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      Eighteen hours ago…

      Steel splinters, that’s what it felt like. Steel splinters grinding into his shins. Tom thought he’d been walking for hours, but when he glanced at his Omega Seamaster, only ninety blasted minutes had passed. At twenty-five years old, he was in no way unfit, but traipsing through the Scottish Highlands to fetch help for the drug-addled thug who had recently bitten off his ear was a test of endurance that no number of hours on the squash courts could have prepared him for. The dust and grime in his uncombed blonde hair was enough to send him insane.

      The village can’t be much further. Thirty minutes at most, surely? Thirty minutes before I start trying to convince people there’s a biological hazard loose in the Highlands. Or possibly a military weapon. Or an alien substance. Maybe we’re all trapped in Hell.

      Be serious, Tom.

      He still couldn’t make sense of the mess he had left behind. Sean had clearly been exposed to something dangerous, but how dangerous remained unclear. Tom gained comfort by reminding himself he wasn’t a doctor, and that things might not be as bad as they had seemed. Regardless, his part in things was over. The horror lay behind him, not ahead. The sun was shining.

      The exertion of the hike caused him to sweat. Beads of it trickled down his back, gathering beneath the waistband of his chinos. He unzipped the front of his blue Henri Lloyd jacket to let in the crisp air, but it wasn’t enough. Eventually, he would have to take a break from hiking and give his legs a rest.

      Instead of keeping to the meandering road, Tom had decided to walk a straight line over the rocky outcroppings and sloping meadows. His shins regretted that decision now, so when the road arced back around in front of him, he was relieved. Stepping back onto the hard, flat surface eased the ache in his legs and made him feel a little less lost.

      Stranded. I feel stranded.

      After he finally reached the village and found help for Ryan and the others, there would still be the issue of his car. A seven-hour drive away from home, and his brand-new Stelvio was a lifeless hunk of ruby-red metal. Never had he felt so cut off from the world and all of its safeties, and it exposed how vulnerable he was when removed from his comfortable surroundings: his job at his father’s firm, his relationship with Amanda – Oh, dear, loyal, uncomplicated Amanda – and his never-missed Sunday dinners at home. Those things were soft blankets around his shoulders. He was naked without them and the wind was biting.

      I really should have made an excuse not to come on this weekend. I knew it would end up being a nightmare. Stag dos… what a ridiculous concept. I didn’t expect things to turn out this badly, though.

      A small outbuilding appeared ahead, little more than a pile of old stone roughly shaped into walls. Ragged holes existed where the windows once would have been, and weeds sprouted two feet high both within and without the structure. As Tom approached it, something bolted out of the shadows and his heart leapt in his chest. He calmed down when he saw it was just a rat; a dirty, fat little beastie, but nothing to worry about after what he’d just been through. The wary rodent scarpered across the road and bolted into the ditch, leaving Tom to wonder just how many creatures existed all around him, sleeping inside burrows or hiding away in deep thickets. The notion made him feel oddly at ease. In Manchester, it was people who were everywhere, not animals. It was surprising to find their absence so comforting.

      Maybe I’m not the people person I thought.

      Tom relished his surroundings more and more as he put distance between himself and the madness back at the cottage. Out here, beneath the endless ombré sky, there were no worries of divorce cases piling up on his desk or his father breathing down his neck about billable hours, no stress of expensive Arndale shopping trips because Amanda needed a new Radley handbag every five minutes. Out here, the conditions were harsh but simple. It almost made the splinters in his shins bearable.

      Almost.

      He hiked another twenty minutes until his Seamaster showed nine forty-five. He was about to take a rest at the side of the road when the village finally came into view.

      Hallelujah.

      For the last two hours, Tom had been dozing inside his own head, almost zen-like, in order to deal with the boredom and discomfort of the hike. Now it was coming to an end, he needed to wake up and ready himself to deal with strangers – strangers who would no doubt treat him with ridicule and suspicion when he told them what had happened. Perhaps he could flash his missing earlobe to help convince them that the deranged yarn he was spinning them was true.

      He gave his iPhone another glance, checking for the umpteenth time whether or not it would switch on. But, of course, it didn’t. The eight-hundred-pound lump of plastic and glass remained completely dead – just like his car.

      That’s another thing that makes no sense. Why did all of the electrics fail?

      They didn’t. The lights stayed on back at the cottage. It was only my car and the phones.

      I can’t even begin to think about it. Let’s just focus on one thing at a time.

      Tom’s weary legs took him to the edge of the village, the rocky landscape rising behind him and revealing just how far he had hiked. The first building he encountered was a bowls club erected on top of a small hill. A chain-link fence ringed its well-mowed lawns, and a single-storey building lay at the back with a large plate glass window overlooking the playing area. A quaint tearoom lay inside; Tom could see the chairs and tables. Lower down the hill was a tiny church, with stone walls painted white in contrast to the village’s predominantly grey palette. The building was modest and uncomplicated.

      Ryan said he had parked his Audi at the village pub, so that was where Tom intended to go. A pub was a good place to find people at all hours of the day, and someone would surely step forward to help a stranger in need.

      There might even be coffee involved. Oh please let there be coffee. I could murder an espresso con panna. Then again, this doesn’t seem like the kind of place to have a Starbucks. Although I would settle for Costa at this point.

      Tom had just made it past the bowls club, starting down the hill, when he saw someone standing in the middle of the road outside the churchyard. They seemed to be stooping, but as Tom got closer he saw that they were, in fact, attempting to rouse someone else lying face down on the road. The Good Samaritan was a young girl with mousy-blonde hair dyed pink at the ends. Her large breasts and hips were at odds with her narrow waist and diminutive height, which gave her an odd overall shape. A spiky belt held up a pair of black jeans, and instead of a jacket she wore a plain grey hoodie.

      Tom hurried to speak with her. “Is everything okay?”

      The girl flinched, looking at Tom like he’d just appeared out of the ether. In a way, he had. She spoke in a thick Scottish accent, which was to be expected, but it meant he only understood half of what she said. “He cannae get up, the drunken bawbag.”

      Tom studied the man lying face down on the ground. He wasn’t moving at all and was covered in fluids that stained his dark green jumper in a dozen places. The smell coming off of him was… unpleasant. “Drunk? At ten in the morning?”

      The girl shrugged. “That’s late aroon’ these parts. Will yer help me get the bawheid on his feet?”

      “Of course. Do you know who he is?”

      “Aye, of course I doo. It’s Barry McGuire, the village baker. But who are yoo? Yer nay from around here, pal.”

      “No, you’re right. My friends and I hired the cottage up the hill. We came up from Manchester.”

      The girl didn’t reply. She knelt beside Barry McGuire and yanked at the man’s arm. “On yer feet, Barry-lad. Yer cannae sleep here.”

      Tom admired the girl’s compassion. If it had been him, he would have left the fool to sleep it off where he lay.

      Let all men carry their own failures, his dad would always say to him. Their arms will never grow strong if you help them.

      Wanting to be helpful, Tom grabbed Barry’s other arm, and he and the girl managed to get him on his feet. The man was as light as a feather, sickly and thin.

      An alcoholic, most likely. There’s probably not much else to do around here but drink.

      “I’m Tom, by the way.”

      “Chloe.”

      “Do you know where Barry lives, Chloe?”

      “Everybody knows where everybody lives in this village. You cannae move without—”

      Barry McGuire trembled. For a moment, Tom assumed the drunken sot was about to vomit, but instead he turned to face Chloe.

      Green fuzz sprouted from his left ear.

      Tom’s stomach plummeted to the floor. No! It can’t be.

      “Whoa, Barry-lad, dinnae get your knickers in a twist. I’m just tryna—”

      Barry snapped his jaws at Chloe like a deranged animal. She let go of his arm and managed to hop back just in time to avoid both his teeth and a swinging fist seeking to pummel her.

      Tom let go of Barry’s other arm and shoved the man away as if he were on fire. He turned to Chloe and shouted like a madman. “Stay back! Don’t touch him!”

      Chloe glared at Barry, her small fists clenched. It was unclear if she’d even heard Tom’s words, for it was clear she was ready to fight. “Have ye lost ye heid, Barry? What’s wrong w’yer?”

      Tom knew what was wrong with Barry.

      He’s infected. He has the fungus all over him.

      Green fuzz covered Barry’s face. His left eye peeked through a thick clump of the stuff. His hands were twisted and bloody, foul fluids dripping onto the road. Chloe was clearly confused by what she was seeing, because she hesitated to act, just standing there with her fists clenched. Tom had to grab her and drag her away. She protested but didn’t fight him.

      Barry McGuire stumbled after them, elastic arms whipping back and forth.

      “He’s goosed,” said Chloe. “Wee shite is pissed as a fart.”

      “He’s infected,” said Tom, wondering if this was Sean’s fate back at the cottage.

      She looked at him. “Infected with what?”

      “Something bad.”

      Barry made no sound as he stalked them. His gait was lumbering, as if both of his ankles were broken. Tom kept a hand on Chloe’s arm as he tried to think. Whatever Sean had been exposed to was in the village.

      The fungus is here. It’s not safe.

      How did it spread from the cottage to the village?

      Or did it spread from the village to the cottage?

      I need to get out of here.

      Heavy footsteps sounded nearby, and an older man in a green wax jacket and wellington boots raced down the road towards them. At first, Tom feared it was another infected person, but when the man began shouting, it became clear he was intending to help.

      “What’s all this nonsense?” The older man skidded to a halt a few metres away. “Barry? Is that yoo, lad?”

      “Get away from him,” Tom warned. “Don’t go near him.”

      The stranger frowned, adding wrinkles to his already weathered forehead. The wiry grey hairs on his cheeks twitched as he spoke. “What ye saying to me?”

      “I’m saying you shouldn’t go anywhere near that man.”

      Barry turned to face the stranger, started to move towards him.

      The stranger was still frowning.

      Tom gave a third warning. “Don’t let him touch you. This man is very sick.”

      “Are yoo one of the English boys what rented ma cottage?”

      “Mr McGregor? Yes, yes, I just came from the cottage. Something bad has happened up there. Some kind of fungus. It was on the hill. We—”

      Barry whipped an arm at McGregor, missing the man’s face by less than an inch. Rather than frighten the older man, it just seemed to annoy him. “Barry, have yer gone soft in the heid, lad? Calm down before you do yerself an injury. And what’s that green muck on yer face? Looks like ye went face to face wi’ a snooker table and lost.”

      “Get away from him,” Tom warned yet again. “Don’t let him anywhere near you.”

      Barry pounced, grabbing McGregor in a bear hug.

      “What the—?”

      Tom grimaced. I warned you, you old fool. I warned you to stay back.

      “Behave yerself, ye feckin’ eejit.” McGregor threw out a wellington boot and swept Barry’s legs out from under him. The infected man struck the road with such a thud – elbows and head smacking the tarmac – that McGregor immediately bent down to check on him. “Crivvens, Barry, what’s got into ye? Are ye okay?”

      Tom let go of Chloe’s arm and stepped towards McGregor, desperate to make the stubborn man listen before it was too late. “Step away from him. I think it’s contagious. My friend has it.”

      McGregor pulled his hand back, stood up straight, and stared at Tom distrustfully. “What ye talking aboot?”

      “I already said! There’s some kind of outbreak – a fungus. My friends and I found this big chunk of metal buried in the ground up at the cottage. It was like some kind of corkscrew. My friend touched it and now he’s sick like Barry is. Whatever it is, it’s dangerous.”

      McGregor opened his mouth to speak, but Barry leapt up off the ground and grappled with him again. This time, the landlord got Barry in a headlock but seemed unsure what to do after that. “Barry, ye mad walloper, ge’off me!”

      Chloe went to help, but Tom grabbed her. “Don’t.”

      McGregor threw his leg out and tripped Barry again. This time Barry clung on. His left hand came apart and revealed some kind of bony protuberance. As he hit the road, he swiped at McGregor’s face and caused the man to growl in pain. When McGregor stepped back, there was a bleeding scratch on his cheek. “Bloody eejit,” he said, as he fingered the wound.

      “We have to call the police,” said Tom. “They need to know what’s happening here.”

      Chloe nudged him and pointed down the road. “Look!”

      Two women stumbled across a nearby common, clumsily navigating around a bench in the middle of the grassy area. Even from a distance, it was clear they were infected. Their faces were mottled, covered by dark patches. Their arms were too long, swinging alongside their knees.

      “This can’t be happening,” said Tom. “Not to me.”

      Chloe clutched herself, arms beneath her breasts. “They have it too, right? The fungus you keep talking about?”

      Tom wasn’t usually in the habit of swearing, but he unleashed a tirade now. Once he was finished, he took a breath and tried to stay calm. “I need to get out of here. I need to get help for my friends, too, but mostly I just need to get out of here.”

      Barry got back on his feet and lunged at McGregor a third time. McGregor was out of patience, so he tossed the infected man back down like a rag doll and viciously stomped on his ribs. The old landlord was an ox of a man, which was why Tom was genuinely startled when he turned and glared at him. “I’ll go get yer boys down from the cottage, but I’ll wring their scrawny necks if any of this is down to them.” He then turned his glare on Chloe. “Get help, lass – get help for Barry – and dinnae let this English fella out of yer sight.”

      She nodded anxiously, blue eyes blinking. “I’ll call the police. The fire brigade. Um… everybody.”

      McGregor glanced at the two women shambling across the common. They had now made it past the bench. He then gave Tom a quick nod before taking off at a run, hopefully to go and retrieve his car.

      Tom found himself standing there alone in the middle of the road with a teenage girl and no idea what to do. Barry had got back up and was now stumbling towards them, undeterred by probable broken ribs. The two infected women were only fifteen feet away.

      We’re being penned in.

      Tom grabbed Chloe’s arm again. “Where can we go?”

      She looked at him, mouth open. “I… I…”

      “This is your village? Where is safe? Where is—”

      A sudden tremor sent Tom and Chloe crashing against each other, almost in an embrace. Barry’s crooked ankles folded inwards and he collapsed in a heap, while the two infected women on the common toppled over on the grass. Chloe screamed into Tom’s chest, the sound muffled. Instinctively, he put his arms around her. What the hell had just happened? An earthquake?

      Like the one last night at the cottage.

      And then he saw it.

      A corkscrew.

      The massive chunk of metal had lodged itself in the pavement at the side of the road. Shattered concrete lay in blocks all around it. The surrounding air shimmered with heat. Before Tom could react, another impact rocked the ground as a second corkscrew collided with the earth only a hundred metres away. The massive impact seemed to swallow up the air and snatch away all sound. Tom stumbled, heart pounding against his ribs. Chloe shouted something at him, but it was as if she were miming – a frantic ghost without vocal cords.

      I’m deaf.

      Please, someone help me, I’m deaf.

      Then the air seemed to implode and the sound came rushing back.

      “…under attack!”

      Tom shook his head in confusion.

      Chloe grabbed his hand and gawked at him. “We’re under attack. We’re being bombed.”

      “What? No, that’s not it.”

      “Get inside. Quickly!” Someone was shouting from nearby. Tom turned and saw a vicar standing in the doorway of the small church. The man was waving urgently and hopping up and down. “Get inside, for heaven’s sake.”

      Chloe tugged on Tom’s arm and the two of them got moving, racing through the small iron gate that led to the bottom of a shingled path, and hurrying up a short incline as fast as they could. Hot air blasted Tom’s face as he passed through the entrance to the church. He came to a halt inside a small room.

      The door slammed shut behind him, a reassuringly heavy thud.

      I’m safe.

      I’m trapped.

      I’m stranded.

      Chloe pressed up against Tom as the vicar locked the door with an old-fashioned metal key. He was a short, pot-bellied man with greying brown hair around a bald pate. He looked exactly like what you would expect a vicar to look, but he didn’t sound like one. “What in the nine feckin’ hells is going on out there?” he demanded.

      Tom pictured the corkscrews crashing into the road outside, along with the one that had landed on the hill behind the cottage last night. Only one answer would come to his lips. “We’re being invaded.”
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      Now…

      The corkscrews are everywhere. That was the thought running through Ryan’s mind as he desperately hobbled up the shingled path that led to the church’s narrow entrance. Tom stood inside waiting for him, waving frantically and calling out. He had assumed his friend dead, but here he was, alive and well. A wonderful relief, but one short-lived as Ryan glanced back over his shoulder and saw how bad things were. Half a dozen infected people shambled towards the church, their silhouettes misshapen and elongated against the backdrop of the village.

      Tom shouted, “Hurry, they’re coming.”

      No shit they’re coming.

      Aaron made it inside quickly, but Ryan, with his swollen knee courtesy of his fight with Mr McGregor, could barely keep himself moving. The gravestones in the cemetery looked like hundreds of rotting teeth waiting to devour him.

      Aaron waited in the doorway, reaching out a hand. “Ryan, come on!”

      I’m going as fast as I can.

      Ryan made a desperate whining sound in his throat – panic trying to claw its way out – and threw himself forward. He grabbed his brother’s hand and Aaron yanked him inside, causing him to collide with a young girl standing there. She didn’t hold it against him.

      The door slammed shut.

      I made it. I’m okay.

      I think I’m okay.

      Ryan collapsed onto a wooden bench, clutching his knee and hissing in agony. As he did so, he took in his surroundings. The entryway was tiny, little more than a space where people could wipe their feet and check the noticeboard. It was warm, bordering on stuffy, and along with the candlelight and solid stone walls, you might have called it cosy. The only thing ruining the atmosphere were the grey, stricken faces of the people looking down at him.

      Tom was standing beside a vicar, both men holding long candles. The young girl Ryan had bumped into gave him an awkward smile. With greasy blonde hair with pink tips, smeared mascara, and haunted blue eyes, it looked like her weekend had been as bad as his.

      Tom motioned to Ryan’s leg. “You’re hurt.”

      “I knocked it pretty bad. I think it’s just swollen.”

      “We’ll get you comfortable,” said the vicar helpfully.

      Aaron slumped onto the bench beside Ryan and lowered his face into his hands. “I thought it was over. I thought we were okay. I thought it was over.”

      Ryan put his hand on his brother’s back but didn’t say anything. What could he say?

      “It’s spread throughout the entire village,” Tom explained, shaking his head as if disgusted by his own words. “The same thing Sean has… some kind of fungus. Where are Brett and Loobey? Are they still up at the cottage?”

      Ryan exhaled and gave his friend a look that hopefully conveyed the message without him having to say it. He couldn’t say it. Not yet.

      Tom’s expression curled in on itself and he turned away, hissing through his teeth. He rubbed at his face. “We’re stuck in a bloody nightmare. I keep hoping to wake up, but things keep going and going and going. When does it end, Ryan? How does it end?”

      “I don’t know. I really don’t know. Aaron and I thought everything would be okay once we reached the village, but…”

      Tom sighed. “There’s no need to tell me.”

      Aaron still had his face in his hands. “I want to go home,” he muttered.

      Ryan knew exactly how his brother felt. They had pinned all of their hopes on reaching the village, but it had all been for nothing. In fact, things were now even worse. What hope did they have now?

      The vicar looked solemnly at Aaron and then at Ryan. “Tom tells me you encountered this fungus last night up at the old Golack retreat.”

      Ryan nodded. “There was this big chunk of metal on the hill behind the cottage. Our friend Sean touched it and got this oily green substance all over his hands. There were these weird bugs, too.”

      The vicar frowned, but it was Tom who spoke. “Bugs? What bugs?”

      “Me and Aaron went back up the hill after you left. There were these weird little creatures – like four-legged slugs. Aaron captured one in a bottle, and it started squirting the same green oil all over the sides of the plastic. The fungus started growing on it a couple of hours later.”

      A thump against the door startled everyone. The infected were right outside – and wanted in.

      “Don’t worry,” said the vicar, “that door has withstood a hundred years of Scottish weather. Nowt’s getting through her. Best we move away, though, yes? And keep your voices down.” He ushered them into the main part of the church, a space about the size of a tennis court, with a vaulted ceiling held up by a latticework of rafters. A dozen wooden chairs formed two rows, split in the middle by a centre aisle. In front of the rows was a simple lectern on an elevated platform. There was also an old upright piano. Moonlight spilled in though six stained-glass windows – three on either side – but a much larger one took up the church’s rear wall. Ten feet tall, at least, it portrayed a mother and newborn baby, probably Mary and Jesus. Long candles lit the spaces where moonlight failed to fall.

      “Welcome to Choirikell parish church,” said the vicar, “though the locals just call it the kirk. You can call me Miles, if it suits yer. We have a healthy supply of candles but little else, I’m afraid. It’s past midnight, so most of us were about to settle down for the night and hope for a better day tomorrow. Lucky we heard you and your brother talking outside, to be honest. Another hour and we may not have.”

      Ryan offered a handshake, feeling oddly formal. Rarely had he stepped foot inside a church, so he was unsure about the etiquette. “Good to meet you, Miles. I’m Ryan. My brother’s Aaron.”

      Aaron gave no response. He stared ahead like he was in a daydream.

      The banging on the door increased, getting angrier and angrier. Miles cleared his throat and raised his voice slightly to speak over the din. “You should meet the family. This here is Chloe.” He nodded to the young girl Ryan had collided with. She smiled at him again, and this time gave a little wave. Then the vicar pointed to the back of the church where a small huddle of people sat, all looking his way with interest but no enthusiasm. “That wee beaut is Helen, and her bonny lad, Andy. Christened him myself, I did.” A little boy sat on the floor at the feet of an attractive brunette in her thirties. The boy was scribbling away in a colouring book with a handful of crayons. What must this have all been like for him?

      He’s probably traumatised. Ryan glanced at Aaron. I hope he manages to put this behind him one day.

      Miles continued his introductions with another point of his finger. “That big fella is Cameron. Not the friendliest of fellas, admittedly, so best to leave him be. Finally, sitting at the back by the piano is Fiona. She’s having a hard time of things lately, so all this excitement is the last thing she needs. A fine lass, she is.”

      “From what we can tell,” said Tom, “we could be the only people in the village uninfected. Things have been getting worse and worse out there. For a while you could hear people fighting, but for the last few hours… nothing. I’m glad to see you, Ryan. If I hadn’t heard you and Aaron chatting outside…”

      “How did you end up here, Tom? Have you been here the entire time?”

      “I made it to the village a couple of hours after I left you at the cottage. When I got here, there was a man named Barry. He was like Sean. He attacked me… and Chloe over there. We made it inside the church, but we haven’t been able to leave since. Oh, I met McGregor too. Sent him to the cottage to come and rescue you. I’m assuming he failed.”

      Ryan took a second to absorb the information. So much had happened in the last twenty-four hours, but Tom had clearly survived ordeals of his own. “We met McGregor on the road. He was infected.”

      And we dumped a Land Rover on top of him.

      Tom nodded glumly as if it were no surprise. “Barry scratched him on the face during a scuffle. He had these bony claws, almost like an eagle’s talons, except bigger.”

      Ryan nodded. “I know, I’ve seen it myself. It’s the beginning of the apocalypse, I swear down.”

      Miles made the sign of the cross. “What we’re dealing with could very well be a local catastrophe. Let us not be superstitious.”

      “The corkscrews,” said Aaron. He had broken away from his daydreaming and now seemed bewildered, hair in clumps, eyes bleary. He didn’t look directly at anyone as he spoke, and it might even have been to himself. “The corkscrews fell from space like a shotgun blast, scattering all over the earth. They want our planet. They need us gone. The aliens. It’s aliens.”

      Miles did the sign of the cross once again. “Blasphemy, lad!”

      “I wouldn’t discount him so quickly,” said Ryan, feeling a need to defend his brother. “You’ve seen what’s happening. How would you choose to explain it?”

      “I’m sure all shall be revealed. Aliens, however, it is not.”

      “I’ve been assuming it’s a terrorist attack,” said Tom. “Doesn’t that make more sense? That this is some kind of biological weapon cooked up in a lab?”

      Aaron shrugged and wandered off like a zombie. He took a seat next to one of the stained-glass windows and proceeded to place his face back in his hands. Ryan wanted to go to him, but he didn’t know what to say or what to do. They were safe for now. That would have to be enough.

      And for now, I’ll take it.

      Ryan let out a sigh as he tried to put things into some kind of order. “So, our best theory is that terrorists decided to attack the Scottish Highlands, one of the least populated places in the entire country?”

      “In the world,” Miles added. “This is the land of whisky and wilderness.”

      Tom huffed. “It still makes more sense than aliens.”

      “Is this more bloody English?” The big guy who Miles had said was called Cameron came storming over. His shoulders were like two boulders either side of a tree stump. He wore a burnt orange jumper with olive-coloured fatigues and scruffy combat boots. He did not look happy. “If yer chatting aboot what caused this mess, I guarantee it’s some feckin’ scheme to keep us under the English boot heel. Anything to protect their precious Union and the coppers flowing into Westminster.”

      Ryan chuckled, assuming the man was kidding, but when he offered a hand to shake, the bigger man just sneered. “Keep yer mitts to yourself, English, or yer might lose ’em.”

      Miles ran a hand over his bald head and sighed. “Cameron, you are in the Lord’s house. Please behave accordingly.”

      “This is a kirk, Vicar. A place for the children of Scotland. English blood dinnae belong here.”

      Miles went to speak again, but Ryan raised a palm to Cameron and spoke first. “Listen, buddy, I’m not here to cause troub—”

      “I ain’t your buddy, pal.” The big Scot glared, and then nodded towards the church’s entryway. “Yer brought the feckin’ greens right to our door. Hear ’em banging? That’s on you!”

      Ryan frowned. “The greens?”

      “Aye, what would you call ’em?”

      Ryan shrugged. “I haven’t much thought about it.”

      “Well, perhaps yer should start thinking, English. It might just save yer life.” With that non-specific threat, Cameron turned on his boot heel and marched away, retaking his seat at the front of the church. There, he threw his head back and closed his eyes to sleep.

      Tom grimaced. “I’ve found it’s best to avoid that one. When he and I met this morning, he demanded I show him ID. Said I was a Westminster spy looking to cause dissent.”

      “It’s just his way of dealing with stress,” said Miles. “Don’t judge him too harshly.”

      “He’s right, though,” said Ryan, turning to look back at the entryway. He winced each time there was a thud. “I led the greens right to the door.”

      Miles patted him on the back and gave a gentle smile. “Nowt we can do about it now, lad.”

      “I’ll go check on Aaron,” said Tom. “You could probably use a rest, and I’m starving for conversation.”

      Ryan nodded. “Cheers, mate. My head’s all over the shop, but I think Aaron’s taking things even worse.”

      “He’ll be all right.”

      Miles placed a hand on Ryan’s forearm. “Take a seat and I’ll bring you a nice hot brew.”

      “You have electricity?”

      “Heaven’s no. This place was never wired up, but it did receive a coal burner back in ninety-four. I’ve got an old cast-iron kettle I use to make tea, and I keep stocked up on bottled water and long-life milk. We’re almost out of water, but you deserve at least one cuppa after what you’ve been through.”

      “You have a coal burner?” Ryan looked around and saw no place for one.

      Miles beamed with pride. “Can you nay feel it, lad?”

      Ryan spotted an iron grate running the entire length of the central walkway. Hot air blasted up and caused his eyes to water as he looked down at it. “This place has a basement?”

      “A cellar, aye. I’ll show ye.” Miles took Ryan to the front of the church and stopped beside a large wooden hatch cut into the raised platform. When he bent to open it, more hot air blasted up into the church. A flickering light lit the dark space below.

      “That’s pretty cool,” said Ryan, genuinely impressed. “It’s like a secret bunker.”

      “Not exactly modern living,” said Miles, “and I go through a pack of batteries a week keeping the lamp on, but I’m a firm believer that no place should ever be without heat and a good brew. Do you take sugar?”

      “What? Oh, yeah, two, please.”

      “Coming right up.” Miles descended a rickety staircase inside the hatch and disappeared into the dark. Ryan wondered how the man could stand the heat down there.

      The woman sitting by the piano was staring at Ryan, and when he noticed her, she spoke to him with a plain accent with no hint of a Scottish twang. Her eyes were naturally dark, without the need for make-up.

      “Do you play?” he asked her.

      She gave a clipped chuckle and said, “I have many talents, but musicality isn’t one of them.”

      “Yeah, me either. I played recorder at school when I was little, but I were never any good.”

      “Is it still a shitshow out there?”

      Ryan gave a thin-lipped smile. “Afraid so. You’re Fiona, right? I’m Ryan.”

      “My friends call me Fi.”

      Ryan’s eyes went to her tattoos, which were extensive – intricate designs up and down her arms. “Impressive ink.”

      “Misspent youth. You got any?”

      “Nah. My fiancée and I promised to get matching ones after the wedding. We…” Suddenly his words trailed off and he was short of breath. He felt lightheaded and weak, like a fist had just hit him square in the guts.

      Fiona leapt up to steady him. “Hey, you don’t look so good. Maybe you ought to sit down. Here!” She helped him onto a chair.

      “Thanks, it’s just… I haven’t spoken to Sophie in days; and it’s starting to feel like I might never see her again.”

      “Hey, you can’t think like that. Help will get here soon, okay? The Fort William police, the Army, I don’t know, but someone. This place isn’t as cut off as you’d think.”

      Ryan squeezed his eyes shut, opened them, then took a breath. “Good to know. Is there anyone you’re worried about?”

      Fiona folded her arms and looked away. “Best not to think about it. We just need to focus on staying safe.” She sat down beside him and exhaled wearily. “I’m lucky to even be here, honestly.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just that I was lucky to be at the church when it all went down. I was here speaking with Miles about something. Good timing, huh?”

      “Hopefully other people managed to find safety too. It can’t just be us.”

      “I don’t think it is.” She shifted in her seat and spoke in a voice barely above a whisper. “Sometimes you can hear people screaming. Not so often any more though.”

      Ryan had no trouble imagining. The village was small, but there must still have been a few hundred people living there. How many were hiding? How many had been attacked or infected?

      How many are right outside this church trying to get in?

      Ryan flinched as something came at him from the centre aisle. It was the little boy, rosy-cheeked and scruffy-haired, with dark bags beneath his eyes the size of ping-pong balls. Considering the time of night, it wasn’t surprising. “I’m Andy.”

      “Hey, Andy. I’m Ryan. How you doing?”

      “I’m bored.”

      “I bet. You’re the only kid here?”

      “Yeah, and no one will play with me.”

      Andy chuckled awkwardly. “Oh, umm, that’s not good.”

      “Will you colour with me?”

      “I… suppose I can do that, yeah.”

      “Grand. Very pleased to make your ’kway-tens, Ryan. You can have the red crayon.”

      Ryan tried to look excited. “Cool, that’s my favourite colour.”

      The boy’s mother appeared behind him, same brown hair in need of taming. There was a weary quality to her attractive round face, a slight greying of the eyes and a deep wrinkle on her forehead. She placed her hands on the boy’s shoulders and gave him a gentle chiding. “Dinnae bother the man, Andy.”

      “He’s gunna colour with me because you won’t.” He looked at Ryan, rolling his eyes in a remarkably adult gesture. “This is my ma. I don’t have a da.”

      His mother shushed him and seemed embarrassed. “Sorry.”

      Ryan waved a hand. “It’s fine. I’m Ryan.”

      “Helen. Pleased to meet you.”

      “It’s my birthday in two weeks,” said Andy. “Do ye wanna come?”

      Ryan felt awkward, so he reached out a hand. “Let me have that crayon, kidda. I can colour a mean butterfly.”

      “Are you sure?” asked Helen. “He’s just bored. We’ve been stuck here for… well, a long time.”

      “And there’s nay any food,” said Andy. “Do ye reckon we’ll starve?”

      Ryan chuckled. “How old are you, Andy?”

      “Five.”

      “Well, a five-year-old can go weeks without food, so don’t worry, okay?”

      “What about Reverend Miles?”

      “What about him?”

      “He’s old. How long can he go wi’out food?”

      Ryan glanced at Helen and saw her trying to stifle a laugh. The way her eyes creased at the corners was endearing. Ryan returned his focus to Andy. “I think we’ll be okay, kidda. We just have to stay together and be quiet until someone comes to help us.”

      “And the sick people too?”

      Ryan nodded. “And the sick people.”

      Andy stared at the floor, almost like he was disappointed. “I havenae seen ’em. Ma says we cannae go outside to take a look, even though they’re right outside.”

      “We’re safe here,” said Ryan. “It would be silly to leave.”

      “I just want to go home.”

      Helen sighed, and once again seemed embarrassed. “I clean here Saturday mornings,” she explained, “and I bring Ryan with me. We were both inside when the ground shook this morning. Next thing I know, your friend Tom is shouting about some manky fungus making people sick and chunks of metal hitting the road outside. If it were nay for the fact Reverend Miles and Chloe confirmed it, I wouldnae believed it. Part of me still doesn’t.”

      “It’s very real,” said Ryan, “and it’s very dangerous.” Helen glanced at her son, prompting Ryan to reconsider his tone. “But no one here is sick and we’re all safe inside, so we’ll just have to wait a little while until it’s safe to leave.”

      “It’s so boring,” moaned Andy.

      “Andy, stop complaining. You’d usually be fast asleep by now, and if you don’t—”

      “Brew’s up. Get it while it’s piping.” Miles reappeared, stomping up the wooden staircase with a tray of steaming hot drinks. From nearby, Fi rushed over to help him.

      Ryan sighed with relief at the thought of a hot drink. Everything suddenly seemed less dire. He leant forward and gave Andy a playful tap on the arm. “Believe me, kidda, boring is good. Now let me see those colouring skills.”
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      Andy liked the English. They spoke funny but were nice. Tom, the first one to come, was posh like the Queen, but the new one, Ryan, was different. He used words Andy could understand, and called him “kidda”, which he liked very much. He liked it so much that he had given Ryan a green crayon to go along with the red. They were currently colouring a dinosaur together, but it was hard nay going outside of the lines, especially every time there was a bang at the door, making him jump. He wished the sick people would just go away.

      Ryan smiled at him. “You’re really good at this, Andy.”

      “I know. You’re good too, Ryan, but you missed his foot.” Andy pointed his yellow crayon at the dinosaur’s back leg.

      “Oops. Good spot, kidda.” He quickly got to work filling in the foot with green. “So, you at school yet, Andy?”

      “I started this year but dinnae like it. Learning’s boring.”

      “I hear you. The thing is though, Andy, school is really important. What do you want to be when you get older?”

      “A crime-fighter.”

      Ryan chuckled, but Andy wasn’t joking. He frowned to show that he didn’t like being laughed at, and Ryan stopped. “Oh, yeah, okay. Well, crime-fighters like the police need to do well at school, don’t they? They have to be smart in order to protect people.”

      “What aboot superheroes? How smart do they have to be?”

      “Really smart. Isn’t the Hulk a scientist or something?”

      Andy nodded. “Iron man is smart too. He imvents stuffs.”

      Ryan chuckled again. “Yeah, he does imvent stuff, doesn’t he? You like superheroes, huh?”

      “We have Disney Plus. Ma lets me watch all the movies as much as I want. My tablet willnae turn on naymore though. Do ye know how to fix it?”

      “I think everyone’s tablet is broken at the moment, Andy. I’m sure they’ll all be working again soon. Hey, do you like football? Ever heard of Manchester United?”

      Andy didn’t like football. Sometimes they tried to make him play it at school, but he never really understood what he was supposed to do – or why. He’d never heard of Manchester United, and it didn’t sound interesting, so he asked a question about something else. “Is your brother okay?” Andy had overheard that the older boy’s name was Aaron, and that he was Ryan’s younger brother. The lad had been sitting at the back of the church for a long time now, holding his head in his hands like he was gonna cry. Andy did that sometimes, too, like the time he had stepped on a frog by accident and it was all squashed up and in pain. He had run and got his ma, who had picked the frog up and taken it away to make it all better. That’s how Aaron looked; sad like that.

      “He’s just a bit upset, Andy. He’s been through a lot this weekend and needs a little space to think. Do you ever think about things when you’re upset?”

      Andy shrugged. He wasn’t really aware of thinking; he preferred to talk. “What’s he upset aboot?”

      “He’s missing our friends. We came here in a big group, but some of us… some of us had to go home.”

      “Are they sick?”

      “Sort of. It’s okay though. Aaron will be fine. Thanks for worrying about him. You’re a good kid, Andy.”

      “Ma says I have to be nice to people – and to do what I’m told.”

      Ryan smiled and patted him on the arm. It felt nice, and made Andy wonder if having a dad felt nice all the time. He’d never met his real one, and sometimes his mummy cried about it, but mostly he didn’t think about it. Ryan was cool though, and if all dads were like Ryan, then maybe he wanted one after all. He should tell his ma.

      Ryan sipped his tea – which was an adult drink like wine. “It sounds like your mam gives good advice, Andy. You should listen to her.”

      “She works hard. She’s in charge of this whole church being clean.”

      “I heard that, yeah.”

      “And she works at the pub sometimes too. My granny looks after me while I sleep.”

      “That’s nice.”

      “Do ye think ma granny is sick like the people outside?”

      Ryan pulled a funny face that was like half a smile. “Your granny is fine, I’m sure.”

      “Do ye have a granny, Ryan?”

      “I used to. Now I just have a mam, a brother, and a fiancée called Sophie.”

      “What’s a feen-see?”

      “It means she’s the woman I’m going to marry.”

      “And have kids with?”

      Ryan pulled another face, this time like he was in pain. “Well, yeah, eventually, maybe, I dunno. We haven’t really talked about it.”

      “You’ll make a cracking dad, Ryan.”

      I wish you were my dad.

      Ryan ruffled Andy’s hair, another thing he liked. “Thanks, kidda. Come on, let’s finish this dinosaur before it runs off.”

      Andy picked up a brown crayon and started on the teeth. He knew they should be white, but he didn’t have a white crayon. He decided on brown because they were dirty. Dinosaurs probably had dirty teeth because they couldn’t use toothbrushes. Ryan continued colouring the legs in green, and soon they were finished.

      There are lots more pictures we can colour. I don’t want to stop yet.

      Ryan got up off the floor and hopped on one leg. With a moan, he said the words Andy didn’t want to hear. “I’m going to take a break, kidda. I’ll come play again later, okay?”

      Andy knew it would be naughty to complain to an adult, so he nodded and tried to hide his disappointment. “Okay.”

      Feeling sad, he watched Ryan walk away to join his other friend, Tom. Tom was okay, but he didn’t play very much.

      “You okay, daffodil?” Andy’s ma was sitting on a chair not far away. She’d been trying to get some sleep, but he hadn’t heard her snoring. He was tired too – it had been dark outside for ages now, and his eyes were all tickly – but his ma hadn’t asked him to lie down.

      “I’m okay, ma. How much longer do we have to stay here?”

      “I keep telling you, nay much longer. We just need to wait until it’s safe.”

      “When the sick people stop banging on the door?”

      “This will all be over soon, I promise. I’m sorry that you’re having to go through this, daffodil. It’s nay fair.”

      Andy didnae like his ma being so tired and sad. “It’s okay, ma. I love you.”

      That made her smile. It always did. She shuffled along the chairs and pulled him into a cuddle. “I love you too, my good wee boy.”

      Andy reached out his foot and turned the page of his colouring book with the tip of his trainer. The brown-toothed dinosaur gave way to a brand-new black-and-white butterfly.

      A butterfly? Ryan said he colours a mean butterfly. Whatever that means.

      Andy turned to call Ryan over, but instead he leapt out of his skin as a loud noise startled him. His tummy turned flipsy and he let out a scream, while his ma squeezed him tightly. She didn’t tell him to stop screaming, probably because she was shouting and making lots of noise herself.

      “The window!” someone shouted, and Andy saw a black hole appear where there’d once been green and red glass in a pretty pattern. All that colourful glass was now on the floor. What was happening? Did the sick people want to come in so badly they were breaking things?

      The police will definitely come now!

      Andy’s ma was hurting him with her hands, but that was okay because he was scared. He moved between her legs and she wrapped her arms around him like a big bear while he buried his head in her chest. Nothing bad would happen as long as she was there with him. Ma always kept him safe. Like the time the smelly man had spoken to him on the bus.

      “Shite, they’re getting in,” someone yelled. It sounded like Cameron. “Everyone, grab whatever ye can!”

      Andy kept his face buried, listening to the sound of furniture being moved and people rushing about.

      “Fiona, look out!”

      “Someone, help me! Argh!”

      “Damn it, stay back.”

      The sound of more breaking glass.

      Andy could bear it no longer. He turned his head away from his ma’s chest and looked at what was happening. Everyone was scattered around the church, leaping about like they were playing a game of kiss chase. He saw Ryan and his brother, the two of them standing right next to each other, and he saw Cameron throwing chairs like a big, angry gorilla. He saw Fiona clutching her arm and crying.

      Then he saw Barry the baker.

      Barry was usually smiling and laughing. Sometimes at the weekend he sang songs outside the pub, even though people shouted at him to be quiet. Now, though, he was scary. His face was all fuzzy and green like the Grinch. His arms were long like a monkey’s. His hands were all broken and bloody, with sharp bits of bone sticking out. The horrible sight made Andy cry.

      His ma prodded him. “We need to move, daffodil.”

      “I dinnae want to. I’m scared.”

      “I know, honey, but we need to move out of the way right now.”

      “He’s gunna eat me. Why does Barry wanna eat me!”

      His ma didn’t give an answer. She grabbed his arm harder than she ever had before, and even though he cried, she didn’t let go. Eventually, it hurt so much he began to wail.

      “It’s okay, daffodil. It’s okay.”

      “You’re hurting me!” Andy looked around for help, for someone who could get his ma to stop hurting his arm, but everyone was at the back of the church. The only one near was Barry.

      Barry barged through the row of chairs like he didn’t even know they were in his way. He headed straight for Andy and his ma. Andy screamed. So did his ma.

      “Helen, get out of the way!” Reverend Miles came racing down the aisle, holding a big metal cross in his hand. He threw it at Barry and it hit him in the chest. “Barry McGuire, stop this at once!”

      Andy carried on screaming while his ma dragged him to the side of the church. Barry was bleeding from his chest, but the blood was all horrible and brown – like the dinosaur’s teeth – and it looked like wee creepy-crawlies were coming out of his tummy. Barry was even scarier than the villains on Disney Plus.

      Barry tried to hurt Reverend Miles, his horrible long arms cracking like a cowboy’s whip. The vicar threw himself down amongst the chairs and scrambled out of the way.

      Andy’s ma shoved him again. “Keep moving.”

      “No!” Andy finally managed to break away from his ma’s horrible hurting hands, and it felt good to be free. Now he could run to safety without being dragged there like a wee baby. He could run to Ryan and Tom and Cameron, the big strong men who would protect him. At school, Andy was one of the fastest. He would run even faster now. Ryan was going to be so impressed.

      Andy hopped over a fallen chair and got ready to run. Barry was still trying to hit Reverend Miles, which meant the way ahead was clear.

      Time to run as fast as a superhero.

      Andy felt something underfoot. He looked down and saw his colouring book, but he couldn’t keep himself from slipping. The butterfly page tore away, bringing back the brown-toothed dinosaur underneath. His ma was right behind him. She tried to grab him, but her hands snatched at thin air. Andy splatted down against the nasty stone floor and cried out in pain. “Mummy!”

      Barry stopped trying to hit Reverend Miles and turned around, glaring with one fuzzy green eye and one normal eye. Andy didn’t understand why Barry was so angry.

      “Barry, over here,” cried Reverend Miles. “Come and get me, yer scabby scrote!”

      Andy’s ma tried to pick Andy up off the floor. “Come on, daffodil. Up you get. Move!”

      But it hurts, Ma. I hurt myself.

      I want to go home.

      Barry didn’t care about Reverend Miles any more. He was maddest at Andy. Brown puke leaked out of his mouth. He must be really poorly. As scared as he was, Andy felt bad for him. “Mr McGuire, it’s going to be okay.”

      Barry didn’t seem to hear him. He kept coming closer.

      There was a loud whipcrack.

      Andy heard his ma screaming. He tried to scream himself but couldn’t. His neck felt cold, so he grabbed it with both hands.

      Then he wet himself.
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      Ryan watched from the back of the church as little Andy dropped to his knees, throat torn apart and gushing blood. The child made no sound at all as he fell, just stared off into space like he didn’t understand what was happening. Behind him, his mother made an inhuman screeching sound.

      Miles threw himself at the fungus-covered man and knocked him to the ground before he could do any more damage. Tendril-like arms whipped and slashed at the air, bony talons missing the vicar by mere inches. The merest scratch could mean a deadly infection, but Miles didn’t seem to care.

      It’s not deadly. It doesn’t kill you.

      It changes you.

      Ryan needed to do something, disgusted that he had stood by and watched. Everyone had been so desperate to save themselves that they had lost sight of the child among them. Now that child was bleeding to death on the cold stone floor.

      Ryan broke away, picking up a wooden chair as he hurried down the centre aisle. Miles struggled to keep the fungus-covered man pinned down. He seemed to know who it was because he kept on shouting, “Barry!”

      Ryan raised the chair above his head. “Miles, get out of the way!”

      Miles glanced back over his shoulder, saw Ryan, and leapt aside. Ryan wasted no time in cracking the wooden chair over Barry’s misshapen skull. The wooden frame shattered immediately, all four legs flying in separate directions. Barry rolled across the floor, bleeding from his skull. Two seconds was all it took for him to leap back to his feet. His claws glistened in the candlelight, one of them stained red with Andy’s blood.

      Ryan bent at the knees, ready to leap aside when the monster came for him. One wrong move and…

      “Out the feckin’ way, English.” Cameron appeared and muscled Ryan out of the way. He had scooped up one of the shattered chair legs and now raised it above his shoulder. Unleashing a stream of curses, he jammed the chair leg, splintered-end-first, right into Barry’s distorted face. The spiked wood slid through his fuzz-covered eyeball and created a horrendous squelching sound. Cameron kept on shoving, pushing Barry back until he collided with the nearest wall. Then he gave the chair leg one last shove and buried it several more inches into the infected man’s face.

      Barry slumped to the floor, his fungus-covered body twitching.

      Helen’s wailing filled the church.

      Ryan watched Helen drop to her knees and cradle her boy in her arms. Andy might still be alive, but it could only be for a matter of seconds. Dark blood cascaded from his neck and soaked his tiny body. It dripped onto the colouring book lying on the ground by his feet, the green dinosaur now barely visible through the growing crimson pool.

      “Andy… Andy, no! It’s going to be okay, it’s going to be okay, daffodil!”

      Ryan couldn’t reconcile what he was seeing. “I… I’m sorry.”

      Helen flinched, looked up at Ryan and glared. “Fuck you… Fuck you. Fuck you. Fuck you!”

      The ferocity of her words stunned Ryan, but when he considered she was holding her dead child in her arms, he decided anything was reasonable. He went to speak again, to try to console her in some way, but Cameron appeared and put a meaty palm against his chest. “Back off, English.”

      “I just—”

      “I said… back off.” Cameron knelt beside Helen and put an arm around her as she trembled and wept. “We’re gunna find who’s responsible for this, Helen-lass, I promise. They’ll be in a shallow grave by the time we finish with them.”

      Although she gave no reply, Helen, at the very least, seemed to tolerate Cameron’s attempts to console her. Ryan took a step back, deciding he could only make the situation worse.

      I’m a stranger here, and people always blame strangers.

      A commotion broke out to Ryan’s right. When he turned, he saw Tom attempting to wedge a chair into the broken stained-glass window. It was an awkward endeavour, so Ryan hurried to help. Their sanctuary was no longer safe. Miles was obviously thinking the same because he cleared his throat and made an announcement. “This is a tragedy for which we shall all mourn, but right now we need to get our arses out of here.”

      “I can see them out there,” said Tom, staring through the broken window through the gaps in the chair. “They’re in the graveyard – half a dozen of them at least.”

      “They’re watching us,” said Aaron flatly. “They’re smart.”

      Chloe called for help from the opposite side of the church. She was standing with Fiona, who was sobbing and clutching her arm. She’d been injured during the chaos following Barry’s entrance, and her forearm was bleeding.

      Ryan hurried over to the two women. Miles followed.

      “She’s been bitten,” said Chloe, her mascara-smeared blue eyes wide with concern. “Um… I mean scratched or whatever.”

      “Let me see,” said Miles. “Fiona, let me take a look.”

      Fiona offered up a trembling arm, looking away like she was about to get a flu jab. A two-inch gash parted her flesh halfway between her wrist and her elbow. It was tiny, and only a trickle of blood ran down her arm, but the green tinge already around the edges of the wound were cause for alarm.

      “I’m infected, right? That’s what happens? I’m infected and I’m going to end up like Barry fucking McGuire. Oh God. Oh God, oh God.”

      Miles grabbed her by the shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “You don’t know that, lass. No one knows.”

      Ryan opened his mouth to offer similar reassurances but found he couldn’t lie. It might have been kind, but it wouldn’t change anything. “I think this is how it spreads,” he said, “but Miles is right, we don’t know for sure.”

      Chloe shook her head and seemed to be holding back tears. With all the smeared mascara already on her face, she looked like some punk version of a panda… or Avril Lavigne’s unhinged sister. “Can’t we do anything? It’s just a tiny scratch.”

      Ryan stared at the ground, unable to meet the girl’s pleading stare. Back at the cottage, Brett hadn’t even got a scratch, he’d merely placed his hands on Sean. That was all it had taken. Less than twenty-four hours later, he had been dead.

      “Maybe we could try antibiotics,” suggested Miles. A dot of blood stained his dog collar. It could only have come from Andy. “If we could go out and find—”

      “It spreads too fast,” Ryan snapped, not even realising he was on edge until he stepped over it into thin air. “By the time the medicine starts working…” He trailed off as something occurred to him.

      Chloe’s bleary eyes turned on him. “What? What is it?”

      “It spreads fast,” said Ryan, still thinking things through, “but not that fast. It’s a fungus, right? It creeps along, growing and growing, millimetre by millimetre.”

      Fiona moaned.

      “I wish I could say I knew,” said Miles, “but it at least sounds right.”

      Ryan looked towards the aisle, studying the metal grates that blasted hot air from below. The idea came to him in full, based on nothing except gut instinct. It was all he had, but the alternative was hopelessness. “Maybe we have time,” he said. “Maybe, if we act fast…”

      Miles frowned at him. “Spit it out, lad. What are you getting at?”

      “We need to take Fiona to the coal burner. If we can burn the fungus before it spreads, we might be able to stop it.”

      Chloe gasped. “We can’t burn her.”

      “It’s that or she ends up like Barry.”

      “Do it,” said Fiona. “Do whatever you have to.”

      “Okay, but we have to do it fast.” He took her by the arm – being sure to grab the one that was uninfected – and allowed Miles to lead them to the trapdoor at the front of the church. It was still hanging open, so Miles headed straight down the wooden steps. Ryan had to help Fiona because her legs were wobbling.

      She’s terrified.

      I would be too.

      Down in the cellar, the heat was uncomfortable but not quite unbearable. A series of pipes took most of the hot air up into the church, but when they moved closer to the archaic-looking burner, Ryan began to sweat. Miles stood beside a small table with an antique kettle, bottled water, and some cartoned milk. A child’s pink unicorn lamp was perched on a tiny shelf against the wall, giving off an impressive amount of light. Beneath the shelf were two sacks full of coal and firewood.

      Ryan wanted to get this over with, picturing the fungus spreading along Fiona’s arm with every passing second. If his plan had any chance of working, it needed to be now. “Give me your arm.”

      Fiona was trembling worse than ever, but she offered her arm without complaint. In the dim light, her tattoos merged together and formed dark smudges, but it was easy to locate her wound, sticky and glistening. “Just do it,” she begged him.

      Ryan grabbed Fiona’s arm and yanked it straight, rotating it so that the scratch was facing the angular face of the coal burner. The dark metal surface shimmered with heat, giving off a foul-smelling breeze that agitated the fine hairs on Ryan’s eyebrows. “This is going to hurt,” he said.

      “I said just fucking do it.”

      Without warning, Ryan pressed Fiona’s flesh against the searing hot metal like sirloin to a griddle. Fiona howled, and then screeched, and then settled upon a guttural moan. Her desperate pleas were so agonised that Ryan could almost feel the torment himself. Despite that, he showed no mercy, and held her arm to the boiler long after she begged to be free. They couldn’t risk the fungus surviving. If any of it remained, her suffering would be for nothing.

      I’m torturing her.

      I’m saving her.

      Which means torturing her.

      Ryan held on a second longer before letting go, and Fiona yanked her arm away, screaming and groaning in equal measure. Morsels of flesh sizzled on the coal burner’s surface – burger meat on an ungreased pan. The smell of cooked meat was disgusting, but only because of its ordinariness. It could have been pork sausages cooking on a barbecue.

      I’m going to throw up.

      Fiona started hyperventilating. Miles put his arm around her and quickly led her back upstairs where it was cooler and easier to breathe. Ryan took a moment to steady himself and then joined them. Once up top, he examined the damage he had done to her arm and grimaced in a mixture of revulsion and guilt. Some kind of masked demon had previously taken up most of her left forearm, but now it was ruined, its lower face a sickly pink mess. “I’m so sorry.”

      Tears filled Fiona’s eyes. When she spoke, she was short of breath. “It-it-it’s okay. I don’t want to be… in-in-fected.”

      Ryan almost wished her good luck with that, because the truth was he didn’t know if his plan would even work. He supposed they would find out soon. If it didn’t work, then he had just tortured her for nothing.

      I’ll just add it to my list of sins.

      How am I ever going to go back to a normal life after this? Who will I be?

      Fiona caught her breath and let out a small chuckle. “Three hundred quid down the drain.”

      Ryan frowned. “Huh?”

      “The…” She swallowed a mouthful of saliva and tried again. “The tattoo on my arm. It was an oni.”

      “A what?”

      “It’s like a Japanese troll that punishes the wicked. I got it to remind me to be good, but it looks like I got punished anyway.”

      Ryan smiled weakly, understanding that Fiona was trying to dispel her pain with humour and idle chit-chat, but he wasn’t feeling up to laughter yet. In fact, he felt closer to throwing up. The stench of burnt flesh remained fresh in his nostrils. “Fiona, when this is over, I’ll personally pay for you to have it sorted. You’re a total badass by the way.”

      “Yeah,” said Chloe, listening. She was sitting on the stool next to the piano. “I don’t think I could have done that.”

      Fiona huffed, her whole body trembling. “Surprising what you’ll do when the alternative is turning into an alien.”

      Miles did the sign of the cross. “Not yoo as well, Fiona? Let’s not distract ourselves with the ‘A’ word, okay?”

      “I was just kidding around, Vicar. I don’t believe in aliens. My guess is that this is all because of a—”

      Another stained-glass window shattered, a shower of glass raining down on the cold stone floor.

      Ryan turned to see Tom racing across the aisle with a chair. A ‘green’ – he had to stop thinking of them as people – had clambered up onto the ledge and was already halfway inside. Tom used the chair to shove it backwards like a ringmaster taming a lion. “We need to get out of here,” he yelled over his shoulder. “We can’t secure this place. There are too many windows.”

      Ryan looked around for Aaron and spotted him standing in the centre aisle. He was staring down at Andy’s body – still slumped in Helen’s arms – and didn’t seem to notice the escalating commotion all around him. Either that or he didn’t care.

      Cameron was still at Helen’s side, but he leapt up now. “We’re meat in a can,” he yelled. “We need to get the hell out of here.”

      “I agree,” said Tom, still blocking the window with his chair and wincing every time a green outside tried to get in. “I’d rather make a run for it than try to survive a siege we can’t win.”

      Ryan balked. “You can’t be serious. It’s not safe out there, Tom.”

      “It’s not safe in here. Look what’s happened already.”

      “We just need to survive long enough to—”

      “No one is coming to help us, Ryan. We have to rescue ourselves.”

      Another window shattered on the opposite side of the church.

      Cameron cursed and hurried over with a chair, knocking back an invading green before it had time to clamber inside. “We cannae hold this feckin’ place. Even if we could, we nay have food and hardly any water. And how aboot when we try to get our heids down?” He glared at Ryan. “You led ’em here, English. I told ye this would happen.”

      “Andy’s dead because of you.” It was Helen who spoke, and the hatred in her voice made Ryan’s bowel loosen. She wanted him dead, no question. Dead, like the sweet little boy in her arms. “You did this!”

      “I led them here too,” said Tom. “Barry was out front when I got to the village. He saw me come inside. He knew I was in here.”

      “And me,” said Chloe.

      “Me as well,” said Miles, rushing over to help Tom block the window. He had to crane his neck to keep looking at them. He spoke breathlessly yet authoritatively. “And Cameron Pollock? You were sleeping off one of your benders in the cemetery when all this started. Who knows how many might have spotted you when you came staggering inside? None of us are to blame for this. This is not of any of our making.”

      “The English bought the fungus here,” said Helen, snarling.

      “There’s nay evidence of that,” said Miles, staring her down. “None at all.”

      Ryan swallowed his guilt, a peach pit in his throat. He was thankful – thankful that near strangers had just spoken in his defence when it would have been easier to say nothing. He went to thank them, but Helen screeched and got everyone’s attention. For a moment, Ryan thought she was yelling at him again, but then she shifted along the floor with Andy flopping in her arms. It became clear that something was on the ground nearby.

      A line of bugs marched from Barry’s twitching corpse across the stone floor. Helen squirmed away, dragging her dead son with her. “Insects!”

      “No,” said Ryan, “something else. They spread the fungus. We need to kill them.”

      “Oh my God,” said Chloe, covering her mouth. “I don’t do bugs.”

      Cameron moved closer to Barry’s body and bent over to inspect it. A second later, he began to dance, stomping on bugs left and right with his heavy combat boots. “Wee bastards.”

      “We need to leave,” said Tom, “before this church becomes our tomb.”

      “I hate to speak ill of a holy building,” said Miles, “but I agree. This place has gone to hell.”

      Ryan threw up his arms in defeat. “And where should we go? Where can we go that’ll be any safer?”

      Miles reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a set of jangling keys. “The bowls club. I’m an emergency contact for the alarm company. I have a key to get in and reset it. There’ll be grub there, at the very least.”

      “That’s if we make it. There could be a hundred of those things out there.”

      Cameron quit stomping and hurried back to Helen’s side. “You can do whatever y’like, English, but I’m getting everyone out of here.”

      Ryan tried to picture the bowls club he had passed on the way into the village, but he couldn’t remember much about it besides the white-painted sign – a man kneeling to release a bowl. Whatever the place was like, it couldn’t be any less safe than where they were. He was arguing out of fear not reason.

      Another window shattered. A tentacle-like appendage poked through the opening, probing the air.

      We’re dead if we stay here.

      We’re most likely dead if we leave.

      “Okay,” said Ryan. “Everyone grab whatever they can and stay together. We can do this if we’re fast.”

      Cameron grunted. “Thanks for the feckin’ support, English. Yoo just watch your own back.”

      Ryan rolled his eyes, reaching the limits of his patience. “You too, Cameron. You too.”
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        * * *

      

      You had to give Cameron credit, the guy took responsibility. Once everyone had armed up with broken chair legs, it was the big Scot who stomped to the front of the pack and faced down the heavy door with all the eagerness of a seasoned warrior. Green and red stains darkened his burnt orange jumper, and some of it had even got into his short-cropped hair. His breathing was heavy, but not from fear or exhaustion. It seemed more like he was pumping himself up on rage. “English, I know yoo boys will want to make a run for it – every man for himself and all that – but try to stick around for the womenfolk, aye?”

      Ryan squeezed the chair leg in his hands, wanting to bash it over the man’s bony skull. “We’re all in this together, Cameron, so stop being a twat and get off my soddin’ back.”

      “And us womenfolk don’t need protecting,” said Fiona. She was covered in sweat from her constant battle with the agony of her burn, but she stood tall and defiant. Her dark brown hair had been pulled back into a tight ponytail, exposing the fact that part of her left earlobe was missing.

      Chloe snorted, her own hair tucked behind her ears. “Speak for yourself, Fi. Feel free to protect me, anyone. Carry me, even.”

      Miles slapped a hand on the stone wall inside the porch, but the impact was muted. All the same, everyone stopped their bickering and gave the small bald man their attention. “How can we expect to survive out there,” he demanded, “if we can’t even work together in here?”

      Ryan nodded. “You’re right, Miles. I’m sorry.”

      Cameron gave no such apology.

      Ryan wasn’t willing to waste time brooding about the attitude of a man he didn’t even like, so he concentrated on the people who did matter. He turned to Aaron. “You okay, little brother?”

      Aaron shrugged, failing to make eye-contact.

      Ryan reached out and touched him on the arm. “Hey, this is all going to work out. We’ll be okay.”

      “No, we won’t. This is the end.”

      “Aaron, you can’t say things like—”

      “Okay,” shouted Cameron. “Everyone, be ready. Once I open this door, we’re in a battle. The enemy will nay show mercy tae us, so dinnae show mercy tae them. Stay together and keep it moving. We all know where the bowls club is, so there’s nay excuse for getting lost.”

      Tom glanced over at Ryan, anxiety etched on his face. This was a suicide mission, even with Cameron’s surprisingly sound advice. Did the man have military experience? He seemed the type. Tough, intimidating, and not at all polite.

      Miles unlocked the door and yanked it open.

      “Here we go!” Cameron hopped over the threshold into the dark night. Miles and Helen followed right behind him. Fiona and Chloe were next, while Ryan, Tom, and Aaron took up the rear, hurrying to avoid being left behind. The night was cold and wet. It hadn’t rained, yet moisture seemed to cling to every molecule. The moon hung low in the sky, halfway full, the warmth of dawn still hours away.

      At first, it seemed the coast was clear, but as their eyes adjusted, the darkness came alive. The greens made no noise, and two appeared without warning. The first attacked from the front, rushing through the small gate separating the church from the road. From his elevated position on the pebbled path, Cameron leapt forward and booted the green in the middle of its chest, sending it cartwheeling into the weedy grass as another attacked from the graveyard. Ryan swore as he realised he was going to have to face the next one himself. “Everyone, keep moving,” he shouted. “I’ve got it.”

      The group moved in a huddle through the open gate, sidestepping the green that Cameron had kicked to the ground and making it onto the narrow main road that cut through the village. Ryan stood alone, setting his feet and raising his chair leg. The green moved closer – a middle-aged woman with curly dark hair that belonged in the eighties. Her face was a mask of fuzzy emerald growth and brown weeping flesh. Insects writhed inside a sickly wound on her chest, visible even through her silky nightdress. The cold didn’t seem to bother her as she lashed out at Ryan.

      Ryan ducked, a bony talon whistling overhead. He used the stored-up energy in his knees and threw himself forward, swinging the chair leg at the same time. The impact jarred his wrists and sent painful tremors all the way up to his elbows. It struck skull bone and rebounded back, sailing out of Ryan’s hands. The infected woman collapsed to the ground, her temple caved in. More greens stumbled out of the darkness.

      Ryan turned and ran.

      The green that Cameron had floored was now back on its feet. Ryan was too energised to stop, so he delivered an awkward kick and sent the green tumbling back into the weeds. The others were already on the road, but they weren’t yet safe. Greens approached from several directions, appearing from the gaps between the nearby houses.

      Tom stopped and turned around, calling out for Ryan. “Hurry!”

      “That’s the fookin’ plan,” said Ryan, as he pushed up beside Aaron. His younger brother was armed like everybody else, but the chair leg dangled by his side. He showed no interest in defending himself. After leaving the cottage he had seemed to turn a corner, but the shock of finding the village in the state it was in had clearly hit him hard.

      He’s probably in shock.

      “Everyone move fast,” Cameron barked. “Dinnae let ’em surround ye.”

      The huddle moved as one, edging towards the uneven pavement that ran alongside the road. All of the houses and cottages lay behind them, as well as the corkscrews embedded in the pavement. The bowls club took up a large area, surrounded by a mixture of privet hedges and chain-link fences. Its single-storey building was perhaps thirty metres from one end to the other, much bigger than the church – and hopefully safer too. The problem was getting there.

      Another green attacked, but Cameron kicked its legs out from under it. He followed up by bashing its skull with his chair leg. The infected people were mushy, like their bones had turned brittle and fibrous, and their flesh had become as much liquid as solid.

      But one scratch from those thick claws and it’s all over.

      Everyone picked up pace as more greens broke from the shadows. They were clumsy, staggering around on rubbery legs and teetering to and fro.

      “Stay together and keep moving,” said Miles. “We’re nearly there.”

      The vicar was right; the way ahead was clear and getting shorter. Ryan looked back and saw several greens in pursuit, but their meandering gait meant they wouldn’t immediately make up the distance.

      We can outrun them. They’re slower than us.

      A grassy common lay ahead, a pair of benches and a flowerbed marking its centre. The road branched off around it, left and right, and formed a loop. The left road was taken up by a pair of stumbling greens, but the right was clear apart from a small lorry holding a skip, parked in front of a pair of attached cottages.

      “Head that way,” yelled Ryan, pointing to the lorry. “It’s clear.”

      Cameron, leading the pack, took the path to the right, skirting around the common and picking up speed. Everyone jogged to keep up, but Ryan used the breathing space to try and speak with his brother. “Aaron, keep your eyes peeled, okay? Us two and Tom have to stick together. We have to look out for one another, yeah?”

      Aaron turned his head, expressionless. “We’re not going to make it out of this.”

      “Hey, snap out of it! We need to keep your head in the game or we’re gunna die in this godforsaken place. I, for one, would rather make it home.”

      “Me too,” said Tom, overhearing. “I want to get back to the land of Wi-Fi and motorway service stations.”

      Cameron glared at them. “Keep it down back there, English, or we’ll leave ye behind.”

      The group approached the skip lorry, a rusty old wreck with thick tyres and a rickety crane. The skip was covered by a loose tarp flapping in the breeze. The bowls club was just twenty metres ahead. They were almost there.

      Several greens cut across the common, but they were too far away to cause a problem.

      With each passing second, Ryan felt more and more hopeful. The greens were slow and stupid. The Army could clean this mess up in no time, along with the scientists and doctors. This wasn’t the end of the world. This was not an unbeatable threat.

      Sensing they were getting close to their final destination, Miles pulled out his keys and jangled them. “Keep it moving, folks.”

      The group moved up beside the skip truck, but Cameron sped ahead, eagerness taking hold of him. The big Scot was the only one of them who didn’t seem threatened by the pursuing greens. If anything, he seemed to relish their proximity. He glanced around like a spitting viper, wooden chair leg waving back and forth and seeking a target. His single-minded focus caused him to drift ten feet ahead of the others, leaving the safety of the group. Chloe called out for him to slow down. “Cam, you’re going to leave us behi—”

      Everyone cried out as something leapt out of the shadows from behind the skip truck. A young man in a backwards baseball cap lashed out at Chloe, and she was only saved because Miles grabbed her shirt and yanked her out of harm’s way.

      “It’s Kurt McReady,” said Chloe, gasping. “He… He was in my class at school.”

      “It doesn’t matter who he was,” said Tom, raising his chair leg. “It’s him or us.”

      “We’re doing him a favour,” said Ryan. He tried to kick ‘Kurt’ in the legs, but he missed and unbalanced himself. “Damn it!”

      Two more greens appeared from behind the truck.

      Chloe backed off, dropping her chair leg to the ground. “They’re everywhere!”

      Cameron sprinted back to help, raising his club and setting himself up to take a swing, but one of the greens lashed out at him first and knocked the club from his hands. The sudden ferocity blew away the big Scot’s confidence, and he finally seemed concerned.

      The other greens made it across the common.

      Ryan moved closer to Aaron, guarding him like a sentry. Tom tried to join them, but Kurt lashed out at him, whipping both of his talons and knocking the baseball cap off his own head. His scalp was rotten, a bulbous patch of brown skull.

      In his eagerness to avoid harm, Tom leapt into Aaron. Aaron hit the ground without a sound and made no attempt to get back up.

      “Aaron, I’m sorry.” Tom bent down to help him, but froze when Fiona shouted a warning.

      “Look out! Behind you!”

      Kurt raised both talons in the air.

      Tom leapt aside.

      Helen appeared and brought her chair leg down like an axe. It wedged in the centre of Kurt’s head and caved in his rotten skull. Then she kicked him backwards and yanked the wooden club free. To finish up, she hit him in the head a second time before he had even hit the ground. Chunks of bone and flesh sprayed into the air. Once Kurt was down, she proceeded to beat at his skull, again and again and again, until there was nothing left but a sodden pink puddle. Bugs scurried away from the wreckage.

      The remaining greens closed in, one crashing into Ryan and knocking him to the ground. Fiona rushed to his aid, quickly pulling him back to his feet before he got hurt. Helen stood her ground nearby, swinging at any green close enough to hit. Her bravery was going to get her killed.

      It’s not bravery. It’s apathy. She doesn’t care.

      Tom grabbed Ryan’s arm. “We’re surrounded.”

      Ryan looked for Aaron and spotted him near the skip truck. He was back on his feet, but two greens stood in his way, blocking his path to the rest of the group. No longer was he dazed; he was terrified.

      “Aaron!”

      “Ryan? I-I can’t get to you.”

      More greens closed in, enveloping the road.

      Helen bellowed furiously, leaping into the fight like a Viking. It created a distraction that Ryan tried to make use of, and he moved to retrieve his brother. Tom yanked him back, keeping him from catching a talon to the face. He tried to get to Aaron a second time, but a wall of infected people closed in on him. He could barely even see Aaron through the crowd and he was being forced back, further and further away.

      Tom pulled at Ryan’s arm. “We have to go.”

      “I’m not going anywhere without my brother. I brought him here. This is my fault.”

      “You can’t reach him. Come on!”

      Through the bodies, Ryan saw Aaron spin around frantically, seeking an escape like a cornered rat surrounded by hungry cats. With nowhere to go, he backed up against the skip truck as greens continued to stagger up the road from the direction of the church. Those nearest were still distracted by Helen’s furious, bellowing attack, but it was only a matter of seconds before they turned their focus on Aaron.

      Ryan couldn’t move, his eyes fixated on his brother.

      He’s right there. He’s right there and I can’t get to him. I can’t save him.

      Aaron’s face was a mask of horror, but despite his fear, he leapt into action, turning and clambering up the side of the truck. He placed a foot on the large rear tyre and pushed himself upwards, ducking beneath the flapping tarp and throwing himself inside the skip. The metal container rattled for a second, then went still.

      Aaron was out of sight.

      But was he safe?

      Tom grabbed Ryan again and this time he allowed himself to be pulled. His brother was lost in a sea of monsters, but he had found a life raft. Perhaps it would keep him safe long enough to find dry land.

      Everyone else legged it to the bowls club. Ryan had no choice but to race after them.

      I’ll come back for you, little brother.

      I swear I’ll come back.
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      Ryan couldn’t help looking back as he and Tom finally made it to the bowls club to rejoin the others. He could no longer see the skip through the crowd of pursuing monsters, and he couldn’t help imagining his brother cowering inside.

      I left him. What kind of a brother am I?

      Miles led everyone to the bowls club’s main entrance, gathering them together beneath a wood and stone awning. A tiny lawn skirted the edge of the building, separating it from a modest car park. Hardy bushes and overgrown flowerbeds formed ominous shapes in the dark.

      Miles jangled his keys and inserted one into the stout wooden door. There was a small glass window set in the top, but only shadows could be seen beyond it. It reminded Ryan of the door back at Golack cottage. The cottage where he had left three of his friends dead. Were their bodies rotting away up there? Loobey, Sean, Brett… How long before someone found them? Would it be too late by then to give them a proper burial?

      “Hurry, please,” said Chloe, clutching herself as if she were freezing cold. While it was certainly chilly, most of the group were sweating.

      The lock clunked, and Miles had to shoulder the door open to knock it free of its ageing frame. Then he stood aside, ushering everyone in as a dozen greens moved within ten metres of the building.

      It was pitch-black inside, and Cameron immediately bashed into something. “Bastard!”

      Fiona chided him. “Be careful.”

      “I cannae see my arse from my elbow, woman.”

      Miles went to close the door behind them, but hesitated. “Helen? Where’s Helen?”

      “Feck!” said Cameron. “We were supposed to stay together.”

      “She stayed behind to fight,” said Ryan, realising he had abandoned her as much as he had abandoned his brother.

      “We need to close the door,” said Chloe, hands at her face. “They’re right outside. They’re going to get in.”

      Cameron shushed her, then marched over to join Miles at the door. “I’m heading back oot.”

      “What? No, just hold on.” Miles peered out of the doorway nervously. “There! I see her. She’s coming. Come on, Helen-lass!”

      Everyone went still. Quiet. Tense. Only Miles and Cameron were in any position to see what was happening outside, so the rest of them stood there in darkness and silence.

      “There’s an entire mob out there,” said Cameron, clenching his big fists by his sides. “We need to help her or she’s nay gunna make it.”

      Miles grabbed the man’s meaty wrist. “Don’t be an imbecile. Just stand here and pray that she makes it.”

      “Keep yer prayers to yerself, Vicar. God dinnae listen to the likes of me.” With that, Cameron shoved his way out of the door and disappeared back into the night.

      Chloe grabbed the pink tips at the ends of her hair and yanked them back behind her ears. “Why did he do that? Why would he go back outside?”

      “He’s brave,” said Fiona simply.

      Ryan had to begrudgingly admit that she was right. Cameron was an aggressive loudmouth, but he had just thrown himself back into danger to go and help someone else. The guy had a set of balls on him like no one else.

      Ryan moved up beside Tom and whispered, “We should go help as well. We left her out there by herself.”

      Tom’s expression was one of disgust. “I’m not risking my life for a woman I barely know.”

      “She lost her child, Tom. You were there.”

      “That doesn’t mean I have to die like a reckless fool. I rescued you tonight, so that’s me done.”

      Fiona overheard and turned to face them. Her face was barely visible in the dark, but her disapproving eyes shone like torches. “I’ll bear that in mind when it’s you who needs help.”

      “She’s right,” said Ryan. “I’m going back out to help Helen and I’m getting my brother too. I never should have left him in the first place.”

      Tom started to shake his head, but before he could say anything, Cameron started yelling outside. Miles stood in the doorway and waved his hands. “Quickly! Watch out! There are more of them over there. As fast as you can now. Christ almighty, get a move on!”

      “Shut the door,” Chloe shouted. “Please, just close it.”

      “Not yet!”

      Ryan teetered on his toes, not knowing whether to dash outside or wait where he was. He decided to move up alongside Miles to get a better look but was taken completely by surprise as Cameron burst through the door and barged him out of the way. The big Scot’s shoulder smashed right against Ryan’s chin and sent him flying. A galaxy of stars exploded in his vision.

      Miles grappled with someone behind Cameron, pulling them inside. It was Helen, screaming wild and covered in gore. Her wooden chair leg had snapped in two.

      Miles slammed the door shut and locked it. The darkness inside became total.

      “We need to find some candles,” said Fiona, “or we’re going to break our necks in here.”

      Helen’s screaming puttered out, but she was still making noises – mostly guttural growling.”

      Miles had to shush her. He was staring out of the window at the top of the door. “Okay, lass, you’re safe. We all need to keep quiet. They’re right outside.”

      Everyone went silent. Everyone waited.

      The front door thudded, making everybody start. Miles put a finger to his lips, making sure no one panicked. Chloe started hyperventilating. Fiona placed an arm around her. Helen stood panting and glaring. Ryan couldn’t tell for sure, but he thought it was at him.

      I left her out there. Just like I stood by while her little boy died.

      Another thud.

      The door barely rattled. The frame was solid despite its age, and the fact that it was slightly warped probably only made it stronger.

      “I think we’ll be okay,” Miles whispered, “so long as we keep our voices down and stay away from the windows on this side of the building.”

      Ryan looked around, trying to make out details in the dark. There were several lead-lined windows inside recessed window sashes on this side of the building. Old, but compact and strong. Nets and curtains covered most of the glass. The windows on the other side of the building, however, were made from three large pieces of plate glass, forming an almost unbroken view of the lawns outside. There was no way to stay hidden on that side of the building.

      “The bowling greens are fenced off,” said Miles, possibly sensing Ryan’s concerns. “It should be safe.”

      “Can we move away from the door?” Chloe was still breathing too quickly. “I’m freaking out here.”

      The thudding continued, but it wasn’t yet enough to threaten the door. All the same, it was unnerving knowing what was waiting outside.

      Everyone moved deeper into the building, and over by the large rear windows it became easier to see, the moon casting a delicate silver glow over everything. The sky had turned from oily black to inky blue. It was five in the morning. Not long before dawn showed up.

      And what then? Will daylight change anything?

      They were standing in some kind of tearoom or club, the kind of place old people liked to hang out playing canasta and backgammon. You could almost smell the boredom. The only thing livening the place up was a hefty wooden bar at the back of the room. The heavy black drip trays brought back vague memories of Ryan’s grandad letting him have a sip of lager in a stuffy social club just like this one. It made the place feel a little more familiar.

      Everyone spread out, glad to have a little space to rest after having to run for their lives. Ryan’s adrenaline was quickly burning off, and he was forced to contend, once again, with the pain of his left knee. He was no athlete, but his footballing days were definitely behind him.

      “Food!” shouted Fiona, and she rushed behind the bar, snatching crisp packets out of cardboard boxes and tossing them onto the counter. Everyone descended on them like locusts.

      “I could eat a feckin’ horse,” said Cameron, tearing open a packet like he was yanking the wings off a butterfly. His hands were almost too big to get inside. For a while, all you could hear was munching.

      Ryan noticed a glass sandwich platter sitting on the bar. When he lifted the lid, he found some slightly stale sandwiches. It had been an entire day since he’d eaten, so the dry cheddar and cucumber sandwiches could have been freshly baked pizza for how great they tasted.

      Fiona came and sat beside him at the bar and took a sandwich for herself. She took a bite and sighed, clearly as hungry as he was, despite all the crisps. After she swallowed, she turned to Ryan and said, “We’ll get your brother.”

      Ryan exhaled, nostrils flaring. “Yeah? How?”

      “Hell if I know, but we’ll come up with something. It’s obvious how much you take care of him. Maybe if I’d had a big brother like you looking out for me, I might have turned out differently.”

      Ryan swallowed half of another sandwich and then turned to her. “You seem pretty put-together to me.”

      She let out a hooting laugh, spraying wet crumbs onto the bar. “Yeah, not quite. I got out of prison three months ago – Stockport. My nan left me a tiny place up here when she died last year. I planned on selling it, but decided it might give me a chance to start over – some place quiet, away from bad habits, you know? Problem is, there are more drugs and alcohol up here than there was in Nottingham.”

      “Nottingham? I didn’t think you were from around here. You don’t have the accent. I can understand you, for one thing.”

      “Give me time and I’ll be as incomprehensible as the rest of them. Don’t get me wrong, I like it up here – it’s simple and uncomplicated – but the isolation, the boredom, it can get pretty rough.”

      “Idle hands and all that. I get it.”

      “I’ve been struggling since I got out, but Miles has been helping me. He runs a scheme helping ex-offenders get on their feet. If I hadn’t been at the church to meet with him when all this started, I’d most likely be one of those monsters banging on the door.”

      Ryan mulled things over. Eventually, he said, “Outside, when I fell, you were right there to get me back on my feet. You saved me.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “I just wish I hadn’t left my brother behind.”

      “Like I said, we’ll get him. We’ll make a plan.”

      “I’m not waiting. I’m going to catch my breath and head back out. The sun will be up soon. Better I go while there’s still some darkness left to hide in.”

      Fiona placed her sandwich down on the bar and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand – one of the few parts of her not covered in tattoos. “Running off into the night like a Manc commando isn’t going to help anybody. Aaron might not be comfortable, but he’s safe for now.”

      “He’s not safe. He’s trapped inside a skip.”

      “Yeah, I was watching, but the greens didn’t see him get in. They’re not smart, and as long as he stays put he’ll be as safe as the rest of us.” She looked towards the door, still rattling in its frame. “In fact, he’s probably safer. Look, Ryan, I know you feel like an outsider here – I do too – but we’re all we’ve got. I promise to have your back if you promise to have mine. I gave you my arm earlier, and now it’s time for you to give me yours. Trust, yeah? It’s the only way to live.”

      “You learn that in the slammer?”

      “Free therapy every Wednesday. You see, part of my past problems have apparently been due to an inherent distrust of other people. I had a shit childhood, which I won’t go into, but basically it means I expect people to shit on me. One way I’m trying to better myself is by relying on other people a little more. I have to admit, it’s a lot less lonely. So what do you say, Ryan? Situational buddies until this whole thing blows over?” She offered a handshake.

      Ryan took her hand, but with little enthusiasm. “Yeah, situational buddies.”

      “We’re going to get Aaron back, okay?”

      Ryan shook his head and chuckled.

      Fiona frowned. “What’s so funny?”

      “Manc commando. I like it.”

      “It suits you.” She leaned in closer. “Hey, you don’t have any smack on you, do you?”

      Ryan eased back, a hand flat on the bar to keep his balance. “What?”

      Fiona patted him on the back and grinned. “Just kidding. The sandwiches will do.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Everyone made the most of the brief respite, temporary though it might be. Helen took a bottle of water and sat alone while Cameron swigged from a tumbler of Scotch. He was the only one who chose alcohol, but from the way Fiona constantly eyed up the optics behind the bar, she was clearly tempted to do the same. The young woman clearly had a strained relationship with booze.

      Don’t we all, thought Ryan, as he himself fought the temptation to get blackout drunk. We could have a party and wait for this whole thing to blow over. Sound as a pound.

      “I know we’re all exhausted,” said Miles, sitting on a bar stool with a can of Irn-Bru in his hand, “but we should give this place a once-over, make sure it’s truly safe.”

      “We should find weapons as well,” said Cameron. Despite several gulps of Scotch, his words weren’t the slightest bit slurred. His suggestion was reasonable.

      “I’m happy to check the place out while everyone takes a rest,” said Ryan, too antsy to sit still. He battled a constant urge to race back outside to get his brother. He also wanted to escape Helen’s glares.

      “You don’t know the club,” said Miles. “I’ll come with you.”

      Ryan shrugged. The building wasn’t so big that he needed a guide, but the company wasn’t entirely unwelcome. The sun had started to appear outside, slicing through the bottom edges of the night sky, but the club’s interior was still dark and foreboding. He went and stood with Miles, waiting for the vicar to finish his drink, and then the two of them got going.

      The tearoom was a cluttered space with several round tables and a few dozen padded chairs. The ceilings were low, and a tiny wooden dance floor abutted the threadbare carpet on one side, with several streaks of shoe rubber marring its centre. There was a loft hatch in the ceiling above it, and Ryan clocked it as a possible hiding place if things got worse. At the rear of the tearoom, behind the bar, was a staff area. To the left of the bar, a pair of saloon doors led to what would likely be a kitchen. Finally, at the tearoom’s far end was a door marked TOILETS.

      “There’s a cupboard outside through there,” said Miles. “There might be something useful inside, but most of the club’s equipment is outside in the shed.”

      “Let’s stick to indoors for now.”

      “Aye, I agree.”

      They pushed through the TOILETS door and entered a small corridor. Two more doors lay directly ahead – marked GENTS and GALS – and to the right was a third door that must have been the cupboard Miles had been referring to. Opposite, was a glass fire door leading out to the car park. The greens hadn’t yet discovered it, but their shuffling silhouettes danced in the darkness outside.

      Ryan reached for the door’s featureless bronze knob and rattled it. “It’s locked. Do you have a key?”

      Miles tutted. “I’m afraid I don’t. We could try to force it.”

      Ryan didn’t like the thought of that – or the racket it would create. He grabbed the knob again, yanking on it firmly while futilely wishing that it would simply pop open. “Shit on it. Can’t one thing just go right?”

      “H-Hello?”

      Ryan leapt away from the door, startled by the voice that had suddenly come from within. He exchanged a glance with Miles, but the vicar seemed as confused as he was.

      Ryan cleared his throat. “Um, hello? Who’s there?”

      “Stewart.”

      Miles took a step forward. “Stewart Drinkwater? Is that you, lad?”

      “Vicar? What are you doing here?”

      “Seeking shelter. What are yer doing in a cupboard, lad?”

      “Sitting.”

      “Sitting?”

      “Yes, on Henry.”

      “Who on earth is Henry?”

      “A vacuum cleaner. You know, he’s red with a happy little face?”

      Miles groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Why have you locked yourself inside a cupboard, Stewart?”

      “I’m hiding.”

      “Why?”

      A brief silence commenced, broken only by a shuffling sound coming from inside the cupboard. “Well, I got here first thing to set everything up for the Saturday league matches, but somebody had already unlocked the place. I assumed Mr Falco had had another fight with Margaret and spent the night here. He usually opens up early when he does that. The wrinkle brigade like to come at the crack of dawn for tea and toast. Sometimes they just hang around outside until you open the door.”

      “Aye, lad, I’m partial to tea and toast maself, but that doesnae explain why ye locked yerself in a cupboard.”

      “Because I was right about Mr Falco being here. I went into the office to say good morning, but he was all messed up. I could tell right away because he wasn’t wearing his wig.”

      A new voice spoke. “He was like Oscar from that Sesame Street, Vicar. All green and fuzzy, he was. Never seen anything like it in ma life.”

      Ryan shared another confused expression with Miles and mouthed the words Who’s that?

      Miles shrugged. No idea.

      “Oh,” said Stewart. “I forget to say, Gavin Tanner’s in here as well. He came to help me set up.”

      “How ye doing, Vicar? Well, I hope.”

      Miles rubbed at his eyes, looking more and more exhausted by the minute. “I’ve been better, to be honest, Gavin. Do ye think ye boys could possibly come outta there? This is getting a wee bit absurd.”

      “Is Mr Falco gone?” asked the voice belonging to Stewart.

      “There’s naybody here but us, lad. No Mr Falco; not even his wig.”

      “Where is he then, at the hospital?”

      Miles put a hand against the wall and leaned. “I have no feckin’ idea where he is, but he ain’t here.”

      “Have ye checked everywhere, Vicar?”

      “Aye! Now come on out of there.”

      “Did ye check the kitchen?”

      “Well, no, but—”

      Gavin spoke. “We ain’t coming out till we know Mr Falco’s gone. The fecker’s two spuds short of a vegetable patch. He was tryna kill us, he were. Craziest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Did either of you get scratched?” asked Ryan, trying to imagine the two men inside and whether or not they were hurt.

      “We’re fine,” said Stewart. “Just freaked out. I dinnae know what was wrong with Mr Falco, but he were sick as a whisky-soaked dawg.”

      Ryan felt a migraine coming on. He didn’t know if it was from tiredness or the absurdity of the situation. “Look, our kid, if we check out the kitchen, will you come out of there?”

      “Who’re yoo?”

      “My name’s Ryan. Do we have a deal? Will you come out of there?”

      “Aye, after ye check the kitchen.”

      Ryan glanced at Miles and shrugged. “Lead the way, Vicar.”

      Miles pushed his way back into the tearoom with Ryan trailing behind. The others were still sitting around, eating and drinking – or in Cameron’s case, sipping Scotch.

      “Found anything?” asked Tom, looking up from one of the small round tables. He was sitting by the large rear windows, the sun peeking out above the lawns – the start of a beautiful morning. Too bad about the monsters outside trying to kill them.

      And my brother being stuck in a skip.

      “There’re a couple of oddballs locked inside a cupboard back there,” said Ryan. He heard how ridiculous it sounded and almost laughed. He probably would have if he wasn’t so exhausted. “They won’t come out until we’ve checked the kitchen.”

      Tom frowned. “The kitchen?”

      “Apparently, they had a run-in with one of the greens. They’re worried it might still be inside.”

      “Mr Falco,” said Miles. “The club’s owner.”

      Cameron put his tumbler down on the bar. “Who is it in the cupboard?”

      “Gavin Tanner and Stewart Drinkwater,” said Miles.

      “Ha! That pair of ass munchers? That’s all we need.”

      Miles’s expression darkened. “That’s a disparaging remark, Cameron Pollock, and without a wee shred of merit. I hope never to hear it again.”

      Cameron went back to his Scotch with a smirk on his face. Chloe shrugged at the bar next to him and said, “I always assumed they were gay, too.”

      “So what if they are?” asked Fiona, alone at one of the tables. Empty crisp packets surrounded her, and she was in the process of folding them up into little triangles. Every now and then, she would glance at the optics behind the bar.

      “It doesn’t bother me,” said Chloe. “I was just saying.”

      Cameron snorted back a wad of snot and turned away from the bar. “It’s a sin, right, Vicar?”

      Miles blinked slowly and sighed. “Now is not the time for an ecclesiastical discussion. We are in a crisis, and that means working together despite whatever our beliefs might be.”

      Ryan didn’t care whether the lads in the cupboard were gay, straight, or other; he just wanted to make sure that this ‘Mr Falco’ wasn’t still lurking inside the club. They hadn’t yet checked the kitchen, and until they did it would be idiotic to assume they were safe. A cage was only safe when the lion was on the opposite side of the bars.

      Beyond the saloon doors, the kitchen was dark. Ryan shuddered as he approached it. A dozen greens could be hiding inside, waiting for the slightest disturbance to awaken and attack. Yet, despite his fear, he wanted to take action. The only way to feel safe was to confirm that he actually was. Without waiting for Miles, he pushed open the saloon doors and crept into the kitchen. Only a single window lay inside, but with dawn fast approaching, it was enough to turn the shadows from black to grey. It was easy to make out the various counters, and the small island in the centre of the room, but much harder to make out the smaller shapes that sat upon them. With a little more light, everyone might be able to ransack the place for knives and pans – weapons better than rickety chair legs and soft fists. One thing was clear, however: there were no greens inside the kitchen, and no sign of Mr Falco. Just to be sure, Ryan called out, “Hello? Is anyone in here?”

      No reply. No presence of anything but himself. The relief washed over him and he realised how tense he had been. In fact, he could barely believe he’d just walked straight into danger without hesitation. The last two days had changed him. His body had settled into a permanent state of fight or flight, ready for action at any moment. Was this how soldiers felt in battle? Terrified, yet more alive than ever? His only fear was that his body would eventually give out from all the adrenaline and come crashing down like an out-of-fuel plane.

      I just have to keep going a little while longer, long enough to rescue Aaron and get us the hell out of here.

      Ryan backed out of the kitchen, ready to reassure the two oddballs in the cupboard that everything was okay, but instead of re-entering the calmness of the tearoom, he found a chaotic outbreak of panic. Stools and chairs tipped over as people shouted and rushed about. It was too dim to make out expressions, but it was clear something had alarmed everyone as they retreated to the edges of the room.

      Ryan’s eyes fell upon the bar and he saw movement. Someone was behind the counter. The stranger crashed against the optics and knocked several bottles off the wall, then rebounded against the counter and knocked over the sandwich tray.

      Miles shouted a warning. “Ryan, get back! It’s Mr Falco.”

      But it was too late for Ryan. As soon as Mr Falco spotted him, he rushed out from behind the bar and lashed out with his talons. Ryan ducked, his muscles used to quickly avoiding danger. The pain in his left knee went away, but only on the promise that it would come back later fiercer than ever.

      Mr Falco had a perfectly bald head and a square jaw. Along with a wizened forehead, he wasn’t a far cry from Bruce Willis. The main difference was that his skull was partly sunken on one side and covered in green fuzz. Also, his left ear had fallen away to reveal a brown fleshy hole filled with bugs.

      Despite his increasing numbness to the horrors around him, Ryan had to swallow back his revulsion at the sight of a human being in such a wretched state. Did any part of Mr Falco remain, or had the man’s mind been extinguished in the fires of infection?

      Sean knew. He was confused and afraid, but part of him knew what was happening. Right up until the end. Brett too.

      Ryan snapped into action, ducking and diving as Mr Falco tried to whip him. Helen and Cameron joined the fight, neither seeming interested in helping Ryan so much as merely wanting to deal with the threat. Cameron had the bottle of Scotch in his hands, half-empty. Helen was barehanded, fingers splayed like claws.

      “Calm down and have a drink,” said Cameron, smashing the bottle off of Mr Falco’s shoulder. The infected man’s flesh burst open beneath his light-coloured dress shirt and a dark stain oozed through the fibres. Before Mr Falco could recover, Helen leapt forward and shoved him against the bar. The sound of his hip striking the wood was gruesome.

      Ryan dashed into the kitchen. It was still dark, so he fumbled about blindly, the search made more urgent by the wild shouting from the tearoom. His hands swept aside all manner of objects, but none were what he was looking for. Eventually, he found a drawer, and inside that drawer he found knives. He pulled the biggest he could find and rushed back into the tearoom. There, Cameron and Helen were still keeping Mr Falco busy, while everyone else cowered at the edge of the room. Miles’s voice rose above the chaos, trying to keep everyone from fleeing.

      Ryan raced to rejoin the fight, hoping to plunge the knife into Mr Falco without taking a hit from one of those razor-sharp talons, but as he got closer, Cameron dodged right into his path.

      It was like colliding with a brick wall.

      Ryan rebounded onto the floor, nose flattened and gushing with blood. The knife went flying from his hand, tumbling end over end across the threadbare carpet. He was too blinded by tears to retrieve it.

      “English! You okay?”

      Ryan groaned, scrabbling at the carpet and trying to claw himself to safety. Cameron and Helen rushed to help him, but the whipcrack of Mr Falco’s talons sent them leaping for cover. Ryan tried to drag himself beneath a table, but a chair blocked his way.

      There was no place to go. His luck had run out.

      Mr Falco raised both razor-sharp talons, glaring down at Ryan with one human eye and one fuzzy green inhuman one. This was more than just an outbreak of fungus. It was an utter and remorseless perversion of the human body.

      Someone leapt to Ryan’s defence. It was Fiona, made obvious by the tattoos on the back of her arms. A glint of metal revealed she had picked up the fallen knife, and she screeched like a wildcat as she planted it into Mr Falco’s temple all the way to the hilt. He dropped to the floor like a bag of potatoes and made no attempt to get up. Fiona stood over his corpse, panting, growling – bleeding.

      “Your hand,” said Ryan. He remained slumped on the floor, wondering how the hell he had survived yet another scrape with death – and why he couldn’t seem to avoid colliding with Cameron.

      Fiona turned to him. “Oh… My hand must have slipped when I… When I…” She bent over a table and vomited.

      Chloe came running over. “Fiona? Fiona, are you okay?”

      She wiped her mouth and straightened back up, then turned back to Ryan. “I’m fine. Are you okay?”

      Ryan wiped his nose and saw that it wasn’t bleeding so badly. “You saved my arse again.”

      “Like I said, I’ve got your back.” With that, she staggered over to the bar, leant on it, and vomited a second time. Chloe helped her onto a stool while Helen grabbed a bottle of water from behind the bar and handed it over without a word.

      Miles groaned from over by the plate glass windows. The sun had risen fully behind him, revealing a vibrant green lawn covered by frosty dew drops. There was a patio area immediately outside, accessed by a door at the edge of the room. A small ride-on mower sat idle in the middle ground and a large shed took up the background. “I’ll go tell Stewart and Gavin that Mr Falco has been dealt with,” he said. “Then I think we could all use some rest.”

      Ryan didn’t bother getting up off the floor. He just lay back and rested his head sidewards, blood still trickling from his nose. The emotional crash-landing he’d been so worried about had just arrived.
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      It was now clear why they hadn’t spotted Mr Falco at first. The back room behind the bar was divided in two – a utility area first, taken up by a sink and large stainless-steel glass washer, and then a cramped office with a desk, chair, and safe. Underneath the desk lay a mattress and blankets. Mr Falco must have spent the night there, as Stewart had assumed.

      With regards to Stewart, he and his friend, Gavin, had finally exited the cupboard, looking the worse for wear and stinking pretty damn unpleasant. They were an odd couple, to be sure, yet it was nice to find more people to share the nightmare with. Stewart was in his early twenties, but Gavin was grasping at the lower half of his forties. Stewart was dressed in trousers and a white collared shirt, while Gavin wore a misshapen T-shirt with a vampire on it alongside the words VON CARSTEIN. In addition, he rocked a pair of grimy tracksuit bottoms barely fit for relaxing at home. The two mismatched friends were currently sitting together at the bar, chatting quietly and munching on crisps. They had been trapped in the cupboard for almost twenty-four hours, and had had no idea of what was happening outside in the village. Even when Miles told them about the crisis, they didn’t seem to believe it. In fact, Gavin had even attempted to leave. It wasn’t until Cameron threatened both men that they agreed to stay put. The big Scot had his uses.

      That was a short while ago, and Cameron and Ryan were now carrying Mr Falco’s body into the women’s toilets, where the sight and smell wouldn’t bother anybody. They used towels taken from the utility area to keep from touching him with their bare hands, and they carefully lowered his body down inside one of the toilet cubicles before shutting the door.

      “You ran into me pretty hard back there, English,” said Cameron, backing out of the cubicle. “Your nose okay?”

      Ryan’s nostrils felt crusty and dry but had only bled a small amount. It hadn’t even been Cameron’s fault, just an accident. “It’s fine. Fights are messy.”

      “Aye, ye can never tell how things will go.”

      “No harm done anyway. I’m just glad everyone is okay.”

      It was the first time Cameron had spoken to Ryan with anything resembling friendliness, so he attempted to make the most of it, but before he had a chance to continue the conversation, the big Scot walked away. “I need a drink, English. Try watching where yer going from now on.”

      “I’ll try my best.”

      Ryan didn’t hurry out of the toilets after Cameron. It was nice to have a few moments alone, in peace, so he stood and enjoyed it. It was also strange being in the women’s toilet. He found it strangely intriguing as he looked around. Exactly the same as the men’s except there were no urinals, and each cubicle had a grey bin for what he assumed were tampons.

      Bit gross.

      Still less gross than the men’s.

      He looked at himself in the mirror and tried to imagine what he would look like with a fuzzy green eye. Truthfully, he looked unwell even without being infected. His eyes were bloodshot and dull. His cheeks were pale and streaked with grime. He could smell his own breath.

      I’m exhausted.

      How am I going to get Aaron?

      Whether he liked it or not, Ryan needed to rest.

      He exited the toilets.

      The thudding at the front door had stopped at some point, the greens either giving up or deciding upon another plan, yet somehow their absence was scarier than their presence. The sound of dogs barking in the distance made things even eerier.

      The sun spilled through the large rear windows and lit up the tea room, but it didn’t prevent anyone from trying to sleep. Cameron was stretched out on the floor beside Helen, who was sitting with her arms wrapped around her knees and staring into space. There was nothing left of the mother Ryan had met back at the church. Nothing in her eyes now except sorrow and regret.

      And hatred.

      Chloe, Fiona, Miles, and Tom all lay beneath tables, probably feeling safer under cover. Ryan wanted to join them, but he didn’t think he could stop worrying about Aaron. There was no way of knowing if he was okay. What if he assumed no one was coming and tried to escape on his own? Who knew how many greens were outside?

      An entire village’s worth. A village of the damned.

      While he was fairly certain he wouldn’t sleep, Ryan was happy to just sit in silence. Watching the others snooze would be replenishing enough after all he’d been through. The reprieve might be the last they got, so he decided to make the most of it. Along with his worries about Aaron, Ryan also obsessed about the two women in his life – Sophie and his mam. Were they worried about him?

      Of course they’re worried about me.

      It was Sunday morning. Ryan should’ve been on his way home by now, and he hadn’t called once all weekend. Admittedly, he wasn’t the biggest texter or caller, but Sophie would have expected something. His mam too. In fact, taking Aaron on the stag do had been dependent upon keeping her updated. She would be losing her mind by now.

      What if things are like this everywhere? What if Manchester is infected?

      The entire country?

      Don’t get carried away. I don’t know anything for sure.

      The thought of Sophie and his mam being in the same dire situation that he was created an unbearable urgency in Ryan, and he desperately wished he could sprout wings and fly above the clouds. Then he could make it home and wrap Sophie up in his arms and never let go. At the start of the weekend, he had considered Loobey, Sean, Tom, and Brett to be his best friends, but he realised now how wrong he had been. Sophie was his best friend. He had to see her again.

      Some time went by and Ryan’s bladder began to twinge. He didn’t want to wake anybody, so he tried to get up quietly, but his tired arms trembled as he pushed himself up off the floor. Since resting, his body had stiffened all over, and every time he moved it was like cracking half-dried cement around his bones. It meant he hobbled like an old man as he crossed the tearoom and re-entered the toilet corridor.

      The smell from the cupboard was foul. Stewart and Gavin had urinated inside several times, but thankfully neither man had taken a dump. All the same, Ryan held his nose as he peeked inside. All he saw was a smiling Henry vacuum cleaner, a piss-filled mop bucket, and a shelf piled with cleaning supplies. If Ryan had been a chemistry teacher, he might have put those supplies together to make a bomb or something. As it was, his talents ran no further than intermediate DIY and half a dozen GCSEs. He wasn’t the man who was going to save the day and rescue everybody. Some big-brained scientist or gung-ho general would be the one to make headlines after all this was over.

      Ryan turned from the rancid cupboard and headed for the GENTS toilet, but movement to his right caught his attention. He turned, then gasped. Behind the fire exit’s glass panes, a desperately gaunt creature stared back at him. Ryan’s fright quickly turned to confusion and horror when he saw who it was.

      Loobey.

      Ryan’s heart thudded in his chest, aching in a way he could barely stand. Unable to help himself, he placed a hand against the glass and looked out at his former friend – now a monster like all the rest. Green fuzz lined Loobey’s lips, and a small line of fungus traced upwards to his bloodshot left eye. He was a bag of bones inside his jacket. “I’m so sorry, mate. This should never have happened to you.”

      “Too bleedin’ right, our kid. Now let us in. I’m freezing me bollocks off.”

      Ryan yelped in surprise.

      “L-Loobs, is that you?”

      “Of course it’s me. I ain’t lost that much weight, have I?”

      “W-What are you doing here? How did you…?”

      “I saw a bunch of infected people surrounding this place and assumed it meant people were inside. I never expected it to be you though. It’s good to see you, man. Things are pretty bad, huh? This thing is everywhere.” He pointed to some green fuzz on the back of his hand.

      “You’re infected, Loobey.”

      Loobey shrugged like he had just been told his fly was open. “Tell me about it. This shit itches like hell. Think I’ve even got some in my arse crack.”

      “I can’t let you in, mate. You could spread it to the rest of us. You’ll turn violent.”

      “Give over! I ain’t violent, me, am I? Everything’s fine. I feel pretty great actually.”

      Ryan groaned. “Loobey…”

      “Seriously, mate, I know I’m a bit worse for wear, but at least let me in so I can get warm. I’m cold and hungry, and I need to take a massive shit. You can tie me up if it makes you feel better, but don’t leave me alone out here with these things. Please, Ryan.”

      Ryan leant back against the opposite wall, feeling dizzy as he stared through the pane of glass at another friend he had thought certain to be dead. The moment was interrupted by the inner door opening as someone else entered the corridor. It was Tom. “Hey, Ryan, what are you— Oh my days! Is that Loobey?”

      Loobey waved a hand casually. “Hey, mate, how’s it going?”

      “Y-You’re infected.”

      “Yeah, we already covered that. Sean got me back at the cottage, didn’t he? I feel fine, though. In fact, I feel better than I have done in months. I’m not going to hurt anyone. I just want to be some place warm and safe.”

      “We can’t let you in,” said Tom. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “He said we can tie him up,” said Ryan.

      Tom rolled his eyes. “What a wonderful idea. Let’s put the monster on a leash and see how that goes.”

      “He’s not a monster. It’s Loobey.”

      “He’s infected. It’s only a matter of time before he becomes an abomination.”

      Loobey rapped lightly on the glass with his knuckles. “You know I can hear you, right?”

      “You can’t come in,” said Tom.

      Loobey grunted. “I didn’t want to do this, mate, but you remember the time you were stranded in Skegness after that girl you were seeing took off with the dude what ran the waltzers? Who was it that drove hours to come and get you from Butlin’s car park? How about you return the favour and help a mate out, yeah?”

      “We were nineteen, Loobey, and the two situations are hardly the same.”

      “You needed my help and I was there. How is it different?”

      Ryan didn’t like this. Having an infected person inside with them seemed like the stupidest idea ever, yet he couldn’t turn his back on one of his oldest friends. Loobey was the one who was always there when you needed a favour. The one who would never refuse to help you, no matter the situation.

      I wasn’t there when he had cancer, but I can be there now. He’s not going to die alone.

      Ryan took Tom to one side. “I can’t leave him out there, man. He saved me back at the cottage. He’s infected because of me. I won’t turn my back on him while he’s still… you know… him.”

      “And how long until he isn’t him any more? How long before he loses his mind and tries to infect the rest of us?”

      “We tie him up, just like he said. We’ll put him in the office behind the bar. Then, even if he turns, he won’t be able to hurt anybody.”

      Tom glanced at Loobey, still waiting patiently behind the glass, then back at Ryan. “It’s a foolish decision, but… I suppose I agree. We can’t turn our backs on him.”

      Before Tom changed his mind, or anyone else came in and interfered, Ryan shoved the door release and allowed Loobey inside. He and Tom then stood anxiously, waiting to be attacked and wondering if this had been a mistake.

      Loobey frowned at them both. “Relax. I’ll wait until you’re asleep before I kill you.” When they failed to laugh, Loobey groaned. “That was a joke. Can I get a drink? I’m gasping.”

      Ryan nodded. “You should come meet the others first.”

      “The others? There are more of you?”

      “Yes,” said Tom, “but I have a feeling they’re not going to like you.”

      “How could anyone not like me?”

      Ryan pushed open the door to the tearoom where everyone was still resting. Cameron was asleep and making growl-like snores. Stewart and Gavin were snoozing on the bar, faces buried in their arms. Helen was the only one still alert, and when she saw Loobey she leapt up and grabbed an empty Coke bottle off the bar.

      Ryan threw his hands up. “Whoa-whoa-whoa! It’s okay, it’s okay!”

      “Outta ma feckin’ way!”

      Everyone jolted awake, lifting their weary heads and looking towards the toilets. When they saw Loobey, they reacted the same as Helen, leaping to their feet and panicking. Somehow, Cameron remained asleep. His snoring provided a background bass track.

      “He’s infected,” said Helen in a cold, emotionless voice. “Get away from him.”

      “He’s our friend,” said Ryan, looking at Tom, who didn’t add his voice to his defence, but he did at least nod.

      “He needs to go, right now,” said Helen, her eyes smouldering like coal pits, “before I kill him. Stand in my way and I’ll kill you too, Ryan. I shoulda already after what ye did to ma boy.”

      “What I did to your…? Helen, what are you talking about?”

      Loobey turned to Ryan, clearly saddened by the hostility. “Maybe I should just go.”

      “No,” said Ryan firmly. “We’ve already been over this. We’ll tie you up in the office. It’ll be okay.”

      Miles wiped sleep from his eyes and seemed eager to say something. “You know this person, Ryan?”

      “Yes! He’s one of my best mates. Back up at the cottage, he saved me and Aaron.”

      Loobey glanced around. “Where is our kid, anyway?”

      “We got separated,” said Ryan, “and he had to hide inside a skip. I’m going out to get him as soon as I’ve got some strength back.”

      “I’ll be right there with you, mate.”

      “Cheers.”

      “Enough!” said Helen, and she approached with the glass Coke bottle raised above her head. “Enough talking.”

      Fiona reached out and grabbed her by the arm. “Just hold on a sec, Hel.”

      Helen shrugged out of her grasp and snarled. For a second, it looked like she might smash the bottle off of Fiona’s forehead. “Doona touch me! Doona you feckin’ touch me.”

      Fiona put her hands up and took a step backwards. “Let’s just stick to words for now, okay? There’s been enough fighting.”

      Loobey moved past Ryan and Tom and stood in an open area next to the dance floor. When he spoke, he focused on Helen. “My name’s Lewis. I travelled here, to the middle of nowhere, to be with my mates and have a good time. Instead, I had to watch two of them die, and I’m fairly certain I’ll be following them soon. It’s obvious you’ve all been through some proper horrible shit in the last couple of days, but so have I. All I want now is to sit down in the warm with some food and water, to pretend things are okay for a while – because a while is probably all I have left. But if you want me to leave, I understand and I’ll sling me hook.” He looked at Ryan and offered a regretful smile. This was no monster. This was their friend. Loobey.

      He’s just a bit green.

      Tom sighed. “Look,” he finally said, “you all have no reason to let Loobey stay here, but I can vouch that he’s a good person. We should take care of him like we would any other sick person. It’s not his fault.”

      “I agree,” said Miles, “and it raises an important question: what do we do if any of us get infected? How will we behave? Like Christians, or neanderthals?”

      “If it’s me,” said Helen, still clutching the Coke bottle above her head, “feckin’ put me doon. I refuse tae be one of those things.”

      “Screw that,” said Chloe. “What if there’s a cure? What if there’s a wee chance our immune system can, like, fight it off, or whatever?”

      “She’s right,” said Ryan. “We don’t know that everyone infected turns into one of those monsters. The truth is that we don’t know anything about this thing. Not really.”

      “I feel okay,” said Loobey, shrugging his bony shoulders. “Maybe my body is fighting it, like the hot indie girl said.”

      Chloe blushed. “Thanks.”

      “I’m okay with him staying,” said Fiona, wringing her hands together in her lap, “so long as he’s tied up. If I get infected, I would hope for the same compassion.”

      “As would I,” said Miles. “Whatever happens, we have to keep a hold on our humanity. Sick or not, this man is still aware of himself. Who would we be to turn him away?”

      “Enough!” Helen lunged at Loobey, obvious in her intent. Ryan moved to stop her, but Loobey fanned out both of his arms and blocked him from getting past. He did nothing to defend himself.

      “If you want to kill me,” said Loobey, “then you should just do it. I’ve been fighting cancer for six months, and now this bollocks. Tell you the truth, you’d be doing me a favour. It’s okay. Go ahead, love.”

      Helen swung the bottle, but it halted inches from Loobey’s skull. Her arm shook like she was fighting for control of her own body. The whole time, Loobey just stood there, looking at her.

      A few seconds passed, and Helen tossed the bottle away with a grunt. It thudded against the dance floor and rolled away. “One wrong move,” she said, “and I’ll slice your face open.” Before Loobey could reply, she stormed off into the kitchen, the saloon doors swinging behind her.

      Loobey bent double and let out a massive puff of air. “Fook me, I were certain she was gunna brain me with that thing. That is one scary lass.”

      Ryan went to pat his friend on the back but stopped himself, not wanting to make contact. “She’s been through a lot. More than any of us.”

      “Can I just ask something?” It was Stewart, speaking from over by the bar. “You said this English fella is infected, right, but what does that mean exactly?”

      “Yeah,” said Gavin next to him, “what does it mean?”

      Everyone turned to look at the two friends, all of them wearing expressions of disbelief. “What do you think it means?” said Chloe. “If you’re infected, you turn into one of them.”

      “Most likely,” said Loobey, holding up a hand with green-flecked fingers, “but not for definite.”

      Gavin frowned. “One of them? You mean like Mr Falco?”

      Chloe nodded. “Like we told you, this thing is all over the village. It spreads.”

      Stewart’s face fell in horror. He unbuttoned another button on his shirt and wafted it like he needed to cool down. “Oh, feckin’ hell!”

      Miles stepped forward, moving up alongside the bar and staring at the young man suspiciously. “Stewart-lad, you appear worried. Are you infected?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “But I am,” said Gavin, rolling up his T-shirt to reveal a patch of green fuzz on his pudgy white shoulder. “Mr Falco must have scratched me before I made it inside the cupboard. I never even felt it. What’s gunna happen to me?”

      Loobey went and patted Gavin on the back. “It means you and me are gunna be cellmates. Don’t worry, I’m a fun-guy.”

      Everyone groaned. Then they searched for rope.
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      The only thing Aaron heard was dogs barking. The infected didn’t make a lot of noise, which meant he had no idea where they were – or how many of them there were. For all he knew, there could be a hundred waiting right outside the skip. Or none at all. Every second, he fought with the urge to take a peek from beneath the tarp and see what was happening. The skip was mostly empty, but there were piles of putrid cardboard and other moist things he couldn’t see. It was hard to breathe, and even harder to stay calm. All things considered, he was pretty miserable.

      At the cottage, things had happened so quickly that there’d been no time to think – he’d been with his brother and his friends during that initial horror – but now the hopelessness of the situation washed over him. He and Ryan had headed to the village to find help, but they had only ended up in an even worse situation.

      Everyone’s infected.

      No, not everyone. That little boy, Andy…

      While Aaron had witnessed Brett, Sean, and Loobey die, seeing a child bleed to death was something he just couldn’t get out of his mind. If a child could die, what hope was there for anyone else?

      Ryan is probably dead already. He could be lying in a pool of blood only a few metres away and I wouldn’t even know it. If he was alive he would have come back for me.

      Wouldn’t he?

      The dogs outside continued to bark. They sounded close. Aaron wondered how they had got outside and formed into a pack? This was Scotland, not the Columbian slums he’d seen in some Netflix show or other. If the dogs were all outside, the owners were likely dead or infected. If there were any survivors, beyond those from the church, he would’ve heard them fighting or calling for help by now.

      And where was help?

      The fact that not even the police had shown up worried Aaron no end. Was it because they didn’t know what was happening in the village? Or were they unable to help because they were dealing with their own problems?

      How far has this thing spread?

      The dogs kept barking, anxious and shrill. If they had any sense, they would run for the hills.

      Which are probably crawling with infected wildlife.

      Okay, Aaron, stop thinking like this. You always do this. You always assume the worst.

      He couldn’t hide inside of this skip forever. It didn’t matter how terrified he was, hiding wouldn’t get him out of the situation. He was a man dying of thirst with a glass of clear liquid in front of him. It could be poison, but he was dead anyway if he didn’t risk taking a sip.

      It was time to lift the tarp.

      Aaron had been vaguely aware of the sun rising, the darkness inside the skip lifting ever so slightly, but the intensity of it flooding into his eyes as he lifted the tarp was painful, and it took a few seconds for his pupils to adjust.

      There were infected people everywhere.

      Aaron froze, certain one of the monsters would spot him at any moment. They were mostly standing still, but every now and then they would break into some kind of fit like they were being jolted by electricity, heads snapping left and right, tendrils thrashing back and forth. Just when they reached a complete frenzy – rockets about to take off – they would stop and go still again. Then a few seconds would pass and they did the whole performance again.

      It’s the dogs.

      Every time they bark.

      Aaron lifted the tarp a little higher. The skip was five feet above the ground, which meant it was easier for him to see the infected people than it was for them to see him. The more time that passed, the more confident he became that he wasn’t about to get spotted.

      No commonality seemed to exist among the fungus-covered strangers; there were men, women, and children of all descriptions. Only one thing was certain: no one was safe. No one was immune.

      The dogs barked again and the infected went haywire. The assorted mutts were gathered at the side of the road, five or six of them. They showed no fear, only aggression.

      The infected don’t like the sound. It makes them spaz out!

      Maybe I can get out of here while they’re distracted. I could find Ryan.

      No… Not yet. Just a little while longer. Help might still come. I should stay here.

      Help might still come.

      Aaron slipped back beneath the tarp, his mind running a mile a minute. Suddenly things seemed a little less dark, and the chance of escape a little less hopeless.

      Help will come.
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      A few hours had passed since Loobey’s arrival at the club, and everyone cautiously settled down. Nobody had managed to find rope to tie up Loobey and Gavin, which was no surprise, really, seeing as rope wasn’t exactly an everyday item anymore.

      Gavin had clearly been rattled by his diagnosis – that his wound would likely result in him becoming a monster like Mr Falco – but besides growing decidedly pale, he had hidden his fear well. He made jokes, and tried to laugh it off in the same way Loobey did. In fact, they hadn’t shut up since the group had locked them in Mr Falco’s office. Their childish giggles constantly interrupted the silence, but no one gave them a hard time about it. They were dead men walking; let them enjoy their final moments. Even Cameron had accepted their presence upon waking up and being brought up to speed – although he had argued for their removal for a while, almost like it was his duty to do so. “They’ll kill us all in our sleep,” he had warned. “Bloody eejits.”

      He’s probably right. Gavin and Loobey probably will kill us in our sleep.

      No, Loobey might still be okay. Chloe was right when she said there’s a chance some people could fight the infection. No disease is one-hundred percent lethal, right? People always survive. Loobey’s been sick for more than twelve hours. He’s still holding on. Sean was covered in green fuzz by now. Brett had turned even faster. Maybe Loobey will be okay.

      Please be okay, mate.

      Ryan was lying on the dance floor staring up at the ceiling. It wasn’t as comfy as the carpet, and colder. The room was stuffy, and although the sunlight was weak, it amplified as it shone through the large glass windows. The frigid wooden boards felt good against Ryan’s back.

      Tom lay nearby, also staring at the ceiling. He seemed troubled, which was hardly surprising. “You okay, mate?” Ryan asked him.

      “No.”

      “Me neither. We need to leave soon and get Aaron. If we’re quick, I think we can outrun the greens.”

      “I’m staying here.”

      “What you talking about, mate? We need to get Aaron as soon as we can. If he tries to escape on his own…”

      Tom turned his head and looked across the dance floor at Ryan. “No, you need to get Aaron. He’s your brother, not mine. I’m staying here and waiting for rescue. It’s the only smart choice.”

      Ryan couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You were the one who told me back at the church that help wasn’t coming. What if it never does?”

      “I wasn’t thinking clearly. If there’s even a small chance of someone turning up and taking control of this crisis, then I’m going to do whatever I have to do to survive long enough to see it. There’s food here, water. Only a fool would leave.”

      “I have no choice, Tom.”

      Tom turned his head and stared back up at the ceiling. “But I do.”

      Ryan stared at the side of Tom’s head, wondering if his friend had been replaced by a stranger. How could he be so selfish? What if it was him trapped inside a skip?

      Ryan’s blood was boiling, so he got up and walked away. Maybe with a little time to think, Tom would change his mind. He’d been friends with Ryan for a decade and had known Aaron just as long. Surely he wouldn’t turn his back.

      He’s just scared.

      People had been sleeping for a couple of hours now, but the room was beginning to stir. Miles was already up, sitting at the bar next to Cameron and sipping from a glass of something fizzy and see-through. When he saw Ryan awake, he nodded. “Manage to get any kip, lad?”

      “A little. Tell you the truth, I’m busting my neck to get out of here.”

      Miles nodded. “Your brother?”

      “I can’t leave him out there by himself. I’ve already let him down by waiting this long.”

      “The situation gave ye no choice, lad. The last we saw of yer brother, he was safe.”

      Ryan sat down on a stool and slumped onto the bar. “But who knows what’s happened since then? He might have tried to escape.”

      “He could be dead,” said Cameron, sitting on the other side of the vicar and swigging from a bottle of lager.

      Miles hissed at him. “Candour is not always welcome, Cameron.”

      “Aye, but that’s the only setting I have. That wee lad’s as fucked as a fud in a whorehouse.”

      Ryan’s fists clenched. “I’m getting really tired of your alpha male bullshit, Cameron.”

      “My what now?”

      “This whole tough guy act. I get it, you’re a big manly Scot, but talking about my brother like that is gunna get you a smack in the gob.”

      Cameron tossed back his stool and moved to confront Ryan. Miles hopped off his own stool to get between them, and prodded the big Scot’s chest with an index finger. “Ryan’s right, and if ye dinnae learn to get along, it’ll be me that smacks ye one in the kisser. Yer a self-centred man, Cameron Pollock – always have been – but right now we need ye. We need yer strength and yer courage. The testosterone, though, ye can keep.”

      The backhanded flattery worked like a charm, and Cameron sat back down, picking up his lager and resuming his drinking after a brief grumble.

      Miles turned to Ryan and sighed. “I expect better from yoo as well.”

      Ryan nodded, although he was in no mood to apologise. Tom’s selfishness might have been contagious, because all he wanted to do was leave these people behind. They weren’t his friends, and certainly not his family. They were strangers. They didn’t give a shit about Aaron.

      Loobey’s laughter floated out of the office and reminded Ryan that he at least had one mate left. For a second, he had a terrible thought: why can’t Tom be the one who’s infected?

      The guilt came immediately, and Ryan reminded himself that Tom was probably just as stressed out and tired as he was. It wasn’t fair to oblige him to risk his life.

      “I’ve been thinking,” said Miles, pulling Ryan from his thoughts. “Before anyone considers leaving, perhaps there’s a way we can get a better sense of what’s going on outside.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Miles pointed to the hatch above the dance floor. “If we can get up into the loft, we might be able to make an opening in the roof. It’ll allow us a good view of the village.”

      “How will that help us? We know what’s out there: a shitload of infected people and a pack of annoying dogs that won’t stop barking.”

      “Yes, but what else? There could be other people in the village trying to stay alive. I understand wanting to help yer brother, but this is nay only aboot yoo and him. We need to help everyone we can.”

      “There’s no one out there. Everyone’s infected.”

      Cameron clonked his beer down on the bar. “For once I agree with English. I dinnae see much point putting a hole in the ceiling. Only thing it’ll do is let in the cold.”

      “It’s easy enough to patch up a hole,” said Miles, “but I dinnae like the fact we’re blind in here. If nothing else, it’ll allow us to see how many of those things are right outside our door. If we need to leave in a hurry, it would be good to know where to head, don’t yer think? Those out there might congregate in one area, allowing us to move into another. It never hurts to know more.”

      Ryan rubbed at his forehead and thought about it. If he could get a good look at the skip, he might be able to see if Aaron was still inside or if he had made a run for it.

      Or if he’s dead.

      The most appealing part of the plan was that he might be able to see his brother right now instead of having to sneak his way outside. Maybe he could even get a message to Aaron.

      “Okay, Miles, I’m game. You got a spare ladder?”

      “Ha, I’m afraid not. I thought we could just boost someone up. It’s nay more than seven or eight feet.”

      “I’ll give you a bunk-up,” said Cameron. “I’ve taken bigger shits than yoo.”

      Ryan thought about it, and it was a sound plan. Cameron probably lifted weights heavier than Ryan for fun. He’d have no problem boosting him up into the loft hatch. “Okay, let’s do it. I can’t wait around any more.”

      Miles slid off his stool, and Ryan and Cameron followed him to the centre of the dance floor.

      Tom rose up on his elbow and watched them. “What are you doing?”

      “Havin’ a wee dance,” said Cameron.

      “I’m getting up into the loft,” said Ryan, “to punch a hole in the roof and try to get a look at what’s happening in the village.”

      Tom raised an eyebrow. “We know what’s happening, and it’s bad news.”

      Ryan shrugged. “Never hurts to know more, does it?”

      “I suppose not. Actually, maybe getting up on the roof is a good idea. It’ll allow us to signal when help arrives.”

      “If it arrives,” said Cameron, and he grabbed a chair and slid it over. The racket it made was loud enough to stir the last of the sleepers, and they sat up to watch as Cameron hopped up onto the chair and knocked the hatch loose. It wasn’t on a hinge, so it just popped out of its frame and slid to one side.

      Cameron hopped back down and shoved the chair aside with his knee, making more racket as the legs scraped across the dance floor. He looked at Ryan. “Ye ready, English?”

      Ryan nodded. He put his hands on Cameron’s shoulder and waited for the big Scot to lace his hands together. “One… two… thr—”

      Ryan stepped into Cameron’s hands and pushed upwards. The big Scot tossed him up like a caber, and Ryan only narrowly avoided smashing his head against the ceiling as he threw his arms out and threaded himself through the gap. He grabbed hold of the edge and scrambled into the loft. Five years ago, the manoeuvre would have been effortless. Now, it was clumsy and painful, and he took too much weight on his left elbow, scraping it against the wooden frame.

      But he made it without breaking his neck.

      Inside the loft space, strands of fibreglass from bare clumps of insulation exploded into the air like spores. A bout of coughing and an irritated waft of his hand got most of it out of his face, but his eyes quickly grew dry and itchy. Along with the airborne fibreglass was an abundance of cobwebs, and Ryan shuddered as he imagined thousands of spiders watching him in the dark.

      “Are ye safe?” Miles shouted up from the dance floor. “Ryan?”

      Ryan turned on his knees and peered back down through the hatch. He felt like a little boy in a treehouse. “I’m fine. It’s pitch-black up here, though.”

      “Be careful.”

      Ryan turned back around on his knees and started exploring, using his hands to locate the rafters and make sure his weight was spread evenly across them. It was painful – especially on his bad knee – but it beat falling through the ceiling.

      The loft wasn’t empty. Ryan soon discovered a row of cardboard boxes. When he shoved a hand into one of them, the contents became clear – tinsel, fake snow, a wreath.

      ’Tis the season…

      Christmas decorations weren’t going to help anyone, so Ryan continued on. The pitched roof was too low to stand up in, but towards the back a few small gaps let in sunlight from where the lead flashing seemed to have come away. It meant he was able to enjoy a delicate waft of fresh air inside the stuffy, insulated roof space. It also gave him a starting point to make a hole. The small gaps in the flashing were a weak point.

      Ryan shuffled along carefully. With no plan, or any experience of roofs, he tried to get a sense of what he was up against. Surprisingly, when he pushed a palm against the sloped ceiling, it moved. Other than a layer of insulation, only a thin membrane of material made up the inner roof. He could feel the tiles on the other side.

      A sound startled Ryan, and when he turned towards the hatch, he saw Cameron’s big head and wide shoulders rising into the loft. The big Scot grunted and heaved himself up onto the rafters. Ryan waited for him to make his way over, a worrying thought forming in his mind. “Will these beams hold us both?”

      “Aye! We build stuff to last in Scotland. A harsh and ancient land, it is.”

      “Yeah, okay, but all the same, I think we should kneel on different sections.”

      “If it’ll keep ye from wetting yer kecks.” Cameron moved to the opposite side of the loft and moved in line with Ryan. The small ingress of light allowed them to see each other as they talked.

      “How did you get up here?”

      “Climbed on a chair and jumped. Didn’t need a boost.”

      “Well, you’re taller than I am.”

      “Six foot three and still growing.”

      Ryan believed the first part but not the second. He turned back to examine the roof again.

      “Need help, English?”

      “Do you know much about roofs?”

      “No.” Cameron seemed aggravated at having to say the word, like it was some kind of a defeat, but at least he was being honest.

      “Me neither,” admitted Ryan. “Fingers crossed we don’t kill ourselves.”

      “Get on wi’ it then!”

      Ryan tried to force the roof near the bottom where the gaps were, but nothing moved, so he tried higher up. This time he shoved harder, and beyond the thin membrane he felt tiles come loose and fall away. Were roofs really so flimsy? Despite his initial success, Ryan failed to create a gap. The membrane stretched but didn’t break. It was like some kind of carpet.

      Felt. That’s what they use for roofs, right?

      “Ye wanna get a move on, English?”

      “I’m trying! There’s a sheet of felt in the way. I need to cut through it somehow.”

      “Here!”

      Ryan turned and saw Cameron pointing a short knife at him. For a split second, he thought the man was going to stab him, but then he realised he was offering a solution. Ryan took the knife tentatively. “What are you doing with this?”

      “I took it from the kitchen. We’re at war, in case ye didn’t notice.”

      “We’re not at war. It’s an outbreak of… of—”

      “Feckers that want to kill us? Aye, sounds like war to me.”

      Ryan shrugged, deciding there was little point in arguing. Words wouldn’t change anything for the better. “Maybe you’re right. Cheers for the knife.”

      “Aye, but I want it back.”

      Ryan turned back and stabbed at the membrane with the tip of the blade, pressing harder and harder until it burst through. He toppled forward, heart jumping into his chest as he feared falling through the ceiling.

      Cameron grabbed the back of his shirt. “Whoa, easy there, English! No wonder yer in the wars.”

      Ryan steadied himself. “Cheers. I made it through the roof. Just a sec, I’ll try to make a bigger hole.” He plunged the knife back into the slice he had just made and yanked downwards. Then he twisted the blade and cut upwards at an angle. Once he had cut a shape somewhere between an L and a V, he retrieved the knife and inserted his fingers. Sunlight spilled into the loft, but when he yanked away a wide strip of felt, a great swath of it entered the loft.

      Ryan blinked, dazzled by the sun and blinded by the disturbed fibreglass now twinkling in the glowing shafts of light. Cameron patted him on the back. “Thought for sure ye would make a pigs ear of it. I’ll have back ma knife now.”

      The last thing Ryan wanted to do was hand Cameron a knife, but getting into a fight inside the loft wasn’t smart either. He handed it back without comment, then placed his face against the hole in the roof. “Oh shit!”

      “What is it, English?”

      Ryan couldn’t describe it other than to say he saw blood. Lots of it. From up high, he could see the main thoroughfare running though the village. The pavement on either side was littered with bodies. Not everyone had been infected; some people were just dead. Their blood turned the concrete reddish-brown beneath the feet of their fungus-ridden killers.

      Ryan quickly counted two dozen greens before giving up hopelessly. Most stood in small huddles, dotted all over the place. A few shuffled in and out of buildings, possibly hunting for survivors. A majority were completely still. One green, in particular, was trapped in the shattered windscreen of a blue Ford Ka, legs kicking at the air as it fought to get free. About midway down the road, a house was on fire, black smoke belching from its windows.

      “There’s no one left,” said Ryan. “The whole village is dead or infected. The bodies… It’s bad.”

      “How many greens?” asked Cameron, seeming uninterested in anything else.

      “I dunno. A hundred, maybe more. They’re all over the place. The car park right outside is full of them. I don’t see anywhere safe to head to.”

      “Let me see.” Cameron barged Ryan aside and placed his face to the gap.

      “I couldn’t see much further than the church,” said Ryan.

      Cameron looked for a full minute before turning away with a frown upon his face. “There’s nowt out there but death and disease. Like I’ve been saying all along, we’re on our own.”

      Ryan sighed. He didn’t want to accept the truth, but the truth was an angry bear staring him down. It couldn’t be ignored. “Did you see the skip? I need to know if my brother is still inside.”

      Cameron put his face back to the gap. “Aye, I can see his little face poking out. He’s alive all right.”

      Returning the favour, Ryan shoved Cameron aside and placed his face back against the gap. This time he immediately located the skip. It wasn’t far, a hundred metres or so. It was, of course, still sitting upon the lorry next to the grassy common, and sure enough the tarp was slightly raised. A pair of eyes looking out into the watery sunlight.

      What’s he doing? The greens are going to spot him. Hide, you idiot.

      A group of seven or eight greens stood motionless around the common, currently unaware of Aaron’s presence – but that might change at any moment. Despite the danger, Ryan couldn’t help but grin. “He’s alive. He’s okay.”

      “Aye. Lad was smart enough to stay put.”

      “I need to get to him.”

      Cameron barked with laughter. “Good luck, pal. There’s an army of greens between yoo and him. Yer’ll not make it halfway.”

      “What choice do I have? He’s my brother, Cameron. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Why wouldn’t I? Ye reckon I don’t have a brother. I have a brother.”

      Ryan cleared his throat, frustration swept aside by the shame of his assumption. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. The fat fud lives in Portsmouth.” Cameron shuffled onto another rafter. “Okay, imma heading back doon. This has done nowt except show us what we already knew.”

      “Help me get my brother, Cameron.” Ryan didn’t know why he said it, but it was either desperation or naivety. Now that he had, he would have to go with it.

      Cameron turned back on the rafters. “Ye what?”

      “Help me rescue Aaron. He’s just a kid.”

      “I ain’t risking ma neck for no feckin’ English.”

      Ryan fumed. “Enough with that bollocks, okay? I’m not some greedy investment banker from Chelsea. I’m no different to you besides the accent. Be the decent bloke I know you are and help me.”

      Cameron didn’t speak. He crouched in the loft, staring for several moments, until eventually he let out a sigh. “If those greens find yer wee brother, they’ll tear him apart.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And then there’ll be one less English in the world.” Cameron shrugged. “Suits me.”

      Ryan’s mouth fell open. He knew there were people in the world with immovable prejudices, yet he was genuinely shocked that a person could be so callous. Cameron would happily see Aaron die for no other reason than he’d been born a few hundred miles in the wrong direction. It was hatred for hatred’s sake.

      Ryan looked forlornly out of the hole in the roof, hoping to catch Aaron’s eye and let him know that he hadn’t been forgotten about. Instead, he saw a black spot moving in the sky.
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      Ryan clawed at the felt membrane and the roof tiles beyond, trying to make the hole bigger. The moss-covered tiles were affixed by nails, and several of them crumbled rather than fell away whole. With each passing second, his panic grew. He had to make a hole large enough to stand up in. He had to give a signal before it was too late.

      A helicopter. I can’t believe it.

      The small aircraft appeared as little more than a bug against the dreary grey sky, but Ryan could hear the distant drone of its rotors echoing off the undulating landscape.

      Cameron hadn’t yet dropped back down through the hatch, so when he saw Ryan’s erratic scrambling he turned around and came back. “What’s got in ta ye?”

      “There’s a helicopter in the sky.”

      “Where else would a helicopter be, yer bawbag?”

      “Just take a look!”

      Cameron shuffled back to the hole and placed his face against it. His neck swivelled back and forth for a few seconds and then he started shouting. “Tongue ma fart-box, yer right. That’s a helicopter up there.”

      “We have to signal it.”

      “Aye!” Cameron tore at the felt with his huge hands, making much lighter work of it than Ryan had. The tiles fell away in clumps, smashing to the ground ten-feet below. Ryan winced at the noise, wondering if it would attract the greens from the car park.

      Half a minute later, Cameron had created a hole wide enough for both of them to get through. The roof had a shallow pitch, which made it easy enough to stand. Ryan shuffled out of the hole, and and leant against a section of roof behind him, holding himself steady with one hand. The helicopter was closer now, twice as large against the sky. The greens in the car park were all looking upwards, alerted by the aircraft’s engines. Several of them whipped their talons in the air, and Ryan laughed at their futile attempts.

      They can’t stop us being rescued.

      Cameron waved his arms too, unleashing a stale waft from his armpits. Ryan didn’t hold it against the man; he probably smelled none too fresh himself. The two of them yelled at the clouds, like pagan worshippers in the throes of ecstasy. The pilot wouldn’t hear them, of course, but it was instinct. It was desperation.

      “Help us! Please! Help us!”

      “Get us feckin’ oot of here!”

      The chopper got closer and closer, but then it banked left, seeming to skirt the village completely. Cameron started shouting louder, as if he really thought the pilot might hear him. The noise started to attract the greens in their droves, and when Ryan glanced down, he saw several of them outside the club. They were staring up at the roof and whipping their talons.

      Ryan put a hand on Cameron’s back. “Not so loud.”

      Cameron didn’t seem to hear. He continued bellowing at the sky.

      Ryan patted him on the back harder. “Hey, Cameron, you’re attracting attention. Keep your voice dow—”

      “Get offa me.” Cameron swatted Ryan away, his focus fixated on the departing helicopter. Accidentally, his elbow struck Ryan’s chin, and Ryan squawked in pain as his lights went out. When he opened them again a split second later, the world was tilting. He tried to grab hold of something, but he could no longer tell which way was up.

      “English!”

      Cameron’s face rolled away from Ryan as he tumbled. A swarm of sliding roof tiles went with him. The sky was above him, then below, then above him again. His body became weightless.

      Not weightless.

      I’m falling.

      Ryan threw out an arm and managed to grab hold of the roof’s guttering, but the thin plastic snapped and did nothing to stop his descent.

      Ryan’s screams were cut off by his body splatting against the ground.

      He couldn’t move.

      The greens were everywhere.

      “English, get up!”

      Ryan lay there, staring up at the sky and watching the droning black dot getting smaller and smaller. The helicopter was leaving. Had it seen them? He couldn’t breathe, his lungs like blocks of cement. Then a gasp of wind escaped him like a widow’s wail, before his lungs seized up once again and silenced him.

      Need to move.

      Need to get up.

      Despite his pain and lack of breath, Ryan managed to roll onto his hands and knees. He’d landed amongst the shrubs. Along with the dewy grass and moist soil, they had broken his fall. A few feet in another direction and he would have fallen right amongst the greens in the car park. They were approaching him now from all sides, tripping as they tried to navigate their way through the bushes and overgrown flowerbeds.

      Gotta get up. Gotta get out of here.

      His right leg was numb. His left knee felt like someone had inserted a pool cue into his patella. He clambered out of the flowerbed in agony, still trying to catch his breath. Another second passed. He managed another wailing gasp. The greens were all around the car park and closing in fast. The only place to go was alongside the building, moving past the windows. Ryan looked in through one of them and saw shadows shifting inside. Was anyone coming to help him?

      An obese man stumbled into the bushes ahead, blocking Ryan’s path. It raised a fuzz-covered tendril but was interrupted as something struck its head and shattered into pieces. Ryan glanced up and saw Cameron balancing on the roof, holding a pair of loose tiles in his hand. “Get yer arse in gear, English.”

      Ryan considered bolting for the car park and trying to make it to his brother, but there were too many greens in the way. As Cameron had said, he wouldn’t even make it halfway.

      Another tile struck the obese green and knocked it backwards. Its legs tangled in the bushes and it fell over, opening up a path for Ryan that he had no option but to take. He stomped his way through the bushes, biting his lip to bear the pain of his left knee. Ahead lay the trees that lined the car park and the beginnings of the chain-link fence running around the bowling greens.

      When the bushes finished, Ryan hopped onto the tarmac. There was only one car parked to the rear of the club – a BMW X3 – and he assumed it had belonged to Mr Falco. There was no reason to pay it any mind until a green stepped out from behind it.

      There’s no place to go. I’m surrounded.

      Ryan kept moving, trapped between the chain-link fence and the open tarmac of the car park. He might be able to make it to the trees, but that would leave him all on his own, and there was no chance of rescuing Aaron without the others’ help.

      Seeing no other option, he turned towards the chain-link fence and leapt at it. With his wounded knee, he only managed to launch himself two feet in the air, but he managed to cling onto the links with both hands and one foot. He climbed the fence as if it were a great big net, adrenaline taking over where his body failed. Two seconds, and he had reached the top, but his ascent was abruptly halted by barbed wire.

      I’m screwed.

      Ryan yelped as pain sparked through his foot. Beneath him stood the green that had emerged from behind the BMW. It had struck him with a talon, and it was preparing to do so again.

      Another tile smashed, this time against the ground, but it was enough to momentarily distract the green. Ryan looked over and saw Cameron reaching down to grab another. English-hating bigot or not, the het was doing his best to help.

      More greens closed in around the fence. If he didn’t make it over the top right now, he was a dead man. There was no choice. He grabbed the top of the fence – palms stinging as metal spikes pierced his flesh – and threw himself over. The barbed wire tore at his clothing and bit at the exposed skin of his arm. As he fell, a spike raked at the inside of his forearm.

      Ryan hit the earth again, this time taking most of the fall on his left hip. This time, he couldn’t get up, no matter how hard he tried. Blood gushed from his arm. His left leg was a dead weight. All he could do was crawl. The grass was clipped short, soft like a carpet. He had to fight the urge to collapse and go to sleep. Somehow, he kept on surviving.

      Except, this time, one of them got me.

      Ryan couldn’t feel anything in his foot, but he knew the green had got him. If its talon had broken through his trainer and sliced his flesh….

      Don’t think about it now. Just keep moving.

      Ryan dragged himself along the lawn until he made it to the corner of the building. He rounded it on his belly and found himself coming up on large plate glass windows that ran the whole length of the bowls club’s rear. Everyone was inside, but none of them saw him. None of them knew he was there. Except for Tom. Tom was right there, looking out at Ryan.

      Ryan was almost too weak to make a sound. “Tom… Tom, help me.”

      Tom made no move to help. His expression was oddly vacant.

      “Please… Tom!”

      Tom’s eyes flicked upwards, and his face finally cracked into something resembling concern, but it wasn’t for Ryan. He was looking at something further away. With his belly on the ground, Ryan twisted his neck to look behind him. Across the lawns, a pair of greens stumbled towards him. Both were dressed the same: white jumpers, white trousers, and white flat caps; two old men ready for a game of bowls. Fate clearly had other plans.

      A corkscrew sat buried in the centre of the lawn beside a ride-on lawnmower. If the mower hadn’t been parked there, they would have spotted the corkscrew from inside the tearoom. They had been resting only thirty metres away from it the whole time.

      The two oldies were heading towards Ryan quickly; probably faster than they had moved in years. They would be on top of Ryan in less than a minute, and he still couldn’t make it past a crawl. In fact, even that was too much. He was getting slower and slower, his entire body turning to stone. Yet he kept on going, heading towards the nearby patio area as if it were a boat in the ocean. He’d escaped death several times this weekend; perhaps his luck could hold up one more time.

      The club’s back door opened. Fiona and Chloe appeared and raced towards Ryan while Miles kept the door open for them. Ryan reached out to them like a baby waiting to be picked up. When they grabbed him underneath the armpits, they were rough and impatient, but he was glad to feel their hands on his body. He wanted to smother them both in kisses.

      “Come on, Ryan, use your legs.” Fiona urged him.

      “I can’t.”

      “Do it or die!”

      Fiona wrapped his left arm around her neck and battled to get him onto his feet. Once he was upright his legs worked a little better, the left so stiff he used it like a crutch.

      The two elderly greens were only ten feet away now, and gaining fast.

      Chloe and Fiona dragged Ryan to the patio door. Once there, Fiona shoved him in the back and sent him hurtling into Miles, who grabbed him and swung him inside. The two women were right behind him.

      The door slammed shut.

      Ryan collapsed onto the carpet, gasping for breath and grunting in agony.

      The greens threw themselves against the glass, its protection suddenly seeming extremely fragile.

      Blood covered Ryan from a dozen cuts – and a badly sliced right forearm. Terror coursed through his veins. “My foot,” he said. “I need to look at my foot.”

      Nobody understood what he was talking about, so he was forced to use the last of his strength to sit up and grasp his trainer. He slid it off and tossed it aside, then frantically examined himself. At first he saw nothing, but then…

      His thin polyester sock had a tiny rip at the side of his foot. When he pulled the two edges apart, he saw blood.
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        * * *

      

      “Shit, shit, shit! I’m infected!” Ryan turned his head, unable to look at his wound.

      Fiona leant over and put her hands against his chest to make him lie back down. He was panicking, a shambling monster rising up in his guts and trying take control of him. The numbness in his limbs gave way to terror.

      “Don’t touch me! One of those things slashed me. I’m infected.”

      Fiona pushed down harder on his chest. “Calm down, I’ll take a look.” She pulled off his sock and everyone gathered around. Miles knelt beside Ryan and squinted, tilting his head left and right to get a better view of his foot. The sunlight bounced off his bald dome.

      “It’s just your pinkie toe,” Miles finally said. “The tiniest of scratches.”

      Chloe lifted something in front of Ryan, his trainer. The mesh covering the toe had torn wide open. “Looks like your shoe took the worst of it.”

      Ryan threw his head back and groaned. “I’m infected.”

      “No, you’re not!” Fiona got in his face, weight still on his chest. She removed one hand and waved her burnt forearm in front of him. “I got scratched, too, but you saved me. Now we’re going to figure out a way to save you.”

      Cameron appeared at the back of the huddle. “Give the lad some air. Yer pecking at him like a flock of hens.”

      Everyone moved aside as Cameron manhandled Ryan onto a chair. He cried out in pain but the big Scot showed little compassion. He couldn’t feel the scratch on his toe, his body was too broken from the fall to feel anything except for an overall, draining agony. If he hadn’t landed in the flowerbeds, things would have been much worse. He could have broken his back. As it was, his worst wound was his badly bleeding right forearm.

      Although that’s not the injury I’m worried about.

      I’m so screwed.

      Fiona marched over to the bar and yanked a bottle of vodka off the wall, ripping the optic away with it and leaving behind a hole. She took a quick swig and returned to Ryan, handing him the remainder of the bottle and telling him to “Drink as much as you can.”

      A drink was exactly the thing he needed, so he received the bottle greedily. As he lifted it towards his lips, he noticed Tom standing on the outskirts of the group looking pale. Ryan tipped the bottle at him in salute. “Here’s to the worst stag party in history. Bottom’s up.”

      He swigged from the bottle until his burning throat could take no more and he was forced to pull it away from his lips. Gasping, he thrust the bottle away. Fiona took it, then startled everyone by smashing it over the back of a chair.

      Miles shielded his face and yelled. “The blazes are you doing, woman?”

      “What needs to be done. Hold him down.”

      Ryan didn’t understand, but Cameron obviously did because he lunged at Ryan. Ryan tried to fight him off, but he was too weak. The big Scot wrapped an arm around him from behind and held him. Following suit, Miles grabbed Ryan’s right leg and trapped it under his armpit.

      “I like yer style,” said Cameron, looking at Fiona, “but a knife might work a wee bit better than a broken bottle. Lift my shirt, there’s a blade under ma belt.”

      “Okay, got it.”

      “This is insane,” said Stewart, backing off towards the bar. “You can’t do this.”

      “It’s the only way,” said Chloe. “If you hadnae been hiding in a cupboard, yer’d know that.”

      “Just get on wi’ it,” said Helen. She was the only one who hadn’t come over, and she was sitting at the other side of the room. She pointed at the plate glass windows. “Or toss him outside to let Ted and John finish the job. Honestly, I’d prefer it.”

      Ryan looked back and watched the two elderly bowls players. They were whipping at the glass constantly. It was only his panic that allowed him to ignore the noise. Ted and John? Helen must have known them.

      Because everyone knows everyone in this goddamn village.

      The banging at the front door recommenced, the greens once again eager to get inside. Ryan’s fall from the roof had been like chum in the water, and all the sharks were back.

      Fiona approached Ryan with Cameron’s knife and a feral look in her eyes. Suddenly, it was a lot easier to imagine her inside a jail cell.

      Ryan struggled to get up, terrified by what was coming. Cameron crushed him with his thick arms, barring his feeble attempts to escape. “Stop struggling, English. Let’s just get it over with.”

      “No. No, don’t! Shit, okay, yes. Do it! Just do it.”

      Fiona knelt next to Miles, who still had Ryan’s leg trapped under his armpit, and got to work. Ryan couldn’t see what was happening, so he held his breath and thought about something happier than the effed-up situation he currently found himself in.

      Me and Sophie on our honeymoon next year. Mexico. Ice-cold Coronas on the beach.

      Kissing in the pool.

      Sex in the hot tub.

      Stepping on red-hot glass.

      Ryan screamed as fire erupted in his foot. He felt a grinding sensation, like his toe was being pushed into a blender. Flesh gave way, millimetre by millimetre, and his agony reached a crescendo. Ryan’s breath reached its end, and it felt like he was going to push his lungs up through his throat.

      Then it was over.

      His body went rigid in the chair for a moment, and then his muscles gave up and he flopped like a jellyfish. The pain in his foot travelled all the way to his knee, a constant throbbing eased only by the vodka. To top off the wretchedness, a wave of nausea arrived like a tsunami and crashed against his stomach walls.

      Fiona moved away and leant over a nearby table. She took long breaths, in and out. Chloe went and rubbed her back. Stewart babbled in horror over by the bar. Everyone else fell silent.

      “We need to elevate this,” said Miles weakly.

      He means my foot. My bleeding, dismembered foot.

      “I’ll get rid of this,” said Fiona.

      She means my toe. My detached body part.

      I think I’m going to be sick.

      Cameron slid over a second chair and Miles placed Ryan’s foot on it, allowing him to see the wound for himself. It wasn’t as bad as he’d feared, but it was bleeding badly. Warm, slick blood streamed down his foot and dripped onto the chair cushion beneath his heel. Where his little toe had once been was now a ragged morsel of pink flesh with tufts of yellowy-white tissue. The nausea tsunami became a geyser and Ryan turned his head sideways. A stinking miasma of half-digested sandwich spattered the carpet. Miles hopped out of the way.

      Cameron was on the other side of Ryan, and he grunted. “Can we try to keep our bodily fluids on the inside? It’s starting to get ripe in here.”

      “Sorry,” said Ryan, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “It’s okay,” said Miles. “We’ll get ye patched up and put ye to rest.”

      “There’s a first aid kit in the office,” said Stewart weakly. “I’ll go get it. Our prisoners probably need a bathroom break anyway.” He wafted a hand in front of his face and grimaced. “I could use a walk too.”

      The elderly bowls players whacked at the windows in unison.

      Tom appeared by Ryan with a bottle of water and handed it over. “Are you okay?”

      Ryan sipped the water slowly, realising he was shaking. He shrugged. “What’s a pinkie toe worth? It’s like the most useless bit of our bodies, right?”

      Tom chuckled. “Vestigial debris left over from our days climbing trees. You’re better off without it, if you ask me.”

      Ryan chuckled, but it added to his misery and made him want to throw up again. “So, what’s with you, man?”

      Tom frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I saw you at the window when I was outside. Everyone rushed to help except for you. Even just now, you stayed back. What happened to us sticking together?”

      “You would’ve preferred a friend to have cut off your toe?”

      Ryan shrugged, fought down another wave of nausea. “I… I dunno, mate. You just don’t seem like yourself.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re in a life and death situation. Our friendship isn’t exactly at the top of my priority list. We need to focus on survival and nothing else.”

      “I know, but—”

      “But nothing, Ryan. I’m not dying here in the land of haggis and bagpipes. Christ, I didn’t even want to come up here in the first place. I knew this weekend would be a nightmare.”

      “Oh, you suspected this might happen, did you?”

      “Of course not, but I knew things would turn ugly somehow. Sean, for one thing.”

      Ryan sighed. “Sean’s gone, man.”

      “Yes, I know that, but I… Oh, I don’t even know what I’m trying to say. Just get some rest, okay? It looks like a bus backed up over you.”

      “Feels like it too. Look, I’m sorry, man. I’m just stressed out.”

      “It’s no surprise, but we’re safe for now.”

      Ryan looked back at the elderly bowls players. How long before they found a way in? Or one of the many greens gathered at the front of the building?

      Stewart exited the back area behind the bar. He was carrying a green first aid box. Gavin walked alongside him, the fuzz now covering most of his left cheek and starting to creep around his eyeball. Sweat stained his t-shirt around his armpits and neck, and he moved stiffly, like an old man. Otherwise, he seemed in good spirits. He nodded at Ryan as he came out from behind the bar. “Heard about yer wee toe. That’s rough, pal.”

      “I’ll live – hopefully. How are you holding up?”

      Gavin shrugged, his misshapen T-shirt lifting slightly and exposing his belly. “Ma bladders bawling, but I feel good. Reckon I can beat this thing.”

      “I hope so,” said Ryan, remembering that Sean had felt ‘fine’ too.

      Stewart approached with the first aid kit while Gavin tottered off towards the toilets. He opened the lid and pulled out a roll of bandages.

      “Gauze first,” said Miles, keeping watch from nearby. “In fact, give it here, lad. I’ll do it.”

      Miles took the first aid kit, then snatched the bottle of water from Ryan’s hand. He used the water to rinse the wound, and then put the gauze to good use. A few minutes later, he patted Ryan on the knee and smiled. “All taken care of. Let me take a look at that arm too.”

      Ryan thrust out his bleeding forearm, amazed by how much damage the human body could take. He had smashed his knee to pieces, fallen off a roof, slashed his arm, and survived a DIY toe removal, all without passing out. It completely changed how he saw himself. As weak as he was, he felt resilient and strong. Tough.

      “I hate to ask right now,” said Miles, “but did you manage to see anything from up in the loft?”

      In his fear and pain, Ryan had forgotten all about the reason he had got himself hurt in the first place. “Shite, how the hell did I forget? There was a helicopter.”

      Miles’s eyes went wide. “A what?”

      “He’s right,” said Cameron, smacking his forehead as if to chide himself for forgetting too. “There was a chopper. Went right over our heads, it did.”

      Everybody heard this news and gathered around.

      Miles shook his head incredulously. “I thought I heard something, but I never imagined… A helicopter, you say? Did it see us?”

      “Who knows,” said Cameron, “but even if it did, it nay seemed interested in us. A right hurry it were in.” He glanced at Ryan. “Flew off into the distance right after English took his dive.”

      Ryan groaned. “Who do you think it was?”

      “Probably heading for one of the rigs,” said Stewart. “My uncle Jamie used to work on one. They go in and out by chopper all the time.”

      Tom perched against the edge of a table and scratched at his chin thoughtfully. “How many oil rigs are there in the North Sea exactly?”

      “Loads,” said Chloe.

      “Almost two hundred,” said Cameron. “All of ’em run by greedy corporations that don’t give a shit about Scotland.”

      “That sucks,” said Ryan, surprised to learn such a thing.

      Tom tutted loudly. “Why does it? I suppose Cameron and a bunch of his mates would pull the oil up out of the sea themselves otherwise? It takes a corporation to undertake an operation of such magnitude. It takes nothing away from ordinary people.”

      “Like hell it doesnae,” said Cameron.

      Tom rolled his eyes. “Do you enjoy having light and warmth? How about plastic? Petrol? Well, that’s thanks to the corporations you hate so much. How can you be so narrow-minded?”

      Cameron bunched his hands into fists and strode towards Tom. There was no one in the way to stop him – or anyone so inclined – so he made it right up in front of him. “Yer starting to annoy me, posh lad.”

      “Likewise, you ignorant jock.”

      Cameron did what everyone would probably have expected him to do; he threw a punch. The blow rocked Tom backwards and sent him crashing into a table. Somehow, he managed to bounce off it and land in a chair, almost like it was rehearsed. He proceeded to rub at his jaw like he’d just awoken from a dream where a donkey had kicked him. To Ryan’s recollection, Tom had never been hit before.

      He was asking for it though.

      Tom, of all people. What’s got into him?

      Miles hurried over to put a stop to things before they could go any further. “That’s enough, Cameron! Ye cannae go around hitting people.”

      “Right now, I can do what the feck I like.” Cameron stormed off towards the bar and shouted back over his shoulder, “And I’m tired of pretending otherwise. Next time, I’ll feed him to the greens.”

      Tom shook his head, a look of utter contempt on his face. “This is the world we live in. A place where thugs and wastrels prosper. I say let it burn.”

      “There’s no reason to think like that,” said Miles.

      Tom sneered. “Are you blind? Look at the dregs we have in this very room. Cameron, a thug. Fiona, an ex-con. Chloe, a vapid teenager.”

      “Fuck yoo,” said Chloe, standing near the bar. “I dinnae know what that means, but fuck yoo all the same.”

      Tom huffed. “You see?”

      “And what about me?” asked Miles. “Would you like to put a label on me, lad?”

      Tom sneered, as unkind as Ryan had ever seen him be. “You spend your days propagating a lie to fill the coffers of a corrupt organisation as old as time. As a member of the church, you’re beneath contempt, Vicar.”

      “Faith gives our lives meaning. I’m sorry ye nay can see that.”

      “No, faith makes your life pointless. Your existence is a joke and death will be the punchline. This life is all we have, and it’s filled with greed, misery, and naive fools like you.”

      Miles reeled, and although he tried to disguise his emotions, the hurt was clear in his eyes.

      Ryan was too weak to do much, but he managed to shake his head in disgust. “You’re a piece of shit, Tom. I don’t understand what’s happened to you.”

      “You did! You happened to me, Ryan. I drove hundreds of miles to celebrate the upcoming wedding of a loser. You dragged me away from my life to come here.”

      “This could have happened anywhere. How was I supposed to know?”

      “I’m not dying here, Ryan, I mean it. Not for you. Not for your brother. Not for anyone.”

      Miles sighed. “Okay, lad, I understand fear and pain when I see it, so I’ll nay hold it against ye. Go have a drink, though, before you dig yerself deeper. It’ll help, I promise.”

      “First smart thing you’ve said all day.” Tom got up from the chair unsteadily, rubbing at his jaw and wincing. He stumbled over to the bar, where he proceeded to brood, wincing slightly each time there was a bang at the front door or on the glass windows at the rear.

      Ryan felt embarrassed. “He’s not usually like that, Miles. Tom’s a good bloke, but—”

      Miles cut him off with a raised palm. “Not everyone can rise to the occasion in a crisis. Don’t judge your friend too harshly.”

      Ryan had expected to be the one defending Tom, but it turned out he didn’t need to. Miles was genuinely a good man, not just a blagger in a dog collar. It was nowhere near enough to turn Ryan towards God – certainly not with all he’d witnessed during the last forty-eight hours – but it at least allowed him to accept the man’s faith as a positive thing.

      Maybe I’ll ask him how God could create something like this?

      Or perhaps it’s the other guy, Satan.

      I don’t even want to think about the third option.

      Fiona came over. She had bandaged her burn and looked a little better. It no longer seemed like she was about to puke. She pulled up a chair beside Ryan and sat down. Nodding to his foot, she said, “This makes us even, right?”

      “More than. I’m just hoping Sophie still accepts me with nine toes.”

      “Hey, there are plenty of good parts of you left, I’m sure.” After she made the comment, she blushed and seemed eager to change the subject. “Anyway, I’m sorry for cutting a bit of you off. I hope it doesn’t hurt too much.”

      “The vodka did its job. Thanks for what you did. It must’ve been hard.”

      “No harder than what you did for me.”

      He nodded. “You think things can get any worse?”

      “Nah. That chopper has probably already called for help. This’ll all be over by the end of the day. Hot showers all around.”

      “You’re always so positive, Fi.” He smiled to show it wasn’t a criticism. “It’s nice.”

      She shrugged. “Positive thought; positive behaviour. Another thing I learned in prison. They’re very big on self-help and empowerment.”

      “Sounds like an amazing place.”

      “It’s not. I never want to go back there. I have nightmares about it.”

      Despite the tattoos and the various small scars he spotted all over her arms, Fiona didn’t seem like someone who would commit a crime. If he had to list one thing about her that suggested any kind of weakness, it was the way she seemed to get lost inside her own head. Haunted, perhaps, was the word he would use.

      “If we get out of this,” he told her, “you’ll be a hero. Prison will be a distant memory.”

      “As well as all this, I hope.”

      “Gav… Gav… Gavin?”

      Everyone glanced in the direction of the toilets. Stewart stood there, propping open the door that led to the corridor. He was shouting.

      Miles hurried over, quickly becoming the mother hen of the group. “What is all that caterwauling?”

      Stewart looked worried. “It’s Gavin. He’s been in the toilets for ages. Gav… Gav… Gavin?”

      “Will you stop that! How long has he been in there?”

      “Since I grabbed the first aid kit.” He looked at his watch. “Over ten minutes. He only went in to pee.”

      “Maybe it turned into a jobby,” said Cameron, back to swigging lager at the bar. His morning buzz must have cleared. Ryan couldn’t judge the man too harshly – he’d done everything he could to help Ryan after he’d fallen off the roof.

      It’s messed up, but I feel more comfortable having Cameron around than I do Tom.

      Ryan spotted his friend sitting alone at end of the bar, nursing a bottle of beer. Tom had always been so mild-mannered, and although prone to stressing out about things, he had never been mean or combative. But, as Miles had alluded to, this was a situation like no other. Things were affecting Tom. Things were affecting all of them.

      I need to remember that he’s my friend. I love him, even if he’s being a dick.

      “You think I should go get him?” asked Stewart, looking at Miles for direction.

      Ryan had only half been paying attention, but the conversation moved to the front of his mind now as he suddenly considered what was being said. He jolted forward in his seat. “No! Don’t go in there.”

      Stewart and Miles both looked at Ryan, but only Miles seemed to get it. “This could be bad, couldn’t it?”

      “He’s infected,” said Ryan. “He might have… turned or whatever. Be careful.”

      Chloe moved behind the bar, crouching down so that she was barely visible. “Let me know when it’s over. I can’t deal with any more of this”

      Tom got up from his bar stool, shaking his head. “We should have kicked Loobey and Gavin out. I told you this, Ryan. I told you.”

      Loobey moved out into the bar area. The back office had clearly been left open. “Cheers, mate. Love you too.” He looked over at Ryan and pulled a face. “You okay, mate? You don’t look good.”

      “I don’t feel good either.” It was a relief to see that Loobey was still himself, but they had been lucky. With the office door left wide open, things would have been worse if he had turned. They had to do better or they wouldn’t make it another day.

      Not one of us has experienced anything like this before. In the movies, there’s always a cop or a soldier or a scientist. All we have is a vicar in charge of a tiny church.

      Surprisingly, the fungus on Loobey’s face hadn’t seemed to have spread any more than when they’d first locked him inside the office. If not for the green splotches on his cheeks, he was the picture of health, and in great spirits. He helped himself to a drink from one of the rapidly warming fridges and popped the top with his back teeth. It was some sort of blue alcopop. He swigged half the bottle in one go like a thirsty camel and then gasped with satisfaction. It was ironic, seeing as how he had started the weekend not wanting to drink.

      Cameron went and joined Miles and Stewart by the toilet corridor. “If he’s turned into one of them, we should bar the door and leave him inside.”

      “We can’t do that,” said Stewart. “He’s my mate.”

      “Then he best stop fannying about.”

      “Gavin? Gav…? Gav?”

      Miles grabbed Stewart’s arm. “Don’t start that again, lad!”

      Ryan couldn’t sit by and watch. He also didn’t want to sit so near to the glass that was keeping back the two elderly bowls players. Carefully, Ryan placed his injured foot on the floor and pushed himself out of the chair. His toe stump throbbed, the bandage already stained red, but his foot took his weight. His left knee was a lump of granite, so he walked like a peg-legged pirate to join the others at the edge of the room. Fiona met him halfway and helped. She smelled of sweat, but, oddly, it was a smell he was becoming used to.

      “What’s going on?” asked Loobey.

      Ryan looked back towards the bar and answered him. “Gavin hasn’t come back out of the toilets. How was he when he was with you?”

      “Green and fuzzy, but other than that he was sound. You think he’s… you know?”

      Ryan grimaced. “I don’t know.”

      Gavin still hadn’t come out of the toilets, and Miles was now standing in the corridor and staring at the door anxiously. The corridor could act as an air lock if anything nasty came out of the toilets, but the vicar was currently standing right in the danger zone. He would have to flee back into the tearoom before Stewart could slam the door and seal off the corridor.

      Miles shouted at the GENTS door. “Gavin, are ye all right in there, lad?”

      Nothing but silence.

      Miles turned back to the others, seeming unsure about what to do next. Then a voice replied. “Vicar, is that yoo?”

      Miles relaxed. “Thank the heavens, we’ve been worried. Ye’ve been in there a wee while, lad.”

      “I… I’m not feeling so grand, Vicar.”

      “That’s understandable, but we would all feel a lot better if ye came out of there. Ye need to get back inside the office, where it’s safe. We’ll give ye whatever ye need to feel comfortable.”

      “I’m really sick, Vicar. I need help.”

      Miles moved right up to the door. “Come on out of there, Gavin. There’s a good lad.”

      Another moment of silence passed, then the GENTS door began to open. Gavin’s sweating face appeared in the gap, and those standing in the opposite doorway gave a sigh of relief. It wasn’t as bad as they’d feared. Gavin’s face was mostly normal. A thin trail of fungus ran up his left cheek, and his eye was half infested with the stuff, but there was plenty of normal human skin showing through.

      Then the door opened wider.

      Miles leapt back. He was unable to immediately escape the corridor due to the people huddled at his back.

      Gavin stumbled out of the toilets completely naked. His chest, arms, and bloated genitals were covered in green fungus. Darkening patches had started to fall away to expose bony protuberances, which in turn were cracking open and spilling bugs upon the floor. “I itch all over,” he rasped, both arms waving about erratically like he was having some sort of fit.

      He’s trying to whip us, but the talons haven’t pushed through his hands yet. It’s like an instinct for what’s to come.

      Everyone shoved their way back into the tearoom. Ryan waited for Miles and dragged him through the doorway. Then Stewart went to close the door. Before he could, Gavin leapt forward and jammed his body into the gap. Stewart stumbled backwards, almost tripping and falling. He regained his balance quickly, then stood, staring at his friend. “G-Gavin, are you okay?”

      Ryan yelled. “Get away from him!”

      “Ah, shit,” said Loobey, kicking a bar stool and knocking it over. “I really thought he’d beat it.”

      Helen came rushing out of the kitchen. She had a large chef’s knife in her hand and, as usual, she was expressionless beyond a quiet rage.

      Stewart continued standing there and staring, making no attempt to move. Gavin’s head was bent at an angle as he focused on him. “There’s ma pal,” he rasped, throat bulging like it was full of air. “Let’s get outta here, aye? Xbox and pizza round my place. Maybe get a few beers in, aye?”

      “Gav, you nay look well, pal. Why are you stark bollock naked?”

      Gavin shoved his way through the doorway and snatched at Stewart with both octopus-like arms. His left hand connected with a hard smack that sent Stewart reeling backwards, clutching the side of his head.

      A familiar sharp talon had emerged from Gavin’s palm.

      “Damn it, that hurt,” said Stewart, bent over in pain.

      “He got you,” said Loobey, picking up a stool as a weapon and moving to the lad’s side. “You’re bleeding, mate.”

      “It’s okay,” Stewart muttered, but blood was leaking onto the white collar of his shirt. “It’s okay.”

      Ryan leant on a nearby table and groaned. He’s infected now – and we can’t cut off his head.

      “What’s going on?” shouted Chloe, still hiding behind the bar.

      Gavin snatched at Stewart again, this time connecting with his forehead and drawing a bloody line above his eyes. Stewart collapsed to the ground, begging for help.

      Not everyone can be a hero.

      Helen came fast, ducking a swipe from Gavin’s talons and slicing at his naked thigh with the chef’s knife. Blood spurted from the wound, stringy muscle tendons exposed. She dodged aside and sliced again, this time opening a wide gash on Gavin’s chest. He staggered backwards and froze, sizing up the woman in front of him. A rotting pit in the centre of his stomach pulsated. Bugs rained down onto the carpet.

      “Oh God,” said Chloe, covering her mouth. “Not more bugs.”

      “Was all this aboot?” asked Gavin, as if he were genuinely confused by all of this aggression. He tried to grapple with Helen, but with his badly cut thigh, he veered sideways like a lorry with a flat tyre. He staggered over to the other side of the room, moving beside the large plate glass windows overlooking the patio and bowling lawns. Helen stayed with him, her bloody knife ready to feed again. Gavin lashed out at her, his arms growing more and more tentacle-like as his bones dissolved. Helen dodged aside calmly, slicing him across his ribs. Thick brown slurry leaked from the wound.

      “Head’s up,” Cameron shouted, and he grabbed a heavy drip tray from the bar before sprinting across the room with it. Helen leapt out of his way.

      Gavin turned to meet Cameron’s attack and the two of them collided. Cameron’s speed, along with his substantial bulk, sent both of them toppling into the window. One of the sections broke free of its moorings and toppled onto the patio, where it promptly shattered into several large pieces.

      Ryan lost his grip on the table he’d been leaning on and almost fell, but he managed to grab it again and hold himself up. He hated playing bystander, but there was no way he could do anything useful. If he took even a single step, there was a good chance he would end up on the floor.

      The two elderly bowls players spotted the newly opened entrance into the tearoom and started sidling along the other glass panels towards it. Cameron and Gavin lay in a heap amongst the large shards of glass on the patio, both of them momentarily stunned. Cameron got to his feet first, holding his arm and clearly dazed.

      Ryan could take no more. The big Scot had stuck around to help Ryan after his fall off the roof. It was time to repay the favour. Although he was the clumsy sod who knocked me off in the first place.

      Ryan risked letting go of the table and managed to stay on his feet. He hobbled as quickly as he could to grab Cameron and drag him out of harm’s way.

      “Hit me feckin’ ’ed.”

      “Don’t worry, you weren’t using it that much anyway.”

      “Bastard… English.”

      Gavin took several moments to get to his feet, both hands now useless husks unable to push against the floor. Shards of glass twinkled all over his naked body. Before he had a chance to locate a new target and attack, Helen stepped forward and buried her chef’s knife in the side of his head then yanked it free. Brownish-red blood spurted into the air. More bugs fell from Gavin’s body and skittered away in all directions. His body crumpled to the glass-covered patio, his swollen genitals wobbling like a jelly.

      Gavin was dead.

      “Gav, no!” Stewart got back to his feet and hurried towards the patio, unconscious of the fact the two elderly bowls players were right outside.

      “Stay back, lad,” Miles said, trying to stop him. “There’s nowt can be done.”

      Fortunately, Stewart halted. He looked out at his dead friend and then at Miles. Blood covered his face, oozing from deep cuts to his temple and forehead. Oily green patches had already started to spread around the wound on his forehead.

      Helen glared at him. “You’re infected.”

      “What? I… No, I’m fine. Really, I’m—”

      “You’re infected,” Helen said again, and she planted the knife in Stewart’s guts. Then she pulled him into an embrace and twisted the blade. Blood erupted from Stewart’s mouth. His eyes became like those of a deer – wide, bright, and terrified. Then that brightness disappeared and the terror froze in place.

      Stewart’s body slumped to the carpet at Helen’s feet as she stared directly ahead, not seeming to see anything except whatever hell existed inside her own mind.

      Chloe screamed.

      “Fooking ’ell,” said Loobey. “Jesus Christ.”

      Miles put his hands against his cheeks. “Helen-lass, what have ye done?”

      Helen stared at Stewart’s body, and then glanced at her own blood-slick hands. Finally, she turned and glared at Ryan. “Yoo did this,” she said in a strange, emotionless voice. “We were fine inside the Kirk. We were safe. Ye brought them to our door and now everyone is dead. My boy is dead.” She took a step towards Ryan, the bloody knife in her hand.

      Miles stepped into her path, palms out wide. “Helen, give that to me now, please. There’s a good lass.”

      Helen’s eyes were unnatural wide. She muttered something heard only to herself, and then she bolted. Before anyone could stop her, she  rushed through the broken window and disappeared onto the bowling lawns. The pair of elderly greens narrowly missed whipping her as she passed.

      The banging on the front door increased, the greens outside excited by the commotion within.

      Ryan surveyed the carnage of the tearoom – all of the blood and destruction – and shook his head sadly. “We need to get out of this goddamn village.”
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      Chloe screamed, and she began sweeping frantically at the bar with the sleeve of her grey hoodie. “Bugs,” she yelped. “They’re all over the place.”

      Fiona moved in front of Ryan, glancing between him and the two greens now stalking them through the tearoom. “What are our chances outside?”

      There was no time – nor reason – to lie, so he gave it to her straight. “Bad. The greens are everywhere. We can outrun them individually, but if they manage to block us in or surround us…”

      “We need to decide on a destination,” said Miles, grabbing a bottle of Newcastle Brown and smashing it against the bar. Holding the jagged neck while wearing a blood-splattered dog collar was a good look for him – a warrior priest.

      “It has to be the pub,” said Chloe, looking down and stamping at the floor for a moment. “It’s the only other place there could be survivors, and it’s right on the edge of the village. If we get there and it’s safe, we can carry on down the main road. We can even stock up on supplies at the petrol station.”

      “We could head for Fort William,” said Cameron. “Never thought I’d say it, but I want to find the nearest police station.”

      The elderly bowls players stumbled into the tearoom, dripping rotten fluids on the bloodstained carpet. Both of them had a single fuzz-encrusted eyeball and a bleary human one. Loobey grabbed a table and tipped it over to impede their progress. They stumbled, one tottering to the left, the other to the right. Instinctively, Loobey dodged out of their way, but strangely they didn’t seem interested in him. They didn’t lash out or react in anyway. Their focus was completely fixed on those further inside the tearoom.

      “Hey, did you see that?” Ryan took an unsteady step and Fiona grabbed his arm. “Loobey, they just ignored you.”

      The two greens continued right on past Loobey, beginning to hone in on Cameron, who stared them down like a wolf. He had a lump on the top of his head from his fall through the window, but he seemed to have recovered for now. Loobey waved a hand and tried to get the green’s attention, but once again they paid him no mind. They focused only on Cameron.

      Cameron grabbed another drip tray off the bar and got ready to pummel them.

      Loobey was deep in thought, a scientist conducting an experiment. He took a risk and stepped right on up to the greens. He took an even bigger risk by reaching out and shoving one of them. It stumbled sideways, colliding with the other, and then resumed its pursuit of Cameron.

      Cameron groaned. “This one’s got a right hard on for me.”

      Loobey took a step back, scuffed his foot like a bull, then charged right into the green, shoving it with both hands. This time both of them ended up on the ground in a pile.

      “It’s like I’m invisible to them,” said Loobey, staring down at the greens in disbelief.

      “It’s because you’re one of them,” said Chloe from behind the bar.

      Loobey flinched. “What? No I ain’t.”

      “Yes, you are! Zombie don’t eat other zombies.”

      “What are you talking about? What zombies?”

      The greens started to get back to their feet. Once again, they paid Loobey no mind.

      Ryan didn’t want to say it, but he had to. “She’s right, Loobs. They see you as one of their own.”

      The greens were back on their feet. Loobey stepped in front of them, holding them back with a hand on each of their sallow chests. A bug appeared from somewhere and crawled along his wrist. “You should get what you need,” he said. “I’ll hold them back.”

      Everyone watched in awe for a moment as Loobey held the enemy at bay, but then Miles took charge. “Fiona, Chloe, find a bag and grab all the food and water you can carry. Cameron, start breaking things. We need weapons.”

      “Aye, I can do that.”

      “What about me?” asked Ryan. Without Fiona’s help, he was back to leaning on tables to keep from falling.

      Cameron laughed. “Ha! Any more bandages and yer’ll look like a mummy.”

      “I can still help.”

      Miles looked Ryan up and down. “We need to figure out a way to get ye moving, lad. If we cannae stay ahead of those things…”

      Ryan was gradually getting back a sense of his own body, but his left knee was still swollen and stiff. Every footstep was like a bellows stoking a fire where his pinkie toe had been. There was no way he would be able to keep up with the others if they made a run for it. “You should all get going without me. I’ll only hold you back.”

      Cameron picked up a bar stool and smashed it over the bar, banging it again and again until he managed to separate the metal legs, which he then handed to Ryan. “There’s the workings of a splint, so get to work. We ain’t leaving no one behind.”

      The banging on the front door grew furious.

      Ryan took the poles and thanked Cameron before he rushed off to break something else.

      Miles bent down and started undoing his shoelaces. “See, Cam’s nay so bad when you get to know him.”

      “No, he’s an… interesting character. What’s his story?”

      “Cameron Pollock doesnae have a story. That’s the problem. He’s been drifting through life since he were a bairn. Barely worked a day in his life, yet always seems to find the money for a drink. He’s good for nothing, and yet…”

      Ryan frowned. “And yet what?”

      “And yet, when there was a flood at the church, Cameron single-handedly bailed out the cellar. When little Betty Lawrence went missing last year, he must have scoured half the Highlands by himself. The man cares nothing for himself, but when it comes to other people, he shows up.”

      “What about the whole English thing?”

      Miles shrugged. “Small towns breed small minds. His father was a jobless drinker too, but there was a time when Ralph Pollock was a well-paid miner. When the industry collapsed, most people blamed the Thatcherite government. Thirty years later and Cameron is an echo of his father’s resentments. I doubt he’s ever even been south of the border. England is just this mythical place that provides an easy scapegoat for all of his life failures.”

      “I guess I never really thought about Scotland as being a different place. Can I ask you a question, Miles?”

      “Of course, lad.”

      “Who is Betty Lawrence, and did you manage to find her?”

      “Aye, we did. Poor lass fell in the cut and drowned. One of the saddest days of my life presiding over her funeral. Eight years old, she was.”

      Ryan grimaced. “Life can be pretty shitty, huh?”

      “I wish I could say it was all part of God’s plan – his way of testing us – but life is as much a mystery to me as anybody else. There is absolutely a God Almighty, and he loves us, but I wonder sometimes if he isn’t in full control of the wheel. Our current predicament is enough to make me ponder such things even harder.”

      “Amen.”

      The two of them laughed as Miles got to work tying the metal poles to Ryan’s leg with his shoelaces. He had to work fast, and when the man kicked off his shoes and went about in his socks, Ryan felt guilty. The vicar assured him it was okay. “I can barely complain about blisters after all yoo have been through, lad.”

      “We need to hurry this up,” said Loobey. He was beginning to struggle with the elderly bowls players, his forehead sweating. They whipped their talons around him, trying to get at the others behind him.

      Ryan gingerly slipped his torn trainer back on and tried to stand. He just about managed it. “I’m ready.”

      “We’re good to go, too.” Fiona slammed two bin bags full of food and water on the bar. Chloe had a third bag over her shoulder.

      Cameron started piling bits of wood and metal on the ground. Ryan spotted a wooden mop handle snapped in two to form a pair of rudimentary spears. There was also a piece of sharp copper piping taken from God knows where. “Grab what suits ye.”

      As usual, Tom had done little to get involved, but he spoke up now. “Wouldn’t it be better to get the window covered? This place was safe until we took our eye off Gavin. I’m starting to think we should stay.”

      “What about this pair of monkeys?” asked Loobey, meaning the two greens he was struggling to contain. Their thrashing tentacles were getting more and more frantic.

      Tom shrugged. “We kill them. You can do it, Loobey. You’re in no danger.”

      “And then what?” asked Chloe. “These bugs are everywhere. What if one of us gets bitten?”

      “And there’s nay any help coming,” said Cameron. “It’s only been twenty-four hours and we’ve already been smoked out twice already. Hiding doesn’t work. We’ve lost Andy, Helen, Gavin, Stewart…”

      “He’s right,” said Ryan. “It’s only a matter of time before they all get in. Our only chance is trying to leave the village, which is why you should all get going without me.”

      Fiona shook her head. “Cameron and I will carry you if we have to.”

      “I dinnae know aboot that,” said Cameron, picking up the copper pipe and whacking it against his palm. “He might make a good distraction.”

      Loobey turned his head while continuing to hold back the greens. “If these things are no threat to me, I can protect Ryan. I’ll get him where he needs to go.”

      “The pub,” said Miles. “We’re all going to the pub to start with. It’s right on the edge of the village.”

      “Okay. Everyone get moving. I can’t hold them any longer.”

      Fiona and Chloe shouldered the black bags full of supplies while everyone else grabbed weapons from Cameron’s stash. None of them knew how things were going to go – they could all be moments away from their deaths – but they were going to go out fighting.

      The front door rattled, its frame beginning to weaken.

      “The car park is crammed with them,” said Ryan. “We’ll have to head out the back like Helen did. Maybe we can find a way through the hedges and go around them.”

      Miles nodded. “Aye, that should bring us out at the rear of the village. We might get some breathing room there.”

      “Okay,” said Cameron. “Everyone, on me!”

      They headed through the missing window panel in a line, Ryan hobbling along at the rear with his splinted leg. He had one half of the broken mop handle, but he didn’t expect it to do him any good. Fiona appeared at his side and helped him along, taking half his weight along with the black bag full of supplies on her other shoulder. The two greens turned to give chase, but Loobey gave them one last shove and knocked them off course before hurrying to join the exodus.

      It was cold outside, and the beads of sweat chilling on Ryan’s skin was a jolting refreshment. With his left leg bound and splinted, he walked even more like a pirate, but after several strides he found his groove and started hop-swinging along. With Fiona’s help, he managed to achieve an energy-sapping jog that he wouldn’t be able to keep up for long. At least, for now, he was moving.

      “It’s one of those things,” said Tom, horrified and pointing at the corkscrew Ryan had spotted earlier behind the ride-on mower. “How many are there?”

      “Who knows,” said Ryan. “It doesn’t change anything right now.”

      “They could be everywhere,” said Chloe, breasts, black bag, and pink hair bouncing and swinging. “We don’t know, do we? They could be all over the world.”

      Loobey jogged up alongside her and took the bag. “Best not to think about it, sweetheart. You fancy getting a drink when we reach this pub?”

      “Huh? Are you serious?”

      “Hey, who knows how long any of us has? Best we enjoy ourselves.”

      Chloe glanced back. The two greens were stumbling along twenty metres behind them. The distance seemed to reassure her, but she still frowned anxiously as she replied to Loobey’s offer. “But you’re infected.”

      “I’m asking for a drink, not a sordid love affair. If this is the end, there are worse ways to spend it than tipping back a few jars with a hot lass like yourself.”

      Chloe didn’t laugh, she only seemed confused. “Okay, we can have a drink together, I suppose, but you’re not really my type though.”

      Loobey missed a step and had to hurry to get back in line with her. “Is it the excess skin thing? Because I can tell you I’ve lost about two stone this weekend. I call it the fungal diet. I promise I’ll grow on you. Why don’t you—”

      “No, I mean you’re not my type.”

      Loobey went silent. The look on his face made it clear he didn’t understand what she was saying. For a moment, Ryan didn’t either. Luckily, Fiona made it clear for everyone. “Chloe’s gay.”

      Loobey stumbled again, his arms whipping out for balance – a little too jelly-like for Ryan’s liking.

      He’s changing. The infection is spreading.

      How long before talons erupt from his hands?

      Loobey regained his balance and cleared his throat. “Well, I guess it would be nice to make a new friend then. My offer still stands.”

      Chloe’s frown went away and she finally smiled. “Mine’s a vodka and lemonade.”

      “Vodka and lemonade it is.”

      “Let’s just get there first,” said Fiona.

      Cameron was ahead by several metres, but he turned back and hissed at them now. “Keep yer voices doon and hurry up!”

      “We’re going as fast as we can,” said Ryan.

      “Well, go faster.”

      Everyone shut up. Cameron eventually slowed, and everyone gathered around him, the boulder at the centre of their stream. He looked back at the greens, who were still a good way behind, and then examined the nearby hedges. They were some sort of shaped laurel, a bush familiar to Ryan from his job as a landscape gardener. The things grew fast and thick.

      “We should be able to force our way through,” said Cameron. “It’s only a bush.”

      “Try getting through at the bottom,” said Ryan, “there’ll be fewer branches there.”

      “Good shout, English. Yer pet green can go first. Check out the other side.”

      “If you mean me,” said Loobey, “a simple please would do.”

      Cameron nodded, then, in a mock accent more Australian than Mancunian, he said, “If ya would be so fookin’ kind, our kid.”

      Loobey rolled his eyes, one of them murky, the other tinged with green, and got down on his hands and knees. He moved clumsily, wavering to and fro like a baby learning to crawl. Once he made it to the hedge, he parted the leaves and pushed his face through the gaps.

      “You see anything?” Ryan whispered.

      “I think… I think it’s safe. All I see is the road. Okay, hold on, I’m heading through. Shit, there’s branches everywhere. Fookin’ bush!”

      “Keep yer voice down, lad,” said Miles, glancing back towards the bowls club nervously.

      Everyone waited anxiously while Loobey crawled through the bottom of the bush. Small branches and offshoots caught on his clothing. His baggy shirt stretched and eventually tore. His jeans were about three sizes too big after the weight he’d lost, so they pulled down to reveal his pasty white arse.

      Ryan turned on his bad leg, back towards the elderly bowls players. They were making slow but steady progress. He estimated less than two minutes before they caught up. “Get a move on, Loobs.”

      “I ain’t a bloody snake.”

      Loobey eventually made it deep enough into the hedge that only the bottoms of his trainers were showing. A few seconds later and he disappeared completely.

      “Loobey? Loobs, you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m through. It’s safe. Pass through the supplies and get out here with me.”

      His words were like a starting pistol, and everyone dropped to their bellies. Fiona and Chloe shoved the bags of supplies through the gap left by Loobey, and then everyone formed a line and dove amongst the bushes, scrambling like soldiers on a stealth mission. Ryan found it most awkward, having to drag his splinted leg behind him rather than make use of it to propel him forward. He used his spear to dig into the ground and anchor him.

      Everyone grunted and cursed, sharp branches irritating and scratching as they shuffled along on their bellies. Ryan wondered if this was the way Helen had come, or if she were still nearby somewhere, maybe hiding. When she had taken off, no one had gone after her. Perhaps that was a bad call. She had given up, but that didn’t mean they should let her commit reckless suicide.

      “Damn it,” said Tom. He was crawling through a section next to Ryan, but he started to thrash. “My trousers are caught.”

      Ryan was halfway through the laurel, but he could see Tom through the branches. “Can you get free?”

      “Hold on, I think… Damn it, I can’t see what I’m doing.”

      Ryan shuffled backwards, splinted knee bouncing painfully on the grass. Once back out of the bush, he clawed his way over to Tom’s kicking legs. “Stay still. I’ll unhook you.”

      The elderly bowls players were only ten feet away now.

      Need to make this quick. Very quick.

      Ryan clambered closer to Tom and searched for the offending snag. He found it quickly – a wiry branch caught on his friend’s brown leather belt. It wasn’t difficult to remove, but it had clearly been difficult for Tom because it was behind his back. “Okay, you’re free. Get going!”

      Tom shuffled away.

      Ryan glanced to his left. The greens were almost on top of him. Their talons were lifted in anticipation, ready to lash out. Tom suddenly disappeared, someone obviously pulling him from the other side – probably Cameron. Everyone had made it through the laurel.

      Except for me.

      Ryan threw himself into the gap left behind by Tom. The branches had all been snapped or pushed out of the way, but that didn’t mean he could get his ailing body to move quickly. Above him, the laurel branches shook. The greens had caught up with him. His legs were dangling out in the open like two planks of wood.

      He saw the road two feet ahead of him. He saw the legs of his companions gathered together.

      He saw Cameron’s face right in front of him.

      “Out ye come, English.”

      A meaty hand grabbed Ryan behind the elbow and yanked. Suddenly he was sliding forward, face in the dirt. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought he felt something strike the grass behind him where his foot had been His shoulder threatened to pop out of its socket. He was spitting mud. He didn’t care.

      Thank you, Cameron. Again.

      Ryan flopped forward onto the road, rolling onto his side and groaning. Cameron stood over him impatiently. “Knew I’d end up dragging yoo along.”

      Ryan looked up at Cameron from the floor, deciding not share how close he had just come to getting whipped for a second time. Cameron’s ego was big enough without the praise of having just pulled his arse out of the fire. “Don’t suppose you could help me stand up, could you?”

      Cameron tossed his head back and laughed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cameron got Ryan on his feet while everyone else turned back to face the laurel hedge. The greens on the other side were struggling to get through. All the same, it put everyone on edge. Ryan realised he had left his spear on the other side.

      “Maybe we should head into the hills,” said Chloe, peering up the road that led to Golack cottage.

      “No,” said Ryan. For one thing, he wasn’t about to put more distance between him and Aaron. “The countryside isn’t any safer. The wildlife is infected.”

      “Those dogs ain’t,” said Cameron, referring to the dogs that were constantly barking somewhere in the village.

      “Trust me,” said Ryan. “Back at the cottage, my friends and I were attacked by a rabbit.”

      It looked like Cameron was about to laugh, but he managed to stop himself. “A rabbit… aye.”

      “He’s telling the truth,” said Tom. He made no mention of Ryan risking his neck to get him free from the laurel bush, not the merest hint of a thank you. “However, I would rather face an infected rabbit than a village full of infected people. My vote is to head into the hills and try to go around the village.”

      Ryan shook his head in disbelief. “Tom, you know I need to get Aaron.”

      “I’m sorry, Ryan, but it’s a death sentence. Anyone who heads into the village is doomed. It would be better to go find help and bring it back. As long as Aaron stays inside the skip, he’ll be okay.”

      “And what if he doesn’t stay inside? What if he thinks I’m not coming and tries to make a break for it on his own?”

      Tom sighed. “I’m not dying here, Ryan. I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that. I’m heading into the hills, where there’s at least a slim chance of survival.”

      “Me too,” said Chloe, and she moved to Tom’s side. It seemed to pain her to say it, but she was adamant too. “I hope ye manage to rescue your brother, Ryan, really I do, but the truth is I dinnae know ye, and I nay plan on throwing my life away to help ye. Sorry if that means I’m a bitch.”

      Fiona moved to Ryan’s side and placed a hand on his arm. She looked into his eyes, sad and afraid. “I agree with Tom,” she said. “It’s a death sentence heading back into the village.”

      Ryan nodded. While he felt like slapping Tom for his disloyalty, Fiona had already had his back more than she’d been obliged to. She owed him nothing else.

      But Fiona wasn’t finished. She summoned a thin smile and went on. “But I promised to have your back, so let’s go get your brother.”

      “You’ll help me?”

      She shrugged. “Trust, right? I’m going to trust you not to get me killed.”

      “And you don’t even have to ask me, mate,” said Loobey. “Where you go, I go.”

      “I’m afraid I’m going to have to side with Chloe and Tom,” said Miles. “Now that we’re back out in the open, it seems unwise to head right back into danger. Cameron, do ye know a way around the village?”

      Cameron looked towards the shaking laurel bush, and then at Ryan. He folded his arms. “It should be easy enough to get around the village, I reckon. We can head up to Bosley Bridge and cross the stream there. From there, it’ll be a straight hike down the A road south of Burds petrol station.”

      Miles sighed. “Sounds like a reasonable plan to me.”

      Ryan didn’t know why he was shocked, but the thought of not having Cameron help left him feeling vulnerable. The big Scot faced everything with an angry confidence, refusing to be a victim. “Cameron, I need your help. I need to get my brother, and I don’t think I can do it without you.”

      Cameron opened his mouth, but no words came out. His brow furrowed, and for the first time since meeting the man, Ryan saw empathy – and tiredness. “I’m sorry, Ryan. Yer all right for an Englishman, but yer brother’s a lost cause, but if ye come with us, ye might at least live long enough to remember him.”

      “I can’t.”

      Cameron shrugged and turned away. “Then it was nice knowing ye.”

      “Looks like it’s just us then,” said Fiona. “Hope you’ve got a good plan.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Great.”

      Miles stepped up to Ryan and placed a hand on his shoulder. “If ye manage to rescue your brother, we’ll be heading to the petrol station just past the pub on the far end of town. If it’s safe, we’ll be taking the main road from there. Catch us if ye can.”

      Ryan couldn’t work out if he should be angry or not. Other than Tom, these people were almost strangers. They owed him nothing, but they were still refusing to help his brother, so fuck them. As a Christian, Miles should be required to help, right?

      Maybe he’s not such a good bloke after all.

      Tom glanced at Ryan, his expression guilty as it probably dawned on him what he’d done. He’d just ended their friendship. “Hey, Ryan, look, I just—”

      “Shut your goddamn mouth.” Ryan pointed a finger in his ex-friend’s face. “You and me have nothing left to say to each other.”

      Tom turned away and started up the road. The landscape could be teeming with infected wildlife, and if so, his betrayal would end up being for nothing. He could be dead anyway.

      “Good luck, English,” said Cameron. The lump on his head had risen even more, and he squinted as he spoke. “If ye don’t die, we’ll grab a beer together.” He handed Ryan the sharp copper pipe taken from the club. “You’re gonna need this.”

      Ryan had left his spear buried in the hedge, so the pipe was useful. “Thanks, Cameron. You look after everyone, okay?”

      “Aye.”

      Ryan stood with Fiona and Loobey, and they watched the others walk away. Their group had been divided from the start, but he had assumed the line was between the English and the Scots. Turned out, the biggest schism had been between him and Tom.

      I don’t even know who he is any more.

      The branches inside the laurel bush began to snap and give way. The elderly bowls players were almost through. Only a few branches caught on their jumpers kept them at bay.

      “Time to go,” said Loobey. “You ready?”

      “As ready as I can be.” Ryan put his arm around Fiona’s neck. “Let’s go get my brother.”

      The three of them started down the road, keeping close to the hedge and passing by the wooden sign. The white bowls player was getting grubby, a patch of green covering his back leg. The fungus.

      It’s all over the place. Growing.

      Already, Ryan could see the infected people gathered ahead, congregating around the bowls club. Did they still think everyone was inside? The distant thudding of the front door suggested so.

      “They’re still trying to break in,” said Fiona. “Maybe we can sneak past them.”

      Ryan didn’t think he could sneak anywhere with his leg the way it was, but he liked the idea of avoiding the greens rather than fighting them. He nodded further down the road. “Maybe we can hop over the wall around the churchyard and stay hidden. It looks empty.”

      Loobey stumbled unexpectedly, landing on one knee. He cursed, only just managing to keep his voice down. He straightened back up and wiped the gravel off his knee. “Sorry about that.”

      Ryan glanced at the greens ahead, praying they hadn’t heard. “You okay? What happened?”

      “Not sure. The lights just went out for a second. I’m feeling a bit dizzy.”

      Fiona stepped back, pulling Ryan along with her. “Are you on the turn?”

      “I ain’t a pint of milk, love.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Loobey’s lip curled, but he failed to bring forth the words to match his mood. He ended up just sighing. “I was beginning to think I’d got away with it. The more time that went by, the more I started to think I’d be okay.” He lifted his hands, now covered in green fuzz. His little finger on his right hand was bent at an odd angle. “My cancer slowed it down, but it didn’t stop it.”

      Ryan frowned. “What?”

      Loobey continued examining his green hands as he spoke, a look of resignation on his face. “For whatever reason, the fungus has taken me over slower than everyone else – and there’s only one thing different about me: I have cancer. Don’t ask me how, but I think it bought me a little extra time. Cancer saved my life. For a while, anyway.” He chuckled, but it contained no joy.

      “You’re gunna be fine, Loobs. We’re making it out of this village and home to Manchester. Couple of days in the Royal and you’ll be right as rain.”

      “I’ve spent a lifetime in that place already, mate. How about we go down Old Trafford instead?”

      “Whatever gets you better, mate.”

      Fiona glanced behind her. The bowls players were about to make it onto the road. “Okay,” she said, nervously. “Onwards we go. Into the breach and all that.”

      Ryan nodded, and on they went.

      They kept to the far side of the road, which was a strip of scrubland with nowhere to hide, the grass too short to hide a gnome. If any of the greens by the bowls club turned in their direction, it would be game over. Their only option then would be to run – and Ryan didn’t have that option.

      The car park outside the bowls club was teeming with greens, a hundred at least. They amassed around the front door, throwing themselves against it. At the rear of the car park, the chain-link fence started to buckle under the weight of their bodies. The sound of broken glass underfoot suggested a window had broken.

      “It’s a good thing we left when we did,” Fiona whispered. “The whole village is here. If one of them spots us, we’re won’t have a chance.”

      “Just keep moving,” said Loobey.

      They headed for the churchyard, making slow progress. Fiona helped Ryan while Loobey carried the black bag of supplies. Chloe had taken the other. Eventually, and somewhat miraculously, they managed to make it to the low stone wall surrounding the churchyard.

      Fiona helped Ryan over the boundary, while Loobey sat down on it and swung his legs up and over the top. Fiona vaulted the wall last and landed next to them. “So far so good. Come on, we can make it to the church.”

      They moved as one, staying behind the larger gravestones to try to avoid being seen. Ryan glanced ahead to the small church building with its broken windows. Andy’s body would still be lying inside, growing cold. “What if nowhere in this village is safe?” he asked.

      Fiona shrugged. “The place was in need of a little excitement anyway.”

      They carried on until they reached the church. In the light of day, the building seemed ancient. The stone bricks were faded and covered in moss. The grout was crumbling in a hundred places. The whole village was ancient. Ryan couldn’t understand why anyone would want to live all the way up here, so far removed from the cities and towns of humanity. Manchester was Ryan’s home. He longed to be there.

      “I think I can see the skip from here,” said Fiona, crouching down amongst the knee-high weeds.

      Ryan moved alongside her and looked towards the grassy common across the road. The lorry was still parked there, and its skip was still covered by the tarp. There was no sign of whether or not Aaron was still inside, but he certainly had been a couple of hours ago. A dozen or so greens surrounded the common, and the pack of dogs that had been barking relentlessly for the past night and day were there too, gathered at the edge of the road. They were excited by something, and Ryan wondered if it was his brother. Did they know he was inside the skip?

      “The greens are acting weird,” said Fiona. “Watch.”

      Ryan squinted, keeping his eyes on an infected woman wearing a long red dressing grown. It highlighted how the fungus had taken people so unawares. Had the woman’s husband come home with the fungus on his hands, or had a green broken in and attacked her in her sleep? There were a hundred horror stories in the village, but no way to learn them all.

      Suddenly the infected woman began to freak out, arms whipping, head thrashing left and right.

      Then she stopped, went back to standing still.

      Weird. But it doesn’t help me get my brother.

      “There’s no way I can get to him,” said Ryan, realising more with every second that it was true. There was no way he could make it past a dozen infected people without getting seen. Even if he somehow managed to reach Aaron, they would never make it out of there in one piece. They would die on the common or become infected – and neither fate was acceptable.

      “I’ll distract them,” said Loobey.

      “How? They don’t pay you any attention.”

      “They might not be interested in me, but they’re interested in something else.”

      Ryan frowned. “What?”

      Loobey snatched the metal pipe out of Ryan’s hand and smiled. “A little bit of drum n bass. You two get down and wait for the greens to move away from the common. Then you go get Aaron.”

      “What about you?”

      “If I’ve learned anything lately, mate, it’s not to plan my own future. If I can catch up to you, I will, but maybe it’s better if I don’t.” He held up his fuzz-covered hand. A brown gash had started to form right between his knuckles. His little finger was dangling like a worm. “I’m starting to Hulk out, and I refuse to be that prick in the zombie movie who lies about being bitten. I’m done, mate.”

      Ryan reached out and grabbed his friend’s arm over his jacket. “You do whatever you have to do to get out of this village with the rest of us, you hear me? Don’t you dare stop fighting, not for a second.”

      Loobey nodded. “Man U till I die, right?”

      “Up the reds. I love you, man.”

      Loobey stepped back and pulled a face. “Oi-oi! You’re about to be a married man.”

      “I really hope so.”

      “Give Sophie my love, yeah? And your mam. Tell her I’m sorry about the couscous; she’ll know what you mean. Anyway, get your head down while I take care of this.”

      Ryan looked at his friend for a moment and then nodded. He crouched down behind a gravestone next to Fiona while Loobey hopped back over the wall and headed for the road. The gravestone read:

      
        
        ~BETTY LAWRENCE~

        Beloved Daughter, Granddaughter, Child

        2010–2018

      

      

      Ryan shuddered. The village was a place with history, with families, memories, and traditions. A place like any other, with tragedies and celebrations. What would become of it after all of this? Did the cemetery have room for a couple of hundred more corpses?

      Loobey hurried back up the road towards the bowls club. Halfway there, he stopped and turned back, giving them a brief glance before lifting the metal pole above his head and bringing it down on the asphalt. The metallic clack echoed, and sparks flew up from the gravelly surface. It wasn’t a particularly loud sound – but it travelled.

      The greens around the common jolted, a spark running through them. Slowly, they turned towards the road, and even those further away at the bowls club reacted. If all of them came, Loobey would be surrounded.

      And come they did.

      “It’s working,” said Fiona. “They’re leaving the common.”

      The black cloud over Ryan lifted as the greens began to move away, stumbling and bumping into each other. Slowly but surely, they filtered down the road, the small group from the common merging with the larger group from the bowls club. It became harder and harder to see Loobey, and before long the only evidence that he even existed was the rhythmic clack of the metal pole against the road.

      “We should go,” said Fiona, already moving to put her head under Ryan’s armpit to help him up. She went to grab the bin bag full of supplies but changed her mind and left it behind one of the gravestone. “It’ll just slow us down. I’ll leave it here.”

      Ryan nodded. “If we need it, we know where it is.”

      They got moving, heading down the pebbled path until they passed through the gate at the bottom. It seemed too good to be true, but the space between them and the skip was completely open. The greens had abandoned the area to head up the road. Loobey’s plan had worked like a charm.

      Thank you, mate.

      Ryan focused on the skip, hobbling across the common as fast as he could and wishing he had X-ray vision so he could see if his brother was still inside. Soon he would find out.

      Please be in there, Aaron. Please be in there.

      The pack of dogs began to wag their tails and hop around as they spotted Ryan and Fiona approaching. Their mad barking turned to excited yips and throaty grumbles.

      They’re pleased to see us. Pleased to see normal human beings.

      Have they been watching over my brother?

      There was no time to stop and fuss a pack of dogs, so Ryan removed himself from Fiona’s arm and hop-ran as fast as he could. By the time he traversed the grassy common, he had achieved a speed slightly faster than a jog. It was pure agony, but he couldn’t stop. Not for a second.

      Finally, he crossed the road and made it to the skip lorry. He looked up at the tarp and said, “Aaron, are you in there?”
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      Loobey had no idea how he would ever get out of this. The greens didn’t try to attack him, but the road was so thick with them that he was in danger of being crushed by their sheer weight. His plan had worked like a charm, but he was getting more and more dizzy and sick. It wouldn’t be long before he dropped where he stood.

      I thought I had it beat. I felt so strong. Now I can barely stand.

      Loobey had hidden his condition from Ryan ever since he’d come out of the office. He and Gavin had listened to Ryan’s screams as he’d had his toe removed, but Loobey had been too weak to do anything but sit there in Mr Falco’s chair. Gavin had been lying on the floor, staring silently up at the ceiling. It was no secret that he was succumbing to the fungus, but it had still surprised Loobey how suddenly he had turned. It had made him realise how quickly the disease acted, and how he had been on borrowed time since the moment Sean infected him. There was no beating the fungus. He had been naive to ever think so.

      He could feel himself changing.

      It had started with his memories. Stuck in the office with Gavin, the two of them had started sharing stories. Most of Gavin’s involved video games and superhero movies, but Loobey had told stories about his teenage years hanging out with the lads. He had spoken about the time Sean had gone down Donner Hill in a shopping trolley, and the time Ryan had pissed off a high-rise balcony onto the people below. But then the stories had suddenly dried up, and Loobey couldn’t remember a thing. He couldn’t remember how he and Sean had met. He couldn’t remember the name of his high school. Half his past disappeared in an instant, and it only got worse from there. Only pieces of him left.

      But there’s enough of me left to know who I am.

      Ryan needs my help.

      Despite being sure his time was up, Loobey didn’t want to give in. Ryan had told him to keep fighting, and if there was any chance of sticking around longer, he wanted that chance. As often as he had faced down death these past six months, the idea of finally drifting away into whatever came next was terrifying. He didn’t want to die. He wasn’t ready for it all to be over.

      He shoved aside a green, knocking it into those behind it. Instead of stumbling, though, it bounced, the weight behind it too much to give way. He shoved again, starting to panic. He was being buried alive by bodies. A green whipped its talons at the air and Loobey caught a scratch across the cheek. He was aware of the wound, yet it caused him no pain. In fact, he hadn’t felt pain for a while. Right now, he missed it. Its absence was like an absence of life. Being human was supposed to hurt.

      Loobey shoved again, this time gritting his teeth and putting his back into it. His hand struck an infected woman in the breast and kept on going, sinking into hot, moist flesh. Bugs spilled out and covered his arm. He recoiled, trying to tug back his hand, but he found himself stuck. Try as he might, he couldn’t pull his hand out of the woman’s corrupted flesh. In fact, it seemed to close around his knuckles like a suckling baby.

      “Let go of me, you manky cow!”

      The woman paid Loobey no mind. In fact, she tried to turn away. His arm twisted inside her, and he yelled irritably as he was pulled along against his will. His voice caused the infected mass of people to flinch, but they looked right through him, as if they couldn’t quite locate the source of the noise. Green fuzz covered their flesh, quivering slightly as if blown by a breeze. There was damp in the air, and the ground underfoot squelched as bugs and rotting flesh shed from the infected bodies onto the road.

      Loobey tried desperately to get his hand free, but it was no use. His arm was buried up to the elbow in flesh, and bugs covered the rest.

      He started to feel something.

      Pain.

      It’s starting to hurt.

      I’m still human.

      What at first felt like a pinch soon became a vicious rending of flesh. The woman’s sucking innards pulled his arm in further, enveloping him up to the shoulder and forcing him to his knees. He felt something dislocate, the delicate bones in his wrist snapping, and the pain came in full, a tidal wave of it.

      Loobey was alive.

      And it was terrible.
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      “Aaron, are you in there?”

      Aaron jolted, striking his head against the inside of the skip. For a second, he thought he had heard his brother’s voice.

      “Aaron? Aaron, it’s me! Are you in there?”

      Aaron jolted again, hitting his head a second time. This time he knew he wasn’t dreaming. He scrambled for the tarp above his head, and then he lifted it, and cold air and dim sunlight flooded in. The first thing he saw was his brother’s face – dirt-streaked, bloody, and grey with exhaustion, but definitely his brother.

      “R-Ryan?”

      “Aaron! Thank God. I came back for you. Get out of there before they come back.”

      Aaron straightened his aching legs, wondering how many hours he’d been stuck inside the dingy skip. Clambering from under the tarp and emerging into the light, he felt like a prisoner walking free. The experience was so disorientating that he toppled off the truck bed and landed clumsily on the floor.

      “Whoa! Are you okay?” It was a woman who asked him. She was standing next to Ryan. Aaron recognised her from the church. Her name might have been Fiona. She offered him a hand and he took it.

      “I’m okay,” he said, although he had landed hard on the flat of his thigh. “Where’s everybody else?”

      “It’s just us,” said Ryan, wobbling to and fro like he was fighting to stay upright. He had some kind of brace fitted to his leg and a bandage on his arm. What the hell had happened to him?

      Aaron tried to talk again, but his mouth was so dry all he managed was a croak. He licked his lips and had another go. “I need to drink.”

      “We should head back to the church,” said Fiona. “There’s water in the black bag we left there. Maybe we can join back up with Loobey.”

      Aaron croaked and fought to find his voice again. “Loobey? Loobey’s alive?”

      “Sort of,” said Ryan. “It’s a long story. Come on, we have to get out of here.”

      Ryan went to grab Aaron but almost toppled, so Aaron grabbed him instead. Fiona led the way, and they moved across the common and back towards the church. In the light of day the old building seemed even smaller – and in no way secure. How had they ever thought the building would keep them safe?

      Aaron noticed something. “The infected? Where have they all gone?”

      Fiona pointed up the road. “There.”

      “Jesus!” Aaron almost screamed when he saw how many of them there were. They were huddled together further up the road. A hundred of them at least.

      “I don’t hear Loobey any more,” said Ryan. “Damn it, I hope he’s okay.”

      Aaron couldn’t wrap his head around Loobey being alive. They had left him inside the shed back at the cottage – left him inside with Sean. Even if Sean hadn’t killed him, he had been infected. Shouldn’t he have been one of them by now?

      They reached the church. Aaron helped Ryan hobble through the small gate and up the gravel path. Fiona rushed into the graveyard and beckoned them to join her. The three of them hunkered down behind a large gravestone and Fiona produced a black bin bag, unknotting it and plunging her arm inside. When her hand came out with a bottle of water, Aaron felt like kissing her, and the fantasy of doing so briefly played out in his mind.

      “We have food too,” she said, after handing him the bottle. Aaron unscrewed the lid and downed the contents in one go. Feeling better already, he took a bag of peanuts from the black bag and tore into them ravenously. They were the best-tasting peanuts he’d ever eaten.

      While Aaron ate, Ryan peered over the top of the gravestone and whispered. “I don’t see Loobey. Damn it, the greens are coming back. If we don’t leave now, we’ll be stuck here.”

      Fiona rose up beside him. “They’ll see us if we head back onto the road. We need to find a way to distract them again.”

      Aaron was so focused on eating and drinking that his fear had abandoned him, but it quickly returned as he remembered he was still trapped in a town full of sick people. How would they create a distraction big enough to get out of the village?

      The dogs.

      Aaron looked back towards the common and saw that the canines had dispersed. Some of them had moved towards the church, perhaps intending to follow Ryan, Aaron, and Fiona. “The infected don’t like high-pitched noises.”

      Ryan looked at him. “What?”

      “While I was hiding in the skip, the dogs were barking at the infected people. Every time they did, they went into some kind of seizure. I’m not positive, but I think high-pitched noises mess with them.”

      Fiona nodded. “When Loobey struck the road the greens flinched, like it hurt them somehow.”

      “How does that help us?” asked Ryan.

      Aaron shrugged. “I don’t know. You said you wanted to create a distraction. Well, noise distracts them.”

      “It worked with Loobey,” said Fiona. “So, how do we create more noise?”

      Ryan frowned, the face he always pulled whenever he was thinking. After a moment, he said, “The piano.”

      “Huh? As in the one inside the church?”

      Ryan nodded. “We can hit a high note, right? That would be the kind of sound the greens don’t like.”

      “You’re going to play them a rendition of The Entertainer, are you? Even if that works, how are you planning to escape once you bring them all to you?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe we can trap them inside or…”

      Aaron finished a mouthful of peanuts, swallowed, and then spoke. “Or what?”

      “We start a fire,” said Ryan. “The church has a coal burner. Maybe we can start a blaze with the infected inside.”

      Fiona winced. “Those are people I know. What if there’s some way to bring them back?”

      “You think Gavin could have come back? His stomach was filled with bugs. All those greens coming down the road are nothing but monsters now, or aliens, or whatever the hell they are. We lead them into the church and then we torch it. I’ll get out through one of the broken windows at the last second.”

      “It could work,” said Aaron, positive about the thought of being proactive. Maybe the best way to stop being hunted was to become the hunter. Perhaps it was time to fight instead of hide.

      “So how do we start the fire?” asked Fiona, still sounding doubtful.

      “We don’t,” said Ryan. “I’m going to do this by myself. You and Aaron are getting out of here.”

      Aaron spluttered, bits of peanut escaping from his mouth. “No way! I’m staying with you, Ryan. I know I haven’t been much help since we got to the village, but I’m done sitting by and doing nothing.”

      “Then go. If you want to do something useful, get the hell out of here so I can stop worrying about you.”

      “I’m not leaving you. End of story.”

      “I can barely walk. You’ll be better off without me.”

      “I’m not leaving you here,” Aaron repeated. There was no way he would be convinced. He wouldn’t allow Ryan to keep playing the noble older brother.

      “Me neither,” said Fiona. While Aaron had been hiding inside the skip, she and Ryan seemed to have become close. The way she spoke to him, the way she looked at him; they were friends.

      They’ve only known each other for a day.

      Ryan was shaking his head. “You don’t owe me anything, Fi. Right now, all I need you to do is to get my brother out of here. I’ll find a way to survive somehow. I’ve been doing it non-stop for days. Please, just do as I ask.”

      “No,” said Aaron. “It’s stupid.”

      Ryan sighed. “I know you want to stay and help me, Aaron, but I need to do this. This weekend, I’ve lost pretty much every friend I have. I can’t lose anyone else. You and Fiona need to get out of this village alive or I’ll never forgive myself. If anything happens to you, Aaron, then I’d rather be dead anyway.”

      Aaron wanted to shout about how stupid Ryan was being, yet at the same time he couldn’t bring himself to argue. Ryan had always taken care of him, so how could he refuse to listen to him now?

      Fiona sighed. “Fine, I’ll take Aaron to the pub, but we’ll wait for you there. That’s the deal, okay?”

      Ryan went to argue, but Aaron cut him off. “That’s the deal, Ryan. You risked your neck to get me out of that skip. I’m not leaving this village without you. We either stay here with you, or we wait at the pub.”

      “Okay, you can wait for me, but only if it’s safe. First sign of danger, you do whatever you need to do to get out of the village.”

      “We’ll help you get set up here first,” said Fiona. “You’ll only mess things up otherwise.”

      Aaron smiled at Ryan. “She’s right, bro. You’re a klutz.”

      Ryan chuckled, punched Aaron weakly on the arm, then snuck inside the church.
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      Ryan stood next to Andy’s body, realising it was the first time he had ever seen a corpse. That it belonged to a child made it even more disturbing. All the blood had dried, making it seem like Andy had some kind of weird, all-encompassing birthmark on his neck. The child’s expression was peaceful, eyes half-closed and mouth almost turned up in a smile. There was a patch of green fungus beneath his body, and Ryan noticed more of it growing in odd patches all around. He didn’t want to think about what that meant right now.

      “He was a good kid,” Ryan muttered.

      “He was,” said Fiona, coming up behind him. “There were a lot of good kids in this village. A lot of good people. I hope Miles and the others make it out.”

      “They have Cameron with them. If anyone can get them out of here in one piece, it’s dole-queue William Wallace.”

      Fiona hiccupped a laugh. “If he hears you call him that, he’ll batter you.”

      “How come everyone split up?” asked Aaron. He had remained near the entryway, keeping an eye on the greens outside.

      “They went into the hills to try and find a safe way around the village, but I had to come get you first.”

      Aaron nodded as if he understood. “So, everyone is okay? Tom isn’t, you know?”

      “No, Tom’s fine. Don’t worry about him though, okay?” Ryan almost said more, but decided now wasn’t the time. “Grab everything that will burn and pile it into the cellar. We’ll start the fire there. Hopefully it’ll rise up and catch the roof timbers.”

      “And you’ll be sat here the whole time, playing the piano?” Fiona closed her eyes and shook her head. “This seems like a really bad plan.”

      “There’s a window at the back. Once things get too hot to handle, I’ll get out and head for the pub.”

      “Do you even know how to get there?”

      “No.”

      Fiona rolled her eyes. “Head down the road outside until you see the bakery then take a left. Keep going and you’ll see the pub.”

      “Got it.”

      They started gathering all of the wooden chairs and tossing them into the cellar. The heat coming up from the trapdoor was inviting after being outside in the cold, but it would soon become an unbearable blaze. Ryan didn’t expect to make it out of the village, but he would try his best. Whatever happened, and whatever plan he put into motion, the chances of his survival were next to nil, but if Fiona got his brother out of the village alive, it would go some way towards his atonement. Atonement for bringing his friends on the stag do from Hell.

      “Okay,” said Fiona after a few hectic minutes. “Everything made of wood and not bolted down is in the cellar. Are you really going to do this?”

      Ryan nodded. “Unless you have a better plan.”

      “Um, yeah… like… literally anything else.”

      “I’m doing this.” He hobbled down the rickety steps into the cellar, clambering over the wooden chairs piled there. The child’s unicorn lamp was still lit, which was fortunate, as things would have been a lot harder in the dark. The coal burner blazed away happily. He had to wrap his hand up in his shirt to keep from burning himself as he yanked the handle and opened the chamber. Then he began to throw in extra coal and firewood from the nearby sacks. Once the fire was nice and healthy, he grabbed a chair and tilted it backwards so that the frame was leaning into the fire. At first, he began to fear it wouldn’t catch alight; it quickly turned black and gave off smokey tendrils, but no flames appeared. Just when he was ready to throw a tantrum, a small blue flicker appeared. Triumphantly, he fist-pumped the air, then waited a few moments for the fire to take fully to the chair. Once aflame, he tipped it over onto its side, where it quickly spread its flames to the other chairs.

      The fire was lit. Ryan could already feel its devouring heat. He hobbled back upstairs and met with Fiona. She was standing in front of the large stained-glass window at the back of the church. Beside her was the piano he would soon use to give the performance of his life. She was in the process of positioning the bench from the entryway to the left of the hatch, blocking that route around it. The other side was blocked with the cork noticeboard. Ryan put a hand on Fi’s arm and squeezed. He even thought about hugging her, but before he had a chance, she moved away to join Aaron in the centre of the church. He was staring through the floor grates at the glowing flames beneath.

      Fiona turned back to Ryan and said, “We’ll move to the edge of the churchyard and wait. Once we see the greens are distracted, we’ll run as fast as we can to the pub. We’ll meet you there, okay? That was the deal. Don’t die, because you still owe me.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Fiona and Aaron lingered in the entryway, watching Ryan for a moment. Eventually, he had to wave to shoo them away. Even then, Fiona had to put a hand on Aaron’s back before he would get moving. Once they had finally left, Ryan stood and took some deep breaths, psyching himself up for what came next. He headed to the door and glanced out across the churchyard. Fiona and Aaron were already threading their way between the gravestones and using them for cover, while a dozen or more greens had wandered closer to the church’s stone wall. Many more filled the road. When he started playing the piano, they would hear it for sure.

      He held in a sigh and let it go, his cheeks deflating slowly. Once he was out of oxygen, he took a deep breath and cleared his throat. “Okay, showtime.” He cupped his hands to his mouth and bellowed out of the doorway. “Hey, you wankers! Yeah, that’s it! Look over here, you fuzz-covered shitheads! The match is about to start! Let’s ’ave it!”

      The greens started to turn, one by one, until there were dozens of eyes looking Ryan’s way. He continued to shout, waving his hands to make himself more visible. Meanwhile, from the corner of his eye, he saw Fiona and Aaron crouched at the far end of the churchyard, ready to vault the stone wall and make a run for it. There were more greens further down the road, but they were distracted now by Ryan’s shouting. Gradually, they began to make their way up the road.

      Ryan turned and made his way to the rear of the church. He hopped up the step and dodged around the open hatch. The piano was right behind it, and he pushed it on its casters so that it was right on the edge of the drop. Then he pulled over the stool and opened up the key cover. Wriggling his fingers in the air, he took a deep breath.

      “Hailing from the great city of Manchester, home of the UK’s greatest musical talents, comes Ryan Cartwright, singing for you – ‘We’ll Never Die’.”

      Ryan cleared his throat and started poking at the keys. He went low, creating ominous droning sounds, all while bellowing in a voice that had never sang sober. “We’ll keep the red flag flying here. We’ll never die, we’ll never die. We’ll keep the red flag flying high ’cause Man United will never die.”

      The first green appeared at the door – a man with a pot belly beneath a Glasgow Rangers football shirt. Ryan could hardly believe the irony. His mouth fell open. “You cheeky bastard. Fancy your chances, do ya? Well… if you hate the sodding Rangers, clap your hands. If you hate the sodding Rangers, clap your hands.”

      More greens flooded into the church, a maelstrom of whipping tentacles and cascading bugs. Within seconds, the entryway of the church was packed full of them. The entire time, Ryan continued to abuse the piano keys without any understanding of how to make something resembling a tune. The flames from the cellar began to lick at the floor gratings. the church’s interior began to shimmer with heat, even with the broken windows on both sides. Ryan felt prickles on the back of his neck.

      The greens continued to file in, spreading out inside the empty church and getting closer and closer to the raised platform at the rear. When they laid eyes on Ryan, they grew excited, slashing at the air with their talons. Every cell in Ryan’s body urged him to flee, but he couldn’t. Not yet. He kept playing the low notes and singing. The greens kept getting closer.

      The first one fell down the hatch, hitting the cellar and falling amongst the burning wood. The barriers either side of the hatch acted as a funnel, and a second and third green quickly went down right after it. Their bodies would add fuel to the fire. Ryan had counted on them being as stupid as they looked. But they weren’t completely stupid. After seeing their comrades fall into the trap, the next wave of greens started to push and prod at the barricades either side of it. Ryan had enough space to avoid being whipped, but it became clear they would soon be upon him. It was time for phase two of the plan.

      I hope your theory is right, Aaron.

      Now which of these keys gives me a dog bark?

      Ryan slid his fingertips away from the low notes and began bashing the keys on the other end of the piano. The high-pitched tinkling made his ears hurt, but it seemed to hurt the greens too. They stopped their approach and began to jerk like arthritic street dancers. Those at the rear of the church continued forward for a few more feet before eventually going into seizures too.

      It’s working.

      Ryan bashed at the keys harder, delighting at the pain he was causing his tormentors. He forgot any notion of them being previously human. This was about survival. This was about being able to see Sophie again.

      Love means never giving up.

      Let the music play on.

      The barricades either side of the hatch gradually shifted aside. Despite their seizures, the greens continued to make slow progress forward, while dozens more filtered in from the entryway and shoved the entire pack forward.

      The flames rose through the floor grates. The air inside the church turned thick and smelled metallic. Ryan’s forehead began to ooze sweat. It was nearly time to go, but he kept on hitting those high notes.

      Just a little longer. Keep them here long enough that they can’t get out.

      The first green caught fire – just its leg at first, but then the inferno took hold of its entire lower section. It toppled to the floor, green fuzz curling and blackening like burning candyfloss. Another went up in flames beside it, its left leg melting and causing it to topple over.

      Then the church combusted, becoming a theatre of burning flesh. The greens made no sound, gave no cries of pain as their bodies burned, but the crackle of their roasting flesh could be heard even over the loud tinkling of the piano.

      Ryan was drenched in his own sweat. His forehead and cheeks felt sunburnt. The air in front of his eyes shimmered. Thick black smoke began to rise through the floor grates. He could no longer see the entryway.

      It was time to go.

      “Thank you and good night.” Ryan leapt off the piano stool and picked it up. Turning around, he hurled it at the large stained-glass window. It struck the frame and bounced off, hitting the floor and rolling back to Ryan’s feet. The stained glass remained intact.

      “Shit on it!”

      The barricades were being shifted out of the way. The greens pushed their way past, no longer held in place by the high-pitched piano notes. Several of them toppled clumsily into the hatch, but plenty more made it around the sides.

      “Shit, shit, shit.” Ryan picked the stool up again and tossed it a second time. This time it hit dead centre. The stained glass shattered, raining down on the ground outside. Ryan launched himself over the stone window ledge and landed amongst the shards and grass.

      Then he was on his feet, hobbling away as fast as he could.
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      The uneven ground behind the church, covered in rocks and weeds, made it tough on Ryan. His stiff left knee and four-toed foot were no longer willing to play ball. He had to use the good half of his body to drag along the bad. Behind him, the inferno inside the church grew and grew. The heat from its flames was spreading quicker than Ryan could retreat. He struggled to breathe, the air itself becoming hot. He glanced back and saw the dark shapes of bodies moving past the broken windows, flesh turning black in the fire. The flames left no gaps. The interior of the church became an inferno. Marshmallows of black smoke escaped the roof and blotted the sky.

      Something inside the church collapsed, a wooden rafter coming down. The greens gathered further up the road turned their heads and moved towards the noise. Would they walk to their fiery deaths like moths roasting against a bulb, or would they realise the danger and stay back? Ryan had seen the way they had moved around the hatch to avoid falling. The greens weren’t as smart as people, but they weren’t stupid either.

      Ryan made it to the edge of the low stone wall and froze, not knowing where to go next. There were greens in front of him, but they were distracted by the blaze inside the church. Another rafter gave way, and when Ryan looked back, part of the tiled roof had sunk inwards. Several burning greens stumbled out of the entryway of the churchyard and slumped to the ground, their bodies still ablaze.

      Ryan dragged himself over the low stone wall and stepped onto the road. He looked left and right, not knowing which way to go.

      What did Fiona say?

      Head down the road until you see the bakery, then take a left.

      Ryan searched for a bakery, but all he saw were tiny cottages and short terrace runs of three or four houses at a time. The road only went two ways – back towards the bowls club and deeper into the village – so he saw little option but to head away from the chaos at the church.

      He stumbled down the road, the instinctual feeling of being chased making him panic, but every time he looked back the greens were still focused only on the church. As he had feared, however, the newcomers were too smart to walk into the flames. They kept their distance, watching from the road, tendrils swishing rhythmically.

      Ryan kept on going, passing corpses on the pavement and avoiding looking at them, as well as at the foul stains emanating from their torsos. The myth about a person shitting and pissing themselves after death turned out to be true.

      Is this how we all end up? Rotting in our own shit?

      His retreat also necessitated moving past the corkscrews embedded in the pavement. He kept his distance but was able to clearly see the mountain of bugs amassed around their bases. There was no doubt they came from inside the corkscrews – some kind of canister. The bugs were the key to all this, he was sure. They were the vital link that spread the infection.

      They make the oil. The oil breeds the fungus.

      The road rose ahead, the village nestled amongst subtle hills and shallow valleys. The incline started gently, but grew steep enough that Ryan’s bad leg began to struggle. He gritted his teeth and willed himself onwards.

      He reached the top of the crest.

      And then he saw it.

      A few dozen metres ahead, just past a row of cottages with flower-filled window boxes, was a small shop with a plate glass window. Nothing suggested it was a bakery except for a stack of wicker baskets out front that could have been used to hold freshly baked bread. What tipped Ryan off was the chalk A board sitting out front on the pavement. He couldn’t read the smaller text, but right at the top was a single large word:

      BARRY’S.

      It drove home how Andy’s killer had been an ordinary man just a few short days ago. Barry the baker had done something wicked, but it was no fault of his own.

      In the middle of the road was another corkscrew. The sight of it hardly affected Ryan; he had become used to seeing them. They were as much a part of the Scottish landscape now as the hills and valleys.

      Maybe this one fell at the same time as the one behind the cottage. Maybe Barry was staggering home from the pub drunk. Or maybe he was up at the crack of dawn, ready to start the ovens. This thing landed right outside his shop.

      Barry’s fate didn’t matter now. What mattered was that Ryan had made it to his first waypoint without being slashed to pieces or infected. The greens had all been attracted by the blaze at the church, acting like a herd and moving together to inspect whatever might be of interest.

      People. People are of interest. They want to infect everybody.

      Falling off the roof of the bowls club had inadvertently helped Ryan to survive because the incident had attracted all of the greens to that part of the village. It meant his escape route was clear.

      Take a left and you’ll see the pub. That was what Fiona had said and, sure enough, the road branched off alongside the bakery. Desperate to rejoin his brother, Ryan hobbled onward, exiting the village’s single main road and heading for the pub where he had parked his car an eternity ago. He realised he had left his car keys back up at the cottage, but there was little hope his Audi would work even if he could unlock it. Still, the car would be a sight for sore eyes. It was part of his old life – the life before he stepped foot inside Golack cottage. It was the car that took him and Sophie to the local pub on Sundays for a carvery, or the cinema on the odd Wednesday night. It was the only thing he owned worth more than a few quid, and even after all he’d been through, he hoped it was okay.

      The road narrowed ahead, forming an alleyway between two rows of featheredge fencing, with back gates spaced evenly along that must lead to back gardens. Beside each gate were black and green wheelie bins. It was behind one of those wheelie bins that Ryan saw movement.

      “I knew this was too easy.” He clenched his fists, balancing on his one good leg. A hand poked out from behind the bin, grasping at thin air. The sight of it sent a shockwave of fear through Ryan’s spine, but then he considered something.

      A hand. Not a talon.

      He stepped forward and glanced behind the bin. There he found a young woman with blood-streaked blonde hair and her guts pooling around her. Somehow she was still alive, her frightened eyes looking up at him pleadingly. The kind thing to do would be to reach out to her, but the shock sent Ryan the other way. He stepped backwards. “I… I’ll get help. I’ll…”

      But the woman wasn’t listening. She gave a moan and then went silent, eyes turning glassy like those of a doll. Ryan had caught the woman’s final agonising moments of life. Now he stared at her corpse as if it had never been alive. Death was strangely dehumanising.

      How long has she been lying here, suffering?

      From the severity of the woman’s stomach wound, Ryan doubted she had been like this for more than an hour. She must have been attacked by a green en route to the church, attracted by Loobey striking the road or Ryan’s amateur piano playing. Perhaps the woman had thought it finally safe to leave her hiding place, only to run right into one of the creatures. In a way, she was lucky. At least she wasn’t infected.

      Ryan looked around, wondering if there were any chance the green that killed her was still around. He saw no signs of it, but he did spot something else – a knife lying on the road. Eager to possess a weapon, he took a step to retrieve it… but then paused. The blade was covered in blood – drenched in it, in fact. Several drops stained the road in a spattered line. The splashes led right from the knife to the dead woman.

      Ryan placed a hand on the nearest wheelie bin, getting too weak to stand. His thoughts were clear, yet they seemed fanciful. Someone had gutted the dead woman with a knife.

      Someone… as in another person.

      While he had no doubt that a green could disembowel a person, there were no signs that had been the case. No oily green stains around the wound. No fungus. No bugs anywhere. And the wound was too deep. The more Ryan learned about the greens, the more he was sure their prime motivation was not to kill, but to infect. While an errant claw across a young boy’s throat might be lethal, the green’s talons were designed to scratch and gouge, not butcher.

      “How the hell could someone do this?” he asked himself, although there was nobody there to answer.

      The greens aren’t the only monsters in this village.

      The alleyway went on for another twenty metres or so. Ryan took one last, replenishing breath and got himself moving again. He now had to be wary, not only of greens, but of dangerous strangers capable of stabbing young women to death. He wanted out of this fucking hellhole more than ever. His body had already been beaten, but now his soul was beginning to sicken. If this nightmare didn’t end soon…

      He reached the end of the alleyway. A smile plastered itself across his face.

      PIE AND PINT – £5.

      The pub was like any other rural pub, built from stone and surrounded by picnic tables. An old-fashioned wooden sign hung from a metal post: The Cock & Bull.

      Ryan staggered forward, his destination pulling him forward like a magnet. Aaron and Fiona could be inside waiting for him with a fresh beer. If they had failed to make it here, he would have seen some sign of them.

      I would have found their bodies.

      They’re inside, I know it.

      Ryan entered an open area as the road cut through a pedestrian area. There was a post office-cum-newsagent on the left side of the road, and a fish and chip shop beside it. A small car park lay directly ahead, big enough only for a half-dozen cars. There were currently three, and one of them was Ryan’s silver Audi TT. Its curves weren’t as sexy as Tom’s Alfa Romeo, and its licence plate was ten years older, but it was his. It was a part of home. “I’ll come back for you, honey. I promise.”

      “Ryan, h-help me!”

      Ryan turned in surprise and tried to leap away, but his stiff knee locked him in place. He raised his fists to fight but dropped them again when he saw it was Miles who was staggering through the alleyway he had just exited. The vicar bumped into a wheelie bin and almost fell, in such a rush that he didn’t even notice the dead woman on the ground. He had blood all over his bald head and face.

      “Miles?”

      Miles kept on staggering out of the alleyway like a wounded wildebeest. The blood was coming from a large gash on the dome of his head. His eyes were wide and bewildered, but he was able to yell out as he got closer. “A beast. An unholy behemoth. Run, lad, run.”

      Miles’s legs gave out and he toppled over. Ryan tried to catch him, but with only one leg – and barely any strength – he toppled over too. They ended up together in a mess on the floor. Miles began to call out for help, clearly terrified.

      “Quiet,” Ryan warned. “You’ll bring them to us.”

      “It was right behind me.”

      “What was?” Ryan tried to get up. He looked towards the pub but saw only unlit windows. Were Fiona and Ryan inside? Why hadn’t they come out? Could they not hear Miles yelling?

      There was a noise from the alleyway. The wheelie bins falling over, one by one. Something was coming.
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      Aaron stood inside the pub, drinking water and eating pork scratchings. With every minute that went by, he feared more and more that he would never see his brother again. When he looked out of the windows, he saw black smoke filling the sky. Ryan had clearly carried out his plan. The problem was that the plan hadn’t gone much beyond starting a fire. How the hell was he going to get out of there? Was he already on his way, or was he dead? Those were the only two possibilities, and they were both so different. One was a possibility of hope, the other was full of grief and despair. Aaron couldn’t leave without his brother. He wouldn’t make it on his own. He never had been able to.

      No, I’m my own man. I’m going to wait for Ryan, and then we’re both going to get the hell out of here. I’m going to wait. He’s alive, I know it.

      “Any sign of him?” asked Fiona. She was sipping from a glass full of vodka and warm lemonade. Drinking was probably a bad idea, but she was an adult, so what could he say? He’d never been a drinker himself – or rather, he’d not yet started – but he knew that people drank when they were stressed. Bearing that in mind, he could hardly act surprised that Fiona was getting herself tipsy.

      “I don’t see anything,” he told her. “It’s quiet.”

      Fiona nodded. “At least there are no greens out there. Your brother did a good job. We wouldn’t have made it here without him.”

      Aaron knew she was right. They had encountered several greens during their retreat to the pub, but each time they had hidden in an alleyway or inside the alcove of a doorway until they wandered away, heading for the sound of the church’s piano – or merely following their brothers and sisters. The greens seemed to move in a pack whenever they got close to one another, and their attention was apparently limited to one thing at a time.

      Like the zombies on TV. Pity we don’t have Rick Grimes protecting us.

      And too bad this isn’t America, land of guns and ammo.

      Aaron muttered to himself, an attempt to find comfort. “Come on Ryan. You have to be alive.”

      And he was alive.

      Suddenly, as if Aaron was imagining it, Ryan came staggering out of the nearby alleyway. He was in a bad way, covered in unravelling soot-stained bandages and sweat. His left leg was dragging behind him.

      Aaron stared so hard that his forehead bumped against the glass and he made himself jump. “He’s here. Fiona, it’s Ryan. He’s outside.”

      Fiona raced over to join him at the window, placing the vodka down on the window ledge. When she saw Ryan, she beamed. “Thank God.”

      “He’s hurt. We need to go help him.”

      “Yeah, come on.”

      The double doors at the front of the pub had been locked when they’d arrived, so they had made it in through a staff exit in the kitchen that had been propped open using a brick. It meant that they couldn’t immediately make it to Ryan. They had to go out via the kitchen and loop around to the front of the building. Aaron was just glad all the greens were gone.

      They slid out of the kitchen exit and made sure to ensure the brick remained in place. If Ryan was too weak to move, they would need to come back inside to rest. The place was pretty big. It even had an upstairs that they hadn’t yet had time to check. It would make a better hideout than the church and bowls club combined.

      Aaron was the furthest thing from a runner there was, which was why Fiona quickly powered ahead of him as they went to get Ryan. By the time they reached the front of the pub, he had a stitch in his ribs the size of one of his mam’s knitting needles. The pain didn’t matter though. It was his turn to be there for his brother.

      Ryan was no longer alone. He had fallen to the ground alongside someone else.

      “Is that… Miles?”

      Fiona frowned. “What’s he doing here?”

      Miles was yelling out in terror. Ryan appeared bewildered, staring off into the alleyway at something. An echoing racket was coming from somewhere.

      Fiona hurried to get to Ryan and Aaron was right behind her. Ryan’s face was pale. He opened his mouth and bellowed, “Run!”

      But Aaron didn’t run. Not knowing what was going on, he grabbed his brother and started getting him to his feet. Fiona grabbed Miles.

      Something huge emerged from the nearby alleyway.

      The beast looked upon them with a single fuzzy green eyeball the size of a BMX tyre. Instead of two tentacles like the ordinary greens, this one had a dozen or more, each of them tipped with a bony claw and slashing at the air. Behind its two powerful legs, the beast dragged a sack of corrupted flesh.

      People. It’s dragging people behind it.

      Somehow, a mass of infected people had lumped together like glue-covered spiders. Their arms, legs, and tentacles were tangled together, seeming to form new combined limbs. Several greens had mushed together to form the beast’s torso.

      Ryan still wasn’t on his feet, so Aaron yanked him harder. “Get up!”

      With a grunt, Ryan got himself up on his one good leg and wrapped an arm around Aaron’s shoulder.

      “It’s the Devil,” yelled Miles, sounding like he’d lost his mind. “The Devil!”

      Fiona bundled the vicar towards the pub. Then she turned back to help Aaron with Ryan. They moved as fast as they could. “You bloody men are useless.”

      Aaron glanced back behind them. The beast was coming after them; it was so heavy that its bounding strides sent vibrations through the road.

      “I tried to hide,” Miles jabbered, “in Mr Eads’ shed, but it knocked the thing down right on top of me. It knew I was inside.”

      Fiona shushed him. “Shut up. Keep moving.”

      Aaron looked back again. They weren’t going to make it. The beast was big and cumbersome, but it would be on top of them in seconds.

      Aaron stopped, letting go of his brother and planting his feet. “Get Ryan inside,” he yelled. “I’ll be right there.”

      Fiona didn’t argue, but Ryan did. “Aaron, what are you doing?”

      But it was too late. The beast swung a knot of tendrils at Aaron, a multi-headed whip. Aaron threw himself aside and tumbled across the ground, his elbows striking the road. The pain only added to his fear and adrenaline. He leapt up like a cat and broke into a run, heading towards the alleyway his brother and the beast had come from. To make sure the massive creature followed him, Aaron looked back and yelled, “Hey, you big ugly freak, come and get me!”

      The beast turned, its giant eyeball rotating amongst the rotting green and brown flesh holding its entire body together. As it moved, writhing bodies swept the floor, sheets of skin shearing off as they dragged along the ground.

      Once Aaron was sure the beast was giving chase, he rushed into the alleyway. He saw several wheelie bins and tipped them over. The beast was clumsy. It might buy him some time.

      Aaron locked his jaw and ran as fast as he could. I can do this.
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      “We have to go back.” Ryan fought to get free of Fiona, but he was too weak. Truthfully, if she let go of him, he would fall.

      “Aaron will be okay,” said Fiona, but her eyes betrayed the lie. She didn’t believe it. They had both seen that thing. The size of ten men. A real life Hulk.

      She couldn’t meet his gaze any longer and looked away.

      Miles had calmed down a little since they were no longer being chased. He held his bleeding head and took hurried breaths, walking backwards so that Ryan and Fiona didn’t get left behind. “It was the wrong decision to abandon you, Ryan. I’m sorry. Fear drove me and I made a mistake, but I came back to help you rescue your brother.”

      “I appreciate it, but it didn’t help. How did you even get here? Did you see Loobey?”

      “No, I saw no one. I headed back to the common to find you, but there were feckin’ greens everywhere. I tried to cut through the village, but that… that devil found me.”

      Ryan didn’t really care, but talking kept him from freaking out. “What happened to your head? Are you infected?”

      Miles removed his hand from his wounded pate and examined the blood on his fingers. “I tried to hide inside Mr Ead’s rickety old shed, but when the beast knocked the roof right down on top of me, I got clocked by a piece of wood. The beast never touched me though. I-I think I’m okay.”

      “You led that thing right to my brother.”

      “I’m sorry, Ryan. Truly, I am”

      Fiona pointed with her free hand towards the rear of the pub. “We left a door open around back. It’s safe inside. We should wait inside for Aaron. He’ll come back once it’s safe.”

      Miles nodded. “He’ll outrun that thing. He’s a young lad. Quick as a whippet.”

      Ryan tried to feel a little more hopeful. While Miles had been battered and disorientated, he had kept ahead of the beast long enough to reach the pub. Aaron was surely faster than he was. Not that a hobby of video games and Netflix was any kind of training. Still, he had a chance.

      But we’re separated again. Every time I get Aaron back, he falls right back into danger.

      No, this time I was the one in danger and Aaron saved me.

      “Just around here,” said Fiona, leading them around the corner of the pub.

      The rear of the pub had an uneven patio, and a grass beer garden walled off with bricks. Ryan noticed a bench with fungus growing on its legs. Just like at the church, it seemed the growth could take to things other than flesh. He pictured a world covered in green fuzz. No life except for the spreading fungus.

      Hell.

      Fiona helped Ryan over to a stack of patio chairs and then placed one down for him to sit on. Then she hurried over to a small windowless door set against the pub’s rear wall. It was closed and seemed to have no handle.

      Fiona banged a fist against it. “I can’t believe this. How did it close? We left it propped open with a brick.”

      “You mean that brick over there?” Ryan nodded to a sandstone brick lying on the patio a few feet away. He noticed it was the same as the bricks making up the wall around the beer garden.

      Fiona stared at it, eyes narrowing. “Somebody moved it. Somebody must be inside.” She banged on the door again. “Hey! Hey, whoever’s in there, let us in.”

      No one opened the door.

      Fiona walked backwards, staring up at the windows of the upper floor. “Hello? Is anyone in there?”

      They all waited.

      Fiona flinched. “Hey, I see you! Let us in. Open up.” She turned and looked at Ryan and Miles. “There’s someone up there. I saw the blinds move. Someone’s upstairs.”

      Miles looked up at the windows and shouted. “This is the vicar speaking. We need ye to let us in at once.”

      Ryan chuckled. It was all so ridiculous, so pointless. “This is the vicar speaking…” he muttered to himself. “Maybe you should have said you were speaking on behalf of God himself.”

      Miles frowned. The blood leaking out of his skull had stained his neck. His dog collar was now a solid strip of dark red. “What ye laughing at, lad? This is serious.”

      “Is it? I can’t tell any more. Nothing makes sense.”

      Fiona was growing frantic. “There’s someone up there, Ryan. I swear I saw them.”

      “Maybe it’s the psychopath that butchered that poor woman in the alley. Or maybe we’re all dead, surrounded by serial killers and demons. Perhaps none of this is real.”

      Fiona moved to Ryan and shook him by the shoulders. “You’re losing it, man. Keep your shit together. I need you.”

      Ryan sagged in his seat. He wanted to sleep. Maybe when he woke up he would be with Sophie and his friends. Maybe Aaron would be upstairs in his room playing Counter-Strike. Mam would be in the lounge watching Judge Rinder and all would be as normal. This could all be a bad dream.

      It’s time to wake up. Just need to sleep first.

      Fiona grabbed his face and glared at him. “Stay with me, you bastard. You’re not leaving me to deal with shit all on my own.” For a moment, their faces lingered next to each other, neither of them speaking. Eventually, Fiona swallowed and moved back slightly. “You’re going to get out of here and marry Sophie, okay? You’re going to live happily ever after and get rich off the movie rights when Hollywood writes a script about this. They’ll probably get Will Smith to play you. We’ll all have a great big laugh about it all. Do you hear me?”

      He nodded. The thought of seeing Sophie again woke him up slightly. “Yeah. Um… Will Smith?”

      “What? You have a problem being played by a black man?”

      “No, it’s more his age that concerns me. When did you last see a movie?”

      “I’ve been in prison.” She stared at him for a moment, drilling into him with her eyes, but then she cracked a smile and they both began laughing. “We made it this far, Ryan. You can’t give up now, okay?”

      “I know, I just… I don’t think I can go on much longer.” He looked down at himself. His bandages were coming loose and he was caked in soot and grime, so deep that it was like a second skin.

      Miles kicked at the back door, startling them both. “Why won’t they let us in? Who the hell is in there?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” said Fiona. “We can’t stay out here in the open. We’ll break the windows if we have to.”

      There was a smashing sound.

      Fiona spun around. “The hell was that?”

      “It sounded like it came from the other side of the pub,” said Miles.

      Another smash, followed by several more.

      Fiona hissed. “They’re going to lead the greens back here.”

      Ryan put his arm out. “Help me up.”

      Fiona got him to his feet, and the three of them made their way slowly around the pub. The only thing they found around the front was broken glass on the floor. Lots of it.

      Miles hopped aside as something smashed at his feet. It started raining glass. Pint glasses shattered against the road. Ryan looked up at the pub’s upstairs windows and saw two of them open. Within, a pair of shadows looked out.

      “They’re throwing glasses,” said Miles. “What in heavens are they playing at?”

      “They want us gone,” said Ryan, flinching as more glass exploded in front of him. The pints were falling fast, more and more every second. The racket was endless. “If the greens hear this, they’ll come in their hundreds.”

      Fiona’s face had flushed. She glared up at the shadows and shook her fist. “We need help. Let us in.”

      Another glass sailed through the air and struck Miles right in the face. He hit the ground, screeching like a wounded deer. “My eye! Me feckin’ eye!”

      “Jesus Christ!” Fiona was stuck between holding Ryan up and needing to go and help Miles. Ryan pushed her away, doing his best to keep standing by himself. Miles needed her more. She hurried over and raised him up. The pint glasses had stopped falling, but the damage had been done. Miles’s face was a crimson mask. He had one eye open, but the other was clamped shut and bleeding. Fiona did her best to take a look, but she was, of course, no doctor. “Just keep it closed if you can or you might make it worse. Shit, there are bits of glass all over your face.”

      “Ye dirty feckers!” Miles shouted. “Yer’ll burn in Hell. I’ll see to it.”

      More glasses rained down onto the road. Ryan began to wobble. “Fiona, I need you.”

      She turned and got his arm back around her. “We need to go.”

      “What about Aaron? What if he comes back here?”

      “I don’t know, Ryan, but if we don’t get somewhere safe, I’m worried you’re going to pass out.”

      Ryan nodded. “You’re right. Thanks, Fiona. For everything.”

      “My friends call me Fi, remember?”

      With no choice but to flee, the three of them got moving. Miles held his face and continued to swear like a trooper. Fiona grunted with exertion, Ryan doing less and less to support his own weight. He didn’t know how much longer she would be able to carry him.

      “Maybe we can catch up with the others,” said Fiona. “Miles, were Cameron and the others still heading for the main road?”

      “Aye. They said they were going to rest there and resupply at the petrol station first, though. We might be able to catch them if they stop long enough.”

      “Maybe Aaron will head there too,” said Ryan, “once he sees we’re not at the pub.”

      “The village isn’t a big place,” said Fiona. “He’ll find us.”

      They headed away from the pub and entered a side road leading between two rows of terraced cottages. More bodies littered the pavements. It took them only minutes to make it back out into the open, to where the village suddenly ended. Coming from Manchester, Ryan found it utterly surreal that a place could be so small and so isolated. Without the greens, church fires, and beasts, you could probably walk the entire village in fifteen minutes.

      The petrol station lay right ahead, lying next to a curving road that led down a hill. The main road beyond would take them back to civilisation.

      Cameron looked out of the window at them.

      It was hard to believe.

      The relief exploded from Fiona, a grateful sigh whistling from her lips. “I never thought I’d ever be glad to see Cameron.”

      “I know,” said Ryan. “It’s strangely comforting.”

      Cameron froze in place, then a few seconds passed and he came hurrying out of the petrol station. He saw Miles covered in blood, saw Ryan about to pass out, and saw Fiona struggling to hold him. He quickly came to help. Then they headed inside the petrol station, where they met up with Chloe and Tom. Fiona collapsed on the ground exhausted, while Ryan took a seat behind the cash desk and updated everyone on what had happened. He told them about the church, about Aaron, and about the beast that had attacked them at the pub. He finished it off with news about the pint-throwing strangers.

      Tom shook his head. “I can’t believe you made it through all that. I… I’m sorry, Ryan. You’re my friend and I turned my back on you.”

      It didn’t seem to matter right now, so Ryan just nodded. “It’s fine. I managed to get Aaron, but he led that thing away. He’s still out there somewhere.”

      “Being chased by a big creature?” said Chloe, twisting the tips of her hair.

      “Even bigger than Cameron,” said Fiona.

      No one laughed. Laughter had died back at the bowls club.

      “Tell you the truth,” said Cameron, “we planned on waiting here for a while to see if ye made it, but it’s still a surprise to see ye still alive.”

      “One more English still left in the word,” said Ryan. “Sorry about that.”

      “Well, maybe yer one English I can live with. Yer a tough man to kill, Ryan.”

      “Apparently. I don’t think I can take any more, though. Whatever fuel I’ve been running on has all dried up.”

      “We’ll get ye patched up,” said Cameron, “and stay long enough for you to catch your breath.”

      “And what if I don’t manage to catch my breath?”

      Miles was leaning on a shelving display, but he straightened up now. His eye had swollen shut and was covered in blood. “Then I’ll stay here with you while the others go and get help. I don’t really feel up to a hike either.”

      Cameron shrugged in agreement. “All of us have crawled through a field full of shit-covered barbed wire to get here, but we’re alive. This thing tried to beat us but it failed. Everyone get some rest. The worst is over.”

      “And it just got even better,” said Chloe. She was standing and looking out of the petrol station’s large front window.

      Cameron glanced out the window too. Whatever was out there made him smile. “Ryan, ye gunna wanna see this, lad.” He crouched down and lifted him to his feet, then rotated him towards the window. There, hurrying down the road was Aaron – unhurt and unpursued.

      “He made it,” said Ryan, feeling his eyes tear up. “He actually bloody made it.”

      Ryan should have been the one to go out and greet Aaron, but it would have taken forever, so Cameron went and quickly ushered him inside. When Aaron saw everyone, he smiled. Then he saw Ryan and came rushing over, throwing his arms around him. “It’s over,” he said. “We made it.”

      “Well done, our kid. You saved our arses back at the pub.”

      “It was my turn. Are you okay?”

      “Better now. How did you get away from that thing?”

      “It almost caught me a couple of times, but I jumped over some fences and cut through a pair of gardens. I came out at the edge of the village and then got lost. I’ve been wandering around for a while, but luckily, this place isn’t exactly a metropolis. I can’t believe you’re here. What happened at the pub?”

      “Someone else was inside,” said Fiona, still sitting on the floor. “They locked us out.”

      Aaron frowned. “Who?”

      “No idea, but they threw a glass and hit Miles in the face.”

      “Shit.”

      Cameron growled. “When I get my hands on the bastards, I’ll blind ’em in both eyes.”

      “Let’s not begat violence with violence,” said Miles weakly. “The situation is dire. It creates dire behaviour. Focus on finding me a good eye surgeon, not on revenge.”

      Cameron patted him on the back. “Okay, Vicar, we’ll revisit the issue at a later time. For now, let’s just get comfortable. It’ll be night soon, so probably best we camp out here and set off in the morning.”

      “What if the greens find us?” asked Chloe.

      Ryan shook his head. “They’re attracted by sound and sight. Long as we stay quiet and hidden, I think we’ll be okay. They should stay in the village.”

      Cameron folded his arms. “Like I said, we’re safe now. Relax. Eat. Hydrate. Sleep. This time tomorrow, everything will be a bad memory.”

      If anyone but Cameron had said it, nobody would have believed it, but the big Scot was so confident that you couldn’t disagree.

      Everyone moved to the back of the shop area, making a space for themselves behind the shelving. With enough fresh food and alcohol, they had themselves a little party, with hushed voices and muted smiles. It was a big fuck you to the village and its monsters. It really did feel like the worst was behind them.
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      Fiona and Chloe made several beds out of kitchen roll and toilet paper for everyone to lie on. The one she made for herself was right next to Ryan’s. She was currently lying on her back, swigging from a small bottle of vodka every five or six minutes. She was tipsy, but so were Miles, Cameron, Chloe, and Tom. Reaching the edge of the village, so close to freedom, had been like a valve releasing, and everyone needed to vent the pressure. Only Ryan and Aaron declined drinking. Aaron because he hadn’t yet taken up the habit, and Ryan because his grumbling stomach wouldn’t tolerate it. He stuck to water, hoping to feel better.

      Tom had tried speaking to him several times during the last few hours, but other than polite small talk, nothing of substance had been exchanged. Ryan kept telling himself that Tom’s selfish behaviour was due to fear, but any attempted forgiveness wouldn’t stick. Things would never be the same between them. They were no longer friends. His other thoughts mostly concerned Loobey, and whether his oldest and truest friend was still alive somewhere.

      I told him not to give up. I told him!

      Fiona spoke in little more than a whisper. “When we first met, Ryan, you asked me if there was anyone I was worried about. Do you remember?”

      Ryan turned his head to look at her. “You never gave me an answer.”

      “I know. I never answered you because I was ashamed.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the only person in the world I cared about then is a junkie in prison doing four years for GBH. The only real friend I’ve ever had is a violent drug addict. When I say it out loud, it reminds me of how many bad decisions I’ve made in my life. It reminds me how worthless I am.”

      “You’re not worthless, Fi. Not even close. Sure, you might have ended up in prison, but the truth is there’s only a couple of bad decisions between you and me. I’ve drifted through my entire life, not thinking about the future or doing the right things. I’ve messed around and been bad, done things I regret. The difference is I never got caught – but I could have. It would have been so easy for me to go down a really bad path.” He looked at Tom. “Maybe I would have if not for my friends. They kept me out of trouble, mostly.”

      “That’s my point.” Her words were slightly slurred. “Our friends define us.”

      “Maybe you’re right. So, tell me about your friend in prison, I’m sure she has good points. You wouldn’t have been pals otherwise.”

      Fiona huffed. “You have to dig really deep to find them, but, yeah, they’re there. Her name’s Kerry. She’s a big fat bully who torments everyone on the cell block. She takes people’s fags, chocolate, anything she can get her hands on, and beats the shit out of anyone who tries to say no. That’s how prison is. It’s not as bad as the movies make it look, but it can get pretty nasty. It’s all about respect and intimidation, and when it came to the latter, Kerry was a pro.”

      “So how did you end up friends?”

      “Dogs.”

      “Huh?”

      “Despite being a big mean bully, Kerry loves dogs. She had a cocker spaniel growing up called Bessie. I had a Staffie called Max that died while I was inside. My mum was looking after him for me, and when he got ill she started taking lots of pictures and sending them to me – she wanted me to have plenty to remember him by. One afternoon, Kerry saw me looking at the photos on my bunk. She came inside. Straight away, I went to grab my fags and pay her off, but she asked to see the pictures. I told her all about Max and she told me all about Bessie. She never stole from me or gave me shit ever again after that. That was all it took – a simple conversation about something we had in common. Eventually, we found all sorts of things we both enjoyed, like swimming and Fawlty Towers. It taught me something.”

      “Taught you what?”

      “That sometimes an enemy is only one conversation away from being a friend.”

      “That’s deep, but, yeah, I can see how it’s true.”

      “It really changed things for me, Ryan. It made me see how something bad can become something good in an instant – you just have to find the right conversation. When I got out of prison, I promised to stay friends with Kerry, because I know the real her – the frightened young woman who used her weight as a weapon instead of letting people use it to hurt her. I want to be there for her when she gets out.”

      “She’s lucky to have a friend like you.”

      “No, she’s not. I’m an addict. I’ve been desperate to get high since this whole thing began.” She lifted the vodka bottle in the air and sloshed it about. “I haven’t had a drink in over three months, but soon as things get rough, I go right back to the bottle.”

      Ryan sighed. “This isn’t a normal situation, Fi. Don’t let it be a reflection of how well you’re coping. Actually, I take it back, you should absolutely be judging yourself right now.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “Listen to me. You’ve been a rock since the moment I met you. You refused to turn your back on me even when one of my oldest friends did. Throughout this whole thing, you’ve been brave and smart and selfless. If you hadn’t been in the church when all this began, I don’t think I would be alive right now. My brother either. If you’re worried about how you deal with stress, then don’t be. You’re a fucking warrior, Fi.”

      It was getting dark, so he didn’t see her expression clearly. She remained silent and looked at him for a moment. Then he felt her lips against his. For a moment it felt right, but then he pushed her back. “No. No, I’m sorry, I can’t.”

      Fiona groaned and quickly sat up. She took a big swig of vodka and wiped her mouth. “What the fuck am I doing? You see? This is me, bad decisions every time. I’m sorry, Ryan. It was a stupid thing to do. Goddamn it.”

      “No, it’s fine. It’s just that—”

      “Please just forget it.” She jumped up off the floor and hurried away drunkenly. There were food wrappers and bottles all over the floor, and she tripped several times, making a lot of noise. Cameron barked at her to shut up. Embarrassed – or angry – she stormed off into the dark of the petrol station.

      Ryan got up on his elbows. He needed to go after her. She was drunk and upset. Whatever had just happened, she was right about one thing – they were friends now. He might have lost Tom, but he had gained her.

      After eating, drinking, and resting for a couple of hours, Ryan was once again able to move, although he did so like a pensioner. It was difficult to get up on his splinted leg, so he pulled himself up on the shelving stacks. Aaron was at the end of the aisle, trying his best to read a magazine in the fading light. He was sitting cross-legged, and resembled a child again for a moment as Ryan approached him, but when he looked up with blood and grime on his face, he was all man. “Ryan, you shouldn’t be up.”

      “I know. I need to go talk to Fiona. You okay here without me for ten minutes?”

      “Of course. I think I’m going to try and sleep, but be careful, okay?”

      Ryan nodded and moved around the end of the shelving display. Fiona wasn’t in the following aisle, so he carried on to the next, which was the one running alongside the front windows. Fiona wasn’t there.

      The automatic glass doors were no longer working, but they slid easily on their rails when Ryan shoved them. Fiona was just outside, near the pumps, but she was much faster than he was. He had no choice but to call out. “Fiona, wait! Where are you going?”

      “I’m getting the fuck out of here,” she barked at him. “I can’t take this shit any more. You all rest here; I’ll go find help.”

      “You’re as knackered as the rest of us, Fi – and it’s not safe out here on your own. You don’t know what’s out here.”

      She turned back, glaring at him from the middle of the forecourt. “I’ll take my chances.”

      “Please don’t leave. I’ve lost enough friends this weekend; I won’t lose another.”

      She went to speak but appeared conflicted. Ryan used the time to catch up to her. “I don’t care that you tried to kiss me,” he told her. “Another time, another place—”

      Fiona’s face hardened. “Don’t fucking pity me. Let’s be honest, there’s no time or place where I would be your type. You’re one of the lads, out on the lash every weekend… innit? A girl like me, covered in tattoos and scars, would never get a look-in. In fact, you’d probably have a few good names for me, I’m sure. A right laugh you and your mates would have about a girl like me.”

      Shame arrived on Ryan’s doorstep because she was right. He had gone through life in the pursuit of being what he thought a lad from Manchester’s streets should be. The world beyond the city’s busy pubs and shops was a world he knew little about. His friends were his gang, and those outside were to be made fun of. It’s how he had been as a teen, and the truth was that he hadn’t really changed as an adult. Immature, that’s what he was. “You would have been right at the start of this weekend,” he admitted, “but not now. I’ve changed. I know it might not sound possible in such a short a space of time, but it’s true. I’m not the lad who came up here looking to get pissed-up and have a laugh. I see you for what you are, Fiona. You’re amazing, and anyone would be lucky to have you in their lives. The problem is, I already fell in love with someone amazing. You’re meant for someone else.”

      Fiona wrapped her arms around herself and sighed. It was almost fully dark, and it was getting cold. If she set off to find help now, she would have a rough time of it. That was why he was glad when she started walking back towards him. “I’m being a drama queen, aren’t I?”

      Ryan smirked. “A wee bit, aye.”

      “Hey, you’re picking up the lingo quicker than I am.”

      “Och aye the noo.”

      “See, now you’ve ruined it. Come on, let’s get back inside. It’s cold.”

      She made it back to him and resumed her usual position of having his arm around her neck. At this rate, he would soon start thinking of her as his carer. “I really don’t want to say this,” he said, “but I might need you to help me take a piss.”

      With a groan and a chuckle, she said, “As long as I don’t have to hold it for you.”

      “Don’t worry about th—”

      “Hey, our kid. Our kid. Our kid. Our kid.”

      “What the hell?” Ryan was unable to turn on his own, so he had to wait for Fiona to wheel him around. The voice had come from the village behind them, not the petrol station. It sounded familiar. “L-Loobey? Is that you?”

      “Our kid. Ryan. Ryan. Ryan.” The words echoed in the encroaching darkness.

      Ryan swallowed.

      There was movement across the road, partially hidden by the shadows of the nearby cottages.

      “Ryaaaann… Mate!”

      Ryan repeated himself. “Loobey, is that you?”

      The shadows came to life, something huge emerging.

      The beast.

      In the centre of the creature’s bulbous torso, a bundle of heads screamed in unison. Loobey’s was right in the centre. His friend began to shout, over and over again. “Ryan. Ryan. Ryan. Ryan.”

      More of the shadows came to life. A hundred greens stepped out on to the road.

      Fiona started backing away towards the petrol station, dragging Ryan with her. They had spent the last couple of hours trying to remain silent, but they yelled at the top of their lungs now. “Cameron, Miles. Everyone! Get out here. Get out here now. We have to go!”

      The beast started forward. The greens went with it. A general and its troops.

      Ryan felt like he was a wounded soldier standing before a barbarian horde. They approached in a shuffling line, tendrils whipping the air. In the centre, the beast stared ahead with a single massive green eye. Loobey’s face had stopped shouting. It now screamed along with the rest of the heads. Ryan didn’t know if his friend was alive or dead. He prayed for dead.

      What happened to him? He’s a part of that thing.

      Fiona and Ryan’s continued shouting finally alerted the others. Cameron appeared at their backs and demanded to know what the hell was going on. Then he saw the line of the army of death approaching and let out a girlish yelp.

      The beast veered back and forth, scattering the greens closest to it and knocking them down. It cared little for its troops. It cared only about the prey in front of it.

      Miles and the others arrived in the entryway. It didn’t take more than a second before they were all screaming in unison. After all the horror they’d been through, even this was too much.

      “Everybody head for the road!” Cameron shouted.

      With fear in their veins, everyone bolted. They beat a path along the petrol station’s forecourt and onto the road leading out of the village. Ahead lay nothing but hills and valleys, harsh, unforgiving land, growing unbearably cold. There was no sign of civilisation on the night-drenched horizon – no twinkling lights of cars or houses – just a vast darkness that seemed to go on forever. But the abyss was preferable to the terrors behind them.

      Ryan had recovered some of his strength, but not enough, and he continued to rely on Fiona – as well as his brother once Aaron reached him. The two of them swung Ryan along between them, finding a rhythm. Meanwhile, Tom, Chloe, and Cameron put more and more distance between them and the others, the fittest of their group. Miles filled the space between, better off than Ryan, but still injured and weak.

      He doesn’t need to run fast. Just faster than me.

      Ryan wanted to glance back, but it was too awkward while being pulled along, so he had to rely on his ears. His ears told him the beast was getting closer. The screams from its disembodied skulls we’re getting louder.

      Then the beast began to laugh. It was a chilling sound, more like a bird’s imitation of how a happy person sounded. The pitch was right, but the tone was all wrong. The inhuman giggles echoed off the oily blackness all around. Huhuhuhuhur!

      By now, everyone was a ten-second sprint clear of the petrol station. Without the building’s glass windows and reflective surfaces, things grew darker and darker. Ryan could no longer make out Cameron and the frontrunners – he could only just about see Miles – and he began to feel the beast’s presence on the back of his neck. It might be only a single step behind him by now, and even if he could outrun it, he would eventually fall to exhaustion – and he would bring Fiona and Aaron right down with him.

      Brett, Sean, and Loobey are dead. No one else.

      No more.

      Ryan dug his heels into the road and ducked. Aaron and Fiona’s arms slid away from his shoulders and over his head. Their momentum took them several steps before they managed to stop themselves and turn around.

      “Ryan!” shouted Aaron.

      “What are you doing?” cried Fiona.

      “Facing up to my responsibilities.” Ryan hobbled around and faced the incoming wave of death. Sure enough, the beast was right there, the line of greens a few metres behind. “Get out of here,” he shouted back over his shoulder. “This is the only chance you have left.”

      He didn’t hear them making a run for it, but he knew once the beast had him they would have no option but to leave. Without his weight slowing them down, the two of them could sprint as fast as they could and maybe have half a chance.

      And I can finally rest easy in the big brother hall of fame.

      The beast came to a halt in front of Ryan, a mass of flesh dragging behind it. It glared at him with its single, massive eye while the faces embedded in its torso howled and gurgled. A bunch of tendrils rose into the air like a charmed cobra, all twisted together like an electrical cable. A talon the size of a car battery shimmered in the moonlight.

      Ryan was about to be sliced in two.

      He closed his eyes.

      And saw light.

      Heard shouting.

      Then Ryan’s entire world seemed to explode.

      Kabah! Kabah! Kabah!

      He hit the road, covering up and trying to see what was going on. The night-drenched landscape was now dotted with bouncing lights. Flashes erupted in a hundred places, each one pulsing in time with the Kabah! Kabah! Kabah!

      The beast thrashed and whipped at the air with its tendrils. Its screaming skulls squealed in agony. Bits of flesh and liquid rained onto the road. It was bleeding all over. Before the damage could get any worse, the beast spun around and bounded back up the road towards the village. The greens gathered behind it parted to make room, and then, unbelievably, they followed after it.

      The enemy was retreating.

      But why? What the hell just happened?

      Ryan lay on the road a while longer, staying completely still until the gunfire drizzled away to nothing. Then he patted himself over, checking for wounds. It wouldn’t have surprised him to discover he had been shot, but he appeared to be okay. The only wounds he found were the ones he was used to.

      Aaron and Fiona were frozen in place where he’d left them. They looked at Ryan, and then slowly began to turn, staring into the distance. The bouncing lights revealed themselves to be torches, and they began moving closer. Grumbling engines came to life, and headlights came to life in a dozen places. Radios squawked and voices chattered. Orders were yelled.

      Cameron appeared, he and the others racing back to rejoin Ryan, Aaron, and Fiona. “Can ye feckin’ believe it?” he said, a bright beaming grin on his face. “The Army’s ’ere.”

      Ryan allowed his brother to help him up, and they all stood and waited in the road. Waiting for whatever came next.

      “We’re saved,” said Chloe.

      Miles bent over to catch his breath. “Praise the Lord, for we are delivered.”

      Aaron was laughing. “They finally came. We’re finally safe.”

      Ryan nodded, realising he was smiling himself. “We made it, little brother.”

      The two of them embraced. Ryan threw out an arm and pulled Fiona in to join them.

      “I’m Major Reid of the Royal Regiment of Scotland.” The voice was drenched in authority; noticeably Scottish, but heavily reined in. “Please remain where you are. This area is a military quarantine zone. Any attempt to leave will be met with lethal force.”

      Cameron frowned, then took a step towards the edge of the road. “The hell ye talking aboot? We need to get—” A muzzle flash cut the nearby darkness and the road spat up chunks at Cameron’s feet. He hopped back, massive arms rising above his head. “The feck are ye doin’?”

      “Repeat. Remain exactly where you are and do exactly as you are told. There will be no more warnings. You are all to remain in the quarantine zone.”

      Cameron snarled. “Bastard.”

      “Why do I get the feeling we’re not rescued yet?” Fiona asked.

      “Bloody fascists,” said Cameron, still fuming. “Bloody government dogs.”

      Ryan shook his head and moved next to his brother. “I really hate this place.”

      Aaron nodded. “Me too.”
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      “I can’t believe I blinded the vicar,” said Ed Sullivan. The young lad was shaking his head over and over again. Helen was starting to get annoyed by the sound of his voice.

      She turned and pointed a finger. “You were doing what you had to do, Ed. You didn’t mean to hit him, so just forgive yourself already.”

      Ed looked like he was about to argue, but when he saw Helen’s expression, he nodded and shut up. After a moment, he dissapeared into one of the pub’s other bedroom’s.

      Helen had been standing at one of the pub’s upper windows for ten minutes now, listening for more gunfire. It had recently sounded off in the distance, a sudden uproar, but it had now gone quiet. The sheer ferocity of it could only mean the Army had arrived, but that didn’t change the fact that the pub was surrounded by the infected. The greens had passed by the pub on the way out of the village – possibly on the scent of Ryan and his friends – but they had come back now, scattering all over the road. Night had fallen, but the moon was full enough to highlight their shuffling silhouettes. There would be no chance of making it out of the pub for a while. There were too many out there.

      Dale moved over to Helen’s side, staring out of the bedroom window. He’d been asleep for a while, but he appeared well rested now. She had never seen him with stubble before, and it suited him. He glanced back and examined the others in the group – a dozen or so local people, all tired and weary – then put a hand on Helen’s back. “Yer sure the vicar was a threat? I cannae say I love the man, but it felt a wee bit harsh chasing him off.”

      “I told ye,” she snapped, broiling with rage. “He’s been mixing with infected people. It wouldnae been safe.”

      Dale stared at her, right into her soul with his cloudy green eyes. Somehow they lit up the darkness and made her feel safer. “Okay,” he said with a curt nod. “Ye say the vicar’s bad news, I believe ye.”

      “But like I said, he’s not the one who’s responsible for all this. Not really.”

      “The Englishman?”

      She nodded, almost spitting. “My boy’s dead because of him. He stood by and did nothing while Andy bled to death. He didn’t do a thing to help, even though it was him who led the greens right to the kirk. The only thing Ryan cares about is his brother. He’d see everyone else die without a second thought.”

      Dale’s upper lip curled. He lifted the deadly-sharp machete he had dug out of the top a wardrobe and patted the tip against the flesh beneath his eye. “An eye for an eye then. This Ryan will pay for killing our boy.”

      “What are you going to do?” Helen was disturbed to find herself grinning. The thought of Dale being angry scared her – it had always scared her – but it pleased her to know it was directed at the man she blamed for Andy’s death.

      Dale lowered his knife and stared out of the window at the greens scattered all across the road. He had a cold, wolf-like expression on his pockmarked face “I’m gunna do what all good fathers are supposed to do. I’m gunna bring the fires of Hell down upon the heids of anyone who harms ma family. Ryan is a dead man. So is anyone who tries to help him. Don’t you worry, Helly, I’ll make this right. I’ll make this right for our boy.”

      Helen kissed him on the cheek and sneered with murderous delight. The woman she had been was now completely gone. The mother inside her had been replaced by something dark and spiteful. Ryan was going to pay for what he had done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTINUE THE STORY

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t stop now!

      

      Continue ‘The Spread’ with Book 3 (The Stand).

      

      BUY BOOK 3 NOW!
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        Don't miss out on your FREE Iain Rob Wright horror pack. Five terrifying books sent straight to your inbox.

      

        

      
        No strings attached & signing up is a doddle.

      

        

      
        Just click here
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        Hey, Reader. So you got to the end of my book. I hope that means you enjoyed it. Whether or not you did, I would just like to thank you for giving me your valuable time to try and entertain you. I am truly blessed to have such a fulfilling job, but I only have that job because of people like you; people kind enough to give my books a chance and spend their hard-earned money buying them.  For that I am eternally grateful.

      

        

      
        If you would like to find out more about my other books then please visit my website for full details. You can find it at:

      

      

      
        
        www.iainrobwright.com. 

      

      

      
        
        Also feel free to contact me on Facebook, Twitter, or email (all details on the website), as I would love to hear from you.

         

        If you enjoyed this book and would like to help, then you could think about leaving a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or anywhere else that readers visit.  The most important part of how well a book sells is how many positive reviews it has, so if you leave me one then you are directly helping me to continue on this journey as a full time writer.  Thanks in advance to anyone who does.  It means a lot.
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        Iain Rob Wright is one of the UK's most successful horror and suspense writers, with novels including the critically acclaimed, THE FINAL WINTER; the disturbing bestseller, ASBO; and the wicked screamfest, THE HOUSEMATES.

         

        His work is currently being adapted for graphic novels, audio books, and foreign audiences. He is an active member of the Horror Writer Association and a massive animal lover.
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