The door opened and Dr. Scarsgill
entered the room. Eric expected guards to follow, but instead the doctor shut
the door behind him. His boots tapped against the porcelain floor as he walked
over to Eric.


 


As the doctor crossed the room, Eric
felt how cold the chair was against his neck. He was engulfed by its size. He
couldn’t understand why someone had made a chair so large that he could lay on
it fully stretched out, nor why they’d put levers on it so that it lifted off
the ground.


 


Scarsgill walked over to the metal
tray. He ran his fingers over the scalpel and scissors. He picked up the saw
and traced his thumb along the jagged blades, and then he put the tool down and
faced Eric.


 


“I remember you,” he said. 


 


His voice was as cold as the porcelain
floor. His waterproof coat looked more stained than usual, and Eric saw trails
of red running up one of the plastic sleeves. Despite the appearance of his
coat, the doctor’s hands were clean, and his fingernails had been snipped to a
uniform size, accurate to within a millimetre.


 


“You’re the boy from the train,
aren’t you? Did you find your mother or sister?”


 


Eric lifted his right hand, but the
rope only allowed him a foot of movement. He stared at the doctor and then
spoke. He knew it was useless to lie.


 


“No. I looked in all the cabins, but
nobody had seen them.”


 


“And how did you manage that?”


 


“I sneaked past the guard outside my
shed and made sure nobody saw me.”


 


Scarsgill perched down on the end of
the chair, centimetres away from Eric’s foot. The plastic cover crunched as he
sat.


 


“When I was your age, I used to sneak
around,” said Scarsgill. “My father wanted me to study, even when I was barely
old enough to lift the books he told me to read. He used to drink in the
afternoon though, and when he fell asleep, I would creep out.”


 


The doctor looked at the ceiling, a
wistful smile on his lips as though he saw the images playing out on the tiles
above him.


 


“I used to collect moths. I’d catch
them with a net, and at first I tried to get them out of the net and hold them
in my hands, cupping them like this.”


 


He held his hands out so that one
palm closed into the other, leaving a tiny gap in between.


 


“But I didn’t like the way it felt
when they fluttered against my skin. You get used to it after a while, like you
do with everything. I mean, I don’t always find my work here easy, either, but
there you go. Eventually, I became so comfortable that I could pinch the moth’s
thorax until it relaxed. That’s what we used to call it: ‘relaxing the
specimen.’”


 


He leaned over and took hold of the
ropes tied to Eric’s feet.


 


“Similar to what we’re doing to you,
I suppose. Listen, I don’t want to hurt you, Eric.”


 


Eric remembered how nice Goral had
seemed at first, but he would never forget what he had seen him do. He knew
enough to be certain that few adults in the world could be trusted. If his
hands weren’t tied, he could stretch his hand out in front of him and count on
it how many he would place trust in. Mum, Dale, Heather…and maybe Marta. His
thumb would just have to miss out on the counting until he met other adults who
didn’t wear a Capita uniform.


 


“I wanted my children to take up the
hobby too,” said Scarsgill. “But I was going to start them on butterflies.
They’re much nicer, and they flutter less. Or at least, it looks better when
they flutter. A moth is an ugly thing to most people.”


 


He stood up off the chair. His legs
were long and skinny and his head almost reached the light bulb dangling from a
fixture on the ceiling.


 


“I never got the chance, though. I
won’t let what happened to my children happen to anyone else. You can be sure
of that, Eric. And as it turns out, you are very important in that regard.”


 


Before Eric could even think about
what that meant, the door opened. He expected a guard to walk through, but
instead of the heavy boots of a man in a Capita uniform, he saw a walking stick
prod against the floor.


 


Goral Vitch followed it, taking
hobbling steps as if he’d fall without the stick to support him. Eric had seen
that the old man didn’t need the prop. He knew what he was really like. And
now, tied to the chair in the white room, he suddenly realised how Allie had
felt. Although he was still wearing his clothes, lying there restrained under
Goral’s gaze made him feel naked.


 


“Goral,” said the doctor. In public
the guards all addressed the old man as Mr. Vitch, so it was strange to see
another adult use his first name.


 


“I need a word in your ear,” said
Goral. 


 


Scarsgill crossed his arms. His
plastic coat was starting to fray at the elbows.


 


“Go on,” he said.


 


When Goral cast his glance at Eric,
he was sure that there was a sneer on the old man’s face. The thought had
barely registered before Goral turned his stare back onto the doctor. Scarsgill
was a foot and a half taller than Goral, but he didn’t fill Eric’s chest with
dread in the same way as Mr. Vitch did.


 


“The girl,” said Goral. “Kim. She’s
not well. We’re having her taken to the infirmary.”


 


Without thinking, Eric tried to sit
up. The ropes tugged sharply on his wrists, and pain shot up his arms.
Scarsgill turned to him.


 


“Settle down,” he said. Then, looking
back at Goral, “Do whatever you have to. Just make sure she’s fit for tomorrow.
We need her.”


 


Goral gave him a knowing look. “Oh, I
will, doctor,” he said. “I just wanted to let you know I was moving her, so
that you wouldn’t fret.”


 


He hobbled back across the room,
tapping his walking stick on the porcelain. When he reached the doorway he
turned around, and he looked beyond Scarsgill and locked eyes with Eric. For a
second, Eric saw a smile curl on the old man’s lips, and then he was gone.


 


Scarsgill shut the door and walked
back over to him. He started to speak, but the words were lost as Eric worried
about Kim. What was wrong with her? Deep down, he knew that Goral was lying,
and that it was an excuse to have her removed from the cabin. Eric wished that
he was stronger so that he could just move his arms and snap the ropes.


 


“…and that’s why a place like Camp
Dam Marsh is necessary. I might not like the taste, Eric, any more than you do.
But if the Capita is to find a cure, then work has to be done.”


 


Eric hadn’t heard any of what
Scarsgill had said, but he didn’t need to. Nor did he have time to dwell on it.
The doctor walked over to the metal tray. He lifted a corner of the cloth that
covered it, and Eric saw something underneath. The doctor picked it up and held
it in front of him. It was a small tube with a needle on one end and a button
on the other, and clear liquid filled the middle.


 


“You and your sister are the biggest
breakthrough in all my years here, Eric. The key to infection is in your
veins.”


 


Eric realised that Scarsgill thought
he and Kim were brother and sister. He was going to correct him, when the
thought hit him. Powerless as he was, there was still a way to protect Kim.


 


“Okay,” he said. “Just leave my
sister alone. Do whatever you need to do on me.”


 


Scarsgill shook his head.


 


“If only that were possible. I will
need you both.” 


 


His eyelids drooped as if a weight
were pressing down on them. He walked over to Eric and stood over him with the
needle. 


 


“This is to stop the pain,” he said.


 


Eric didn’t understand. He didn’t
even feel any pain. He looked at the tray and saw the scalpel and the scissors,
and he realised that it wasn’t for pain that he felt now, it was for pain that
was to come. He couldn’t let it happen. He needed to do something.


 


He looked around him. He could
struggle until night time and the ropes around his arms and wrists wouldn’t
break. He needed to get out of the chair. He needed to get the doctor to untie
him.


 


He remembered Allie on the train, and
about the damp patch that had spread across his groin when he was scared.


 


Was he really going to do this?


 


He became aware of the pressure near
his belly. He closed his eyes, and let the pressure drop. It was just like
untying a knot, except this one was around his bladder. As he let it go, his
pants became wet. Shame rushed out of him and then soaked into his clothes and
over his skin.


 


Scarsgill stepped back. Eric’s bottom
was damp and he heard liquid patter off the chair and onto the floor. The
doctor looked horrified. 


 


“You stupid little boy,” he said,
eyes ablaze. Then he seemed to collect himself. “I know it’s not your fault. I
understand. But I can’t work like this.”


 


He put the needle down on the chair.
He took the scissors and snipped the ropes around Eric’s arms. The pressure
left his wrists, though his skin was completely red and the rope had dug gouges
into his arm. 


 


Scarsgill walked across the room to a
white cabinet. He opened it, moved aside some clothes hooks, and took out a
green gown. 


 


“You’ll have to wear this,” he said.


 


As he crossed the room, Eric had to
hold his breath to stop his pulse firing so quickly that it would burst his
veins. He held his right hand tightly shut so that the doctor couldn’t see what
was in it. He forced himself to stare at Scarsgill and hold his gaze.


 


As the doctor reached toward him with
the gown, Eric bolted upright. He raised his right hand and stabbed the syringe
deep into the man’s neck. Scarsgill screamed in pain, but nothing else
happened. He realised that he needed to push the button. 


 


He pressed it in and then watched as
the liquid flowed out of the needle and into the doctor’s neck. Scarsgill
clutched his hand to his throat. He stumbled back. He tried to say something,
but the words were lost as he hit the floor.
















 


Chapter
Thirty


 


Eric


 


It wouldn’t be long until they found
Scarsgill unconscious on the floor. At least, Eric thought he was
unconscious. For all he knew he might have killed him, and somehow that didn’t
feel right, no matter what the doctor had done. But didn’t he say that the
liquid was just for the pain? It was a pity. As he left the lab and pushed open
the door that led to the yard, he could have done with something for the aching
in his wrists from where the rope had rubbed away his skin.


 


The yard looked normal, as if
everyone was oblivious to what had happened in Scarsgill’s lab. One DC man,
sleeves rolled up to his scabbed elbows, spread hot tar on the ground with a
shovel. Two guards leaned against the wall of a cabin with water bottles in
their hands. A group of DCs were lined up with their backs to a fence. They
were still a couple of feet away from the infected who reached out through the
gaps in the metal, but even that distance would have felt too close.


 


It wouldn’t be long until they looked
for him. Either a guard would go and check on Scarsgill and find him on the
floor, or the chemicals would wear off and the doctor would rush out of the
building and tell someone. When that happened, there was no point thinking
there’d be any outcome other than Eric being dragged away. He didn’t know what
they’d do to him, and he didn’t want to dredge the images up from the darkest
part of his brain.


 


Their escape plan had been ruined by
Martin Wrench’s betrayal, and Eric struggled to improvise. He didn’t really
have many options left; they had to escape now. Not tomorrow, not even
in a few hours’ time, it had to begin immediately. The problem was, he was just
a boy in a camp filled with guards.


 


This was the part of the plan that he
had already worked out. He knew that if they just tried to sneak out of camp,
they’d get halfway to the train before bullets started flying at them. He
needed something to distract the guards.


 


He crept to the kennels. There was a
metal gate at the front, but it was kept unlatched for easy access. Eric pulled
back the bolt. It gave a whine as it screeched out of the latch, and he almost
dropped to the ground out of instinct, sure that a guard would hear. He looked
around, but he didn’t see any Capita uniforms.


 


The dogs were kept in cells so small
that their tails touched the walls. Some sat on the floor with their paws
stretched in front of them, while others chewed on the metal bars that were the
only thing keeping them locked away. A few of the hounds looked mean enough
that they could chew right through the metal.


 


Eric had watched the kennel master
sometimes, and he knew that the cells were all connected to a pulley system.
All it would take to open them was one pull on a lever that was attached to the
side of the first cell.


 


He hung back. He didn’t want any of
the dogs to see him yet. On his many excursions through camp he’d watched the
kennels and studied the guard’s routines, and he knew that the dogs were fed
late afternoon. Before that, though, the DCs were all escorted into the canteen
for one of their two daily meals. This was the key to everything; if he let the
dogs loose while the DCs were in the yard, it wouldn’t be long until the tired
men and women had slavering animals attaching themselves to their arms and
legs.


 


He knew that if he let them out while
he was nearby, they would catch his scent and they would be straight after him.
The first step in his plan didn’t call for him being torn apart by a pack of
dogs, so he needed to do something else.


 


There was a storage shed at the back
of the kennels. In it were four man-sized plastic containers full of water that
was tinted brown and looked as if it had been collected from a nearby river. He
guessed that was what they gave to the dogs. Opposite the containers were some
shelves, and on them were bags full of dried pellets that looked like dog food.


 


He didn’t know if it would work, but
he knew he needed to get rid of his smell somehow. So he got undressed. Feeling
the chill of the late afternoon wind, he used the water from one container and
made sure to wash every inch of his body. The water smelled like an old shoe, and
he wasn’t sure this aroma was much better than his old one, but at least the
dogs wouldn’t come for him.


 


Just as he was going to get dressed,
he realised that his clothes would still smell like him. He could wash them
too, but they’d never be dry in time, and running around in soaking wet clothes
was a sure way to get ill. If they managed to escape, he was going to need his
strength for the journey ahead.


 


He looked around him. There were
leather dog leashes hanging off a hook and a few sticks with nails on the end
and bits of fur stuck on the points. Finally, slung over a wooden chair, he saw
a Capita guard uniform that had tears all over it. Maybe that’s what they
wear when they trained the dogs, he thought.


 


It was adult-sized, but evidently it
was measured for a small man. Eric was able to put the trousers on and roll up
the bottoms enough so that they didn’t trail on the floor, and he did the same
with the sleeves so that he could use his hands.


 


Stood in the kennel storeroom with
dirty water drying on his skin and the Capita uniform stopping the shivers, he
wondered how his life had come to this. Just half a year ago things had seemed
like they were going to be okay. Dale and Mum liked each other, and even he and
Luna were getting on better. They talked about moving to the south of the
Mainland, near the coast where Dale said his Mum and Dad used to take him on
holiday. There was even an island just off the Mainland called Golgoth, which
Dale thought might have been free from infected.


 


And now Dale was gone. Dead,
probably. Mum and Luna had been taken by the bounty hunter and seemed to have
disappeared, and it wasn’t long before Eric would die, either by the hands of a
camp guard or by Scarsgill.


 


Thirty minutes later the sun crept
behind a cloud. A whistle blew shrilly in the air, and three others followed
it. He knew that soon enough the guards would group together and escort the DCs
into the canteen.


 


He watched as two men in Capita
uniforms walked up to one cabin. Eric waited for them to open the door and let
the DCs out, but instead, they walked past it.


 


His heart started to pound. He
couldn’t help the rush of thoughts that came all at once. Why weren’t they
sticking to the routine? Had someone found Scarsgill already? Was the whole
camp on lockdown until he was caught?


 


Another whistle cut through the
silence of camp. More guards came out. Stupidly, Eric wondered if his new
clothes would fool anyone, and then he realised that to a guard he’d just look
like what he really was; a scared boy in clothes much too big for him. 


 


Two more guards walked to the first
cabin and opened the door. One of them stuck his head inside and bellowed at
the DCs, who probably waited with empty stomachs. Eric became aware of a dim
ache in his own belly, but the feeling of anxiety was stronger. He actually
thought he could be sick.


 


The cabins emptied and the DCs were
all escorted across camp and into the factory, where they would eat their gruel
under the watchful eyes of the guards. For some, this would be the last time
they’d ever have to eat the slop. Eric wasn’t stupid enough to think that he
could free everyone, but he would get as many people on the train as possible.


 


With the yard empty except for the
guards not on meal duty, he eyed the lever on the side of the kennel. It was a
long iron bar, the edges orange through rust, and all he had to do was pull
down on it. Just like that, the kennels would open. He already planned that
after he opened them, he would dart back into the storeroom for a few minutes
so that the dogs didn’t see him.


 


He took hold of the lever. The metal
felt rough in his hands, and some of the rust crumbled away. He recounted the
plan in his head.


 


Free the dogs to keep the guards
busy.


Go to the canteen. Get everyone.


Find Marta.


Ride the train to freedom.


 


It couldn’t have been any more
straightforward. Not much could go wrong, except if the dogs turned on some of
the DCs, or the guards started shooting everyone. Maybe Kim would be too sick
to travel, or they wouldn’t be able to persuade Marta to drive the train.
Simple, really.


 


Breathing in, he pulled down on the
lever. He prepared himself for the hungry barking of the dogs and the scrape of
their feet on the gravel.


 


Nothing happened. He tugged on the
lever until his face grew hot, but the metal was so stiff it wouldn’t budge. At
least not under the small force his arms could produce. It was times like this
he wished he could just grow up already.


 


He clenched his jaw. He needed to
think straight, but a headache was building in his skull. He wasn’t going to
come up with a plan, only for it to fall apart because of a rusty piece of
metal. There was no going back. With Scarsgill unconscious on the floor of his
lab, Eric had an hour glass over his head, and once the sand emptied, he’d be
dragged away by the guards. There was no telling what they would do to him, but
he could almost feel the pain already.


 


He tried again. He put all his effort
into pulling on the lever, straining himself until blood rushed to his head and
his arm muscles started to sting. Nothing happened. 


 


He walked back to the storeroom.
There was a set of keys hanging off a hook, just next to the leather leashes.
He knew that they would be for the dog kennels, but the last thing he wanted to
do was to have to open them one by one. As soon as the first cell swung open,
the dog would leap on him, tear his throat out and then lap up his blood.


 


What choice did he really have? It
was the dogs or the guards and either way, he wasn’t going to have a nice time.
He grabbed the keys. He opened a bag of dog food. They were dried little balls
that smelled rotten, and he didn’t even want to know what they were made of. He
put a handful of them in his pocket.


 


When he walked back around and stood
in front of the first cell, he gripped the keys in his fingers. The dog saw him
and got off its haunches. Its ears prickled back, and its nose wrinkled up as
it smelled the air, showing a set of canine teeth sharp enough to pierce bone.
Eric threw a few food pellets into the cage and watched the dog scrabble for
them. His hands shook as he opened the cell.


 


The dog took a few steps forward and
sniffed at Eric’s leg. He forced himself not to cry out, and it seemed like his
whole body braced for a bite. It didn’t come. He found that as long as he had enough
food to give them, the dogs were content to sniff around. He went from cell to
cell and let all of the animals loose.


 


With the dogs free, Eric walked over
to the main kennel gates. This was the important part, he knew. While the dogs
bounded around the yard, he’d need to get across camp to the canteen.


 


“What the hell?” he heard a voice
shout.


 


Two Capita guards stood in front of
him. Their uniforms were clean, starched, and fit perfectly over their arms and
legs. They stared at him for a few seconds, as if they couldn’t believe what
they were seeing. Eric supposed he couldn’t blame them; it wasn’t every day
they saw a DC boy in a Capita uniform freeing dogs from the kennel.


 


Eric swung the gate open. The dogs
barked excitedly around him. He took a fistful of pellets from his pocket and
threw them at the guards, then watched as the dogs sprinted forward in a chorus
of yelps. One of the guards mistook the dogs’ intentions, and as the first
animal reached him he swung his plastic baton. There was a crack as it smashed
the dog’s skull, and seeing that, the other dogs’ moods changed. One growled,
another bared its teeth. The other guard looked around him as if he expected
support to come from somewhere.


 


Eric didn’t want to watch. He shut
the gate and walked around the back of the kennels. As he turned the corner of
the building, he heard the guards scream in pain.


 


~


 


It didn’t take long for the rest of
the guards to realise what was going on. Eric hung back and watched them run
out of the canteen, leaving the DCs unguarded. After that it was a simple
matter to sneak across the yard and go into the canteen, and with Kim’s help he
explained what was going on. 


 


Some scoffed, some ignored him,
others asked questions, but all of them were scared. Eric saw some of them
flinch every time the word ‘escape’ was mentioned. He might as well have been
one of the guards waving a baton in their eyes for the way they blinked. 


 


A handful of people agreed to go with
them. Eric made them stand by the door. He was amazed that the adults listened
to him and Kim, and that they were content to let a couple of kids take charge.


 


“Take them to the train,” he told
Kim.


 


She nodded and then started to lead
the DCs out of the canteen. Eric watched how she walked, back straight and shoulders
high despite the pain in her stomach, and he was proud of her.  The DCs walked
across the yard. Some took a few steps and then stopped. They looked around
them as if they expected this to be a test set up by one of the guards to see
who ran.


 


“I’ll meet you there,” Eric told Kim.
“I need to go and find our driver.”


 


As he went in the opposite direction
toward Marta’s cabin, a rifle shot cracked through the air. Eric flinched, but
the bullet didn’t come anywhere near him. He looked up and saw that the rest of
the DCs were okay, too. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a guard at a
watchtower with his rifle propped up on the barricade. He must have missed his
shot, and Eric looked around for cover to protect himself from the next one.


 


He heard a moaning sound. To the
right of him, the group of infected banged against the gate on the camp fence.
Normally they liked to walk from one side to the other, groaning to themselves
and dragging their feet along the gravel. This was different. They had crowded
in one section. 


 


The fence gate opened. The infected
let out a cry, and they started to walk into camp. Eric’s breaths came sharp
and fast, and he realised that he had his hands curled up into tight fists,
with his nails digging into his skin.


 


The gate lock was on the floor next
to the fence, with a dent in the metal from where the guard’s bullet had struck
it. Eric guessed that the guard in the watchtower wasn’t as bad a shot as he
thought; he just had a different target. That didn’t explain why he’d want to
set the infected loose.


 


On the east side of camp the guards
worked together to subdue the dogs. The DCs walked toward the guards’ quarters,
beyond which was the train. Across from them, the infected made their way
across camp. It must have been part of the guards’ plans that if the DCs ever
got loose, the infected would be let out to stop them escaping. 


 


One of the DCs, a man in his fifties
who Eric had once seen take bread from a child in the canteen, saw the
infected. He shouted something, but they weren’t words. It was just a noise, as
though his brain was scrambled by the panic of seeing the infected. Somehow,
though, the rest of the DCs understood him. A woman saw the monsters and she
screamed. A little boy put his hands to his ears to blot out the high-pitched
cry.


 


Instead of following Kim to the
train, the DCs started to panic. Some bolted off in different directions,
trying to get as far away from the infected as possible. A teenage boy and a
young girl ran toward the guards. A dog latched itself on the boy’s ankle and
brought him screaming to the ground. The girl stopped in front of a guard and
got to her knees. The guard, in a fit of adrenaline, swung his baton at her.
Blood spat from the girl’s mouth, and she hit the floor, eyes closed.


 


Other DCs sprinted toward their
cabins, hoping that if they got in and shut the door then the guards would
forgive them. Only a handful still followed Kim. With the infected dragging
their bloated feet across the yard, the DCs running in every direction they
could, and the guards fighting with the dogs, Eric knew things were chaotic
enough for him to take advantage.


 


He raced across the yard. He rounded
the corner of one cabin, and then kept running, aiming for where Marta Vitch’s
lived. He stopped when he heard a familiar voice scream his name.


 


Martin Wrench stood a few metres to
his right. His skin looked grey like rain had washed the colour off it. His
mouth was wide open as though he was screaming, but the volume had been muted.
He backed away from something. Eric saw a dog making its way toward him,
cunning behind its eyes, teeth showing out of black gums. Martin edged away,
scared to make a movement in case it spurred the dog into quicker action. He
cast a look at Eric. His expression was pleading, his eyes wide and begging
Eric to help.


 


Eric thought about saving him. He
almost reached into his pocket to grab some more food pellets, but he stopped.
At first it was like something else was controlling him and preventing him from
helping Martin. That was when he realised that it was all him; he just didn’t
want to help the boy.


 


If it had been up to Martin, Kim and
Eric would be dead by now. Martin had told the guards about their plan, just so
that he could save himself. He hadn’t given a thought as to what would happen
to Eric or Kim, so why should he care now?


 


“Eric. Please.”


 


He felt the dry pellets in his hand.
All it would take was one throw, but he couldn’t. His cheeks burned with anger.
He thought of Goral and Scarsgill, and what they would do to Kim. Martin needed
to learn that actions had consequences. At least if you did something and there
was a consequence, you understood why it had happened. But what had Eric done
to deserve this? He was born with a gene that made him immune to the virus, and
that meant a life where the Capita pursued him across the Mainland and tore his
family apart. How was that fair? What lesson was Eric supposed to learn, except
don’t be born the way you are?


 


He felt the anger wrap around him,
closing his pores so that not a trace of empathy could leak out. He looked at
Martin Wrench and saw someone who had been happy to trade his and Kim’s life
for his own. In Martin’s judgement, he was worth more than them.


 


Eric pulled his hand out of his
pocket. He turned away from Martin and walked toward Marta’s cabin. He heard
the dog growl behind him, and then Martin Wrench screamed. It was a
high-pitched squeal, and the sound of it turned Eric’s stomach to mush.


 


At Marta’s cabin, he stopped. He
turned and saw Martin thrashing on the floor, with the dog chewing on his neck.
Fifty metres beyond that, he saw Kim. She had stopped, and she seemed to be
staring across the yard. Eric wondered if she had seen everything. Maybe she
had watched him leave the boy to die. He wondered what she’d think of it, and
whether she’d understand.


 


He walked up the steps to Marta’s
cabin door. He already felt the adrenaline seep out of him and start to make
him feel tired, but he knew they still had a long way to go. He opened Marta’s
door and stepped inside.


 


Her cabin had been torn apart. A pan
was on the kitchen floor and nettle tea had spilled all over the porcelain. Her
chair was tipped on its side, and someone had shoved her bookcase onto the
ground. 


 


In the kitchen area, on the corner of
the wooden work surface, there was a splotch of blood. This wasn’t just a
spring clean, he knew. Marta hadn’t suddenly decided to remodel her cabin.
Someone had been in here, and there had been a struggle.
















 


Chapter Thirty-One


 


Heather


 


Charles stood at the window of the
theatre and stared out on to the streets of Mordeline. He hadn’t moved in five
minutes, and it was starting to get awkward. All Heather could hear was the
gurgling of the infected outside, and she expected the doors to open at any
minute and for them to stream in, dragging their feet over the red carpeted
floors.


 


They were in the theatre café. Across
from her, glasses collected dust on the bar. Behind the bar was a full
complement of liquor bottles boasting whiskeys and gins from around the world,
and above them was a cocktail menu. Part of her wanted to go to one of the
bottles, put her mouth around it and then drink the vintage bourbons until she
started to feel numb.


 


She realised that she hadn’t had a
drink in years. The last time was at the beginning of the outbreak. Back then
she and Kim had joined with another group of survivors and they’d taken refuge
in an old shoe warehouse. There were rows of shelves that were filled with
black footwear. The smell of leather was so overpowering that it clung to her
clothes, and she felt like she could taste it when she opened her mouth to
speak. Kim was terrified in those days. Heather couldn’t even go to the toilet
without her daughter tugging on her sleeve.


 


One night, a man called Baldwin came
back from a scavenging run. Baldwin was an ex-paramedic who strangely had a
distaste for sick people, and he always wore a hat. It didn’t matter what kind;
bowler, flat cap, baseball cap. Heather suspected that it was to cover up a
bald patch that he wasn’t quite ready to acknowledge. 


 


When he came back from the run he had
blood down one of his sleeves, and his knuckles were bruised. He greeted the
rest of the group and gave them a big smile. He reached into his bag and pulled
out two large whiskey bottles. The brown liquid swished as he held them in the
air like a hunter returning with a prize kill.


 


That night they had obliterated their
senses on the sour spirit. Heather remembered waking in the early hours to a
banging sound. She saw the empty bottles smashed on the warehouse floor, and
the rest of the survivors dozed just feet away. She heard the banging again. At
first she thought it might have been the pounding of her temples, but she
realised that it was coming from the doors. Before she could react, the doors
opened and infected stumbled into the warehouse. In a drunken haze, one of the
group must have left the door ajar.


 


In a mad panic, Heather woke Kim and
grabbed some of their things. She tried to wake the other survivors. Baldwin
stirred from sleep, eyes bloodshot from the drink, and shoved her so hard she
fell to the floor. As the infected’s footsteps echoed across the warehouse and
their hungry cries bounced off the walls, Heather grabbed Kim’s hand and they
left. The other survivors had been too drunk to even wake from their sleep.


 


That was the last time she touched
alcohol. She realised that in this new world, you didn’t get a break. You had
to be on your guard all the time, because death stood in every shadow, and it
poked its head around each corner and waited for you to stumble.


 


She wondered how Kim was. She hoped
that she was okay. Her daughter had become a lot stronger since their time in
the warehouse, because Heather had forced her to. Sometimes she had been too
harsh, but that was just the way things had to be. 


 


Charles turned away from the window
and looked at her with bloodshot eyes. She knew that he hadn’t been drinking,
so there had to be a reason. She couldn’t say for certain, but she was pretty
sure that as he had stared out of the window, his shoulders had shook.


 


“He was a foal when I got him,” said
Charles, slowly turning away from the window. “Not much bigger than those
Shetland ponies that you used to see. Found him in a field behind a farmhouse.
His ribs were sticking out like a carved chicken. Got a saddle for him, and it
was big enough for me to ride with Lilly sat in front of me. That was back when
she could walk. You remember that, darling?”


 


“I remember being able to walk, Dad,
yes.”


 


The infected banged on the windows
outside. Heather saw a man with his head pressed against the glass. He had his
two front teeth missing, and half his face had been chewed away.


 


“We better go,” she said.


 


Charles ignored her.


 


“He didn’t take kindly to us riding
on him at first, and he was so weak we had to stop every few miles and let him
rest. After a while I just gave up. Started feeding him apples and mushrooms
that we found, and I waited until he’d put on a bit of muscle. After that he
could carry us for hours. We’ve been through a lot, Ken and me.”


 


The banging grew louder. Heather
looked around her. A projector screen was fastened to one of the walls. There
were leaflets scattered on the floor. One showed a man dressed in a distasteful
witch doctor costume. ‘Papa Landers Spooky Circus,’ it read. ‘Scary
family fun.’ There was a door at the back of the bar with a fire exit sign
above it.


 


She felt sick. She didn’t know if it
was from lack of food, or just because she was so worried about Kim that she
might vomit.


 


“So where do we go from here?” she
said.


 


Charles didn’t answer.


 


“I hate to say it, but I preferred
the old you,” she said.


 


The cries of the infected outside
became deafening. They couldn’t leave by the front exit, she knew. She wanted
to get out of Mordeline, but the Capita soldiers would be waiting for them even
if they made it past the infected.  Charles leaned against the wall, eyes far
away and mind focussed on memories from years ago. It came from nowhere, but
suddenly she felt warmth for him. It was the kind of warmth that made her
nauseous, like stepping into a car on a hot summer day. 


 


She knew it was wrong to feel anything
but loathing for him. Then again, he was still a person. He might have done
horrible things, but buried inside him was someone like her; a parent who just
wanted to survive and protect their child.


 


She needed to say something.
Suddenly, it felt like she was the strong one. She remembered how her husband
had always called her weak, and she knew that it wasn’t the case. He was dead
now, yet here she was, still breathing. She would do anything to get to Kim.
Charles had been right all along. The world was a dark place, and Heather was
going to have to embrace the darkness if she wanted to survive in it.


 


She had to get through to Charles
somehow and get him to collect himself. She walked over to him.


 


“Remember what you told me before,”
she said. “’You have to do anything to survive.’ That’s what you said.
Look around you, Charles. You can hear them banging on the windows. This is one
of those times. We need to survive.”


 


“Dad and his stupid horse,” said
Lilly.


 


Without saying anything, Charles
moved away from the wall. He walked over to the door of the theatre and grabbed
the handle. Before Heather could even speak, Charles opened the door and
stepped back. 


 


“Ken might be dead, but they’re not
having his body,” he said.


 


The first infected stumbled into the
bar. It snapped its head around, glancing at Charles and then Heather and then
Lilly, as if it didn’t know who to choose for a meal.


 


“Have you lost your mind?” said
Heather. 


 


She backed away from the door. She
walked over to the bar, took a bottle of whiskey and emptied it onto the floor.
She smashed the end of the bottle and held it in her hand, sharp end facing
out.


 


Charles picked up Lilly and slung her
over his shoulder as if she was weightless. More infected streamed into the
bar. One let out a wheezing groan, and then tripped over a bar stool and fell
face-first onto the floor. An infected lady walked behind him. She wore a long
black cocktail dress, as if she was attending Mordeline theatre to see the
premier of a new play.


 


“This way,” said Charles.


 


He walked past Heather to the end of
the bar. He looked like he was going toward the fire exit, but then he went
beyond it and stopped in front of a life size Papa Landers cut-out that was
propped against the wall. He adjusted Lilly’s weight over his shoulder, then
took hold of the cut-out and shoved it away. There was a steel door behind it.


 


More infected filed in. It was as if
an usher had stepped onto the streets and announced that the play was about to
start. Heather expected some of them to stumble in with tickets in their hands
and go to the bar for a drink. Instead, they wandered through the room, gazes
fixed on Heather, Charles and Lilly. None looked like they were here for
entertainment; there was only one desire in their rotten brains.


 


Charles opened the door. Beyond it
was a narrow passageway, but it was too dark to make out anything else inside.
He stepped into the darkness, Lilly slung over his shoulder.


 


An infected was close enough to make
a grab for Heather. She stepped to the side and then plunged the broken bottle
into its skull. Some of the glass snapped off, and Heather drove the weapon
deeper into its head until the infected went limp.


 


She followed Charles and Lilly into
the darkness. It was a passageway with stone walls that seemed to emanate cold.
Their footsteps made little echoes on the floor. It was a part of the theatre,
though nobody had made any attempt to decorate it, and Heather couldn’t imagine
where it would lead or what its purpose was.


 


“I helped fill Mordeline with
infected,” said Charles as they walked. The creatures groaned behind them. “You
can’t get to Dam Marsh without passing through here, so we decided to make the
place as nasty as possible.”


 


“You certainly did that,” said
Heather.


 


She heard infected enter the tunnel
behind them. All of her senses had been muted in the darkness, and she couldn’t
tell how far away the creatures were. She felt like at any second one of them
might try and grab her.


 


Charles stopped. The tunnel ended
abruptly, and there was a stone wall in front of them, with nowhere else to
turn. Rasping moans stalked them through the passageway. She thought that
Charles had led her into a trap. He’d gone back on his word and betrayed her
again, and he was going to let her die. But that didn’t make sense. If that was
the case, why would he bring his daughter here? 


 


Charles set Lilly on the floor and
kneeled down. The footsteps of the infected sounded closer now, and Heather
could tell that dozens of them had made their way into the passage.


 


She heard the scraping of metal.
Charles grunted as he pulled something up from in front of him, and there was a
clanging sound. He sat back and wheezed. Heather stepped forward. Despite how
dark the tunnel was, she saw something even darker on the floor. It was an oval
hole in the ground.


 


“Hope you don’t mind tight spaces,”
said Charles.


 


“Where does it lead?” asked Heather.


 


The infected snarled behind them, and
their footsteps sounded only metres away.


 


Charles put Lilly on his shoulders.


 


“Hold tight,” he told her. He lowered
himself down into the darkness. He stopped, and then looked up at Heather.


 


“I hope you’re ready. Dam Marsh isn’t
far away.”
















 


Chapter
Thirty-Two


 


Baz


 


He’d retched until there was nothing
left in him but a gaping hole. It was one that, acting as Tammuz, he used to
fill with apples and figs from silver trays, and he’d pop them into his mouth
while he made decisions that had meant death for hundreds of people on the
Mainland.


 


Bodies covered the streets of Kiele
around him. Some clutched at tears in their flesh and wounds on their arms and
legs. Some laid back and breathed, watching the sky with the kind of gratitude
a person can only feel after he’s survived a battle. One man, with a beard
covering a weak chin and eyes that looked as empty as the greying sky above
him, was on his knees. He leaned forward and then vomited onto the cobbled
pavement.


 


Baz heard a din of groans and cries.
Lieutenant Hanks trotted around on his horse and shouted orders at his men. 


 


“I want the women and children taken
away. Runts, you’re to carry away the dead bodies of our men and bury them
outside town.”


 


“What about the others?” asked a
soldier.


 


“Kiele’s corpses, you mean? Burn
them.”


 


Thirty minutes later Baz watched as
the other Runts poured liquid over a pile of bodies. One of them pressed a
torch against the edge, and soon flames leapt among the corpses, the heat
scorching skin and bubbling flesh. The smell drifted over to him and made him
gag, but he knew that Hanks was watching him, so he didn’t turn his head.


 


He’d never be Tammuz again, he
realised. He needed to get back to the Dome, but after everything he had seen,
he knew he’d never be able to make the same decisions. His Tammuz mask would
feel too constricting now, and he knew that the darkness of the Grand Hall
would weigh on him. He thought about everything he’d done when he was Tammuz.
This was his fault, he realised. What right did he have to inflict this on
people?


 


Maybe it wasn’t quite true that he’d
never be Tammuz again. The fact was that as Baz, he was powerless. As Tammuz,
maybe he could do something. He could get back to the Grand Hall and make
decisions again but this time he’d make the right ones.


 


Later that night, the bonfire of
bodies had simmered down and only wisps of smoke drifted from the charred
remains. The night sky above them was dark and menacing, and Baz felt it might
fall down on him at any moment.


 


He’d thought that maybe he could
escape in the confusion after the battle and make his way to the Dome, but
Hanks was too organised. He didn’t even allow his men an hour to rest before
organising watch duties. 


 


Baz found himself awake in the early
hours of the morning, keeping lookout over streets that once would have seen
the footfall of the living, but now were stained with blood.


 


Ronnie Alderson walked over to him.
Baz was happy to see that his friend had survived the fight, but something had
happened to his leg. He took limping steps across the streets and stopped a few
feet away. It was far enough that if any other soldiers or Runts walked by, the
two of them could separate.


 


“Never seen it so dark before,” said
Ronnie. “You don’t really get a good view of the night sky in the Dome.
Something nice about it.”


 


“Oh yeah?” said Baz.


 


Ronnie nodded. “Darkness like this, someone
could just vanish into it. If they chose to, that is. It’d be a while before
Hanks or the others even noticed.”


 


“I wonder if anyone ever deserts from
Hanks’s unit,” said Baz. “Seems like tonight would be the perfect night to do
it.”


 


He saw movement in the window of a
house across from him. A group of Capita soldiers were in a room with two
women. He couldn’t see the women’s faces clearly, but it was hard to miss the
looks of panic. One soldier crossed the room and drew the curtains. While the
Runts were on watch, the officers had other things to do, it seemed.


 


“Wishful thinking,” said Ronnie. “A
man would be crazy to try and escape. I’ve heard what Hanks does. Apparently
they caught a deserter in their last campaign. Think it was in a town called Red
Scaife. You know the one?”


 


Baz nodded. He knew Red Scaife all
too well, because he’d given the go ahead to attack it. Another Tammuz decision
made with the benefit of not facing the consequences; of not seeing the blood
or hearing the screams.


 


“So they caught this guy making a
break for it in the middle of the night,” Ronnie continued.  “Had two packs
with him, one full of rations, the other full of books. They think he was just
going to hole up somewhere and read novels and eat like a pig. God knows if he
had a plan beyond that. Bugger didn’t get far though. Two officers brought him
back. Apparently he begged for his life, and Hanks agreed he could keep it. But
he made the officers scoop the guy’s eyes out with their knives. ‘Give him
his books back,’ Hanks apparently told him afterwards.”


 


This was the kind of man that the
Capita used and Baz, or Tammuz, had employed them happily. The Five utilised
men like Lieutenant Hanks and Charles Bull to carry out the dirty jobs that
they needed doing, but weren’t prepared to do themselves. It was easy to sit in
the Grand Hall and order the slaughter of a town, because you didn’t have to
smell the blood as it spilled from slit throats or listen to children crying
because their father has just been impaled.


 


“Anyway, I’ve got better things to
worry about,” said Ronnie. “That’s why I can’t just go running into the night.
I figure if I’m careful, I’ll be able to get back to Louise and Curtis.”


 


Ronnie looked at him. Baz felt
sadness welling up in him. How many more men like Ronnie had been conscripted
because of his orders? It was easy to look at soldiers as plastic figures on a
map, and push them this way and that as you saw fit. Problem was, each of these
men had lives. They had families who would miss them.


 


“Thing is,” said Ronnie. “What’ll
Louise think about me? You know, with what happened to me?”


 


“What do you mean?”


 


“I’m fucking infected, Baz. I’m going
to be eating flesh the rest of my life. Think she’s just going to be like ‘That’s
ok, honey. Pass the lump of flesh here and I’ll cook it for you with some
potatoes.’”


 


“No. She’s gonna be disgusted. God knows
if she’ll even have me back. And even if she does, what sort of marriage will
it be? We won’t be able to have sex again. What if I spread it to her? What if
I get a cut and one of my kids accidentally gets my blood on them? Will they
get it too?”


 


He stood up. 


 


“I’m sorry, Baz. I’m getting worked
up, but I know it’s not your fault. I better get back to my post.”


 


As his friend walked away, Baz felt a
shiver creep inside his uniform. The fabric of the Capita shirt itched his
skin, and his shoulders ached from carrying his pack. The battle had spiked his
veins with so much adrenaline that he didn’t think it would ever wash out, and
if it did, he worried it would leave him empty. 


 


Without thinking, he walked away from
his post. He went down the street and past what used to be a pub called ‘The
Torben Inn.’ He turned left and stepped into a dark alleyway where rainwater
dripped from a gutter. He didn’t know where he was going, just that he needed
to get away.


 


“Where are you going?” called out a
voice behind him.


 


He turned. A Runt stood in the mouth
of the alleyway with the pale moonlight on his face.


 


“For a piss,” said Baz. “That okay?”


 


“You’re a bit far away from your
post.”


 


“Yeah, well, I’m a shy guy.”


 


The Runt laughed.


 


“Knock yourself out.”


 


When the Runt left, Baz leaned
against a wall and felt the cold stone on his back. A raindrop fell onto his
scalp, before running down his forehead and over his face. If he’d gone much
further away from his post and been caught, the Runt would have gone straight
to Hanks. They were all so scared of their commander that they would drop
someone else in it without even thinking, just so that they never faced his wrath
themselves.


 


He thought about everything he’d seen
over the last day. The men and women dying in battle. Children stampeded by
horses. Capita officers taking wives away from their husbands and using them
for night time entertainment. The people of Kiele were fine before the Capita
invaded. 


 


He realised that the Capita weren’t
bringing safety to the Mainland. That might have been Tammuz’s motivation when
he gave the order, but as Baz he had seen that the men on the ground had
different desires. The Capita were expanding their empire in the name of greed,
and Tammuz was the one lifting the fork.


 


He’d served the Capita for years, and
where had it got him? Conscripted in the army and serving as a Runt. He had to
do something.


 


Across the town square, beyond the
houses and the shops, was the police station. He knew that the two Kiele
leaders, the man with the smile on his mask and the one with the ginger hair,
were being kept there.


 


~


 


Baz walked through the police station
and toward the cells. He wondered if anyone had seen him leave his post, but he
was getting beyond the point of caring. As he approached a door that led to
where the two Kiele men were being kept, a Runt stepped in his way.


 


He’d seen this Runt before. When the
unit stopped for a rest, he’d always sit on his own. He’d eat his rations and
then, as if he was still hungry, he’d chew his fingernails down to the skin.


 


“Hanks said nobody’s to go back
there,” he said.


 


Baz smiled.


 


“And Hanks is the one who sent me
here. We’re moving them to somewhere…more soundproof. I think you know what
that means.”


 


The Runt seemed unimpressed.


 


“Nobody told me.”


 


“Sorry,” said Baz. “I forgot that the
Capita runs its orders through you. Do you want me to tell Hanks you won’t do
what he says? I’m sure he’ll be happy. He might promote you to sergeant just
for having balls.”


 


The Runt sighed. He reached into his
pocket and pulled a ring of keys. He handed them to Baz and then stepped aside
and walked over to a chair against the wall. He sat in it, and then lifted his
index finger to his lips and chewed on the nail.


 


Baz pushed the door open. The holding
cells reminded him of a zoo, and the smell wasn’t much different. On his right
was a wall with a poster on it. It was of a young girl in a dress, and she
looked like she was in a bar. Her face was smeared with blood. Two cells were
on his left. They were barely big enough for the men in them to pace around.
Baz imagined himself locked in them, and he felt his chest start to contract.
He’d never liked small spaces, and the only reason he coped with the tunnels
under the Grand Hall was because he knew it was the only way to get out.


 


“I need to get to Kiela before we do
anything,” he heard one of the men saying as he approached them. “She’s gonna
be out of her mind.”


 


“Since when did you give a shit about
her?” said the other.


 


“She’s my daughter.”


 


“After three years I’m surprised she
even remembers you.”


 


They stopped talking when they saw
Baz. 


 


The man with the ginger hair walked
to the bars of his cell and gripped them. He shook them as if he could pull
them part. His face burned red with rage, and spit flew from his lips when he
spoke.


 


“Think you can make me say anything?”
he told Baz.


 


Baz put the key in the first cell.
Before turning it, he looked at the man with the smile on his mask.


 


“What’s your name?” he asked.


 


“Fuck off.”


 


“Do you want to get out of here?”


 


“I’ll get out. Don’t you worry about
that.”


 


Baz sighed.


 


“Just tell me your name.”


 


“Max.”


 


“And the other guy?”


 


“Mary fucking Poppins,” said Ginger Hair.
He shook the bars again.


 


“Not a good answer,” said Baz.


 


“I couldn’t care less.”


 


“I’m going to let you out, Mary
Poppins,” said Baz. “But you need to be quiet. There’s a guy on watch outside,
but he won’t be much trouble. It’ll be tougher getting out of Kiele, but I
figure if we can put enough miles behind us, we’ll get to the Dome ahead of
them.”


 


Max stood back in surprise. 


 


“What are you saying?”


 


“I’m saying I’m going to get you out
of here and to the Dome where you can actually do something.”


 


“And what do you want out of this?”


 


Baz thought about explaining, but
time wasn’t his friend.


 


“You wouldn’t understand,” he said.


 


He unlocked the cells. Max walked out
slowly, never taking his eyes off Baz. The other man refused to back away from
the bars.


 


“Just settle down, Rushden,” said
Max.


 


Baz looked at Max.


 


“Are you going to control your
friend?”


 


“Friend isn’t the right word for
him.”


 


“I’m not messing about here. We don’t
have long. Are you going to keep him under control?”


 


Max nodded.


 


“Okay,” said Baz, putting the key in
the next cell lock. “I know how this all looks. How you must be feeling. Ignore
the Capita uniform for a second, yeah? There’s something we can do.”


 


He meant it, too. The plan was vague,
but it was there, a glimmer of light in what had become a tunnel of darkness.
As Tammuz he’d lost himself in a maze, but he finally saw a way out. If they
could just get back to the Dome, he could get the Resistance men into the Grand
Hall. He didn’t know what they’d do from there, but somehow it seemed right.
The Five had to be stopped.


 


The lock clicked as he turned the
key. He pulled back the cell door and then stepped back warily, never moving
his gaze away from Rushden. The ginger-haired man looked like he could rugby
tackle a bear, and Baz knew that he couldn’t turn his back on him.


 


“What’s your angle in this?” said
Rushden, eyeing Baz’s Capita uniform. “What game are you playing?”


 


“It’s no game.”


 


“Then what are you doing?”


 


“I just want to put things right,”
said Baz.


 


Something cracked down on the back of
his head. Dark spots filled his vision, and before he could even put out a
hand, he fell against the floor. His thoughts swam through his mind in a
torrent, and he heard a ringing in his ears. He looked up to see the two men
above him, dim figures in a scene that was fading around him. 


 


“Wrong answer,” he heard Max say.
















 


Chapter
Thirty-Three


 


Eric


 


There was so much noise around him
that he couldn’t concentrate. His thoughts were drowned out by the barking of
dogs as they circled the guards, the sound getting more desperate as their
excitement grew. Guards around him yelled, and Eric heard the surprise in their
voices, as if they couldn’t believe the DCs would have the audacity to try to
escape. Infected gurgled as they looked at the people around them, spoiled for
choice in a yard full of Capita guards and the immune.


 


As Eric made his way through the yard
to the train, he saw a guard on the floor. His baton was six feet out of reach,
and two dogs advanced on him. Their heads were low, and throaty growls warned
that they were not playing. At some point the dogs would have been trained to
obey anyone wearing a Capita uniform, but amidst the chaos the animals were
attacking anyone. 


 


Kim and the others had gone ahead of
Eric for the train. With Marta missing, there was nobody who could drive it,
but he didn’t have the time to look for her. The guards were fighting a battle
on three fronts now, using their knives and batons against the dogs, the
immune, and the infected. Soon enough they would reclaim control of the camp,
and he didn’t want to be here when they did.


 


The dogs advanced on the guard. The
man looked up at Eric pleadingly, as if in that second he was asking for
forgiveness for everything he had done. Eric stopped. It came from nowhere, but
he felt a pity for this man that he hadn’t even felt for Martin Wrench. He had
to bury the feeling and remember who the man worked for, and how many DCs had
died in camp. He deserved nothing.


 


As the dogs took more steps forward,
noses sniffing the ground and teeth showing with each growl, he heard the crack
of a rifle. One of the dogs collapsed to the floor with blood streaming from a
wound in its head. The other animal jerked back and looked around. Another
crack, and this one fell to the floor with a hole in its back. It whimpered,
and then a second bullet put it out of its misery.


 


The men in the watchtowers were
burning through the camp’s supply of ammunition as they shot bullets from up
high. Every few seconds there was a bang or a crack, and another dog or
infected would drop. One guard was caught by friendly fire, and he dropped his
baton as a bullet drilled into his bicep.


 


It reminded Eric of when Dale had
brought home some fireworks that he’d found in a nearby town. That night he’d
set them off, and they watched red sparkles fizz in the air and then pop. Luna
complained that the noise hurt her ears. Mum called Dale a romantic idiot and
said they could have one last firework and then it was time to stop. 


 


It was different today; instead of
blue crackles and yellow streams of light, the sky was getting heavy with
darkness as the afternoon faded, and the only illumination were the dim stars
that Eric knew were millions of light years away and were probably already dead.


 


He reached the gates that led to the
lab, and beyond it, the train. The nearer he got the more his heart thumped,
and he couldn’t believe that he was so close to escaping. He stopped when he
heard a man shout out nearby.


 


It was a DC man with two children
beside him, each one holding one of his hands. The man had thick eyebrows
blacker than oil, and a beard that reached all around his face and covered his
neck. Eric recognised the children, but he’d never spoken to them. He knew that
the boy was forever trying to get people to play chase with him, but the adults
were too busy and the children were too weak.


 


A guard approached them. His face and
neck were a sickly white. He looked like a man he, Mum and Luna met on the road
once. The man asked Mum if she ‘had anything on her’ and offered all his
food and clothes. Mum said ‘Like what?’ and the man pointed to his nose
and sniffed. Eric remembered thinking how ill he looked.


 


A Capita guard walked toward the man
and the children. He held a long knife that was unlike anything the guards
usually carried. The handle was green and there were spaces gouged into it for
his fingers, and the blade was jagged and blunt. There was a strange look in
his eyes, as though he was hungry for something. Eric knew how well the guards
ate, so he couldn’t have needed food.


 


“You’re not getting anywhere near
them,” said the man.


 


The guard laughed. He held his knife
up, as if to remind them that he had it.


 


Eric watched as an infected walked up
behind the guard. He wondered if he should say something, but he decided not
to. He waited just long enough to see the infected grab the guard by the
shoulders, and then he turned his back on him.


 


He was about to run when the lab door
opened twenty feet in front of him. A man stepped out. As soon as he moved out
of the dark doorway, Eric saw that it was Dr. Scarsgill. His face was drained
of colour, and a lump stuck out on his forehand from where he had hit the floor
after Eric injected him.


 


Scarsgill walked out onto the yard.
He saw Eric and he stopped and stared at him. He couldn’t stand straight,
swaying as though the breeze was blowing him.


 


“You don’t know what you’re doing,
Eric,” he said.


 


“I’m not letting you touch my
sister.”


 


“This isn’t for fun. I know some of
the sick bastards here and what they do. I don’t really have a choice in the
matter; the Capita sends who it sends. But you and your sister are worth more
to me than that. You could mean so much to the whole of the Mainland. Come with
me, Eric. Bring your sister and let me help everyone.”


 


Eric shook his head. He knew he
couldn’t trust Scarsgill, same as he couldn’t trust the other adults. Even
Marta had let him down. He knew that she’d never actually agreed to help, but
going missing at the exact time he needed her felt like a betrayal.


 


Scarsgill walked toward him. Eric
looked to his right. The infected was gone now, having finished with the guard
and decided to chase the DC man and the two children. Eric walked over to the
guard and picked up his knife. He expected the man to open his eyes and then
give a groan, filled with hunger only the infection could give.


 


There was a rumbling noise. He looked
around him, but couldn’t see anything making it. Then a whistle cut through the
air and covered the entire camp. It came from the train. Eric saw that beyond
the lab, steam drifted from the top of the vehicle.


Someone had started the train. They’d
worked out how to switch on the engine, and they were going to leave him
behind. 


 


He patted his pocket and heard it
rattle. He had the keys with him, so how had they done it? Unless Goral’s keys
weren’t for the train.


 


“I need to go now,” he told the
doctor.


 


For a few seconds they just stared at
each other. Scarsgill was weak, and even though the knife in Eric’s hands felt
too heavy for him to use properly, Eric knew he had the advantage. He didn’t
know what the doctor was going to do. Was he that desperate to capture Eric
that he was willing to die?


 


Moans came from behind him. The
infected walked across camp, having killed every guard and DC that they could
reach. The rest of the DCs were on the train, Eric knew, but he wondered how
many had made it.


 


He looked at the doctor. He didn’t
want to, but he knew he was going to have to kill him. He gripped the knife in
his hand and prepared to charge.


 


Scarsgill held up his hands. He had
the sagging shoulders of a man with no fight left in him.


 


“Just promise me one thing,” he said.


 


Adrenaline drenched Eric’s veins. He
heard the infected trailing their feet across the gravel behind him. In front,
reams of smoke curled into the air. Eric ran his free hand through his hair and
felt sweat coat his palm.


 


The doctor sighed. “If you make it
far enough across the Mainland, go and see my colleague. I mean it, Eric, the
cure is in your blood. You and your sister.”


 


“She’s not my real sister, you know.”


 


Scarsgill didn’t say anything for a
minute, as if he was processing the information.


 


“Then the girl is more important than
you can imagine. Go and see my colleague. He lives in a town called Kiele. His
name is Dr. Rushden.”


 


Scarsgill turned and walked away. He
went into his lab and shut the door behind him. Eric couldn’t believe it had
been that easy. Perhaps the doctor was telling the truth, and that all he was
interested in was helping the people of the Mainland. Whatever the reason for
leaving him alone was, he would think about it later.


 


When Eric finally got to the train he
found Kim stood outside it. Smoke chuffed up into the sky and hung above them
like a cloud, and the roar of the engine was so loud that it was hard to talk.
The train was three carriages long and there was a section at the front for the
driver. Something had once been painted on the sides of it, but the Capita had
chipped it away to show the bare metal.


 


Eric was about to say something, when
Kim stepped forward and hugged him. When they parted, Eric felt warm inside.
Then he heard the rasping of the infected coming from camp, and he became aware
of the hour glass over his head and the sand draining away.


 


“Who started the train?”


 


“Go see for yourself,” said Kim.


 


He walked to the front and opened the
driver’s door. He climbed the steps and was about to step in. Marta Vitch was
sat in the driver’s seat. She had blood all over her chin and cheeks, and there
was a bulge the size of an apple above her nose. When she saw him, she nodded. 


 


Across from her, tied to a chair in
the corner, was Goral Vitch. The old man sat calmly, as if he was ready for a
pleasant afternoon trip. Despite knowing the ropes had bound Goral to the
chair, Eric felt ice run through him.


 


“There will be time for stories
later,” said Marta. “You need to get into one of the carriages and calm
everyone down. We will go as soon as the engine is ready.”


 


He climbed outside. The sky had
darkened so that it looked like a vat of oil. Kim stood outside one of the
carriages with a throng of DCs around her. He could see that they were firing
questions quicker than she could answer, and some of the adults towered over
her.


 


“Where are we going? Do you even
know?”


 


“What will we eat?”


 


“Who’s the old woman driving the
train?”


 


Eric felt mad. Even after everything
that he and Kim had done, they didn’t get any thanks. Instead the adults leaned
over Kim and shouted at her. As soon as they had gotten far enough away on the
train, he was done, he decided. He and Kim would just leave the rest of them
and go somewhere quiet and safe. Eventually, he’d find Mum and Luna, and then
they’d search for Heather.


 


A man stood over Kim and pointed his
finger at her. He was about to ask a question when a bullet ripped through his
head. Blood splashed all over Kim’s face and covered her skin in crimson dots.
The man slumped onto her and knocked her to the ground.


 


Seconds later the air was filled with
the cracking of gunfire. A unit of guards stood near the lab. They lined up in
file and held automatic rifles at chest height, resting the butt against their
bodies and aiming down the sights.


 


This was the final plan, Eric
realised. The last contingency that the Capita had for Camp Dam Marsh. Even
though the infected crept through the yard toward them, the guards only cared
about the DCs. They obviously had orders that if the camp fell, then they had
to kill as many as possible.


 


The men and women outside the
carriage started to scream as bullets ripped through their clothes and into
their flesh. Eric watched as they fell, most not even putting their arms out to
stop their faces hitting the floor. Some went limp so suddenly it was as if an
off switch had been flipped.


 


The guards’ guns rattled and smoke
left their barrels in wisps. Eric sprinted forward. He didn’t care if one of
the bullets hit him. His only concern was Kim, who was struggling under the
weight of the dead man slumped on top of her. She pushed against his chest
until her face went red, but she couldn’t move him. A bullet bored into the
man’s leg and jolted his whole body as if he was having a spasm. Eric grabbed
his arm and dragged him away. Bullets dug into the ground around his feet.


 


“Get on the carriage,” he told Kim.


 


The sound of the train engine turned
from a rumble into a roar. The whistle sounded, louder even than the gunfire of
the guards and moans of the infected. The wheels slowly started to turn, the
pistons moving from left to right at a speed that almost seemed slow motion.
Eric helped Kim over to the carriage, opened the door and pushed her up the
steps.


 


Bullets sunk into the metal of the
carriage. One was so close to Eric’s head that he felt a rush of wind on his
ear, and the bang as it hit the steel made his eardrum pop.


 


The train started to edge its way
along the tracks. As the gunfire peppered the ground around him, Eric heaved
himself up onto the vehicle. He shut the door behind him.


 


The carriage was filled with
scared-looking DCs. They seemed even weaker than they had been the last time
they had been on a train. The guards of Camp Dam Marsh had worked some of them
until they were near death. Despite their physical exhaustion, there was
something in their eyes that had been missing on the first train ride. Eric knew
that some of them had hope.


 


~


 


He didn’t even know how much time had
gone by. The sky had darkened into complete darkness, and then later, the sun
had risen. It gave a weak light now, and was hidden behind a cloud as though it
was shy.


 


The rumble of the train’s wheels on
the track threatened to lull him into sleep. Some of the DCs around him were
already dozing, their bodies drained of energy from the escape. Three men
walked through the carriage and pried the boards off all the windows, throwing
each sheet of wood onto the floor triumphantly. The light wasn’t strong, but it
was enough for them to see the scenery as it went by. 


 


Eric found Kim at the back of the
carriage. He walked over and settled down on the floor next to her. 


 


“I can’t believe we did it,” he said.


 


He put his arm around her. She
shrugged him off and inched away. She stared at him and there was a look in her
eyes that he couldn’t place. It was one he had never seen on her face before.


 


“I saw you,” she said, her words
drawn out.


 


“What?”


 


“I saw what happened to Martin
Wrench. I watched you leave him to the dogs.”


 


Her voice was cold, as if she was
talking to a stranger. He knew that he should have helped Martin. The boy was
immune, just like him, and he’d only betrayed them to the guards because he was
scared for his own life. That still didn’t make it okay. Some of the Capita
guards at Dam Marsh were just the same; they worked for the Capita because it
was the only way to survive. Was Martin any better than them?


 


Eric was going to respond to Kim when
he heard a screeching sound so loud that he thought his ears were going to pop
again. It was the sound of metal scraping across more metal and giving a
piercing whine.


 


The carriage shook. It jerked
violently, and the screech drew out for what seemed like hours. Before he even
knew what happened, the carriage tipped over.


 


It seemed to happen in slow motion.
The carriage went onto its side and started to slide. One of the men who was
prying a board from the window fell back and banged his head on the floor. The
screech filled Eric’s head until he couldn’t think of anything else. The jolt
threw him off the floor and sent him crashing against what used to be the roof.



 


He smashed his head against it. He
felt a sickening feeling in his stomach, and his head throbbed. The train
seemed to be sliding on its side along the tracks. He didn’t know what had
happened, but all he could hear were the screams of the DCs around him. 


 


The train stopped suddenly, and he
was thrown across the carriage again, smashing his head on the corner of a
window. His vision faded to black. 


 


~


 


He woke with the dim recollection
that something had happened. Metal screeching so loud that it was almost as if
it was screaming at him. Kids thrown across the carriage like dolls. He felt
the back of his head and ran his fingers over a lump sticking out from his
skull.


 


He walked across the carriage. The
windows were at his feet now, and the carriage door was at the end but it was
pointed up. He didn’t know exactly what had happened, but he knew they’d been
derailed and the train had tipped on its side.


 


He climbed outside to find Kim and
the other DCs sat on the ground. Looking around him, he had no idea where they
were. They were far away from camp; that much was obvious. To their left was a
forest, though it was too dark to see beyond the first line of trees. 


 


The three train carriages had been
tipped completely on their sides, and the last one had uncoupled. The front of
the train had dislodged from the tracks completely, though it was still
upright. In front of it, the track was broken. It looked as if someone had
dislodged part of it.


 


It was time to think about things. He
didn’t know where they were, and he didn’t know where they were going. Kim
wasn’t speaking to him, and his head throbbed from where he had hit it on the
side of the carriage. 


 


Despite that, something felt good. He
felt as if he’d done something right. The forest to their left looked dark and
miserable, yet anything was better than Dam Marsh. There were no guards around
them, and he knew that he could walk where he liked without the threat of a
baton on the head. Best of all, there was no Scarsgill. Kim was safe.


 


Except that Goral was with them.
Invisible vines squeezed his chest and made breathing difficult. He was glad
that Marta had decided to help them, but why the hell had she brought her
brother? What had happened to her, and why was Goral tied up? 


 


He took a deep breath. The trees were
far away, but he could smell the pine and the earth. He knew that just like the
train that had derailed, he wasn’t destined to run along the same track for the
rest of his life. His immunity might have meant that the Capital would always
hunt him, but it didn’t mean that he had to let them. He was going to find his
family, and they’d find Kim’s mum, too.


 


Someone shouted from the front of the
train. Eric ran over. He opened the door and climbed three rungs of the ladder.
He had just enough time to glimpse Marta in the driver’s seat. She wasn’t
breathing, but he knew straight away that wasn’t anything to do with the
derailing. Marta’s throat had been cut open.


 


Suddenly, Goral Vitch’s wiry body
filled the doorframe. Eric stepped back, missed a rung of the ladder and fell
onto the ground. The impact winded him.


 


Goral held a knife in his hands.
Blood coated the silver, spreading from the tip all the way to the handle, and
then coated his right hand. He grinned at Eric, and then started to walk down
the ladder.


 


With his stomach winded and his legs
refusing to move, Eric could only watch as Goral walked toward him. He heard
screams of pain around him from the DCs who had been injured when the train
derailed. Wind whispered through the trees in the forest, and the smell of the
pine was gone.


 


He looked into Goral’s face and saw a
look of such evil that he felt tainted by it. He remembered Allie on the table,
and the old man’s twisted features as he walked around him, naked, and chanted.


 


Eric’s breaths came fast. He willed
his legs to work, but they wouldn’t.


 


Then he saw three figures emerge from
the forest. It seemed like two men and a woman. He didn’t have time to see any
more before Goral was creeping toward him, clutching a knife in his hand.
















 


                            


Chapter
Thirty-Four


 


Heather


 


It seemed like they’d been walking
for hours, but time was lost in the darkness and all Heather could measure it
by was the aching in her calves and the soaking of her feet in the dank waters.
She couldn’t even imagine how tired Charles must have been, having to walk with
Lilly over his shoulders.


 


Eventually they found a metal doorway
in the sewer wall. Charles opened it and stepped inside. He walked to the far
end as if he knew the layout and set Lilly down on a scratched wooden table.
After a few minutes of messing around with something, he struck a match, and
then the room was illuminated by the glow of a lamp.


 


One wall of the room was filled with
machinery and a computer terminal, though it had been so long out of use that
dust had gathered over the metal. On the other side of the room were two green
lockers. Charles opened one of them. It was filled with dried food and bottles
of water.


 


“This used to be where they’d control
the flow of water,” said Charles. “When we designed Mordeline, we turned little
stops like this into places for provisions.”


 


He passed Heather a plastic bag full
of something that looked like crackers. She held one in her hands. It didn’t
look appetising, but her stomach ached with hunger.


 


“Go ahead,” said Charles. “They’re
dried. They’ll last forever.”


 


She put one in her mouth and crunched
it. It was so dry that it seemed to suck all the moisture from her gums.


 


“What happens when we get to camp?”
she said. 


 


“You find your daughter. I’ll find
someone else.”


 


“Who?”


 


“A man who can help Lilly. Someone I
knew long ago. Back before I got this gut,” he said, and patted his stomach.


 


She put another cracker in her mouth
and chewed.


 


“Won’t there be guards?”


 


“Plenty, and infected around the
perimeter too. Dam Marsh is a lovely place. But don’t worry, I can get us in.”


 


Lilly sat on the floor. She hadn’t
said much during their journey, and Heather had become accustomed to thinking
she was just luggage, as though Charles had slung a sack over his back rather
than his daughter. Maybe she was used to being carried around like that.


 


“And then what?” asked Heather.


 


“Then?”


 


“What will you do?”


 


Charles leaned against one of the
lockers. The metal creaked as it took his weight.


 


“Word won’t have reached camp yet that
I’m no longer in the employ of the Capita. I’ll use my position to get your
kids out, get some flesh for Lilly, and then we’re done.”


 


It sounded too easy to be true. She
still couldn’t help but think that Charles had something else planned.


 


“Just like that? We all say our goodbyes
and walk away?”


 


“I didn’t think we’d be getting married
and starting a family. Want me to bake you a goodbye cake?”


 


“How do I know you won’t turn me in like
you did last time?” said Heather.


 


“Trust is just about the only resource
you have left, Heather, because you’re not getting into Dam Marsh without me.
This isn’t some holiday camp that a couple of kids could break out of.”


 


Lilly stirred.


 


“You shouldn’t trust him,” said Lilly.


 


Charles glared at his daughter.


 


“Don’t start,” he said.


 


Lilly looked at Heather. She had a
piercing gaze for such a young girl, made all the more striking by the wound
where her nose used to be. She had inherited a lot of things from her father,
and his cold expression was one of them.


 


“He’s my dad,” she said. “But even I
know you can’t trust him,” 


 


Heather sighed.


 


“Like your father said. I don’t have
much else going for me than trust.”


 


~


 


Time became the dripping of the pipes in
the sewer, the swish of the water that reached up to her ankles. With each hour
came new pain, but Heather pushed it to the back of her brain because she had
her goal fixed firmly in mind. Whenever an ache crept up her thigh, whenever a
cold drip fell on her neck and made her shudder, she pictured Kim. She did it
so much that she could almost smell her, and the image was so strong that she
wanted to cry.


 


She knew now why it would have been
impossible to walk through Mordeline alone. The sewers had stretched for miles,
and according to Charles, every foot of land above them was crammed with the
infected. Heather knew how to handle them well enough to kill the odd one, but
if she’d gone through Mordeline alone she wouldn’t have made it through.


 


Finally the sewer came to a stop. The
lamp light had long since been extinguished, but pale streams of light from the
end of the tunnel offered some illumination and cast glows over a ladder
fastened against the wall.


 


Charles stopped walking. Water sloshed
around them. Somewhere in the darkness behind them, a rat squeaked. 


 


“This is it,” he said. “Up this ladder
and out of the manhole is Camp Dam Marsh.”


 


Heather could hardly hold herself back.
Being so close to finding Kim filled her with energy, and she wanted to
scramble up the rungs.


 


“You have to follow my lead,” said
Charles. “It’s the only way you’ll get in.”


 


“Like I did last time?” said Heather.


 


She thought back to the Capita guards,
and the way Charles had given her up. Later, the look of terror on one of the
guard’s face as Heather tore out his throat. The feeling of nausea welling up
inside her when she tasted his blood. She’d get Charles back for that. Tucked
away somewhere in her mind was the idea of revenge, but she knew that now
wasn’t the time.


 


“This is different,” said Charles. “You
need to follow exactly what I say when we’re up there.”


 


“I’ll make sure he doesn’t trick you,”
said Lilly.


 


“Do what I say and you’ll get your
daughter back,” said Charles. “Are you ready?”


 


Heather took a deep breath. She was
ready. The desire to have Kim in her arms was stronger than anything she’d ever
felt before in her life.


 


Charles climbed the ladder. At the top,
he heaved the manhole cover aside and climbed out. Heather put her hand to her
eyes to block out the daylight. After spending so long in the darkness of the
tunnels, the sun was too much for her.


 


As she climbed the ladder, she felt her
heart rate spike. She was so full of nerves that she could hardly grip the
rungs, and she nearly slipped more than once. Be careful, she told
herself. It won’t do any good if you break your leg. Finally she reached
the top. She pulled herself out of the darkness and into the glow of the sun.


 


Dam Marsh wasn’t what she expected. She
thought there would be rows of perfectly maintained fences, guards walking with
guns and keeping watch over DCs who were so accustomed to their orders that
they hardly looked up from the ground. She imagined an overwhelming silence
that was only ever broken by the shrill bark of a Capita soldier. A place where
order ruled and hope died, but everything was perfectly kept.


 


Instead, she saw a gravel yard marked by
carnage. There was a fence in front of the camp but part of it had collapsed.
Cabins lined one section, but most of the land was taken up by loose stone.


 


She almost gasped as she looked on. Men
and women in Capita uniforms held batons in their hands and swung them at
anything that moved. At first she thought they were killing the DCs, but then
she realised that they were fighting the infected. On the east side of the camp
a small shed had caught fire, and black smoke billowed into the sky and filled
the yard with the smell of burning leather. The camp was filled with a chorus
of dog barks, screams of pain and the moaning of the infected.


 


The DCs were easy to spot. Instead of
Capita uniforms, they all wore beige trousers and shirts that were made out of
a material so thin that it might as well have been paper. Their faces were
hollowed, their limbs bony. The DCs were the ones who didn’t engage in fights
with the infected, but instead ran to whatever cover they could find. 


 


She saw two children waiting under a
cabin in the crawlspace, arms wrapped around each other as if it was the only
thing that stopped them being scared. For a second she thought they were Eric
and Kim, but then the excitement in her mind faded, and she realised she didn’t
know those children.


 


Charles set Lilly on the ground. He
stood and silently watched the scene around him. 


 


“What’s happening?” Heather asked.


 


The bounty hunter didn’t turn to look at
her. Instead, he spoke to Lilly.


 


“Stay here,” he told her.


 


“Where are you going?” asked Heather.


 


“I need to do something. Lilly, stay
here and you’ll be okay.”


 


With that, he marched toward the fence
and slipped through the gap. Heather called out to him, but he wouldn’t turn
around. She decided that it didn’t matter. There was only one thing to do now;
she had to find Eric and Kim. Before going, she kneeled beside Lilly.


 


“Will you be okay?” she asked.


 


The girl nodded.


 


“I’m used to him leaving me.” 


 


When Heather entered the camp, the smell
of smoke was everywhere. She felt it cling to her clothes and twist into her
hair. Someone to her right screamed, and she saw a woman on the floor, legs
twitching as two infected clawed at her stomach.


 


She hadn’t expected Camp Dam Marsh to be
a holiday resort, but she knew things had gone wrong somewhere. Gunfire
crackled somewhere beyond camp. A little boy sprinted across the yard, but his
footsteps weren’t quicker than the dog bounding behind him. He ran to a cabin
door. The dog followed, black eyes fixed forward.


 


Heather started to run toward him. As
the boy got to the cabin door he turned the handle, but nothing happened. He
wiggled it again and again as if he expected it to do something. He turned
around. The dog reached the bottom steps now. It leaned onto its hind legs and
growled. The boy flinched at the noise.


 


She picked up a rock from the floor. She
threw it at the dog, only missing its head by inches. The animal turned and
looked at her. Heather breathed in. She pushed her fears to the back of her
mind and ran at the animal, bellowing as loud as she could. When she was feet
away, the dog decided better of the fight and ran away.


 


“Thank you,” said the boy.


 


He wore a beige uniform that was
tissue-thin and looked like it was days overdue a wash. His head had been
shaved recently, and his scalp was dotted with little red marks that looked
like bites. She wondered if the same thing had happened to Eric, too. 


 


“I’m looking for two children,” she
said. “A girl called Kim. She’s a couple of years older than you.”


 


The boy stared at her with eyes that
looked like they were being pried open. It was as if he couldn’t comprehend the
question.


 


“Have you seen a boy called Eric?” she asked.


 


“Eric?”


 


Heather’s heart picked up. She wanted to
step forward and shake the boy until the answers fell out, but she could see
how scared he was.


 


“Yes, a boy called Eric. He’s around
your height, but he’s thin. He’s very quiet.”


 


The boy nodded. He pointed behind
Heather.


 


“That’s his cabin over there.”


 


Heather ran over, but Eric and Kim
weren’t in that cabin or in any of the others either. She searched through them
frantically, finding some doors open, but unlocking others with a sharp kick.
After searching the last one her legs ached and she felt out of breath. She sat
down on the steps. Somewhere beyond her, a man screamed, and the cries of the
infected droned like backing vocals.


 


She didn’t understand it. All the cabins
were empty save for a few people hidden under beds, but they had been struck
dumb by fear. She didn’t understand why the camp was in chaos, and why there
were infected and dogs fighting the guards and killing the DCs.


 


A dark thought rose out of the blackest
corner of her mind, stood up in the mist and walked to centre stage until she
couldn’t think of anything else. Looking around her, she knew there was a
possibility that Eric and Kim were dead. She couldn’t let herself imagine that.
If she did, she would break down.


 


She heard a scream. A boy and a girl sat
in the middle of the yard, and four infected walked toward them from their left
and right sides. She didn’t recognise the boy, but she could only see the back
of the girl’s head. She had hair just like Kim, and though she seemed smaller
than her daughter, maybe that was because she was on the floor.


 


It was as if electricity jolted through
her. She got to her feet. She ran down the steps so quickly that she missed the
bottom one and stumbled to the floor. Her ankle twisted, and pain shot up from
her foot and into her calf. Pushing down on the floor, she forced herself back
to her feet. Each step sent a ripple of pain through her ankle, but she willed
herself to hobble along.


 


The infected walked closer to the kids.
The children didn’t move, as if they were paralysed by fear and their bodies
were engaged in neither a flight nor fight response, but instead had simply
accepted that this was the end.


 


With the pain in her ankle she barely
moved quicker that the infected. She called out to the children, but they
didn’t hear her. 


 


The creatures moaned. It was a sound
full of longing, a hunger deeper than anything Heather had ever felt. She could
smell them now; the aroma of sweat gone stale, of skin that hadn’t been washed
in years. Their faces were marked by craters, and scabs grew around the edges.
One of them had bumps on his forehead that looked as if flies had laid eggs in
his skin.


 


She reached the children just before the
first infected. She gripped the girl’s shoulders and turned her around. The
girl had a cut stretching from the corner of her eye and going down her face
until it reached her jaw bone. Blood seeped at the edges, and her right palm
was smeared crimson with the blood she had already wiped away. It wasn’t Kim.


 


The infected with the fly eggs on its
forehead reached them. It tried to grab Heather, but she pushed it away,
wincing as she put weight on her ankle.


 


“Run to the cabins,” she told the
children.


 


The girl stood up. The boy didn’t move,
as if he was trapped in a bubble of fear and couldn’t hear what she had said.


 


The infected started to get up off the
floor, and the others were only feet away. She didn’t have time to wait for the
boy to hear her. She slapped him on the face. The boy spun around, and Heather
saw an imprint of her palm on his skin, white at first, but then turning red as
the blood crept back to his cheeks.


 


“Get to the cabin. Keep her safe,” she
told him, pointing at the girl.


 


The boy nodded, and they ran away.
Heather was left with the infected. The pain in her ankle was the kind that hit
her in the stomach and made her nauseous. The fly egg infected grabbed for her
again. Luckily he didn’t weigh much, and Heather was able to shove him away
again.


 


She felt arms on her shoulders. One of
the infected grabbed her. It opened its mouth wide and showed yellow teeth and
swollen tonsils.


 


A knife carved through its head. At
first the blade hit its skull and was lodged in the bone. Charles Bull held it.
He put his hand on the infected’s shoulder and wedged the knife free. He lifted
it again, and this time he was able to crack through the skull.


 


The other infected tumbled toward her.
Charles pushed her out of the way. He put his leg behind the infected and
pushed it to the ground, and when it was on the floor he lifted his right leg
and drove the full force of his boot onto the infected’s head, repeating the
action until bones cracked and blood leaked onto the stone. When the final two
creatures turned in Charles’s direction, it took less than five seconds before
they lay motionless on the ground.


 


There was another man stood with
Charles. He was tall with a hooked nose, and he wore a plastic raincoat that
was covered in stains. He had a sneering quality to his face, and skin so grey
it looked like it would be cold to the touch. His face was marked with bruises
that looked fresh, and blood was crusted around his nostrils. He had a mark on
his neck as if something had been stabbed into his skin.


 


Charles held his knife by his side. His
chest heaved as he took deep breaths.


 


“I was able to persuade Dr. Scarsgill to
join us.”


 


“Who’s he?” asked Heather.


 


“The respected doctor who runs Camp Dam
Marsh.”


 


If he ran the camp, then there was a
good chance he would know what had happened, and he might know who Kim and Eric
were and where they had gone. Heather knew that her daughter was clever, and
she believed that she and Eric would be hiding somewhere in camp until the
trouble stopped.


 


“Your name is Scarsgill?” Heather asked.


 


The doctor nodded.


 


“I’m looking for my children,
Scarsgill,” Heather said. “A girl called Kim and a boy called Eric. I know
there must be lots of children here but-”


 


Scarsgill looked at her strangely. “Did
you say Kim?”


 


“She’s my daughter.”


 


He looked up at the sky for a few
seconds, as if he was having a silent conversation with something sat above
them. When he looked back at Heather, he crossed his arms.


 


“Your daughter is gone,” he said.


 


She felt her chest constricting. It was
all she could do not to grab the man by the neck.


 


“Gone where?”


 


He shook his head.


 


“The boy is taking her somewhere. She’s
more important than you realise. Your daughter could be the answer to
everything, Heather. What are you going to do if you find her?”


 


“Keep her safe, obviously.”


 


“The world has better things in store
for her than that. I’ve spoken to the boy.”


 


“Eric.”


 


“Yes. He knows what Kim could mean to us
all. And he knows where to take her. It won’t do any good for you to find
them,” said Scarsgill.


 


She looked at Charles. The bounty hunter
shrugged, and then cast his gaze across the yard to where Lilly sat. She was
far enough away to be unaffected by the trouble.


 


Heather didn’t have the patience to even
listen to Scarsgill. She didn’t care what he meant about Kim being important,
she just needed to find her. 


 


If Scarsgill wasn’t going to talk, then
she needed to make him. She remembered what Charles had told her; that she
needed to take on some of the darkness of the world. She’d already done that
when she tore a guard’s throat out. It seemed like sometimes, the only way to
get what you wanted in the world was to do something that blackened your soul.


 


She took the knife from Charles’s hand.
Scarsgill saw it and blinked in surprise. Heather jerked it forward and stabbed
him in the arm.


 


He cried out. His face scrunched up in
pain, and blood welled up onto the sleeve of his coat and ran down the plastic.


 


“Where are they?” said Heather, words
spitting through gritted teeth.


 


She twisted the knife. Scarsgill
screamed. She felt the blade cut into the gristle of his arm, and the sensation
made her want to vomit. She breathed through her nose.


 


“Tell me where they are.”


 


Scarsgill’s face was a mask of pain. The
blood drained from his cheeks until he looked chalk white, and the fingers on
his wounded arm twitched.


 


“The train,” he said.


 


She held the knife in his arm.


 


“Where’s the train?”


 


With his free hand, Scarsgill pointed
across the yard. Heather saw a dog kennel with all the cells empty, and then a
red brick building.


 


“I don’t see a train,” she said.


 


Scarsgill grunted. “It left already,” he
said. “Your children are gone.”


 
















 


Chapter
Thirty-Five


 


Baz


 


He tried to wriggle his hands, but he
could only manage an inch of movement before ropes tightened against his
wrists. It was the same for his feet too, and he felt the nylon scratch his
ankles as he moved them. When his vision cleared, he didn’t see the cobbled
streets or sloping roofs of Kiele. Instead he looked out onto a wasteland
stained with blood from the bodies that had been dragged across it, and the air
smelled of sweat and urine. The knots of the ropes fastened him to a wooden
pole that was dug into the dirt.


 


A faint breeze swept through the air,
and voices spoke dimly in the background. He couldn’t have been far out of
Kiele, he knew, though he couldn’t turn his neck to confirm it. To his right
there was a decapitated head at the top of another pole, staring out into the
wasteland as though it was on watch. He could see the underside of its neck and
how the spike was driven through the gristle and up into its chin.


 


Kiele must have been behind him, then.
Where were Rushden and Max? Baz had taken a risk freeing them from the cells,
and this was the thanks he got. He started to wonder if it had been the right
thing to do. Letting them go was an act of treason toward the Capita. If Hanks
found out he did it, he wouldn’t waste more than a second thinking about how to
punish him.


 


He squirmed against the ropes, but they
were too thick and bristly, and they’d been wrapped around him and the wood so
many times that there was no way he could break them.


 


He heard the clip-clop of hooves and
marching of feet behind him. He wondered what Rushden and Max were going to do
to him. Maybe their plan was to torture him for secrets. The thing was, they’d
caught a bigger prize than they could ever have imagined. He knew more than any
normal Runt. If they made him feel enough pain, he could tell them secrets
about the Capita that would fuel the fire in the Resistance’s belly for years
to come.


 


When the horse rounded him, Baz saw that
Hanks was riding it. He’d taken a cut across the face in battle. His sickle
hung from his side, and the curve of the blade was smeared with blood.


 


“See you’re awake,” said Hanks. “How’s
that head of yours?”


 


Baz had the urge to rub his forehead but
knew the ropes would hold firm. 


 


“Can you cut me loose?” he said.
“Bastards must have knocked me out.”


 


Hanks nodded at one of his officers. 


 


“Go ahead,” he said.


 


As the officer approached with a knife,
Hanks spoke. He lifted his hand in the air.


 


“Hold up. Actually, let’s not free you
yet. Let’s talk about why we found you passed out in the police station, with
two empty cells next to you and the keys in your hand.”


 


Rushden and Max hadn’t been the ones who
tied him up. They must have fled after being let loose, and one of the Capita
Runts had found him. He must have been tied up here on Hanks’ orders. He
remembered all the stories he’d heard about Hanks. Deserters getting shot in
the ankles, men having their eyes scooped out. The ropes seemed a lot tighter,
and they burned his skin even more as he squirmed.


 


“Where are they?” said Hanks.


 


“Who?”


 


“You might be dumb, Baz, but surely
you’re not this stupid. You’re not in a position to pretend you are,
either. Tell me where they are.”


 


He’d always felt like he walked a lonely
line in the Capita. In council meetings, even when he wore the mask and
costume, he never quite felt like he was Tammuz. He never fit in. He worked
hard to hide his northern accent as if uttering the rough syllables was
shameful, and his upbringing meant he couldn’t make the right decisions. Marduk
and Nabu spoke with English so perfectly accented that the Queen would have
given them a knighthood. Sometimes, though, Nabu slipped up and Baz heard some
of the Gloucestershire creep into his tone.


 


He’d never really believed the Capita’s
ideology. He’d gone along with it because principles were luxuries since the
outbreak. You either stayed in the Dome and chose to embrace the Capita ideals,
or you walked into the darkness of the wasteland and wondered what would get
you first; hunger, thirst, or the infected. 


 


Since the battle in Kiele, he realised
the true cost of his decisions. It wasn’t just about survival anymore. If he
ever got back to the Dome, he knew he couldn’t just put his mask back on and
walk into the Grand Hall. He’d seen the knife wounds and heard the cries of
pain, and he knew what the decisions made in the Hall really meant.


 


He looked at Hanks. His saw his thick
shoulders, muscles tensed as he held the reins of his horse. The wrestling
action figure in his shirt pocket, the chewed head just peeking out. It felt
like Hanks was peeling his skin away with his gaze alone.


 


Men like this couldn’t win, he decided.
People like Charles Bull and Marduk couldn’t be allowed to prosper just because
they were prepared to do things that others weren’t. Max and Rushden might have
betrayed him the second they had the chance, but Baz believed their cause was
worthier than any of the Capita’s lies.


 


“I’m trying to remember where they are,
but my memory is fuzzy,” he said.


 


Hanks scowled.


 


“Go and bring it,” he said to an
officer.


 


The officer walked away. Baz couldn’t
turn his head enough to see where he was going, but a few minutes later he was
back. This time, as he approached, there were two sets of footsteps. The boom
of the officer’s boots was easy to recognise. The other steps were slow and
dragging, like shoes scraping across stone.


 


The officer walked into view. He held
ropes tight in his hand, and on the end of them was an infected. Spit flew out
of its mouth as it snarled. Its skin had the pink softness of someone who was
human not too long ago, though his neck had a scratch so deep that Baz winced
to look at it.


 


The infected wore a Capita uniform. It
was obviously one of the Runts, since the uniform was torn and dirty. Hanks was
trying to scare him. Maybe the lieutenant had forgotten, but Baz was there when
the other infected were defanged. He knew the old man’s ploys, and knew that
this infected wouldn’t have any teeth.


 


“Tell us where they are and why you let
them out,” said Hanks.


 


When Baz didn’t say anything, Hanks
ordered the men around him to move back. He turned his horse around and trotted
ten feet away. The officer holding the infected jerked his head back as it
lashed out at him. He grabbed his knife and in one swipe cut the ropes that
held it.


 


Suddenly free, the infected moved its
head from side to side, groaning as it decided who to attack. Another officer
stepped up behind it and gave it a shove.


 


The infected locked its gaze on Baz.
Desire lit in its eyes, and it opened its mouth and cried out. Baz saw teeth
slick with spit, yellowing where they met gums.


 


The ropes felt even more constricting.
He squirmed and struggled but they wouldn’t budge, and he felt the coarse
material rubbed the skin off his wrists. The infected took lurching steps
toward him, and he knew it would take less than a minute for it to reach him.


 


He knew Hanks wanted answers. The
problem was that Baz didn’t have them. And even if he possessed them and wanted
to talk, Hanks would kill him as soon as the last word left his mouth.  On the
other side, the Resistance men didn’t trust him either, and they’d gladly left
him to face the consequences of letting them go.


 


This was the end, he realised. As the
infected stumbled close enough that Baz could hear the clack of its teeth, he
knew he was out of allies. 


 


He hoped that he’d done one good thing.
That freeing the Resistance fighters would lead to something that brought karma
on the people of the wasteland and hurt the Capita. If he knew that, he could
face dying.


 


As the infected reached out for him, an
arrow plunged through its head, tearing through the weak skin at its temple and
travelling to the centre of its brain. The creature fell to the floor at his
feet.


 


He looked to his left to see Rushden
stood with a bow tensed in his arms. Behind him was Max, and with them were
some of the men and women from Kiele. Stood with the crowd and trying to blend
in was Ronnie Alderson. He’d ripped the Capita emblem from the sleeve of his
shirt.


 


Hanks rounded his horse. He slipped the
sickle from his side and wiped the blood on the leather saddle. He rubbed the
head of the action figure in his pocket, and then turned to his men.


 


“No prisoners this time. I want every
pulse stopped. I want the ground covered red. I want to see their blood on your
hands and knives.”


 


He slapped the side of his horse and
charged toward the Kiele fighters. Seeing their leader in action, the Capita
officers and Runts soon followed. Some were still fuelled by adrenaline from
the battle the day before, but others gave a reluctant charge, running at a
slow pace like a child in a PE class who’d rather be at home.


 


The people of Kiele were ready this
time. Wise to Hanks and his tricks, they made sure to look around and check
that no infected had been let loose. As the Capita commander pounded toward
them on his stallion, Rushden slid another arrow onto his bow. Max tapped a
knife against his palm, and the other men and women of Kiele held whatever they
could find that was sharp enough to pierce flesh or blunt enough to crack
bones.


 


The ends of Capita blades tore through
the skin of Kiele men and women. Hammers cracked down on skulls, and men
screamed as knives were pushed deep into their chests. The wasteland was filled
with cries of pain and bellows of anger. Baz could only watch as he saw creased
foreheads gather sweat, and blood shot eyes open wide as blades sunk into
flesh. When a man clutched his throat to stem the spurt of blood from a slash
on his skin, the noise was like the patter of a waterfall.


 


He heard someone moan, but it didn’t
come from anyone in the battle. He looked down, and saw the infected at his
feet was straightening up. It put its hands on the floor and pushed it up. The
arrow still stood out of its temple as though it was wearing a novelty hat. The
arrowhead must not have gone far enough into its brain.


 


Cold panic covered him. He struggled
against the ropes and winced at the burning of his already raw skin. He could
move against them all day and never get free.


 


He bent his thumb in toward his palm. He
pulled his hand against the ropes, and inch by inch he felt it get free. As he
slid through the rope, he felt pressure on his hands. Pain racked through him.
He realised that his thumb was being dislocated, but he bit through the agony
and strained to get his hand free.


 


The infected stood up. It fixed its gaze
firmly on Baz. Just as it lurched at him, Baz felt his hand fall out of the
ropes. He ducked down and let the infected collide with the wooden pole.


 


Rushden appeared behind the infected. He
grabbed it and turned it around, and held a small knife in his hand, prepared
to complete the job he’d left half–finished with his bow.


 


As Rushden went to stab it, Hanks
galloped by on his horse. He swung his sickle at him, but the ginger man moved
his head back, and the blade sliced the top of his earlobe. He put his hand to
the side of his head and blood covered his fingers.


 


More people streamed out from the gates
of Kiele. All the surviving townsfolk rushed at the Capita soldiers with
hammers and pikes and shovels, and Baz watched as they attacked the soldiers.
Capita uniforms were stained red as blades punctured them, and he heard the
screams of Runts as they fell to the floor.


 


His left hand was free. Despite the pain
from his dislocated thumb, he sucked it up and worked on the rope on his right
arm until he felt it loosen, and then he slipped his hand free. He fell forward
onto the floor. Pain stung through him as his left hand touched the ground.


 


The screams of the Capita soldiers
started to die down. One by one Hanks’s men fell, until soon the leader sat
alone on his horse, with angry Kiele fighters around him and all his unit lying
dead on the wasteland.


 


Max ran over to them. His mask was
smeared with blood, covering the smile he’d painted on it. He held a long knife
in his hand, and for a few seconds he stood and panted. He looked at Hanks, and
then at Rushden.


 


“Make sure you take him alive,” he said,
nodding at the lieutenant.


 


Rushden turned to Hanks. He cocked an
arrow on his bow and aimed at the horse. As he was about to let it loose, the
infected leaned in to him and bit down on his hand. Rushden screamed and let
the bow fall to the floor. Baz heard a crunch as the infected chewed through
his finger bones.


 


Max grabbed the infected and pulled it
away from Rushden. Hanks took advantage of the confusion. He tugged sharply on
his horse’s reins, turned and then gave it a kick. The horse galloped away.
Before Rushden or Max could do anything, the lieutenant was galloping away from
Kiele.


 


Baz loosened the ropes around his feet.
They had been tied so tight that the circulation had been cut off, and his feet
felt numb when he tried to walk on them. He stumbled forward, putting his hands
out in front of him, and felt pain tear through him as his thumb touched the
ground.


 


The grass of the wasteland was
discoloured with the blood of the Capita soldiers and the Kiele townsfolk.
Rushden held his hand out in front of him, mangled and covered crimson.


 


Lieutenant Hanks became a spot in the
distance. With all the Capita soldiers dead and their commander gone, Baz was
alone with the Resistance fighters.


 


While he attended to his friend, Max had
forgotten about the infected. The monster lurched toward him, reaching out with
long fingernails and scrabbling to grab hold of his clothes. Baz pushed it so
hard that it fell to the floor. The blood rushed back to his feet, but the
sensation wasn’t quite there yet. He raised his boot up and brought it down to
the infected’s head, repeating it until the infected stopped moving. He didn’t
feel the impact as his boot crunched its skull, but he saw its brains leak out
onto the grass and knew that it was dead.
















 


Chapter
Thirty-Six


 


Heather


 


She could never have imagined the
smell of battle; so full of sweat and blood, heavy with the sense that lives
had been lost. The wailing of the men and women around her was so desperate
that it sounded worse than the hungry moans of the infected. The ground was
littered with guards clutching open wounds and dogs lying motionless on the
gravel; infected with skulls split open and brain matter spilling through the
cracks in the bones.


 


It was a strain to even lift her
head. Her stomach was heavy, and she felt that if she opened her mouth, the
contents would just spill out onto the stones. She just wanted to close her
eyes.


 


The parts of the yard that weren’t
taken up by dead guards or a limp infected, were covered in loose gravel. There
was a white running track painted around the outside. The cabins were to her
left. The cheap wooden buildings reminded her of holidays with her parents. Her
dad worked the production line at a car manufacturing factory and her mum had
given up a glittering clothes shop career to look after Heather and her
brother, so rather than boarding a plane bound somewhere hot, her childhood
holidays took place in boggy fields, inside cabins barely big enough to sleep
them all.


 


Despite how much she’d hated them at
the time, she would have given anything to be there. Even stronger was the
feeling that she’d like to take Kim and Eric someday. She bet she could even
take them to the same resort she used to go to. It was called Loch-Deep. It was
a meditation retreat, but the owners would rent cabins to families to make
enough money to maintain it. The only condition was that the parents promised
to keep their kids under control and not ruin the inner calm of those who were
there to relax.


 


She still remembered the owner. His
name was Ryan Peat. A moustache covered his top lip, and his hair was scrunched
back into a bun on the top of his head. He always talked about peace and
mindfulness, though sometimes he scared Heather. He wore a dark expression, as
though the calmness of his face was a mask for something else.


 


She didn’t know where her daughter
and Eric were. Some DCs were in the yard. She saw a group cowering near a
cabin, while others lay dead on the stone. It was clear though that not all of
them were here. Some must have gotten away somehow, and if Scarsgill was right,
then Kim and Eric were on the train.


 


It made her chest hurt when she
thought that she’d travelled so far and had only just missed them. It was
better than the alternative, though. At least if they’d gotten away on the train,
it meant they hadn’t suffered the same fate as the rest of the people in the
yard.


 


As much as her body cried out for
rest, she wouldn’t get it yet. She was going to find Kim. Even if it meant
following the train tracks for mile after mile, she’d find her daughter.


 


She still couldn’t reconcile the idea
in her head that Charles Bull was a man with feelings and emotions, but she was
grateful to him for one thing. She realised now that he was right in everything
he said. With the world the way it was now, people who forgot their morals were
generally the ones who survived. Those who tried to keep a clear conscience
ended up like Heather.


 


She stood up. The train tracks
started beyond the camp. It was going to be a long journey, and she’d need a
horse and provisions. She guessed she might find food and water in one of the
red brick buildings.


 


Charles broke away from a
conversation with Dr. Scarsgill.


 


“Going somewhere?” he said.


 


“I’m going to find the train.”


 


“Good luck. Time to activate the jet
pack under that skirt of yours.”


 


“You’ve used that one before,” said
Heather. “It wasn’t funny last time, and I’m still not wearing a skirt.”


 


“Charles,” said Scarsgill. 


 


He pointed over to the camp gates. A
company of Capita soldiers rode toward Dam Marsh on horseback. All of them had
swords hanging from sheaths on the sides of their horses. In the middle of
them, a man rode a mount that was bigger than the rest. Its saddle was painted
gold, and the reins shimmered under the sun. The rider wore a mask that didn’t
just cover his mouth and nose, but stretched over all of his face It was
painted brown, and it looked as if wrinkles had been cut into the plastic. The
cheeks were coloured red, and there was a sneering quality to its expression.


 


The rest of the Capita soldiers
bunched around him, seemingly so that nobody could attack from the back or
sides. The man held the reins of his horse high up in the air, curling his
fingers lightly around the leather like a rich lady holding a tea cup. She had
never seen the man before, but she guessed he was someone important.


 


“Marduk,” said Charles.


 


She’d heard the name. Everyone who
lived near the Dome knew the names of the Five. Ishkur, Nabu, Marduk, Sin and
Tammuz. Ishkur was the ruler of them, but the other four were powerful enough. 


 


Lilly was sat beyond camp, mere
metres away from the procession of Capita horses. Charles walked over to the
body of a camp guard and pried a baton out of his hands. The end of it was
smeared with blood.


 


“I’ve never seen any of the Five
leave the Grand Hall,” he said. “For Marduk to be here, this must be important.
I don’t think he’d make the journey to see my delicate features.”


 


“They’re here for me,” said
Scarsgill. He had his hands in front of his waist, and he wrung them in
agitation. “Someone must have told them about the girl.”


 


“What do we do?” asked Heather.


 


“I can’t let Marduk take me,” said
Scarsgill. “I need to finish what I started. Your daughter is the key to
everything, Heather.” He nodded at an infected on the floor near them. “It will
be the end of them. With her, we can put a stop to the infection.”


 


“You’re not touching my girl. I’m
leaving,” said Heather.


 


Charles sighed.


 


“You’ll never catch the train.”


 


“I don’t care. I’m not staying here.”


 


As Marduk and his Capita escort
approached, Scarsgill paced the floor. He wrung his hands so much that the skin
had started to chafe.


 


“Take me with you,” he said. 


 


“No way.”


 


“I know where your daughter is
headed. I told the boy where to go.”


 


“And where’s that?”


 


“To see one of my old colleagues.
Someone who can help.” There was a tremor in the doctor’s voice, and he
couldn’t help glancing at the Capita soldiers as they drew closer.


 


“Get hold of yourself,” said Charles.
“Who is this colleague of yours, and where is he?”


 


Scarsgill stopped pacing.


 


“His name is Rushden. He lives in
Kiele. Or he used to, anyway. I haven’t seen him in years.”


 


Heather couldn’t believe what she was
hearing. They’d escaped the pursuit of Capita soldiers and travelled through
the Mordeline, only to find that her daughter was gone. They walked into a war
zone, somehow survived the fighting, and then Scarsgill had hit them with this;
her daughter was headed to a town that she had not long since left.


 


Marduk pointed across the yard at
them. He lifted his head, and Heather felt his mask sneer at her. The Capita
guards spread out on their horses, some going left and others right until they
surrounded Heather, Charles and Scarsgill in a circle.


 


She looked at the train tracks beyond
camp. Kim was out there, somewhere. It made her chest ache to know that she’d
come so close to finding her, but there was some relief in knowing she was
alive.


 


The hooves of Marduk’s horse clomped
toward them, crushing the gravel beneath its muscled legs. Marduk drew the
horse to a halt. The animal stomped down on a stone and kicked dusty mist into
the air.


 


Charles looked at her.


 


“Lilly’s over there,” he said. “I
need to get to her.”


 


Heather nodded.


 


“And Kim’s out there, too.”


 


He gave her a look, and for the first
time since she had met the man, she felt an affinity with him. They shared a
mutual ground, but Charles stood in the shadow and she in the light, and she
couldn’t help feeling that he was dragging her into the darkness. She knew that
if she was ever going to find her daughter, she would have to embrace it.


 


Marduk said something, but she didn’t
listen. She stared into the bounty hunter’s eyes and for the first time, she
saw that he was worried.


 


“Marduk’s going to want to kill me,”
he said. “And if that happens, you’ll never find your daughter. So what I need
you to do is-”


 


“Follow your lead?” asked Heather.


 


Charles nodded.


 


This time, she knew that she would.
The old Heather would have been scared. She would have suspected lies and
betrayal. The new version didn’t care, because this one knew exactly what she
needed to do to get her daughter back.


 


She ignored Marduk’s shadowy figure
in front of her and turned her head and stared at the train tracks. They could
spread across the Mainland for miles, for all she cared, because there was only
one burning desire in her mind. To get away from the camp and follow them.


 


This isn’t the end, she vowed. 


 


Camp Dam Marsh had been the final
destination for so many. The yard was littered with bodies, some who had been
brought here as prisoners, and others who came to work, scared that if they
refused the Capita would banish them from its safe zones. It had been the end
for so many people, but for Heather, it was the beginning.          


 
















 


Chapter
Thirty-Seven


 


Baz


 


“Everyone grab a shovel,” said Max.
“Dig until your arms hurt.”


 


They’d separated the Capita soldiers’
corpses into one pile and the remaining unburned Kiele townsfolk into another.
Their bodies lay on the ground like discarded dolls, and as the sun rose up it
cast pastel light over the stabs and slashes in their skin. It lit the crimson
stains in their clothes and illuminated their faces, showing what their
expressions had been when they met their deaths. Some had wide eyes and open
mouths, while others had faces so scrunched up in pain it looked like their
bones had collapsed. 


 


After a few hours of sleep they had
all met up outside the town gates, where the wasteland grass was stained red
and the carrion swooped and dived and tried to pick at the skin of the dead.


 


Rushden turned to Max. “Wasn’t anyone
on guard last night?”


 


Rushden’s hand was bandaged up,
though blood leaked through the cloth. Baz felt exhaustion in every cell of his
body, and it was like he was only being held up by strings being pulled from
somewhere in the sky. Rushden showed no signs of tiredness.


 


“We’ve just lost half our people,”
said Max. “Not just our fighters, Rushden, but half our population. And the
other half is ready to crack.”


 


A raven fluttered next to the body of
a Capita soldier. Rushden picked up a stone and threw it. He missed by three
feet, but the bird got the message and flapped its black wings and took off
into the sky.


 


“By all rights,” said Rushden, “we
should just burn them. I can still smell their bonfire in the air. Even after
the fight, they could have showed a shred of decency.”


 


“That’s the Capita for you,” said
Max.


 


They walked onto the wasteland and
past the heads on the stakes. The air was crisp enough that it could snap, and
the caws of birds came from their left and right. They walked over to the pile
of Capita bodies. They were laid side by side like dominoes. Baz looked at
their faces. He saw cold skin and standard-issue masks. Some had stab wounds
and scratches on their bodies. He didn’t recognise most of the Runts, but as he
went from face to face, he stopped at one of them. He recognised Lerner, his
skin freezing despite the sun’s weak rise in the sky.


 


The other Kiele men soon joined them.
After so much fighting their shoulders should have been slumped and their faces
should have looked drained, but they put on a front. They wouldn’t let
themselves feel the aftereffects of battle until it had really finished. The
end wasn’t when the blades stopped swinging and the knives were dropped. The
other part of battle, the worse one, came afterwards. It was when the victor
had to cope with the effects of the violence; when they had to dig graves in
the wasteland and deal with the dead. It was grabbing a corpse under the
armpits and dragging it across the grass, hearing a crunching sound as you
pulled it over to the burial pit.


 


As Kiele men dragged the last two
Capita corpses over to the wasteland grave, Rushden stopped them.


 


“Save one,” he said.


 


He looked at Baz.


 


“Come here, soldier.”


 


He almost forgot he was still wearing
his Capita uniform. He had never gotten used to the feel of it; the prickliness
around his neck, the way it hung loose around his arms but tight on his legs.
It had never felt right.


 


Rushden looked at Max. “Hand me your
knife,” he said.


 


Max pulled his blade from his belt
and gave it to Rushden. The ginger-haired man fixed Baz with a look full of
disgust, as though when he looked into his eyes he saw the Dome and the Five
and Ishkur, and all the terrible things they had done in the Mainland. 


 


 


He walked toward him, eyes burning
holes into his face as though they were magnifying glasses focussing rays of
hate. Baz wished they hadn’t taken his weapon away from him.


 


Rushden stopped in front of him. Baz
waited for his arm to raise and the blow to come. He clenched his fists at his
side.


 


“Take it,” said Rushden.


 


He stretched his hand out, knife hilt
resting on his palm. Dirt lined the creases of his skin.


 


Baz held the blade. The handle was
warm, and the sheen of the metal had faded long ago. It felt heavier than the
standard-issue Capita weapons, even though it was smaller.


 


Rushden pointed at the head of one of
the Capita corpses.


 


“See that?” he said.


 


“I had noticed, yeah,” said Baz.


 


Rushden turned and pointed at a stake
dug into the ground near the town walls. Where the other stakes wore severed
heads on their spikes, this one was empty.


 


“I think you know what I’m asking you
to do.”


 


Baz looked at the dead Runt. The skin
on his neck looked cold, the colour of it almost blue in the morning chill. It
looked like it would be tough to cut through it. Even then, there was the
vertebrae and larynx. All his life he’d never really thought about the
particulars of cutting a man’s head off. He supposed it wasn’t something most
people had to consider, really. Now that he did, he felt his stomach turn.


 


The Kiele men watched him. His Capita
uniform became constricting now, as if the fabrics were tightening around him.
He became all too aware of how it marked him as different. Expectant eyes
stared at the blade in his hand, and some darted their gazes at the other dead
Runt.


 


There was no choice. If he didn’t do
this, they’d kill him. He walked over to the body. He looked into the dead
man’s face. He had nostrils that seemed too wide for his nose, and there was a
mole on the side of his face, just below his well-groomed sideburns. His skin
made him look like he had been hanging in a butcher’s refrigeration room for
hours, and Baz wondered if this meant there wouldn’t be much blood.


 


Rushden and Max watched him. As he started
to unbutton the Runt’s shirt collar, he heard them talk.


 


“You know what you’re going to have
to do,” said Max.


 


Rushden clutched his bite wound. 


 


“No chance.”


 


“You’ve been bitten. You know what
happens after that.”


 


“I don’t care. I’m not becoming like
them, Max, bite or no bite. If it means I have to die, then so be it. Besides,
you never know. I might wake up from the coma. I might be immune.”


 


“The chances of that are one in a
hundred.”


 


“Thousands, probably. I’d rather take
those odds than become like them.”


 


Baz unbuttoned the Runt’s shirt and
spread it wide so that his neck was fully exposed. He held his blade in his
right hand. The handle had felt warm when Max first passed it to him, but Baz’s
cold hands had cooled it down. He poked the blade against the Runt’s skin.
Despite the snappy chill in the air, it was still soft. He stopped.


 


He couldn’t do it. He’d never been a
fighter. Even in the early days before the Dome, he’d only ever killed infected
when he really had to. He didn’t like the sound skin made when it teared, and
that noise was the same whether someone was alive, dead, or infected. Skin was
still skin, and it wasn’t meant to be ripped apart.


 


Some of the men moved around him. He
saw weapons held in firm grips, eyes locked on him, waiting for him to do
something. Most of them probably wanted him to make a run for it. They would
have loved to hunt down the Capita soldier and kill him. Once more, the uniform
felt tight around his body. He felt like if he didn’t take it off soon, it would
just melt into his skin like Ishkur’s mask.


 


He looked at the Runt. He took a
breath and held it in. This is what it would take, he realised. If he wanted to
leave the Capita, this was what he would have to do. He’d have to cut the head
off a Capita soldier.


 


Pressing the blade against the man’s
skin, he closed his eyes. He jerked his arm forward. The knife slipped in
easily at first, then met resistance deeper into the man’s neck. There was a
snapping sound as he cut through the vertebrae. He felt the blade meeting bone,
and the smell of blood crept into his nostrils and sneaked down his throat.


 


As he felt the blade tear through
bone and skin, he felt his uniform start to loosen. He opened his eyes and saw
Max and Rushden watching him. He cut through the last part of skin until
finally, the Capita soldier’s head was separated from his body.


 


Although nobody said anything, Baz
saw appreciation in their eyes. There was a sense of something changing around
him, like his life was a book and someone had turned the page, and the rest of
the paper was blank. For too long he’d served an empire that he didn’t love nor
even agree with. He looked at the walls of Kiele, at the houses and shop roofs
poking over the stone, and he saw something that he could be a part of.


 


Hanks would make it back to the Dome,
of course. He’d tell the Five what had happened, and they would retaliate in
the most violent fashion. Ishkur would have replaced him already, he knew.
Someone else would wear the Tammuz mask from now on. The knowledge made his
clothes feel even looser, like he was breathing for the first time.


 


He looked up at Max and Rushden. 


 


“I know a way we can get to them,” he
said. “I can lead you to the Five.”


 


A cloud hid the sun away and made the
air seem grey. The smell of blood and death hung in the air, and he felt his
stomach cramp from lack of food. It didn’t matter. 


 


For the first time, he had the sense
that he was free. No more Capita, no more Tammuz. And now that he felt this
way, he wanted to make sure the rest of Mainland could someday, too.


 
















 


Chapter
Thirty-Eight


 


Ed


 


An infected reached toward him
through the window frame, but Ed kicked it away, splitting its tooth under his
boot heel. He lowered himself back into the room. He knew what he needed to do,
but he couldn’t be stupid about it.


 


The Savage stood with his sharpened
chair leg in his hand, beating it against his palm. A wood shaving split from
the end and fell to the floor. Bethelyn walked over to a wall. The infected
pounded against the window frame across from her, and Ed saw an infected man
with a ponytail gnaw on the wood. Bethelyn stared at one of the drawings nailed
on the wall. There was an oval shape roughly imitating a face, but there were
crosses where the eyes should have been.


 


“What are you doing, Ed?” said The
Savage.


 


Ed ignored the cries of the infected
behind him.


 


“Pass me the map.”


 


The Savage pulled Cillian’s crumpled
map from his pocket and gave it to him. He unravelled it and saw the
illustration of Loch-Deep, complete with markings for where the hunter had seen
Ripeech, as well as the symbols showing where he had placed his traps. He
studied it for a few minutes before he found where they were. A few seconds
later, he saw what he had been looking for.


 


“We have to go. Savage, I need you to
go to the window opposite and make some noise. Draw the infected over there,
and then we’ll leave by the window.”


 


The Savage nodded. He walked over to
the window frame and started banging on it. A few infected left the other
windows, but some stayed, their stares fixed on Ed and Bethelyn.


 


“Come on you disease-riddled gas
bags,” hollered The Savage. “Fresh meat over here. Come get your gums on this.”


 


More infected moved around the
building and over to the window covered by the antique mirror. With the window
frame nearest him almost clear, Ed climbed out. Bethelyn followed, yelling in
pain as a splinter stuck in her leg. Finally The Savage joined them.


 


Without the walls of the mediation
room warding it away, the wind whipped at them. Ed felt a chill sneak through
his sleeves and spread across his skin. He heard the infected on the other side
of the building.


 


He tried to get his bearings. He
pictured the map, and tried to work out which side of the building they were
on. As he fixed their direction in his mind, he heard groaning coming from the
right of him.


 


A different group of infected
approached, their heavy feet snapping on twigs and stumbling over vines, cries
sneaking out of their chewed lips. There was a little girl wearing a poncho.
She had a large tear across her chest, and Ed saw a bite mark stretching across
her skin. The other infected towered over her.


 


“Keep them away from me,” said Ed.
“Make sure they stay busy.”


 


The Savage tested the weight of the
table leg in his palm.


 


“Where are you going?”


 


“Just keep them around here. I’ll be
back soon.”


 


He felt his trouser pocket and
touched the outline of the penknife resting against his leg. He gave it a tap.
He didn’t know if he’d done it for luck, or just to reassure himself that it
was there. 


 


Beyond them were pine trees, though
the branches had shed their needles. A pathway twisted through them, and the
gravel showed through the patches that the needles didn’t cover. From looking
at the map, Ed knew where the path led.


 


He moved toward it. He knew he had to
go quickly. He didn’t want to leave The Savage and Bethelyn alone with the
infected, but he also knew that if he didn’t act now, his resolve was going to
spill out of him and he wouldn’t dare go.


 


The infected closed in on The Savage
and Bethelyn. Ed glanced back and saw The Savage stab his chair leg into the
skull of the little girl. A man reached for Bethelyn, but she pushed him onto
the floor. Bethelyn stood over his head. She stomped down on his skull again
and again, letting his bones crack beneath the soles of her boots. Blood and
brain splattered onto the muddy ground. Her face turned red, and she gnashed
her teeth as she made a mess of the creature at her feet. She wore a smile on
her face despite the violence of the act, as though destroying its skull had
helped her work through some of her anger.


 


The pine needles scrunched under Ed’s
feet, and wind snaked through the bare-limbed trees and made a hollow whistle.
The further he went the darker the path seemed to get, until he felt it close
all around him. The breeze sucked the noise out of the air until he couldn’t
even hear The Savage and Bethelyn behind him. He looked back and realised that
he had walked so far out that he was alone. Shadows surrounded him, and he wondered
if eyes stared at him through the darkness.


 


He couldn’t turn back. As much as he
wanted to, he knew that he had to do this. Finally the path wound through a
break in the trees. Beyond them, where the gravel stopped, Ed saw the entrance
of a cave. A sign post outside it read ‘Gaspar’s Ruins.’ 


 


Ed had seen it on the map. It
was listed with a symbol above it, and when he looked up the symbol on the map
legend it said that it was part of the retreat. He wondered what it was used
for. Perhaps for some people the mediation centre, with its incense and mats,
wasn’t quite peaceful enough and they sought solitude inside the rocky hollow.


 


He stood at the mouth of the cave.
Somehow, back in the meditation room, he’d sensed Ripeech sloping away. When
The Savage had refused its offer the creature had left, and Ed knew it would be
here. Cillian’s markings showed that he had spotted Ripeech in this area a
number of times, and a dark cave seemed perfect for it.


 


He looked into the darkness in front
of him and though he couldn’t see anything, he sensed something was inside. A
creature waiting in a cave so silent that its own heartbeat echoed off the
stone.


 


He touched the penknife again. His
heart was pounding, and for a second the darkness ahead of him looked deep
enough to drown him. Taking a breath, he walked inside and felt the gloom fall
over him like a drape.


 


Inside the cave, everything was
still. The gloom was so thick that his eyes couldn’t puncture even an inch of
it. Something dripped in an unseen corner pattered onto the floor. He walked a
little further in. He’d only gone a few metres, but the cave exit already felt
so far behind him that he’d never find it again.


 


Something waited in the dimness. A
creature that brooded in silence, observing him with eyes that had long-since
adjusted to the all-encompassing black. His hairs curled up on his arms, and a
tremor of anxiety went through him as though his body was urging him to leave. 


 


“I know you’re here,” he said.


 


His voice sounded alien as it bounced
back at him from the stone walls. The water pattered, and a faint breeze
chilled him. He put his hand in his pocket and grabbed the penknife. Silently
as he could, he pushed the lever up, and the blade poked through.


 


He tried to ignore the fear building
in him. He fought the urge to flee, and tried to forget the noise of his own
croaky breaths and the pounding of his pulse in his ears. It was in here, he
knew. Watching him. Sharing the shadows with him, breathing in the nothingness
that only a pure darkness can give.


 


He tuned everything else out. He
remembered the books his dad used to read after Mum died. As much as he’d
scoffed at them, he’d read one once. He’d done it so that he could refute
everything that his dad believed was good about them, and didn’t find it at all
ironic that he read a book about inner peace so that he could win an argument.
He knew what mindfulness was, but he’d never really believed it could work.
Inner peace seemed like a phantom feeling, like the itch he’d heard amputees
got on limbs they had long-since lost.


 


Clearing his mind of The Savage and
Bethelyn, of the infected and their groans, he began to recognise something.


 


It was shape. He couldn’t see it, but
he could feel it in his mind. It moved along the walls to his right. He felt it
walk behind him, metres away, and the hairs on his back stood up. The shape
crossed over to his left, staying in the shadows and stalking him as silently
as a tiger playing with prey.


 


He stayed completely still. As he
felt the creature move closer to him on his left, he spun around and stuck the
penknife into the darkness, thrusting his arm forward until he felt it puncture
something solid.


 


Ripeech screeched. Its cries were so
high-pitched that Ed thought his eardrums would burst. The cave was enclosed enough
that the noise couldn’t escape into the sky and instead hit the walls and came
back at him again and again, a squealing assault on his ears.


 


He pulled his knife out, and then
thrust it back into the darkness. He kept stabbing, unable to stop himself like
his arm was a wind-up toy on a loop. The blade punctured Ripeech’s skin over
and over. Ed couldn’t see which part of the creature he had pierced, but as the
monster cried out he knew he had to carry on.


 


Then there was silence. The dripping
sound returned. He realised that he was panting, and he fought to keep his
breath under control.


 


Something smashed into his face. He
felt his bones pop, and his eyes watered with the pain. He tried not to cry out
but as it hit him again in the stomach, he felt the wind suck out of him and he
couldn’t help groaning.


 


It cracked the back of his skull this
time. He fell to his knees, and the penknife slipped from his grasp. He
scrambled in the darkness but could only feel the cold stone floor against his
fingertips. The creature stalked around him.


 


He tried to clear his mind. His
broken nose sent pain screaming through his head, and he gasped for air. He
felt Ripeech close in behind him. He rolled over to his side just as he felt it
pounce. 


 


A dim circle of light marked the
daylight outside the cave. He got up. His stomach cramped and he felt blood
trickle out of his nose and over his lips until he could taste it on his
tongue.


 


He fixed the exit in sight and ran
toward It. Ripeech chased him, this time not caring to hide the sound of his
hands and feet on the floor. Just as it caught up to him, Ed reached the mouth
of the cave. He ran out and felt the pale daylight stream over him.


 


The pine trees were ahead. Beyond
them and along the hidden gravel path was the communal mediation room. He
couldn’t take that direction yet, as much as he would have given anything to
see The Savage and Bethelyn.


 


He remembered the map. He recalled
the forest lines and the Ripeech sightings, and he fixed the trap markings in
his mind. As Ripeech reached the cave exit behind him, Ed took a right. He
ignored the cries of his lungs as they called for air and he trampled through
the forest, cracking twigs beneath his panicked footsteps.


 


He saw it ahead of him. A large oak
tree, the biggest in the forest. He remembered the map and knew that this must
have been the place Cillian had marked.


 


Ripeech almost caught up. Ed sensed
the creature slowing down, and hoped that his penknife had done more damage
than he realised. Despite that, the monster was still faster than him.  As Ed
reached the oak tree, Ripeech’s feet bounded just inches behind. He looked
intently at the ground in front of him. Finally, he saw what Cillian had
marked.


 


Nestled on the forest floor, inches
away from where the tree roots submerged from the earth, he saw the glint of a
bear trap. The steel was covered by mud and leaves, inconspicuous enough that
only an alert mind could see it. Ed ran right for it, jumping over it at the
last second.


 


He heard a scream of pain behind him.
He knew that Ripeech had stopped chasing, but he didn’t turn around straight
away. It was as though his body wouldn’t let him, or that something pushed him
on and forced him not to stop.


 


Swallowing a glob of blood from his
nose, he slowly spun around. Ripeech flailed on the ground, both arms stuck the
mouth of the trap. Nothing could have prepared Ed for seeing the creature
properly.


 


He was on all fours like an animal
but it was clear that anatomically, he was human. His skin was mottled and
grey, marked by the blisters and craters that the infection always brought.
There was something human about his face, though his cheeks had bloated as much
as his body, and his expression was mangled in anguish. He shrieked as he tried
to pull his hands away from the bear trap that devoured them. The noise
shuddered through Ed’s whole body, and he couldn’t believe that a human throat
was capable of making it.


 


Seeing that he couldn’t free himself,
Ripeech collapsed back onto the floor. Although rags clung to some of his
dirt-covered body, his entire torso and legs were naked. His penis and pubic
hair were covered in mud from the trees, and every crevice and wrinkle in his
body was marked by stains of the forest. 


 


Ripeech looked at him. His face
straightened for a mere second, and in that short time, Ed saw a glimpse of the
human in him.


 


“Let it out,” said Ripeech.


 


Ed shivered at its rasping tones. He
stood silent, unsure of what to do.


 


“It wasn’t always like this.”


 


He stopped pulling his arms now, and
gritted his misshapen teeth as his whole body twitched in pain. Something about
it was so pathetic that Ed almost had to look away. He didn’t know what to say
or do. Even the wind stopped blowing through the pine trees, as if it had
decided to stay still and watch the creature struggling on the floor.


 


Ripeech gave a drawn out breath.


 


“Kill it, if you must. But don’t
stare at it…it doesn’t like your eyes.”


 


“What are you?” he said.


 


Ripeech flopped back onto the forest
floor and stared up at the sky. Ed saw the hint of a jawline along his face,
but the bones seemed to be broken, lending a misshapen look to his head.


 


“It was a man, once. Not always
like this. But it was bitten by one of the creatures, and it felt the infection
take hold. It tried to stop it…”


 


Ripeech broke into a series of
coughs, and blood leaked from his mouth and covered his bloated chin.


 


“It did not work. It never meant
harm… much. But it needed company. The forest is lonely, except for the other
creatures and it isn’t like them. It needs others like it. It needs men that
are the same. It thought that the hunter could, for a while. But he died like
the rest.”


 


Ed reached to the floor and picked up
a rock. It felt hefty in his hands, and his body was so drained that it was a
struggle to keep hold of it. He took a few steps toward Ripeech. Somewhere in
the distance, he heard The Savage yell.


 


He moved cautiously, conscious of
every jerk of Ripeech’s body. Soon, he stood above his head.


 


Ripeech looked up at him. He had the
ears of a man. His nose was human, and his head still had patches where strands
of hair clung to his scalp. His hands were thick with callouses from where he
had walked across the forest on all fours. Despite the greying of his skin and
bloating of his body, he was still a person. Ed looked into his eyes and he saw
something staring back; something that still knew what it was to be a person,
yet day by day was losing the battle to remain so.


 


He felt an overwhelming pity flow
through him. Ripeech had been infected. Once he had been a man, but the
creatures had tainted him, and he hadn’t been able to accept what would happen.
Somehow he had found a way to fight through the infection with a shred of his
brain intact, but what he had become was an abomination. Ed watched the
creature squirm at his feet, and knew that it couldn’t be allowed to exist.


 


“Free it,” said Ripeech. “Let
it go, and it will leave you.”


 


He thought about the mutilated deer
they had seen on the way here. He remembered Cillian, his chest torn open,
worrying about his dog Saxon and knowing that he would die. What if he let
Ripeech go? Soon enough the monster would recover and it wouldn’t be long
before someone else stumbled into Loch-Deep and Ripeech tried to make them like
him.


 


He remembered what The Savage had
told him. The world was a dark place, and he needed to toughen up. The Savage
was right. He looked down at the mangled creature at his feet, and he knew
there wasn’t beauty in the world anymore. There was only darkness and shadow,
blood and death.


 


He raised the rock in the air. His
arms threatened to buckle under the pressure. They ached at him, and his
muscles burned. He looked deep into the darkness of Ripeech’s eyes. As the
creature let out a pain-filled cry, Ed threw the rock down onto its skull.
















 


 


Chapter Thirty-Nine


Ed


 


It wasn’t until they reached the
outskirts of Loch-Deep that any of them even considered resting. The treeline
was fifty metres ahead. Sunlight streamed through the gaps, promising sight of
a land where dead deer didn’t bleed out onto the ground and the lonely wind
didn’t swirl around them. 


 


Although the forest was mostly
silent, Ed heard a noise drift through the trees. He knew that it was in his
head, but he couldn’t shake the sound of Ripeech’s wheezy voice. He heard the
words that dripped with hate and pity as they left his bloated throat.


 


It didn’t matter what haunted him. He
knew that he was strong enough to survive on the Mainland. He didn’t need a map
or a guide, and for all he cared, The Savage could leave them. Nothing the
post-outbreak world could throw at him would stop him from finding James. The
Savage had told him that James was different, and that he wouldn’t like what he
saw, but it wasn’t going to stop Ed from searching.


 


They stood at the edge of the
clearing. It seemed like none of them wanted to take the first step out of
Loch-Deep, as though something held them back. Bethelyn’s skin and clothes were
covered in blood from fighting the infected, but there was an expression on her
face that had been missing. Ed liked it. For the first time since Golgoth,
there was something there, as if something was filling the hollowness inside
her.


 


“You two need a rest?” said The
Savage.


 


He had walked by their side since
they trampled through the forest. His voice was softer around the edges now and
although he still threw insults at them, they were less barbed.


 


Ed shook his head.


 


“No. Let’s just get out of here. I’m
guessing that we’ve still got a long way to go.”


 


The Savage rubbed his arm. In the
fight at the meditation centre, one of the infected had bitten him. It didn’t
matter. It wasn’t as if infection was a danger to him.


 


“The end of the rainbow’s a while
away. Hope you’ve got the stamina.”


 


They walked toward the last line of
trees. Ed felt weak sunlight hit his skin as soon as they broke past the last
branch. Despite the wind around him, he felt warm.


 


“What’s that?” said Bethelyn.


 


She pointed across from them. Beyond
the trees there was a grassy plain, and rows of metal ran across it. Ed
realised that it was a train track. He followed Bethelyn’s outstretched finger
and saw a train resting on the tracks. Two of the carriages had turned over,
and the last one had decoupled.


 


There was a group of people near the
first carriage. He saw men and women sat on the ground. One man leaned against
the metal and stared at the sky. Beyond them, near the driver’s carriage, was a
boy.


 


The boy was stood on the tracks. An
old man advanced on him with a knife in his hand, and even so far away, Ed
could sense the aggression in the way he moved. The people on the carriage
hadn’t seen what was happening. As the old man took menacing steps closer to
the boy, Ed knew he had to do something.


 


Summoning the last of his energy, he
sprinted across the plain. The man near the carriage sprang away from the
metal, pointed at him and shouted. Ed ignored him, gaze fixed firmly on the boy
and the old man. 


 


Just as the old man reached the boy
and grabbed him by the neck, Ed got close enough to shove him. The old man’s
grasp was strong, and he squeezed his hand so tight around the boy’s neck that
he couldn’t breathe. The boy clawed at the man’s arms but it only served to
make him tighten his grip.


 


Ed punched the old man in the face.
The knife clattered from his hand and fell to the floor. His head jerked back
in surprise, and for the first time he noticed that Ed was there. It was as if
he had been lost in a fugue of violence as he strangled the boy, and Ed broke
it when he struck him.


 


The man lurched toward him with hate
burning in his gaze. Ed punched him again and knocked him to the floor. He
grasped at the ground to get up, but Ed swung his boot at his face, and the
back of the man’s head hit the rim of the metal track.  He stopped moving.


 


The other group of people walked away
from the carriage and toward Ed. They all wore the same clothes, and the fabric
was so delicate that some of them sported holes in their sleeves and trousers.
There were children with cheekbones pressing against their skin. From the way
their clothes hung from their limbs, he could tell most of them had lost a lot
of weight in a short time.


 


He turned to the boy.


 


“What’s your name?” he said.


 


The boy glanced over to the carriage
where a girl sat on a step.


 


“Eric.”


 


“Where have you come from?”


 


“Camp Dam Marsh.”


 


“Is that a holiday resort or something?”


 


He knew the question was stupid
before it even left his lips. He just had to look at the people with their
malnourished faces to see that they hadn’t been sat around a pool enjoying
cocktails. He couldn’t understand why they all wore the same clothes, but that
wasn’t all. There were too many questions. Who was the old man? Why had he been
trying to kill the boy?


 


The Savage walked over to the old man
on the tracks. He stood above him and stared down at his face. He got down to
his knees and lifted the man’s head close to his, cupping his hands around his
sunken cheeks and turning his head from side to side. 


 


The Savage’s face was wide with
surprise for a split second, but the expression soon faded, replaced by the
smoldering of anger. He stared down at the old man. He still hadn’t stirred. Ed
didn’t feel even a trace of guilt about kicking him.


 


“Dad?” said The Savage.


 


It was Ed’s turn to be surprised.


 


“This is your dad?”


 


The Savage didn’t seem to hear him.
He slapped the old man lightly on the face.


 


“Wake up, you old bastard,” he said.


 


Bethelyn walked over to the group of
people near the carriage. She ignored the adults, and instead kneeled in front
of two of the children. She turned their faces toward hers, inspecting them
intently as if she was giving them a health check. One of the boys wrapped his
small arms around her shoulders. Bethelyn smiled and then returned the hug.


 


Ed hung back, wary of the old man on
the floor. When he looked at the man, Eric’s face changed. Although he was already
pale, seeing the man seemed to suck even more of the colour out of his cheeks.
Ed put his hand on the boy’s shoulder.


 


“I’m Ed,” he said. “This here is The
Savage, and the lady over there is Bethelyn.”


 


Eric glanced behind him and looked at
the girl by the carriage again.


 


“Who’s she?” asked Ed.


 


“My sister, Kim.”


 


He said the word sister hesitantly,
as if trying it out for the first time. Ed thought that they didn’t look much
alike. Even so far away he could see the girl was older, and her face was the
palest of the group.


 


“Is she okay?”


 


Eric shook his head.


 


“We need to find her mum.”


 


“Her mum? Isn’t she your mum too?”


 


Eric shook his head again.


 


“Okay. Where is she?”


 


“Near the Dome. I think she is,
anyway.”


 


“What’s the Dome?”


 


The Savage turned his head. 


 


“It’s a hell of a long way from
here,” he said.


 


He looked at Eric and tried to feign
a pleasant expression, but it didn’t fit his face. The Savage needed to take
baby steps, Ed decided. It was enough for now that he had stopped calling Ed
Wetgills and had started playing nice, but nobody expected him to turn into Mr.
Smiley.


 


“Mind telling me why my old man was
trying to kill you?” said The Savage.


 


Eric sighed.


 


“It’s a long story.”


 


Ed looked at the wreckage around him.
The train had come off the tracks and turned over, and through the windows he
could see a couple of motionless bodies propped against the walls. Wherever Dam
Marsh was, it seemed like these people had left it in a hurry. They didn’t
appear to have any sort of food or supplies with them, and with a dozen people
to feed, that was going to be a problem.


 


Bethelyn stayed on her knees and
consoled some of the children. It made Ed happy to see the faint crease of a
smile on her lips. Eric’s sister sat on the carriage step, watching the scene
as if she was detached from it.


 


He knew what the world was now. He
might not have known the geography or heard of a place called the Dome, but
that wasn’t the point. He was going to find his brother. After seeing these
children, he knew that there was more he could do, too. There were survivors on
the Mainland, and that meant there would be towns. Maybe even cities. It didn’t
matter; he just wanted to find somewhere worth staying.


 


“Want to know where your brother is?”
said The Savage.


 


It was the last thing he’d expected
him to say. He had assumed that The Savage would hold back on anything to do
with James, keeping the information secret and trading little bits of it in
return for the cure to his infection.


 


“Aren’t you going to blackmail me for
my blood?” he said.


 


“I can’t live like that anymore,”
said The Savage. “If you give it to me, I’ll take it. But I won’t be a monster
again. I know I didn’t see Ripeech, but I heard him. I won’t become like that.”


 


For the first time ever, Ed felt
affection for the man. It made him shudder to think of it, but he knew that
without him, he wouldn’t have made it through Loch-Deep.


 


“Okay,” he said. “Where’s James?”


 


The Savage paused. He drew out the
silence and gazed at the faces around him. Eric gave him a blank stare. Ed
sighed in irritation.


 


“Still doing the dramatics?”


 


“You can’t change some things,” said
The Savage. “Okay. We need to get to the Dome. That’s where James is.”


 


“While you’re in the mood for
questions, how about you tell me your name?” said Ed.


 


The Savage thought about it. After a
few seconds, he shook his head.


 


“I don’t think our relationship is at
that level yet.”


 


Eric shuffled on his feet. He glanced
back at his sister, and then at Ed.


 


“What about us?” he asked.


 


Ed looked around him. The overturned
train looked foreign against the backdrop of the plains. The grass under their
feet was yellow and dry, and the forest behind them was full of spindly limbed
trees and darkness. There might not have been beauty in the world any more, but
he didn’t need it.


 


He crouched down so that he was eye
level with Eric. He put his hands on his shoulders.


 


“If we’re going to the Dome, you can
come with us. We’ll help you find Kim’s mum.”


 


He stood up. His knees cracked and
his calves ached, and he still heard Ripeech’s voice echo somewhere in the back
of his mind. The grass seemed to stretch out for endless miles beyond them, and
he got the sense that his legs were going to hurt a hell of a lot more in the
weeks to come. It was okay, though. It was better than being on the boat.


 


The Savage stood up.


 


“Ready to go, Wetgills?”


 


He said the name with a smile on his
face this time. Ed grinned back.


 


“I guess so. Let’s go.”
















 


Thanks for Reading The Dying &
the Dead!


 


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 to do is click here: http://eepurl.com/byjD6n
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