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To my wife. For everything she does every day.




CHAPTER 1

Lily Davis killed her first type B at thirteen years old. Now, at fifteen, she watched her breath swirl in the cold morning air of her first mission. Owen marched past, his battle worn glare tinged with the hint of paternal pride. It was his eyes that gave it away. Lily maintained her rigid posture as he moved down the line of teenagers in grey battle dress.
Lily stood with three other apprentices. Florence, her best friend, stood a little taller beside her. Harry and James bookended the group. They had been Lily’s teammates for two years and in that time, they quickly became friends. Morgan, a knight like Owen, yawned and stretched, wishing he had a couple less beers the night before. To him, this was just another day at work.
When the clock tower chimed eight bells, the Abbot came down the well-worn steps from the refectory with two monks on his shadow. The first monk, a short rat of a man, held a large wooden cross. The second monk, with the red mushroom nose of an alcoholic swung a ball of incense on a chain. Thick smoke of sandalwood and jasmine washed past and intertwined the apprentices. The Abbot stopped in front of the two knights. He drew the sign of the cross. First, in the air, then on their chests with a bundle of rosemary. He stepped past the knights to James, the first of the apprentices and the Abbot’s son. One of the monks took the bundle of rosemary and the Abbot cupped his hands together.
“From the light of the Abbey of St Agatha you will head towards darkness. Do not let despair cloud your mind. The light of God will be with you, no matter the depths you encounter.” The Abbot said.
His voice was both soft and loud, comforting yet authoritative. The Abbot took his hands away from James and repeated his mantra to Lily. After Lily, he repeated it to Harry and finally Florence, where he stumbled on the word mind and replaced it with mound. It took everything in Florence to keep a straight face. He then walked back up the ancient steps of the largest building in the abbey with the two monks following behind. The ceremony was over. It was time to go to work.
“I hope none of you have pink eye” Florence said.
Harry and Lily laughed but James leaned forward in the line and glared at her. Morgan whipped his hand around his back and punched her in the arm.
“Right! We better be off” Morgan said.
He walked towards the armoured waste collection vehicle and opened the twenty-millimetre-thick steel door to the drivers cab and jumped inside. Moments later, the engine groaned a deep metallic rumble and black smoke clung to the ground. Morgan popped his head out the cab and looked back at the acrid smoke. He watched and waited as the smoke turned to a bluish white and he held a thumbs up to Owen.
Owen opened the back door to the rear compartment of the truck and the apprentices climbed in. The truck was called Gramps. It was the oldest in the abbey’s fleet by far. The back compartment had six seats for the crew and a methanol flamer turret on top to protect them from flyers. It was a rolling fortress. The vehicle hadn’t hauled rubbish for forty years but still smelled of mildew and sour milk.
A small crowd of knights came to see them off. Jess Anderson, the abbeys armourer, pushed through the crowd and leaned against the truck.
“So, you’re off then?” She asked.
Her features were too sharp to be called traditionally beautiful, but she carried herself with an elegance that more than made up for it. Her brilliant blond hair clashed with her utilitarian uniform.
“Taking my students out on a little field trip.” Owen replied.
He watched the apprentices take their seats.
“Owen, find the silver. People are starting to ask me questions about the stockpile”.
Jess looked in the vehicle and smiled at Lily. Her gesture wasn’t reciprocated.
“Is it that bad?” Owen asked.
“I’ve been asked to reduce ammunition production and increase the number of blades.” She replied.
“By who?” Owen asked.
“Brother Wainright. And it really sounded like an order” She replied.
“Thanks for letting me know.” Owen said.
“Anytime. Be safe out there, come see me when your back” Jess said.
“Will do and will do” Owen said as he climbed up a step and closed the door behind him.
White streaks of daylight pierced the gloom from the turret above. James tried to hold his breath when he saw the amount of dust swirl in the rays. He held out as long as he could but, in the end, the best he could do was try to not to think about the dust entering his lungs. He buckled himself in on the front left seat and held his palm against an ornate golden crucifix on the wall in front of him.
Florence pushed past Harry and climbed the ladder to the turret and squeezed into the old leather gunner’s seat. She reached down, turned the valves to pressurise the flamer tank system and tapped a gauge. When the pressure was in the green, she clicked button on a small radio receiver twice.
“Keep your eyes on the sky Florence. Flyers could crack this tin can and scoop us out before the sun kills them” Morgan said in a distorted voice through the radio.
“You do your job and I’ll do mine” She replied.
It was no secret Florence wanted to see action. She loved nothing more than torching the grey freaks and hearing their screams as the sun finished them off.
Lily knocked Harry’s knee, as she left the back seat to move up front. In the middle of the aisle, Owen held on to the turret ladder. The floor vibrated then the ancient gearbox caught first gear and the truck jolted into motion. Through thin slits in the side of the compartment, Owen watched the abbey courtyard passing by, followed by the ancient abbey walls. When the truck passed the gate, they could see Ravendale, the town a half kilometre north of the abbey. The town was wearing morning fog like a wedding dress, with a long train flowing over the surrounding fields. Harry tried to look back at the abbey, but the small slits in the truck’s armour made for poor windows.
The initial thrill of leaving on his first mission turned to tedium. Harry started to daydream. He wondered if the old world would be anything like he had imagined every night before drifting off to sleep. He wondered how many vampires were still out there. Skulkers, Eddies, flyers, and final ones. They were the custodians of Britian now and he was their guest. He had seen photographs of the old cities but could never understand why anyone would want to live in one. To Harry, it seemed obvious the old world would end with disease. People stacked on top of each other the way they were. In the end, it was inevitable. Harry stared out at a passing service station covered in vines, its fuel turned sour long ago.
James checked two shells sat snug in his shotgun. They were reloads of course, the plastic cases replaced by paper by the abbey’s armourer. His twelve gauge over-and-under had a barrel that stopped level with the forearm. Someone had modified it for close quarter encounters before he was born. Although it was a small blasphemy to destroy such a beautiful weapon, it made handling it in tight spaces much easier. There was a wonderful simplicity to a shotgun that comforted James. He checked the safety then tapped every pouch on his vest three times to make sure everything was where it was supposed to be. He couldn’t help but feel he had forgotten something. In his mind he made a list of everything that was in each pouch. Flashlight. Knife. First aid kit. Silver nitrate grenade. He checked again to make sure. After his routine of checking and rechecking he looked at Lily across the aisle, her messy blond hair caught in the Velcro and buckles of her uniform. She took a bobble out from her trouser pocket and tied her hair into a loose ponytail. James stared at her neck for a moment and his thoughts became unstuck.
Lily stared at the steel bulkhead at the front of the cabin. James said something she couldn’t focus on. He said it again.
“Lily. Are you good?” James asked.
Her mouth was dry, she wiped her lips with a gloved hand.
“Yes. Sorry I was... thinking” She replied.
James laughed and shook his head.
“Yeah, you do that too much” he said,
Lily gave him a polite smile. She was in no mood for small talk, and she went back to her thoughts. She regretted making the second cup of valerian tea that morning. Her mind blurred. She had picked the herbs from a small pasture north of Ravendale, instead of her usual spot near the river. She wondered if the volcanic soil near the town that made the plants medicinal effects stronger.
Before the outbreak, it would have taken them an hour to drive from Ravendale to Leeds. Now it took the best part of the morning. Morgan struggled to manoeuvre around the broken-down cars and trucks, like skeletons littering the motorway. Lichen covered some which made them difficult to make out from the overgrown grass verges on the sides of the road. Through trial and error, Morgan had memorised a route around the abandoned cars and trucks, but patches of thick morning fog made him question his memory.
Owen meditated. He wondered how low the silver stockpile had gotten for the Abbot to order his mission. Jess seemed scared and he couldn’t tell if it was because of the silver or the thought of him going outside the abbey walls. Rumours were always going around; it was a biproduct of the lack of news of the outside world. For every untouched haul of silver there was an untouched haul of Snickers bars in a solar powered, refrigerated truck. For every sighting of a Final One, were two for UFOs coming to witness the end of mankind. They needed that silver. Without it, they couldn’t defend themselves from the vampires.
At eleven, they were a couple kilometres outside of Leeds. Owen made his way to the front of the compartment and kicked a rucksack in the aisle. He glared at his apprentices to find the owner. Harry snapped out of his daydream and in a panic, he smacked himself in the face with the night observation device in the top flap of his bag. White hot pain pulsed from his right eyebrow.
“Right team” Owen said.
He had a natural authority that made it impossible not to listen.
The apprentices stopped what they were doing and turned to him. Florence lay on her stomach on the turret platform. Harry rubbed his brow hoping nobody saw the tears he was trying to keep at bay.
“Our mission is to investigate a rumour of a vault containing silver bars.” Owen said.
“How reliable are these rumours?” James asked.
“We have two separate sources of human intelligence. One from Knight Campbell and one from a raider we interrogated years ago.” Owen replied.
“Years ago. That doesn’t sound good. Are we sure it’s still there?” Lily asked.
“We’re not sure of anything. Morgan will park the truck a kilometre from the centre. Knight Morgan and I will go on foot for a recce. Florence, you’re in charge while we are gone.” Owen said.
“If you’re not back by dark?” Florence asked.
“Come find us tomorrow. Put a silver bullet in each of our heads.” He replied.
Lily furrowed her brow. Owen noticed and he winked at her. Lily hated gallows humour. Joking about terrible things was only testing fate.
“What's the plan for tomorrow?” Harry asked.
“At sunrise we drive to the vault. It could be a long day of moving cars and debris out the way. When we get there, we'll be handballing anything we find into the truck.” Owen said.
He gave the crew a quick salute and they reciprocated.
Knight Morgan took the exit at junction forty-four and carried down the road for fifteen minutes. The refurbished brakes squealed as the truck stopped, Morgan gritted his teeth and hoped nothing broke. Out the thin slits in the right side of the truck, the apprentices could see a large, red-brick church. Owen held up a finger and everyone listened. When he was satisfied, he unbolted the back door and they all jumped out. The morning fog had cleared, and wispy clouds promised a warm day ahead. James looked at the church and pulled a crucifix from around his neck and kissed it. Lily rolled her eyes and stuck her finger in her mouth like she was trying to make herself puke. Florence grabbed her rifle and climbed down the ladder from the turret. At the bottom she realised her safety was off and she quickly clicked it on. Owen was a stickler for weapons safety.
“Florence. Everyone stays by the truck. If you hear anything, get inside and bolt the door.” Owen ordered.
“Got it” she replied.
The apprentices saluted the knights again. Lily stepped forward to hug Owen but remembered their relationship was now strictly professional. She nodded to him then watched as the two knights set off jogging.
Owen swept the abandoned cars with his rifle as he went. They were now in occupied territory. Instinct had taken over. He had seen more than enough knights become complacent, and in the end, they only had themselves to blame.
When the knights disappeared around a bend, the apprentices climbed on top of the truck and relaxed in the early summer sun, though it was still a little chilly. After half an hour, Harry sat up and blew out from his lips, then tapped his knuckles against the steel roof of the vehicle. He was promised adventure and this seemed like the opposite. He looked over at the church and wondered what was inside.
“Florence, I'm going to explore the church” Harry said.
“Fine with me, try not to get killed” Florence replied. James was sat with his legs crossed and watched the road behind the truck for danger.
“Owen said stay with the truck.” James said without turning around.
“James, it’s fine, I’ll be five minutes.” Harry said.
He pushed his hazelnut fringe off his face and put on his hi-cut helmet. He lowered himself down from the roof and jumped from the last step.
James tapped his pouches. Everything was where it should be, so why did he feel so wrong?
“What if the church is full of type Bs?” James asked.
Florence sat up and lowered her large seventies-style sunglasses.
“James, are you scared of a couple vampires jumping out at you?"
"Well, yes. Obviously." James replied.
"I’m in charge and Harry can have a look in the church if he wants.” Florence said and stuck her tongue out at him.
James looked down at the cracked tarmac and sighed, then he picked his helmet off the roof of the truck.
“Don’t worry James I can handle a skulker” Harry said.
He held up a black, three shot semi-auto shotgun and shook it for effect. The holographic scope wobbled on its duct taped mount.
Florence looked at the pale teenager, his wavy brown hair had fallen forward, even with his helmet holding it back. He reminded Florence of her youngest brother. Well, before a flyer got him.
“James, you better go with him. Besides, there may be relics inside.” Florence said.
James looked at the church and nodded.
The monks are always looking out for ecclesiastical relics.
"Fine, I’ll get your six Harry.” James said.
He slipped on a stab-proof coif over his short blond hair.
James climbed down from the truck’s roof.  They crept up the path and hopped over the rusted-shut gate to the churchyard. Florence lay back down but Lily watched the boys disappear behind an overgrown hedge. She worried something would happen to them, but the valerian dulled her worry, so she watched the clouds instead.
James reached the church door first and stood with his ear to the weather-beaten oak. At one time the ornate door would have looked odd against the industrial red brick building. Now, the rotten door looked right at home. James was confident nothing was moving in the church and slung his shotgun, then heaved the oak door open. The hinges were unrelenting, but after several sharp pulls, it opened. Harry and James stepped back as the smell of wet mud and mildew escaped from the church. They both aimed their shotguns, ready to fire, but nothing emerged from the gloom. Harry entered first and James followed behind.
The interior of the church was lit in every colour from the large stained-glass windows. Something smashed one of them long ago and a single white beam lit up the back pews. It took Harry a moment to realise the pews were full of people. He froze. Could they be vampires?
No... the light.
He scanned the room and noticed the blackened carpet at the pews. The worshipers had been here for a long time.
“Type O?” James asked.
“Yeah, puddles” Harry replied.
He gestured at the floor with the barrel of his shotgun.
James dry heaved.
“Don’t say that. I hate it when people call them that” he said.
The knights of the abbey had slang words for all sorts of strange things. There were names for the different types of vampires. Skulkers were the most common, they liked to hide in shadows and ambush passers-by. They were only dangerous at night or in confined spaces. Flyers, well, they fly of course. Eddies are the great big strong bastards that can punch through walls and chest cavities like cardboard boxes. They were named after a legendary British powerlifter, who it was rumoured, was one of the first to turn that way. The final few were the vampires of old myths. Everyone knows a guy who has seen a final one, but nobody seems to have seen one themselves. Puddles were people with type O blood who died in the initial outbreak.
All the people on earth with type O blood became puddles. Every. Single. One. That's three point two billion people wiped out in a few months. A puddle became a flood, but there was no olive branch.
They were called puddles because the human body is sixty percent water, and all that liquid must go somewhere when you die. Knight Campbell had a tale about a hospital he broke into to find medicine a year after the outbreak. At first, he thought he was wading through sewage.  Campbell would try to describe the smell created by the thousands of dead upstairs. Every time he told the story he created a more disgusting simile. This was usually met with laughter and a free beer or two.
Harry peered over the back pew at a couple holding a brown bundle. He examined the material and could see faded images of little sailing boats on the fabric. He averted his eyes but couldn’t help thinking of his little sister, safe on his family farm.
“They knew they were dying. They had nowhere else to go” Harry said.
James walked down the aisle making sure not to disturb any of corpses in their eternal prayers.
Harry and James couldn’t help looking back at the faces as they walked. Skulls with black eyes watched them in return.
“I hope my faith doesn’t waver when it’s my time” James said.
He was smiling, like he saw some divine beauty in the scene. Harry didn’t say anything, James looked back to check he was still there. Harry had stopped and was staring at the ceiling. His face was twisted in fear. James looked up and almost fell backwards. Hanging from the rafters of the church were nine flyers in their winged cocoons. Their black veined wings covered their thin, pale bodies beneath. Their long hair cascaded down, obscuring their faces. It was a miracle they hadn't awoken. Without saying a word, James made his way back the way he came. Harry shouldered his weapon and James shook his head and held out his left hand, palm down. Harry looked away from the flyers, at James and could see the fear in his eyes. The two boys took measured steps as they walked towards the door. Each time they brought a foot down, the solid timber floor threatened to scream.
It was at this point they noticed most of the corpses were not decomposed enough to be type O’s. They cursed themselves for their lack of experience in the field. The flyers must have brought the bodies back to feast on. Flyers prefer their meals warm and wriggling. Unlike other vampires, flyers don’t try to infect their victims, instead they tear them limb from limb and suck out the marrow. Their lack of apposable digits gave them terrible table manners.
Harry and James made it to the doorway and when they were within arm’s reach of the door, they heard movement above. It sounded like a bedsheet on a washing line, blowing in the wind. James looked up as a flyer stretched out its wings. He could see its face and body. The flyer was a woman before it turned, but now it was a fetid blue-grey and missing its left breast. The creature folded its wings back and carried on sleeping. James looked back down at Harry who had already disappeared out the door.
“Bastard” James said in a whisper that sounded like a shout to his terrified mind.
The cool air hit James as he left the church. He didn’t say anything to Harry as they jogged down the path to the truck. Harry’s face was now a pale green and James pushed past him to jump over the gate. When they got back to the truck Lily and Florence were still sunning themselves.
“Find anything good?” Florence asked.
James cleared his throat.
“It’s a flyers nest.” He replied.
Florence sat up and took off her sunglasses.
“Shit. How many?” She asked.
“Nine. Could be more in the back” Harry replied.
He threw his hands behind his head like he had been given some terrible news.
Florence looked past the boys to the church.
“We sit inside the truck until Owen and Morgan are back.”
None of the apprentices objected. Lily knew she had been right to worry.
…
According to the faded brochure, the vault was three miles from the Truck. The chance of meeting any hostiles, or anyone alive at all, was slim to none. They jogged in a silent city. Owen winced every time his right foot hit the ground. Thirty years of soldiering had taken a toll on his knees, but the right had always been worse. The quicker they found a route the better. Owen didn’t want to waste time moving cars out the way of the truck, only to find there was no vault. He unfolded the brochure given to him by Knight Campbell and checked a small map on the back.
Two weeks ago, Knight Campbell rode into the abbey on his dark-grey Shire horse Bess. He jumped off with unnatural agility for a man of his size and handed a faded piece of paper to one of the monks. Brother Wainwright scurried away. Like a rat into the darkness of a doorway.
Campbell came to Owen and they both stood over his apprentices who lay in the mud, struggling to complete press ups in their battle dress.
“What is so important you need to interrupt our physical training, Knight Campbell?” Owen asked with a smile and a hug for an old friend.
“Oh my goodness, have you lost count of how many the wee’uns have done, aye?” Campbell said in a thick Perthshire accent.
“How many has it been Harry?” Owen asked.
“Er... twenty something” He replied.
“No that doesn’t sound right. It was two, three, four, yes everyone keep going, five, come on. Florence don’t give Harry that look.” Owen said,
“It’s the motherload” Campbell said.
“Ah yes, another legend of a secret vault fill to the brim with silver. How many times have we chased this wild goose before?” Owen asked.
“Not this time Owen.”
“And there’s a cure at Porton Down” Owen said.
Campbell removed a thick pair of leather riding gloves.
“We trapped an Eddie in an office block on the outskirts of York. When we got to the top of the building, we only found a few skulkers. Bloody thing must have slipped out the back. What I did find however, was a great big, beautiful mahogany desk. I used my delicate wee hands and ripped the locked drawer from the frame. Inside was a leaflet. Store your wealth with Eames and Partners Secure Storage” Campbell replied.
He emphasized his words by wafting his huge hands in the air.
“Probably picked clean decades ago. Right, everyone you can stop now, jog to Ravendale and back.” Owen said.
The apprentices stood up, tried to wipe off some of the mud and then jogged out the abbey gate towards the town. As they left the abbey, Florence shoved Harry and he flipped over a low wall, landing on his back.
“I rode Bess where the leaflet said to. The front of the building was rubble. Taken out by a bus. Nobody's getting in there. Nobody except us and a few hydro charges.” Campbell said.
Owen kicked the courtyard gravel.
“It’s time to test my apprentices. I hope the Abbot signs off on this little treasure hunt of yours.” Owen said.
The road to the vault was completely blocked. Morgan nudged a desiccated corpse with the barrel of his rifle. Some of the bodies wore sun-bleached military fatigues, others were civilians. Owen turned over a white metal sign then threw it away.
“Military checkpoint” he said.
“Let’s double back, find another route” Morgan said.
Owen looked up at the black windows of the buildings looming over the street. He hated cities. He knew something or somebody was always watching him from above. Although clashes with dangerous survivors were a thing of the past, Owen couldn’t shake years of habit formed surviving outside the abbey walls. Owen had often wondered about the groups of survivors scattered across the country. Raiders could only survive for so long. Survival must give way to society. Owen more than anyone knows how easy it is to live by the gun. The life of a hired gun is fun, but usually short.
“Show me the map” Owen said.
Morgan pulled his pack over his head, it released it from his body armour with magnetic buckles.
“Hang on, it's in here somewhere”.
He handed a crumpled map to Owen.
Owen tried to smooth out the map and shook his head at Morgan.
“Ok, let me see here” he said and looked around the street.
“The roadblocks will carry on for a few streets over. We should turn right. See, up here. Then we flank around to the vault from the North.” Owen said.
He handed the map back to Morgan who scrunched it down into his backpack. Owen pretended not to notice.
The two men wandered the streets all morning in search of the easiest route. The bramble of steel that once had been cars was unpassable. They returned to the first road and the roadblock. It was a quaint residential street with large Victorian townhouses. Morgan scratched his cheek. His silver stubble clashed against his deep black hair. He walked up to the wall blocking the road.
It consisted of two layers of concertainers. Each layer was a metre high and spanned the street from garden wall to garden wall. On top of the wall was razor wire strewn with rags. Bones littered the floor and the razor wire. Morgan pulled out his knife and stabbed one of the blocks. A stream of sand shot out like liquid.
“I reckon we can shift this. If we had some cheap labour” Morgan said.
Owen climbed up the steel mesh cages and looked over the barrier.
“It’s clear this side. Lots of bodies though” he said.
“Nothing Gramps can’t handle.” Morgan replied.
Owen patted Morgan on the shoulder and set off walking back to the apprentices. Morgan checked the windows above, he couldn’t shake the feeling he was being watched either.
The walls of the truck had six fold-down beds. Three on each side. Knight Morgan sat on one of the chairs drinking from a battered silver hip flask. Owen lit a row of candles on a shelf. The apprentices lay on their bunks reading or writing in their journals. Florence was already fast asleep. Harry stared at the underside of the bunk above and wondered about the people in the church. There bloodlines ended, with nobody to remember their lives. He had long since come to terms with the reality of the world. He hoped his family would remember him, but in this world nothing was certain.
“Knight Davis?” Harry asked.
He rolled over to face the aisle.
“I’ve told you, when we are downrange call me Owen” he replied.
“Do you remember what it was like before the outbreak?” Harry asked.
“A little. I was eight when we escaped from Manchester. I remember my dad putting the news on and my mum looking worried. I remember not long after I saw my first skulker.” Owen said.
Morgan passed his hipflask to Owen, he took a swig and the sharp taste brought him out of his memories. He shook his head. Brother Andrew’s homemade whiskey never went down smooth.
“How about you Harry. You want to know about me, what about you?” Owen asked.
“What do you mean?” Harry replied.
“Why would the son of a sheep farmer want to be a knight?” Owen asked.
“I don’t know” Harry replied.
“Don’t give me that shit. Morgan, why did you become a knight?” Owen asked.
“Help ‘em that need it, kill ‘em that need it.” Morgan replied.
“Oh my god.” Lily laughed.
“Come on Harry, do tell?” James asked.
Harry looked down over his bed at James in the bottom bunk.
“I guess I want to see if the world is like I dreamed about as a kid” Harry replied. "Also, I hate the smell of sheep."
Owen nodded.
“Ok that’s more like it. James, I'd ask you the same question, but I know it’s because of your daddy issues” Owen said.
Lily and Harry laughed.
“Fuck off sir” James said.
“Fair enough. I don’t want to know why Florence loves killing as much as she does, so that leaves you Lily. Why did you want to become a knight?” Owen asked.
Lily looked at her hands.
“You would come back from missions and everyone in the pub wanted to hear stories of your adventures. They idolized you. I wanted that.” Lily replied.
Owen exhaled.
“So, you want to be the hero held aloft on people's shoulders. I hope it’ll make you happy” Owen said.
She nodded, confused at his tone.
Harry and James felt the atmosphere change too.
“Their love only goes so far. You still come home to a cold bed, aching and shivering at the things you’ve seen.” Owen said.
They sat in silence for a few minutes then Owen climbed into bed.
“Sir?” Harry asked.
Owen grumbled and turned around in his bed in an exaggerated manner. 
“What, I'm trying to sleep”.
“There was a flyers nest in the church.” Harry said.
James lay in silence.
“How many?” Owen asked.
“Nine. It could have been more.” Harry replied.
Owen sighed.
“I’ll add it to our to do list” Owen said.
Morgan brewed a pot of black tea then decanted it into aluminium mugs. They all sipped the affirming beverage on their bunks and eased into the hard day ahead. Most of the other knights thought the prototype rifles were the best find from the old military base. Owen thought it was the several tonnes of freeze-dried teabags. 'The compost of civilisation' is what he called it. Lily couldn’t figure out if that was a good thing.
Owen checked everyone’s gear was correct and made sure their weapons were on safe. He didn't want to catch eight ball bearings in his arse from one of his students. Florence presented her rifle after the other’s shotguns. Owen removed the magazine and pulled the bolt handle a few times. He dry-fired the rifle and reinserted the mag. It was an old army model, not powerful enough for Eddies, but fine enough for skulkers. Morgan got out the back, poured out the remains of tea from the kettle then walked around to the driver’s cabin. Florence climbed up the small ladder to the turret.
The truck came to life easier than the day before, Gramps was temperamental, especially on cold mornings. Owen could relate. Morgan started manoeuvring around the obstacles until he slowed at the first car blocking the road. The engine roared as he pushed the rusted hatchback out of the way.
“She moved easy” Morgan said into his radio.
Owen couldn't hear over the static. The truck’s armour was thick enough to protect it from Eddies but blocked the radio signal.
Morgan could see the military checkpoint ahead and he stopped the truck at a junction in case of ambush. He left himself multiple escape routes. He turned the engine off.
Owen opened the back door and the apprentices followed him to the front of the truck. Morgan pulled a battered steel toolbox from the driver's cabin and placed it on the ground.
Harry kneeled, picked up a skull and examined it.
“The maxilla is missing. The nasal cavity extends below where the top teeth should be. All these bodies were skulkers.” Harry said.
He let the skull fall from his hand.
“The walls look solid but it’s only sand in big bags. We need to use bolt cutters on the steel cages, then cut the bags.” Owen said.
Morgan climbed up the wall and started to cut the wire cage holding the sandbags in place. The apprentices grabbed spades attached from the side of the truck and waited. Morgan clipped a face off the first concertainer and threw it behind with a clatter. Harry picked it up and threw it into a front garden, overgrown with weeds where flowers once would have been. Morgan jumped down from the wall and Owen cut the sandbag in a long horizontal swipe using his tomahawk.
The sand poured out like water and the apprentices hurried to grab spadefuls and dump it in the gardens on either side of the street. They were soon overwhelmed, and the sand started making dunes in the road. Morgan sat on top of the wall with his rifle ready and sipped from his hipflask.
“Are you going to help or just get drunk?” Florence asked.
“Don’t talk to me, I’m taking my guard duty very seriously” Morgan replied.
Florence got a spadesful of sand and threw it up into Morgans leg.
He felt they were being watched from somewhere, he stared into the windows above.
He looked to the windows on the South side of the street and sure enough, a face was staring back. Morgan shouldered his rifle and looked through the 6x Vortex scope. It was a little girl in a pink dressing gown. Her hair covered her face and Morgan couldn’t see if she was missing the flesh under her nose. His finger started to pull the trigger then he released the pressure. She might be human. He couldn’t live with that.
“Owen, we’re being watched. A little girl by the looks of it” Morgan said.
He pointed to the window and the girl stood staring.
“Vampires?” Owen asked.
Morgan looked up with his scope again.
“Shit, I can’t tell” He replied.
Owen sighed and checked his watch.
“Morgan, cut the next cage. Flo, take overwatch. I’ll check it out. I can’t leave her up there” Owen said.
He unslung his rifle then pulled the bolt back enough to check a round was chambered. He climbed up the wall and saw the house with a faded blue door. The girl had disappeared from the window above.
The house was three floors high with a separate double garage and an old red Volvo was parked on the drive. Owen thought for a moment, he knew he should have had backup. He looked at the growing dune of sand and the frantic apprentices running back and forth. There wasn’t time. Owen lowered himself down from the wall onto a large pile of bones. He slipped down towards the front gate and used the momentum to kick through the decayed iron lock.
He waded through thigh-high grass and stopped at the front door. He put his head to it and listened. The rhythmic thump of his heartbeat made it difficult to hear anything on the other side of the door. He stepped back and pulled out a thin leather case from a pouch on his body armour. He flipped case open and pulled out two thin strips of metal. The angled piece went into the lock first, then a lockpick that looked like a small saw. He pushed and pulled the lockpick while applying torque with the angled piece. The lock clicked and he turned the handle.
Owen stepped into the entrance hall with a leaf-strewn tiled floor. Florence looked over at the house, Owen had disappeared into the gloom of the doorway. He swept the entry room with his rifle as he went towards a door and peeked around with his rifle canted. At this range the optics were useless, he aimed with instinct. Owen clicked on the small torch attached to the M-LOK rail system covering the barrel and aimed it up the stairs. Nothing, just shadows dancing in his torchlight.
He checked downstairs first. Light streamed in through broken windows in every room. The house was a vampire trap, they couldn’t be downstairs during the day. Who knows how many were upstairs. If the spectre he had seen in the window didn’t remind him of Lily, he would have left. The house felt wrong, his hands were shaking.
He came back to the entrance hall and manoeuvred his weapon around the door frame and aimed up the stairs again. He listened for a moment then put his foot on the first step. It creaked; they always creak. If anything was in the house, they knew he was coming.
He climbed the stairs to the first floor and aimed up to the second. He crept down a hallway and pressed his ear to a closed door while keeping his weapon light aimed towards the stairs. He heard nothing in the room but knew a skulker could be lying dormant somewhere. He pushed the door with his left hand. The door opened into a second living room.
Christ, these people had the life.
Owen checked the corners of the room. A thick blue curtain covered the window, and he walked slow but smooth into the room. It was empty except for a pigeon skeleton surrounded by grey feathers.
Owen made his way out the room and looked down the stairs in case something had snuck up behind him. He walked up the stairs to the top floor and listened to the closest door and immediately heard the girl breathing. Owen looked down and could see black hair creeping from under the door. He stepped back and looked to the stairs. He could leave and never find out what was on the other side of the door.
Shit, what if she isn’t infected.
He breathed in then exhaled a long, lingering breath. He quivered.
“Sweety, can you open the door for me?” Owen asked.
The girl didn’t answer. Her hair had disappeared from under the crack.
“I need you to move back from the door, I’m going to kick it down.” He said.
Owen stepped back, then bounded into the door and kicked it open. The door swung back on its hinges and Owen moved through the bedroom to the opposite wall. He spun around and scanned the room with his rifle. The girl had disappeared. Owen stopped and listened. He heard her raspy breath but couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. He walked over to the window and tore down a curtain. Outside, they were moving the sand from the second concertainer.
He heard an inhuman scurrying behind him and dropped to his knees then bent down to look under the bed. His rifle was ready as he leaned. He held onto a brass bed knob. His knees were too stiff to get down low enough. The girl burst out from under the bed, laughing and flailing towards him. She managed to get under the large suppressor and push his rifle upwards. Owen grabbed the girl by her neck and held her out at arm's length. She shook like a rabid dog and snapped at the air as she tried to bite him. She must have been dormant for some time. Skulkers can stand in place for years, even decades until some unlucky bastard wakes them up. Most skulkers wear rotten clothes, some wore nothing at all. Britain’s forests are full of them, camouflaged under decades of moss. This skulker wore cream pyjamas and a fluffy pink dressing gown. She reminded Owen of Lily when she was six years old.
The apprentices stopped shovelling, their gaze drawn up at the sound a window shatter above. A little body swelled and burst before it hit the ground in a puff of pink puss and bones. A small skull skidded across the asphalt. Lily saw Owen in the window, he looked down at what he had done. She was in shock at the sudden brutality of her father, a side she had never truly seen before.
Owen came back down to the street and grabbed a spade. Morgan jumped down off the wall and went into the empty house to scavenge. Owen looked at Lily for a moment then turned away.
“Back to work everyone.” Owen said.
He started throwing spadefuls of sand onto one of the piles now level with the garden wall.
Three hours later, the apprentices lay in the sand as Owen handed them water in glass bottles. They popped the corks and gulped it down. Owen stared down the street in the direction of the vault. There was seven hours of daylight left, but the buildings blocked the sun and he wanted everyone in the truck by six. Beyond the wall, two cars blocked the road, but it wouldn’t take more than an hour and a half to move each vehicle.
“Everyone back in the truck. Grab something to eat while you have a chance.” Owen said.
The apprentices groaned and helped each other out of the dirt. Gramp’s ancient diesel engine roared to life up and they drove for fifteen minutes.
A grey Land Rover Defender squatted, rusted shut to the road. Morgan rubbed his chin and walked around the vehicle. He lowered himself down, so he was flat on his stomach, and he looked under the vehicle.
“No way we can push it.” Morgan said.
“What’s the plan Morgan?” Owen asked, arms folded.
“If we lighten it enough, should be able to roll it.” Morgan replied.
Harry pulled on the passenger side door, it opened. He examined the hinges.
“Morgan, do you have any Torx bits in your toolkit?” Harry asked.
“Yes, a pretty good set.” Morgan replied.
“If we take the doors off and smash the windows, we could take a hundred and fifty kilos off the weight easy. It won’t take long.” Harry said.
“If we take an angle grinder to the engine mounts it will drop out the bottom. Wait... we would need to unbolt the gearbox first” Lily said,
Owen patted Lily and Harry on their backs and squeezed them into him.
“Good suggestions guys, get at it” he said.
Morgan laughed.
“Christ Owen, I know she’s your daughter, but you don’t need to prove anything by treating ‘em hard” Morgan said and went to find his toolbox.
“Not trying to prove anything” Owen said.
They cleared the largest obstacles from the road. Morgan helped with the cars by pushing them out of the way with the truck, but some seemed to have fused to the tarmac over time. When they found one of these anchored vehicles, the only option was to clear the pavement instead, which meant cutting down telephone pylons with the axe tied to the side of the truck. It was slow work. They arrived at the bank midafternoon. Morgan switched off the engine and Gramps went to sleep.




CHAPTER 2

Harry opened his eyes and grabbed for his blanket; it had fallen off in the night. The trucks steel walls didn’t insulate them from the cold outside and Harry woke up and found he was shivering. Somebody was snoring, he couldn’t tell if it was Owen or Morgan. As he closed his eyes, he heard a faint scratching sound. It was coming from outside. Harry put his ear to the steel wall. He listened and heard something scraping against the truck.
Maybe... it’s a dog.
He continued to listen and was certain he heard footsteps.
At eight o’clock in the morning, the team gathered outside the truck. Everyone was wearing their full battledress. Body armour, coifs and helmets.
“Weapons check” Owen said.
The apprentices pulled out their edged weapons. Florence and Lily held out large knives with curved blades. Owen once said great warriors brought them into battle. Gurkhas he called them. Jess, the abbey's armourer, milled the blades, about two centimetres from the sharp edge. Molten silver was poured and set into the grooves. Silver, gold, and platinum stop the vampires from healing, but silver is the most abundant metal for the task. The steel edge makes the cut, the silver causes a chemical reaction like lithium in water. The wound literally effervesces. Owen checked the Kukri edges with his thumb and handed them back to the girls.
Harry held out a tomahawk, the same weapon Owen used. The edge was true. James un-sheaved his broadsword, a relic of his family's noble past. A distant ancestor used the sword on the seventh crusade in the thirteenth century. Unlike the other weapons, James’ sword had beautiful silver filigree covering the blade. The design ranged from depictions of medieval hunts to Anglo Saxon flower motifs. It was as if his ancestors had anticipated the vampires. Owen turned the sword in the light and admired the design. He looked at James who was stood to attention and felt a little sorry for the kid. If the outbreak never happened, James would be of age to join high society, then Eton, Oxford, the House of Lords. Owen handed the sword back with a nod.
Owen stood in front of the apprentices and turned around to face them.
“We don’t have time to clear the building, so we need to clear the first floor and block access to the floors above. When we are sure the first floor is clear, Morgan will plant the hydro-charge. As we don’t know the layout of the rooms below it will be a bit of a crapshoot where we get in.” Owen said.
“How do we get into the vault?” Florence asked.
“When we figure out where it is. Morgan will use a second hydro-charge to blast through the office floor into the vault.” Owen said.
“Sounds simple” Florence replied.
“We’ll see. Outside the abbey, plans are usually not worth the paper they are written on” Owen said.
Morgan used his rifle butt and smashed the back window of the bus sticking out of the building. He made sure to remove the small shards left. He climbed on a red car covered in bricks and used the broken bus window as a step to get onto the roof. He lay on his stomach then helped Florence up first. She aimed her rifle into a large opening in the wall and watched for movement. The rest of the apprentices climbed up with Morgan’s help. Owen slapped Morgan’s hand away and climbed up. Owen investigated the hole in the wall and mouthed something silent but offensive.
“Florence. It looks tight in there. I am going to need you to sling your rifle.” Owen said.
Florence spun the rifle on its sling, so it was on her back. The rifle stayed in place close to her torso. She pulled her pistol then instinctively pulled back the slide and let it snap back to load the first round. She preferred her Glock to the knight’s SIGs. It fit her hand better. The knights have arguments over the heavy trigger weight of the Glock, but she didn’t care.
“We go in crouched. It will give us an extra second to shoot when the skulkers jump out and realise our necks are below them. Hold my belt with your left hand. When I move, you move. Focus on your muzzle discipline, I don’t want another hole in my ass” Owen said.
Harry laughed.
“Oh, and Florence, put on your bloody coif” Owen said.
Florence pulled the black mask from her back pocket and took her helmet off. She slipped on the stab proof balaclava. The mouth covering was adorned with a painted skeletal jaw. The police issue, stab proof coifs were a recent addition to the knight’s uniform. More than one knight owed their lives to these black balaclavas, so it became standard operating procedure to wear them for CQC.
Owen nodded to Morgan.
“Everyone else, stay here” Owen said.
Lily furrowed her brow.
“Please be careful Owen” she said.
He squeezed her arm.
Florence wrapped her fist in the back of Owens belt, they both crouched walked into the hole in the wall. Two minutes went by before the first gunshots. The shots were quiet, sharp pops, just about audible to the apprentices outside. All weapons used by knights had suppressors. The prototype rifles had integral suppressors. The older rifles and pistols had suppressors made from copper pipe. They were not pretty, but they worked. Suppressors allowed the knights to use firearms without notifying every vampire in a kilometre radius. Even with the suppressors, the gunshots echoed in the tight hallways and sounded like a good hard slap on a horse's backside.
A lone skulker will hide around corners and stand frozen in time, until some unlucky soul comes past. The skulker would jolt awake and lunge around the corner at throat height. The knights didn’t create the crouching tactic for room clearing. It was one of those common knowledge things nobody knew where it came from. By crouching, the skulker would topple over the lead knight and the second would dispatch it as it lay on the floor. It required discipline, but it worked nine times out of ten.
The first burst of gunshots alerted the rest of the vampires in the building. Usually, if there were more than three skulkers, they start hunting. Three-round bursts of Owen’s six-point-eight-millimetre rifle were followed by the quieter, single pops of Florence’s pistol. The building was infested.
Thirty minutes went by until Owen and Florence ducked out from the hole. They sat on the bus roof without exchanging a word, then he handed Florence his hip flask. She took a long swig and wiped her mouth with her sleeve. She noticed speckled black blood covered her hands and she wiped them on her trousers.
“Florence, when we get back to the abbey, take the rest of the week off” Owen said.
"But sir, its Friday" Harry said.
Owen and Morgan laughed.
Florence removed the magazine from her pistol. She pulled back the slide until a round fell out, then inserted the round into the magazine. She slid the magazine back into the pistol then holstered it.
“Safe” she said.
“Catch your breath, guard our exit.” Owen said.
“Will do sir” Florence said between breaths.
Lily looked away from the pair, she felt a sudden stab of jealousy. She wasn’t a natural warrior like Florence, she sometimes wondered if she could ever make Owen proud. She sometimes wondered why she cared so much.
…
Morgan climbed into the hole and the apprentices followed behind. Owen took up the rear. Losing an apprentice in the field was not unheard of, they wander off, amazed by the new world around them. Owen made sure to have one knight always watching the apprentices.
They walked down the hall and passed the first door. Harry looked around the corner to an open plan office, the desks were overturned, and brown squares of paper littered the floor. Owen pushed past the apprentices and turned around.
“Bloody hell guys, weapons ready. You are never safe in close quarters.” Owen said.
The apprentices hurried to shoulder their shotguns.  Owen held his pistol close to his face and leaned around every corner. At each doorway he extended his arms and pushed the pistol out. The same way his dad taught him thirty-five years ago.
Protect your mum at all costs lad.
Owen walked into a small kitchen and buzzed Morgan’s radio. Morgan jogged past the apprentices and jumped over a skulker lying face down on the floor. The apprentices were far more cautious as they stepped over the dissolving body. They came into the office kitchen and Morgan ran out past them back down the hallway.
“We blow through here guys. See the pipes. Water pipes are vertical in tall buildings like this. There will be a kitchen or bathroom above us and below us. If we blow through the floor in the office back there, we could destroy a supporting wall.” Owen said.
The apprentices looked nervous.
“Owen, can we go outside when you set off the charge?” Lily said.
Owen shook his head.
“No sweetie. Something could climb out the hole and ambush us when we return. While Morgan sets the charge, we will take cover in the hall, then move in to cover the hole.” Owen said.
Morgan rushed past the apprentices holding a large square of plywood. On one side of the board, the explosives were arranged in a cross shape. The other side had a rubber bladder filled with water.
“Sir, why does the explosive need water on the back?” Harry asked,
“Water doesn’t compress. It projects the force from the explosion in one direction. Towards the floor instead of towards us. It’s a neat little trick of physics” Owen replied.
Morgan kicked a chair away from the centre of the kitchen then placed the plywood square onto the floor. He reached into his pocket and pulled out two metal tubes bundled in wire. Morgan raised one side of the plywood and pushed the metal rods into the explosives. He unravelled the wire and backed up to the doorway. He kept unravelling the spool of wire as he reversed, came around the corner from the kitchen and backed down the hall for two metres. His dark brown forehead was dripping with sweat as he inserted the wire into a small green device.
A phone started to ring in one of the offices.
Lily jumped, she was expecting an explosion and the jarring ring of a phone caught her off guard.
“What the hell is that sir?” Harry asked.
Owen waved is hand to shut him up. The phone rang again. Morgan smiled, showing a gold tooth where an incisor had once been.
“Go on Harry, answer it if you want.” Morgan replied.
“No… I don’t want to.” Harry said.
The colour had drained out of his face.
The final ring died halfway through its high-pitched trill.
“What was that Morgan?” Lily asked.
“I call them UFs. Unexplained phenomena. Nearly a million people died within a short space of time here. My theory is that so much death creates a spiritual static. When the living come close the static discharges, things can happen you won’t be able to explain. Don’t worry because they can’t hurt you” Morgan said.
“Shouldn’t that be UPs?” Harry said. “Phenomena starts with a p.”
Morgan squinted and changed the subject.
“Ready?” Morgan asked.
Owen motioned for everyone to get behind him and he kneeled. The apprentices followed.
“Keep your mouth open, it will stop your sinuses from rupturing” Morgan said.
He held up three fingers, then two. Everyone pushed their fingers deep into their ears. Morgan held up one finger.
Lily felt the overpressure pass through her chest and she couldn't help coughing. When she opened her eyes, the air was full of dust. Owen and Morgan each took one side of the kitchen doorway and aimed their rifles down. When the dust settled, Morgan and Owen lowered their rifles.
“Okay. We're good.” Owen said.
Owen flipped down his NODs then jumped into the hole. When he was happy the room was empty, he dragged a desk back to the hole. It made a terrible sound, like a corrupted whale call. Morgan lowered himself down onto the table. The bus had crashed into the front of the building and sealed the ground floor off for forty years. Apart from some water damage from a pipe burst many winters ago, it was pristine. Harry realised the air he was breathing was from before the outbreak. It was oxygen from trees that shaded young couples from the summer sun.
Morgan, James, and Lily lowered the night observation devices attached to their helmets. Harry and Florence wore their NODs, attached with elastic headbands. Harry gazed around the room lit in pale blue light. The team started to spread out and check the adjoining rooms. Harry gripped his shotgun and wandered in the direction of a door on the opposite end of the room. He pushed it open, and it swung easy on its hinges. The next room had a polished stone floor like the church in the abbey. Streaks of white flowed through the grey marble. He looked up into the room and stepped back in shock. A skeleton lay in the middle of the floor. Harry composed himself.
The skeleton lay on a black stain on the marble. It wasn’t going anywhere. He looked up from the body to a large steel circle on the wall with a myriad of tubes coming off it. A dial glinted in his NODs. It was the vault.
“Hey! Everyone. I found it!” Harry shouted.
He heard the knights running towards him and was almost thrown out of the way by the group. Everyone looked at the body for a second then walked towards the vault door. Nobody could believe the rumours of the hidden vault were true. Owen pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and a pen. He sketched a rough floor plan and drew a small cross. Morgan had already left for the hydro charge.
The second explosion rattled the building. The apprentices looked worried. Morgan joined them. He put his head into the black hole in the floor, looked around then came back out smiling.
“Christ Owen there’s a lot of silver down there.” He said.
James bit his lip. Blasphemy always made him angry, even if it was a superior who said it.
“How much are we talking here Morgan?” Owen asked.
“Two pallets. Ingots stacked ten to fifteen rows high. A couple ton at least” He replied.
Owen looked at his watch. It was sixteen minutes past eleven. Even if they missed lunch, it was a lot of weight to shift and be out of the city by nightfall. Owen put his head into the hole and double checked his calculations.
“Me and Morgan will take turns throwing up bricks from the vault. Grab one ingot, in each hand, and run it to the truck. This is going to take longer than you think so get a bloody shift on” Owen said.
He jumped into the hole and a moment later two bricks flew back out.
“Take your armour off when you get to the truck. But er... keep your weapons on you” Morgan said to the apprentices.
James went first, he grabbed the ingots then sprinted down the hallway to the hole in the wall. He looked across the street for the truck. If he moved it closer, they could throw the ingots off the bus into the opened back door and save time. He dropped the silver bricks onto the wrecked car, then climbed down and grabbed them. He threw the bricks into the back of the truck and pulled off his helmet. He clicked the buckles on his ballistic vest and threw both into the truck, then ran around to the driver's cabin and pulled on the door.
Shit its locked.
James ran back to the bus, climbed into the building and passed Lily holding two silver bricks close to her chest. For a moment he forgot his plan. James ran back to the group as Morgan caught a brick of silver and passed it to Harry,
“Morgan, Sir. We need to move the truck closer to the bus so we can throw the silver bars from the bus instead of climbing down.” James said.
Morgan nodded.
“Good point James. Harry, take the keys with you and reverse the truck up to the bus when you go with the silver” Morgan said.
James looked at Harry. Why would Morgan ask Harry to move the truck instead of him? He was the hardest working apprentice. He was the strictest Christian in the group. James tapped his leg three times.
Envy James. Pride, James.
Morgan grabbed a silver bar out of the air and threw it to Harry. He turned and sprinted down the hall. James stood behind Florence and turned to see Lily running back to the queue. She had removed her armour and her Nomex combat shirt, leaving only her combat trousers and a white vest. James’ eyes drifted to her neck and clavicle. He turned away before she noticed. He had never seen Lily out of a combat shirt, which makes everyone look more-or-less the same. He forgot about Morgan picking Harry to move the truck. Morgan switched places with Owen at two in the afternoon. When Owen came out of the hole he leaned against the wall and vomited. Lily rushed to him and rubbed his back.
“I’m ok Lil. Just... getting old” he said and stretched his back.
A silver bar shot out of the hole and skidded across the wooden floor. Owen bent down, his back cracked and handed it to Florence. The next bar flew out and Florence grabbed it before Owen could. She ran down the hall and without stopping she slid through the hole in the wall. Harry finished reversing the truck and the red brake lights blinded her for a moment. Florence threw the bars underhand into the truck. She unclipped her grey plate carrier and launched it in after the silver. Movement to her left caught her eye and she dropped to a crouch while bringing her rifle to her shoulder. A red deer lifted its head and stared at her. It was an impressive male with large antlers. Florence aimed at its side, a little past its shoulder. The animal stopped in the middle of the street and looked up at her. She waved at it. She didn’t know why. The deer bounded out of sight and her hands shook as she sat down on the bus. Harry climbed up to the top of the bus and sat down next to her.
“Are you Ok Florence?” He asked.
Damn it. She couldn’t show weakness to her team.
“Yes. It’s the dust” She replied.
“Shit. Flo, you don’t need to pretend with me. I saw the bodies in the office, your brain must be swimming with adrenaline” Harry said.
He put one hand on her shoulder then pushed himself up and went inside the building. He slapped Florence on the back of her head, and she shoved him into the hole with the butt of her rifle.
Florence got to her feet and looked over to where the deer had been.
Owen closed the back door a couple minutes after six. His muscles burned and his stomach screamed. He worried he was getting old; every mission confirmed his suspicion. He wondered how long the cartilage in his knees would hold out. How long he could bare the herniated disk in his lower back. He climbed over the shifting pile of silver and grabbed at the smaller pile of armour. Somewhere in the pile was his radio. He threw equipment everywhere trying to find it. In frustration he ran to the front of the cabin and slammed his hands against the steel. Two faint bangs answered back, then the floor below him began to rumble. The apprentices' heads started to bob as the low rumble sent them to sleep.
Morgan slammed on the brakes and the truck skid to a stop. Owen, having found his radio, clipped it to his belt and clutched one of the spare flamer tanks in his hands. He sneaked past the sleeping apprentices and leaped from the back of the truck. Florence stirred for a moment and looked out the side slit as he ran up the path to the church. She could see amber rays lighting up the sky and knew they shouldn’t be wasting time this late, so close to a city of millions of skulkers.
“Sir, what are we doing here?” Florence asked.
Owen turned around to see his apprentice stood in the road. She looked small in the dying light of the day.
“It’s not every day we find a nest. This is a chance to take out a lot of them.” Owen replied.
Morgan opened the armoured door to the truck cabin, and he held up his left arm, showing his watch. Owen waved him away.
“Sir… it’s a church.” Florence said.
“It’s just a building.” He replied.
He couldn’t believe Florence, of all people, was trying to talk him out of burning down a church. The indoctrination of the apprentices seemed to create more fervent zealots every new cohort.
“If the Abbot finds out about this…” She replied.
Owen stifled a laugh.
“We can never lose sight of our true mission.” He said.
“And that is?” she asked.
“Kill every fucking vampire. Every skulker, flyer and Eddie.” He replied.
“That’s not the order’s mission any more… is it?” She asked.
“Not for a long time” Owen replied.
Florence looked at the ground, turned around and got into the back of the truck. She looked at Owen from the doorway and nodded to him before disappearing inside.
Owen went inside the church and a minute later crept out. Once outside he reached back to his belt and unclipped a silver nitrate grenade, he pulled the pin and threw it into the doorway. Owen sprinted from the door towards the truck as the church windows exploded outward with thick napalm flames. The flyers inside screamed. Their howling sounded almost human. One tried to escape before it fell flaming to the graveyard below, knocking over a gravestone and tumbling down a grassy hill into bones and gore. Howls erupted from the city.
Owen shut the door behind him, he fell towards Harry’s chair as Morgan reversed. They steered around a car, then accelerated away. James woke up and looked out the side as a large stone cross fell from above the church door and crumbled down the steps. He burned inside as the church did. Owen destroyed a house of God. His father, the Abbot would punish Owen for his desecration. Then he would have a more serious team leader. Captain Hollister of the Special Tactics Group could use James’ talents.
Morgan turned on the truck’s lights and chased away the shadows. Driving the truck on the motorway was hard enough during the day, but at night it would have been impossible for anyone but Morgan. He eased off on the accelerator and dropped down a gear, he was approaching a mass of cars he called the octopus. He sipped from his hip flask and finding it empty, turned it over to pour out the last drops. A tentacle emerged from the gloom. it was a Ford, he swerved around it and looked right at the beast's head, a red Volvo truck.
“Try to keep it steady, we have company” Florence said over the radio.
“Damn it. I need to slow down and cross over the central divider. Hold on to something” Morgan said.
“Copy that” She replied.
Morgan looked out the side mirror as a jet of liquid fire shot out in an arc and splashed a grass verge. A second arc of flame clipped one of the beast’s wings and it nose-dived into the asphalt. The second flyer grabbed onto the steel cage that covered the turret. If Florence fired the flamer with the creature so close, the flaming fuel could spill into the truck. More than one group of knights had gone out that way. Morgan heard the muffled report of a rifle and saw the flyer fall from the truck. Morgan slammed the brakes and the back end skidded left, he let it slide and punched the accelerator. The truck scraped the central divider, and it pushed the back end out right, straightening it up. He tapped the clutch, released his foot then pressed it in again. A bad gear change could be the difference between life or death. The truck’s twin turbochargers squealed as the revs climbed. Morgan couldn’t help but laugh with glee.
“Sorry about that, I hope you had your seatbelts on” Morgan said over the radio.
“We’re clear, it was only the two.” Florence said.
“Good job Florence. Do you need a breather?” Owen asked.
“No, I'm good, I don’t want to miss out on the fun” She replied.
Lily climbed up the turret ladder and handed Florence a glass bottle of water. She drank half of it then poured the rest over her head. The flamer gives off incredible heat. The two bursts raised the temperature in the turret to forty degrees Celsius.
Lily couldn’t bear being up there any longer so grabbed the bottle from Florence and climbed back down. She looked at Owen as she got back into her seat and although he tried to hide it, he gave her a big dumb Labrador smile. She always wanted to make him proud, she knew joining the Order was the right choice.
Morgan pulled the truck into the abbey a little after three in the morning. Rain covered the ancient stone buildings in a sheen that reflected the soft light coming from the church. They were home. The vines that climbed up most of the walls sucked the moisture from the rocks. Lily woke up as the soft rumble of the engine stopped. Her legs were stone. The only light in the cabin was from the thin viewing slits on the side walls. A moment later Morgan opened the back door, the screech woke everyone up. One by one they climbed over the small mountain of silver behind their seats and into the courtyard. Harry couldn't hold his head up as they waited in a line. Owen went to the gate to talk to one of the guards then bounded back to the truck. Lily looked back at the silver bars spilling out the back. She smiled. She had done her duty.
“We don’t need to move the truck until the morning. Go straight to your rooms and get some sleep. Good work guys” Owen said with a salute.
The apprentices saluted back then turned and started walking to their rooms.
The abbey was a maze of alleyways and courtyards. Some paths led nowhere at all, cut off by a building added sometime over its thousand-year history. The abbey had been destroyed and rebuilt with every invasion of Britain. First it was the Romans, then the Vikings and finally the French. Vampires were one of many who tried to wipe out the culture of Britain. They hadn’t stopped trying either.
On the first visit to the abbey, it was easy to get lost. The place had a distracting beauty, you may live there your entire life and still see an archway or a stained-glass window you never noticed before. Sometimes getting lost was a good thing. The male apprentices had rooms on the northeast corner of the abbey, in a tall, but slim building nestled between the church and the kitchen. It was one of the oldest buildings. The walls and floors were so crooked you couldn’t go in after a few beers without being sick.
The female apprentice rooms were on the southwest side, as far away from the boys as possible. The girls had the luxury of a small, shared shower room with toilets, the boys had to share with the knights. Women were able to join the order as knights since its founding fifteen years after the outbreak. Vampires don’t care about the sexual organs of their food, so it didn’t make sense to exclude women from defending their lives. Almost as many girls as boys apply for apprenticeship, although when it comes time for their accolade, the ceremony dubbing them knights of St Agatha, it was ten men to every woman. There was no special treatment and they had stricter morality rules. One of the strictest was excommunication for pregnancy. Hence the separation of the dorms, Pregnancy comes with the added shame of harlotry.  Marriage is forbidden for knights of both sexes. By taking the oath to the order, every knight of St Agatha had promised to devote their lives to service to the abbey, to Ravendale and to Britain.
James knocked on the door to the boy’s dorm and Chris answered rubbing his eyes and yawning.
“Pulled the short straw on night duty, eh Chris?” Harry asked.
The teenager rubbed his eyes harder and brushed back his long ginger hair.
“I always get the short straw. I’m starting to think you arseholes are setting me up” he replied.
James patted Harry on the back as they walked in. The entrance lounge had three mismatched sofas and a large stone fireplace. It was cosy yet smelled of wet moss.
“Any notches for the fireplace?” Chris asked.
He lay back down on a green corduroy sofa. Sleeping on watch duty was punishable by caning, but sleeping by the fire on a cold night was worth it.
“Ask Florence, she got a few” Harry said.
“Shame, the girls are beating us this month. I’m thinking about volunteering for burn duty.” Chris said.
“Chris, no offence but have you ever thought about joining the clergy?” Harry asked.
James laughed.
“Fuck you guys, I’m going to be in the STG one day, just you wait and see. I might speak to Captain Hollister about it tomorrow” Chris replied.
“The STG are at the abbey?” James asked.
“Rest and recuperation. That’s what Campbell called it.” Chris replied.
Beyond the lounge a doorway led to a hallway lined with three rooms. Three beds in each. At the end of the hallway a spiral staircase led to more rooms in the two floors above. Harry and James turned left into the hall to their room. They snuck in to avoid waking their other roommate Tim. They didn’t like Tim. He was always complaining about things at the worst time. If Owen surprised the boys with a heavy PT session, Tim would meet them at the dorm and tell them the bread had gone stale.
“Harry. What do you think about Lily?” James asked as he kicked off his filthy trousers.
Harry turned around as slow as a zombie and yawned.
“She’s okay, I guess. Why?” Harry asked.
James thought of her blond hair kissing the tops of her shoulders as she ran.
“No reason. Goodnight” James said.
“Whatever, weirdo. Goodnight James” Harry replied.




CHAPTER 3

It was a perfect morning for a run. There were no clouds in the sky and the air was cool. Lily stretched on the stone wall surrounding the courtyard in front of the girl’s dorm. She was a little tight from the day before and didn’t want to pull anything. There were no sick days at the abbey. It had been a good week and she didn’t want to end it with a beating.
She took off in a brisk jog, through a small courtyard, down an alley, then around the church and through the main courtyard to the gate. Lily passed through the main gate and waved to the guards on the steel gantry above. The road from the abbey swept left to the main road. Instead, Lily turned right, down a grass bank mottled with dandelion and heeded towards the river. A rocky path ran parallel to the river, it was a lovely place to walk a dog before the world ended. Lily jumped over tree roots and large rocks as she ran, not trying to beat her personal best, but to enjoy the cool air and the morning birdsong.
When the stone walls of Ravendale were visible through the trees, she turned right off the path and up a wooded hill to the town. Lily tried to keep her pace while dodging the trees until she came to a drystone wall. A small gap allowed her to jump through without slowing, then she rejoined the road and ran to the town.
Lily grew up in Ravendale, Owen had an apartment in an alleyway off the market square above a pub. When she was younger, Lily loved to watch from her window at the market stalls in the morning. At night she would watch the drunks stumble out of the pub. Sometimes a flyer would swoop down and grab a drunkard. A few days would go by before people started to stumble home drunk again. Lily watched in curiosity, hoping to see another death from the safety of her room.
Lily ran through the gatehouse and passed the guards with a nod as she ran. The townsfolk had a respect for the knights that had burgeoned to distrust over time. They wore a fake politeness, a cap of diplomacy necessary to keep the peace.
The guards had basic equipment compared to the knights. They wore thick leather coats over civilian clothing. As much to defend from the elements than vampires, and they had nothing to protect from bullets.
She ran up the cobbled road to the town centre and circled the perimeter. Passing the alley to Owen’s house she had to stop herself from ringing his doorbell. Lily was fifteen and an apprentice to the knighthood. Her old life of hugs and kisses from her adopted dad were over; she had to prove she didn’t need him anymore. If she trained harder than the others, if she studied for longer into the night, she would be prime STG material. Then Owen would respect her. A light came on in Owen's apartment and she set off running.
Harry was setting up his fishing equipment and Lily hid behind a tree and watched him by the river. Harry fiddled with the end of his fishing rod then cast out to the centre of the deep but slow-moving river. Lily knew the surface was calm, but there was a deadly current below. Lily walked through the wood trying not to make a sound.
“What are you fishing for Harry?” She asked.
Harry jumped and looked around at her.
“Damn it Lil, I almost fell in!” Harry shouted.
Lily laughed as she crossed the riverside path and down to the rocky shore. Harry remembered what James asked him the night before.
“Hey Lily?” Harry asked.
He reeled in and an orange float bobbed above the surface.
“What?” She replied.
“James asked me what I thought about you. Last night in our room” Harry said.
Lily pursed her lips and put her hands on her hips.
“James, son of Abbot Montgomery. The ultra-devout Christian?” Lily asked.
Harry nodded with a smile.
“He might be questioning his vow of chastity” Harry said.
Lily felt blood rush to her face, and she punched him in the arm. Harry feigned injury then felt a tug on the line. He snapped the rod up and started to reel. A minute later he pulled out a fish and removed the hook from its mouth.
“What is it?” She asked.
“See the multicolour sides? it’s a Rainbow Trout.” Harry replied.
The fish spasmed and its beautiful colours sparkled in the early morning light. Harry pulled out a small knife and held it to the fish in the middle of the gills.
“Wait, Harry can you throw it back. I’ve seen enough blood the past few days” Lily said.
Harry pulled the knife away from the fish and smiled.
“Sure Lil. You owe me breakfast though” He replied.
Lily laughed.
“I hope you don’t mind stale toast and questionable butter.” she replied.
Harry nodded.
“Sounds good to me” He replied.
He lowered the fish to the river and let it slip through his hands. For a few moments the two apprentices watched the water flow by.
“What do you think of James?” Harry asked.
“He’s a good soldier” Lily replied.
“That’s not what I meant” Harry said.
Lily kicked a rock into the river.
“I know. He’s ok I guess.” She replied.
“Cool” Harry said.
“Cool?” Lily asked.
“Yep” He replied.
Lily pushed him again. Harry grabbed a handful of maggots and threw them at her. Lily screamed and ran back to the abbey.
Everyone came to the truck at eight and Morgan opened the back door. The mountain of silver looked larger than it did the night before. Lily instantly regretted her early morning jog.
“Grab two bars and take them to the catacombs below the armoury. Rinse and repeat” Owen said.
“Sir, you sound rough, are you ok?” Lily asked.
Morgan stifled a laugh.
“Yes Lily, I must be coming down with something” Owen replied.
“Down with a hangover sir?” Florence asked.
Morgan and the apprentices laughed.
“Miss Carnegie, you have a four-day weekend due to your actions in the field. Do you want me to revoke that privilege?” Owen asked.
“No sir.” Florence replied.
Owen stumbled to the truck and grabbed two bars.
“Good. Let's go” he said.
Lily came up the stairs from the catacombs, she walked past Owen talking to Knight Anderson. Lily always wondered what their relationship was. Owen and Jess spent many nights together. When Lily was seven, Jess would bring dinner to Owen’s apartment. She always brought fish and chips for Lily. A bribe. The dinner dates stopped after a few months, but they still acted strange when they saw each other. Lily wondered how long the ‘no marriage’ rule had existed. Owen may have been in love with Jess, but the draw of duty was stronger.
“Hey Lil. You should come see me this weekend, I have some ideas about something I can make with this silver. A nice necklace?” Jess said.
Lily stopped dead on the top step.
“I’m kidding. I've been toying with the idea of compressed air weaponry. A silent flechette thrower maybe...” Jess said.
“That’s more Florence’s thing.” Lily replied.
Jess smiled at Owen, he shrugged back.
Owen stood in the doorway and Lily passed in front of him. “Lunchtime in twenty minutes. Better get a hurry on” he said.
He winked at Jess then left the armoury.
The dining hall was full. There were no squads on missions. Anyone that arrived five minutes after twelve had to take their lunch and eat it in the courtyard. They went early, but Lily, Harry, Florence, and James struggled to find seats together. The dining hall, furnished with long oak tables, was alive with laughter and conversation. At one time, centuries ago, it was where the monks sat in quiet contemplation over their gruel. Now it was the place to trade news of the outside world. Of the savage men to the north. Of radio stations in Europe, still playing automated messages in languages nobody understood.
The apprentices placed their plastic trays down onto the table. They squeezed between a group of knights and another group of apprentices. Lily looked down the line of trays and saw everyone had the same dollop of cottage pie. Across the table, James stared past her with glowing eyes. Four knights entered the dining hall in black fatigues.
“It’s Captain Hollister and the STG” James said.
The Special Tactics Group, or STG are the highest echelon of the abbeys soldiers. They take the most difficult mission, the killing of other men. knights cannot take a human life unless in direct defence of the abbey. With so few people left, murder threatened the continuity of the species. The STG hunted raider leaders like the brutal dictator known only as Turbo. Every apprentice wanted to be in the STG.
“Go talk to him, flirt a little, show some skin” Florence said through a mouthful of mashed potato.
Harry and Lily laughed but James didn’t notice.
“I’ll be in the STG one day, you’ll be riding in that beat up truck until you retire” James said.
“I love Gramps. Sure, he smells like sour milk, but he’s got character" Lily said.
Captain Hollister grabbed a tray and piled it with food. He ushered a group of apprentices to give up their seats with a glance and a grunt. The apprentices got up and looked around for another seat, but finding none, they ate their meals standing.
“They're a bunch of dicks. The Abbot’s pet dogs. No offence James” Florence said.
“No offence for insulting them or my dad?” He replied.
“Both, I guess?” She replied.
James mumbled something and hunched over his food. Lily slapped Florence in the chest and held a finger over her mouth. Florence pretended to zip hers.
The abbey became a ghost town on weekends. Many of the knights visited their parents or siblings in Ravendale and the surrounding farms. Others drank their wage in the pubs, numbing themselves for the week ahead. The apprentices with families chose to spend their free time at home. Lily and a few of the other orphans read books or played tattered board games in the dorm living room. Harry hiked up to his family farm in the Dales. Florence sometimes stayed in the abbey, this weekend she went home to her family in the town. Lily didn’t understand why Florence spent the weekends at home.  She seemed to return to the abbey in a worse mood every time. Lily wondered what her parents could be doing, they always seemed so convivial. Florence’s mum would sometimes bring homemade shortbread for the girls to share. She felt sorry for Lily, not having a mother of her own.
James cleaned his father's house, scrubbing the floors and ironing his cassocks. When the Abbot was happy, James would help the monks perform their duties in the chapel.
The weekend went too fast. They always do after a week of hard work. On Monday, Owen’s apprentices watched as another group left the abbey for their first mission. When the truck disappeared, the guards bolted the gate shut.
Owen ordered the apprentices to grab their full battledress for physical training. Other knights let their apprentices exercise in shorts and t-shirts. But not Owen. His apprentices wear full Nomex combat clothing with loaded plate carriers. Magazines, grenades, and all. The apprentices came back to the main courtyard. Owen marched them to the weight training area behind the barracks.
“You all did a good job on your first mission. As a treat I thought we could do a heavy deadlift session.” Owen said.
Harry slapped James on the back then grabbed a couple battered steel plates from the rack. They both bounded over to the deadlift platform like puppies. Owen walked over to a barrel filled with steel bars and chose the perfect tool of demoralisation. He pulled one out and handed it to Lily. She grabbed it and threw it down onto a patch of rubber coated concrete with a clang. Tens of thousands of repeated blows had hardened the rubber matting. Lily wondered why it was even there at this point.
“A ten plate on each side” Owen said.
James put a plate on one side of the bar, Harry slid his on the other. Owen walked over and put his feet under the bar. He bent down, then lowered his legs until he grabbed the cold steel. He looked forward into an imaginary horizon then stood up, bringing the bar to rest below his hips. He performed fifteen slow repetitions then stepped off the deadlift platform.
“Nice and slow, focus on your form. Ten reps” he said.
The apprentices took their turn to lift the weight. They didn’t break a sweat.
“The bar and plates make forty kilos. If you didn’t manage that I would kick you out of the abbey” Owen said.
He grabbed two more ten kilo plates and slipped them onto the bar. This time his reps were quicker, with a cadence you could dance to.
“Fifty-five kilos. Eight reps, go.” Owen said.
The boys went first. James slammed the weight down on his last rep and swaggered back to the other apprentices. Harry hesitated on the first rep but after corrected his footing, he had no trouble finishing. Florence managed her set even though her brown hair had fallen in front of her face. When she finished, she tied it in a short ponytail. Lily stepped up to the bar and performed five repetitions with ease. She panicked when each after became harder until she almost didn't make the last.
Owen walked over to the rack of old mismatched weights and came back a moment later with one in each hand. He had grabbed a small length of rope and slipped it into his pocket. He slipped the weights onto the bar then turned around to the apprentices.
“Now I want you all to lie on the floor, legs and arms crossed.” Owen said.
The apprentices looked at each other in hesitation.
“Bang!” Owen shouted.
Lily jumped and stepped away from the deadlift platform.
“Come on guys, a grenade has blown up at your feet, get on the floor” Owen said.
The apprentices obliged. Owen stepped up to the bar and performed ten lifts. He stepped off the platform, bent down and with his left hand, grabbed Lily by her body armour. With his right, he slipped the roped under her legs and deadlifted her. He made sure not to drop her then performed the same exercise with each of his apprentices.
“James, you’re up.” Owen said.
James jumped up and dusted off his uniform with his sleeve. He grabbed the bar and performed nine reps.
“One more!”
James pulled the bar up again, shaking with sweat.
“One more!” Owen ordered.
This happened four more times before James couldn’t lift the weights a centimetre off the ground.
“Amazing work James. Now, your team is out in the open and they are bleeding to death. Drag each of them to the benches over there” Owen said.
James looked across the small courtyard filled with exercise equipment. The benches sat in the shade of a large sheet metal awning. He stepped off the platform and grabbed Florence as she was the closest. He reached underneath her head and grabbed her armour’s drag handle. He slid her across the grass into the shade then jogged back to get Lily.
“Very chivalrous James, hurry up!” Owen barked.
James dragged Lily and dropped her on Florence. He couldn’t help but laugh as he ran back to get Harry.
“James, is that you? I see a light James, I’m cold James. Mama?” Harry said.
James looked up at Owen who was stifling a smirk then he grabbed Harry and made sure to drop him hard on top of the girls. James sat on a bench, head bowed and tried to catch his breath.
“Excellent work James. Lily, you’re next” Owen said.
Lily managed five repetitions, with Owen spurring her on. She almost passed out as she lifted the weight twice more. Owen saw there was nothing left in her. He nodded. She approached James first as he was heaviest, she knew if she couldn’t manage him first then she never would. She grabbed the drag handle on his back and dug her feet into the ground.
He wouldn’t budge, she tried again. She pulled with her back, trying to gain enough momentum. He didn't move.
“He’s dead. Move on!” Owen shouted.
Lily ran over to Florence and grabbed the pull handle on her armour.
“Hey, what about me!” Harry said,
“Shut up, you're mortally wounded” Owen said.
“Yes sir” Harry replied then lay his head back down.
Lily pulled backwards as hard as she could and got Florence moving. Lily quickened her pace to keep her momentum but fell, landing hard on her back.
“She’s dead and Harry’s not worth saving anyway. You have failed your team.” Owen said.
“It’s not fair, I'm obviously not as strong as James!” Lily said.
“Why is it not fair?” Owen asked.
He walked over and pulled Lily off the ground, standing her up like a doll. He smelled of cold sweat and stale beer.
“I’m a girl, of course I'm not as strong as him.” she said.
“I’m aware of biology, but it’s not an excuse to fail your team. Know your limits and work around them” Owen said.
“This is fucking stupid!” Lily shouted.
The other apprentices stopped playing dead and looked at Lily with wide eyes. Owen looked at the ground and nodded.
“Harry, James, what are your one-rep-max deadlifts now?” Owen asked.
“One forty” James replied.
“About one fifteen” Harry added.
“Florence, go get Knight Campbell and tell him I need his help with crane training.” Owen said.
“Y... yes sir. What’s crane training?” Florence asked.
“It’s a rite of passage for knights, but you guys need to learn its lesson now” Owen said.
“This old thing’s awesome. Why have we never been down here before?” Florence asked.
Harry shrugged then pointed to a recovery truck, partially hidden by waist high grass. A well-maintained yellow crane sat on its flat bed. He followed a chain with his eyes, from the crane he could see it connected to an old pickup truck modified to look like a riot vehicle. He felt it best not to tell the others, Lily would worry.
Owen and Campbell followed fifteen minutes later. Owen walked up to the police van and opened the back door. He pulled out two fake guns made of solid steel bar and handed them to the boys.
“James, Harry, you are up first. Get in the back and buckle up.” He said.
Campbell handed the boys two ballistic helmets.
“Put these on lads”.
The boys jumped into the back of the van and Owen slammed the door shut behind them. They heard a bolt slide on the other side. A shape resembling Owen moved away from the car, it was difficult to see through the scratched plexiglass and steel mesh covering the windows.
“Has he locked us in?” Harry asked.
“Don’t be a baby. We can fit out that sunroof” James replied. Harry shrugged then buckled himself into one of the four seats.
They heard the other truck roar to life, they could smell the fuel had sat for too long. The pickup jolted. Harry pulled his fake rifle to his chest.
“Wait, Owen, what are we supposed to do!” Harry shouted.
Before they had an answer, the car started to ascend. James grabbed his seat belt and tightened it. They moved out from the bank towards the centre of the river, then a moment later they started to descend. Harry looked out the murky window to see the grass bank give way to pebbles. The pebbles preceded the unmistakable brown water of the river Swale.
“Oh shit!” James shouted.
Harry knew if James was swearing it meant they were in serious trouble. Harry was mute in fear.
Why does it have to be water.
The car swayed as the current caught it, jolting them sideways. It moved again, but this time, down. James whispered a prayer as the sunroof disappeared under the murky water. When they were fully submerged, the car leaned forward then flipped over thanks to the buoyancy of the air pocket in the vehicle.  A row of bright-blue LED lights shone from under the water, making the submerged part of the cabin visible. The car kept sinking. The muddy water kissed the boys’ cheeks. James was the first to unbuckle and he fell, gasping as the cold water thrust him to action. Harry was too shocked to move, like a survivor of a plane crash waiting for instruction, while they asphyxiate on smoke. James unbuckled him and Harry fell into the water. When he emerged, his helmet was covering his eyes. Harry threw it off and brushed his hair off his face. The water was now past the seats and the boys stood, breathing in a small air pocket at what used to be the floor. Up is down, down is up, as above, so below.
The van lurched forward as it dug into the riverbed. Their lips touched the floor as they breathed. Dry mud from their boots had turned to slime and James spat out a tuft of grass. He felt grit in his teeth, and he knew he would have to spend the rest of the day disinfecting his mouth, or he would get sick and die like his mum. Where did that come from?
James looked at Harry who seemed to be matching his level of panic.
What if the mud gives me cancer, or some necrotic disease?
James dunked his face into the water to drown out the sticky thoughts. He instantly felt calmer.
“Door!” James shouted.
He disappeared under the water again. Harry was alone now. If it wasn’t for the LED lights, he would be blind. Harry had nightmares tamer than this. James emerged a moment later from the brown water and Harry resisted the urge to hug him.
“No good, its locked.” James said.
“What about the sunroof?” Harry asked.
“Buried” James replied.
Harry caught his breath and steadied his thoughts. He pulled the emergency release tab on his armour, it floated for a moment then sank as the pouches and layers of fabric filled with brown river water. He removed James’ helmet and found he could get further up into the air pocket to match Harry’s level. This slight move in a positive direction calmed them somehow.
“We can use the rifles” Harry said through a mouthful of water.
“They aren’t real, dumbass” James replied.
“Give me a fulcrum and I shall move the world” Harry said.
He dived into the water and plunged the steel bar into a small gap between the sunroof and the pebble strewn riverbank. He splashed around for his helmet then placed it under the bar, creating a lever. He came back to the surface and was closer to James than he had intended.
“I’m going to stand on the bar and push against the roof, I need you to place your helmet under the gap. We can then lift the end of the van up enough to slide under.” Harry said.
James looked away and mouthed something, then returned his attention to Harry and smiled.
“It won’t be as heavy as you think, the tires will add buoyancy.” James said.
Harry nodded like a maniac.
“Go, now!” he said.
The helmet moved as Harry increased the pressure but seemed to settle into the rocks. He pushed his legs down against the bar, and his hands up against the floor. The van creaked, moaned and then moved, a little and a moment later James surfaced.
“My helmet is under. If we’re careful, we can stack our ballistic plates under the helmet and raise the roof off the ground. We should be able to slip out the gap.” James said.
“Well, I don’t have any other ideas so let’s get moving” Harry said.
They went under the water three more times as they raised the van enough to slip a plate under. When they finished, there was a thirty-centimetre gap they could swim through. It was still too tight, so they went back down. James slid his legs into the gap. He kicked the riverbed stones and dug a slight channel. It was enough. He grabbed Harry and pushed him under and through the hole by his feet. It was too tight to swim through. When Harry was free of the van he turned around and grabbed James’ hand. One sharp pull later and they were free and swimming towards the surface.
The boys crawled onto the beach and lay on the pebbles. Owen walked past them and jumped into the river. He came out of the water with an armful of body armour and helmets. He dropped them onto the beach by the boys then went back into the water. This time he came out with the two fake guns. He waved at Knight Campbell and a moment later the van raised, dripping from the river and sat down on the grass bank the right way up.
“Catch your breath lads.” Campbell said.
He held a metal box in his hand that controlled the crane.
“Cars always flip in water, it can be difficult to know which way is up. I’ve known knights that couldn’t get out”.
Owen rung out his shirt and the apprentices saw his scarred body. Life had taken its toll on him, with small dots where he was hit with birdshot to a large burn on his right shoulder from a Molotov cocktail. His left pectoral muscle was embellished with an eagle holding a skull in its talons. Under the eagle were the letters STG. He laid his shirt on the pebbles to dry.
“You panicked and lost your gear, if this was real you would be vampires, or roasting on a spit by nightfall. Girls, your turn.” Owen said.
James stared at the tattoo, he hoped would one day to have on his chest.
“Sir, I didn’t realise you’d been in the STG”.
Owen looked down at his faded tattoo.
“I was. A long time ago, before it meant special tactics group” He replied.
“What do you mean?” Florence asked, momentarily forgetting the brutal test ahead of her.
“Sturmgewehr. It means assault rifle in German. I like to think we were mercenaries, but gang would be more accurate. It’s just me and Hollister left from our original group.” Owen said.
He sighed after he finished speaking and his eyes were lost in memory.
Owen shook his head, walked up the beach and up the grass bank to the girls. He handed them the rifles. The girls looked past him at the boys staring into the abyss, eyes as wide as the moon. James would have unloaded a magazine into Owen if he had a real rifle.
“Know your limits, work around them. I know you can do it” Owen said.
“Would you really let us drown?” Florence asked.
Knight Campbell shook his head and winked at the girls. He held up the crane remote. Lily unbolted the van door and climbed in without saying a word. Owen swore he could smell teenage hormones and anger on her. Florence sighed and followed her friend. The seats were cold and wet as they buckled themselves in.
Florence sat silent with a fake rifle held tight across her chest, whoever made it was clearly inspired by Kalashnikov. The car dropped into the water. Within seconds the cabin filled. It hadn’t been this fast for the boys, Lily could feel the heat from her cheeks as she knew Owen was testing her. She hated how he would go out of his way to prove a point. Lily hit the buckle, pushed away from the seat and spun around in the water. The air in the cabin and the vehicles tyres caused the car to flip as it had for the boys. She threw off her helmet and swam to the surface, her cheek pressed up against the chequered steel floor and she breathed the precious pocket of air. Florence came up moments later.
“The boys must have slipped out the sunroof, but there's no way we are lifting this thing” Florence said.
“Owen knows that. It’s the point of this, the bloody psycho” Lily said.
“Look for anything we can dismantle. I have a multitool in my plate carrier. Screws, nuts, anything just look” Florence said.
Lily nodded and dived under the water. She struggled to remain submerged, a full battledress traps a lot of air in all the pockets and layers of fabric. She checked the back door, Torx screws fixed a Perspex window in place. Lily swam to the surface and was met by Florence catching her breath.
“You don’t happen to have a Torx bit?” Lily asked.
“Pozi and flat head.” Florence replied.
“Shit. Did you find anything?” Lily asked.
Florence came closer to Lily.
“There's a hole rusted through the side of the bed. We can open it up with the pipe rifles, but it won’t be big enough to swim through.” Florence replied.
Lily dived down with Florence and they bashed the grape sized hole with the fake rifles until it became the size of a fist. They swam back to the surface.
Lily lowered her head and smiled. She looked sinister int the harsh light of the LEDs below.
“Do you have any explosives?” Lily asked.
Florence laughed.
“I do. I’ve been messing around with an RDX phthalate mix.” she replied and patted a grenade pouch.
“What length fuse” Lily asked.
“Five seconds” Florence replied.
A wide smile crept over her face.
“Do you have any rope?” Lily asked.
Florence thought for a second then pulled out her knife. She sliced the seatbelt off the chair next to her and handed it to Lily. She handed the grenade to Lily but dropped it. It floated to the surface. Lily grabbed it and tied the length of seat belt tight around the grenade.
“The current should take it to the front of the vehicle, it will blow high and flip the car.” Lily said.
“That’s the dumbest thing I've ever heard. The fragmentation will shred us to pieces” Florence said.
“It won’t reach us in six feet of water. The steel windshield should protect us from the concussive blast.” Lily replied.
Lily felt the weight of the grenade in her hand. Florence sighed, and then they both dived down to the hole. Lily stuffed all the seatbelt through the hole and held onto the end. If the grenade caught on anything they would die. She placed the grenade through the hole, hesitated for a moment then pulled the pin. Florence’s homemade grenade had no lever, once she pulled the pin, there was no going back. She pushed it through the hole and the current took it. The seat belt went taught. A moment later, a violent shove hit her sideways. Lily was thrown back as the pickup flipped over.
What was I doing again?
Lily searched for an air pocket, but the sunroof had filled with water.
Florence handed her a fake rifle and pointed up, to daylight. Florence readied a smoke grenade. They climbed up and stood on the roof of the vehicle with their heads emerging from the river.
“We go out fighting” Florence said then pitched the grenade towards the pebble beach.
The girls swam five metres to the shore and trudged up the beach. They aimed their rifles and ran through the smoke. Harry and James were clapping and laughing like idiots. The girls walked up to the group, panting and dripping, then threw down the rifles.
“Know your limits, work around them.” Lily said with a bloody smile.
Lily looked at Florence, her face covered in dirt and her nose bleeding. Lily touched her nose, and it was wet with blood as well.
“It’s an overpressure injury. The blast burst the vessels in your nose. Your brain will have bounced around a bit. Your plan was dangerous, but it worked so I can’t be angry” Owen said.
Lily looked at the boys sitting in the grass, their eyes still large thanks to their near brush with death. She knew when her adrenaline wore off, she would spend the rest of the day with earth shattering existential anxiety. The curious look of worry and pride on Owen’s face made it all worth it though.
“Campbell, reset the training rig. Apprentices, get your arses over to brother Mathews and get a medical. If you aspirated water, you could die of pneumonia. Girls, spend the night in the hospital, you might have concussions.” Owen said.
The apprentices saluted and stumbled towards the abbey. Lily turned around.
“You nearly killed us. I hate you Owen.” She said.
Knight Campbell hurried himself with the crane, he couldn’t bear the arguing with his five sisters, its why he left his family farm.
“I hope you do Lily. One day, you will thank me.” He replied.
Lily clenched her fists and shook her head. She cried a single furious tear then turned and caught up with her friends.
James sauntered into his bedroom and threw his wet clothes towards a grey laundry bag under the window. He brushed small sticks and the river dirt from his blond hair and sat on his bed trying to calm down. Minutes later he came out his room dressed in well-fitting tan trousers and a light blue oxford shirt. He left and locked the door behind.
James crossed the small courtyard from his building to the church. He entered the church by the east door, paid his respects at the alter then left by the west door. The Abbot’s house was between the church, the monk’s lodgings, and the north wall. James smiled at his father sitting in the front garden and closed the gate behind him.
He walked up the ornate path that bisected bushes of pungent smelling herbs and sat on a white metal chair opposite his dad. A large bush of white roses caught his eye.
“The roses are looking good, fuller than last summer” James said.
"Potassium nitrate. It adds potassium and nitrogen to the soil. My Floribunda can't get enough it seems. If you mix it with magnesium, diesel and a few other indignants, it makes quite a potent explosive".
James heard the mispronunciation, but he didn’t mention it. The Abbot poured a cup of tea for James from a blue and white porcelain teapot.
“Yes son. The lord has been good to us this year with rain and ample sunshine” he said.
James added a splash of milk to his cup and sipped.
“I assume you know of our successful mission?” James asked.
“Owen Davis dropped a brick of brilliant silver onto my desk last night. You have done the abbey a great service. We can manufacture more weapons, more silver bullets, more power. You’ve done the Lords work my son.” The Abbot replied.
James finished his tea and placed it on a small white table.
“We came back late, what were you doing in the rectory that hour?” James asked.
He looked at the Abbot and noticed a vagueness about his presence. A vagueness that had been building since the death of James' mother.
“I haven’t been sleeping well. Troubled by thoughts of our future.” The Abbot replied.
James studied his father’s face. He was getting too old too quick and the lines around his eyes made James check his pockets under the table. The thought of aging always made him feel strange. Everything was where it should be, at least that he could control.
Tell him James. Tell him James. TELL HIM JAMES. Tell him James. He checked his pockets, his pen knife was still there.
Tell him James.
The sticky thoughts were extra viscous that day.
“Owen has gone too far this time dad. He made us do crane training. I could have drowned. Brother Mathews said I'm fine but I'm sure I breathed in some of that nasty river water. I’ll die of Pneumonia before the end of summer, I just know it” James said.
“Did you escape?” The Abbot asked.
“Yes, but he had no right to make us...”
The Abbott cut him off.
“You survived so I don’t know what you are griping about. You are a strong boy, I worry less of you and more of the future of the abbey, and the degenerates in Ravendale.” The Abbot said.
He snipped the head off a red tulip and stared at it on the floor.
“We are doing okay, aren’t we? I mean our populations growing, no flyer attacks in weeks” James said.
The Abbots’ right hand trembled as he reached up to hold the cross hanging from his neck.
“I have been to Ravendale and seen how they behave. They are not afraid of the vampires anymore and I am losing my hold over them. They no longer observe the Sabbath for goodness’ sake” The Abbot said.
“The people in the town aren’t all bad.” James said.
"Do not be bound together with unbelievers.  For what partnership have righteousness and lawlessness, or what fellowship has light with darkness?” The Abbot said, saliva spraying off his lips with each word.
"Corinthians" James said.
“It was the sinful ways of the past that gave us the vampire plague. Like Sodom and Gomorrah before us, God decided we needed to be reset.” The Abbot said.
“You can’t force people to convert. If they don’t want to accept Christ, so be it.” James said.
The Abbot stood up and bent down so James could taste his breath.
“You were not alive in the beginning. I was. Millions of souls left this plane. Don’t you dare speak to me about what God wants, I have seen his hand, I have seen his spear. Without the five devoted who gathered survivors forty years ago, nobody in Ravendale or the abbey would be here.” The Abbot said, spitting at every word.
James had nowhere to go, he tried to move his head back, but the Abbot breathed into his face. James felt the same way he did as a kid, when the town alarm rang, and the flyers came. He felt the same way as he did the night his mother loosened her grip on his hand and closed her eyes for the last time.
Tell him James, tell him James, the church, the church, the church, THE CHURCH!
“Dad. Owen burned down a church. On the mission, we could have driven past but he made Knight Morgan stop” James said.
His voice trembled, unsure of himself.
The Abbot clenched his fist.
“For what purpose?” He asked.
“It was a flyers nest.” James replied, almost whispering.
“I see son.” The Abbot said.
He turned away from James and walked to the rosebush. He pulled a stem towards him and smelled a plump, white, rose.
“I want you to tell Paladin Klein to see me. She should be in the barracks” The Abbot said.
James left the garden. The Abbot didn’t turn to see him leave.




CHAPTER 4

Mellissa got up from her conversation in the kitchen and answered a knock on the door.  Lily sat by the fire and sipped a steaming cup of peppermint tea. She looked away from the fire to see Mellissa and Harry looking at her. His hair had curled and was stuck to his forehead with sweat. There was fear in his eyes.
“Lily. They ‘ve arrested Owen and Morgan” Harry said.
He bent over, put his hands on his knees and tried to catch his breath. From shock more than exertion.
The other girls were talking, playing boardgames and drinking nettle tea. They looked in revulsion at Harry. Boys were forbidden from stepping foot in the girl’s dorm. Linda, a thick set girl with short hair, got up from her conversation in the kitchen and pointed to the main door. Harry stepped backwards until he was technically outside. Lily followed him and rested her aching body against the door jam.   
“For what. This isn't one of your dumb jokes, is it?” Lily asked.
“For burning the flyers nest” Harry replied.
“That doesn’t make sense” Lily said.
“For desecrating the church.” Harry said.
“Our job is to kill vampires” she replied.
“Not anymore. Things have changed” Harry said.
They left the dorm and made their way through the myriad of alleyways to the main courtyard. They didn’t run so they wouldn’t seem suspicious. Suspicious of what, they didn’t know. Some of the other girls followed, overhearing a conversation about something interesting going on during a slow day will always draw the attention of busybodies. The smarter girls stayed in the dorm.
A crumbling stone archway that was in desperate need of repointing was the portal to Lily’s new life.  She passed through to the courtyard to see a large crowd had gathered. She pushed through the crowd. In the middle of the courtyard, Owen and Morgan kneeled, swaying on the worn cobblestones. Morgan's t-shirt was drenched with blood diluted with sweat, creating a sickly tie dye. Owen had a gash on his nose. Lily thought it looked broken, likely from a rifle butt. Harry grabbed her and held her back from running into the centre of the crowd. She looked back at him and could see his eyes burning with anger, or fear.
The crowd stood silent and waited. If someone spoke, they might end up in the same position as the two kneeling men. The Abbot came out of the church, down the ancient steps then stopped in front of the two men. He sighed aloud and shook his head. He turned to the crowd.
“These two men desecrated a house of our Lord.” The Abbot said.
“It was a flyers nest!” Morgan shouted.
The Abbot caught Paladin Klein’s gaze and nodded to her. She hesitated for a moment, her eyes down and away from the crowd, then kicked Morgan forward onto the cobblestone floor. With his hands tied behind his back, Morgan's right shoulder and jaw took the brunt of the fall. Paladin Klein brushed her grey hair from her eyes.
“How can we go on when we have fallen so low. You are Knights of Saint Agatha, you serve me and God above me. Well... change is in the air. These men will be examples to anyone else who’s faith may be wavering.” The Abbot said.
Knight Anderson stepped forward from the crowd. She was still wearing her leather workshop apron and clutched a pistol receiver in her left hand.
“The destruction of a flyers nest is more important than protecting a church. A building can be rebuilt” she said.
One of the monks pressed his face up to Anderson’s.
“No! This is the problem right here!” Brother Jessop shouted.
Lily stared at the man, too short and skinny yet a round belly pushed against his cassock. Lily met his gaze and spat in the dirt. Men like him were a drain on everyone around them.
“Owen Davis. Alexander Morgan. You will be held in the crypt under the church until you have repented.” The Abbot said.
Lily couldn't hear him, his voice was quiet, like he was talking to himself.
Morgan coughed and turned to the crowd.
“Ok, I repent.” He said with a laugh.
The Abbot sprinted to Morgan and wrapped a wiry hand around his neck.
“Before Christ was put upon the cross, the wrath of the man’s wicked soul broke his body. I will teach you of his sacrifice” The Abbot said.
Captain Hollister grabbed Owen and yanked him up from gravel. Dan, the STG’s medic, was gentle with Morgan at first until he saw his captain’s glare, then he dragged the man to his feet.
Captain Hollister came close to the back of Owen’s neck so the Abbot could not hear.
“What happened to you. We used to raise hell back in the Sturmgewehr and now you hang around with this nigger and your little apprentices” he said.
Owen turned around and mouthed something Hollister couldn’t make out over the shouts from the crowd. Hollister leaned forward and Owen dug his teeth into his ear. With a look of complete serenity, Owen pulled back and spat the ear into Hollister’s face.
Hollister, too shocked to act, was rendered mute and dumb. Two guards sprinted towards Owen and tackled him to the ground. They dragged him, one guard on each arm, into the church.
Owen stayed silent the entire time as he was dragged into the church. He caught a glimpse of Lily and looked away. Hollister leaned down and picked his ear off the gravel then slipped it into his right trouser pocket. He looked at the crowd in disbelief then walked briskly to the barracks. The crowd stayed for a while, though nobody spoke. Lily found this the strangest of all. It was like they were waiting for someone to act first, then when nobody did, they were frozen. Eventually, the crowd dispersed down alleys and out the main gate, but Lily was sure she had just witnessed some strange quirk of human herd mentality. Brother Mathews walked past Lily and Harry and stopped for a moment. He looked almost as worried as Lily. He turned, looked around for anyone watching then he made his way back to the church.
Owen thought of Lily as he lay on his makeshift bed of cardboard on the cold stone floor. He tried to remain calm and to focus on his breathing.
Control what you can and don’t worry about the rest.
Sleep came sure enough.
Outside the door, muffled voices woke him up. The doors were as thick as house bricks and was a perfect fit in the frame. The latch clicked and it swung open. James stood in the doorway for a moment then walked in. Owen got to his feet and knocked the dust off his knees with his hands. He clenched his fists, if he took the Abbot’s son hostage, he may be able to escape. The door slammed behind and before Owen could lunge forward to grab him, James wrapped his hands around Owen’s shirtless torso.  He started to sob.
“What the hell is going on out there. Is Lily safe?” Owen asked.
“Yes sir. I’m... I'm so sorry” James said.
Owen understood what James meant. He shook his head and pushed James backward.
“So, you told your dad about the Church?”
“I didn’t mean to. I didn’t know what he would do” James replied.
“You haven’t been paying attention to your dad, have you? I saw it in his eye’s the week your mum died. The blankness, the vacancy, he cracked.” Owen said.
James felt his chest tighten. He looked around at the dusty, dirty room and felt it clinging to his skin.
“I try not to think about my mum’s death”.
Owen sat down on his cardboard bed and looked up at James. He stared, silent, then leaned back against the wall.
“I first met your dad thirty years ago. I was a couple years older than you.”
“Was this before, or after the founding of our order?” James asked.
“A couple years before. A small group of survivors fortified the church in Ravendale. Over time, pragmatism turned to superstition. They seemed to be doing well, as if guided by fate. The town founders started using Christian iconography on uniforms and flags. When they scavenged nearby towns, survivors saw the uniforms, the crucifixes painted on the vehicles. The knights were a unified force, it gave survivors hope.”
“What does this have to do with my dad?”
“The more fucked up the world became outside Ravendale, the more they leaned into their superstition. His older brother wanted the town to adopt strict Old Testament biblical law. It would mean the death penalty for some crazy shit” Owen said.
“Like what?” James asked.
“Blasphemy. Homosexuality. Working on Sunday. Disobeying your parents. The list goes on” Owen said.
“Leviticus, Exodus and Deuteronomy.” James said.
“Exactly.”
“That stuff goes against the teaching of Jesus.” James said.
Owen stood up and loomed over James.
“You believe in this stuff, don’t you.?”
“It helps stop thoughts sticking.” James said.
Owen glanced at the boy.
Curious.
“Your uncle put a bullet in a barmaid. He said it was for working on the Sabbath. Of course, him drinking ten pints was morally acceptable. The town council sentenced him to death. When they took him down to the body pit on the edge of the northern woods, the town split. Those who were religious, and those who weren’t. The religious ones left the town and rebuilt the abbey.” Owen said.
“And my dad?” James asked.
“He provided Ravendale with knights. Protected the farmers, fixed the abandoned fracking station up north and supplied fuel to the town. The townspeople started to trade with the abbey. For a while, things were good, the schism seemed to be over. The abbey didn’t impose their religious views on the town. Well, old habits die hard.” Owen said.
James backed up to a wall and slid down to the floor. He held his head in his hands for a moment then looked up at Owen.
“Maybe it's time we separate religion from the order. Things are getting too messy. We could write up some kind of constitution. It's too easy to manipulate people with religion, trust me, I know. Too easy to argue something then argue the opposite with the same piece of scripture."
Owen stared at the teenager. He thought of his daughter, without him to protect her.
“James, you fucked up, but I don’t think you meant to cause all this” he said.
“No sir” James replied.
James patted his trouser pockets, ten times on the left, five on the right, then five more to even it out.
“You’re a good soldier James, but there is something not quite right about you. I mean why are you constantly checking your pockets and pouches?” Owen said.
“I have to check things so something bad doesn’t happen.” James replied.
“Like what?” Owen asked.
“Like this I suppose. This is all because of me” James replied.
“I’m sorry you were born after the world ended. You and your dad would have lived normal lives. They could treat mental afflictions back then.”
James tilted his head, brought away from his thoughts, he didn’t understand.
“Your mum was a good woman. She kept you dad from doing all this sooner.” Owen said.
James shuffled forward and hugged Owen again. Owen squeezed back this time.
James stepped from Owen. His mentor smelled of stale sweat, which would have caused him great disgust if he wasn’t staring at the eagle tattoo on Owen’s chest.
“Was it really a gang or were you teasing us?” James asked.
Owen looked down at the faded eagle, a symbol of nobility and virtue. To Owen it was anything but. To him, it was a souvenir of what can happen when you choose safety over virtue.
“It was a gang before the outbreak. They had weapons, safe houses, and trained fighters. Makes sense they survived so well for so long.”
“What did you call them… Storm something?” James asked.
“Sturmgewehr. I was alone after my mum died. There was a large group of us living in an old World -War-Two ship. We were starving, I didn’t have more than a few days left in me.” Owen replied.
“Doesn’t sound like you would be that useful to me. Why would a gang want you” James said.
Owen raised his hand and turned it as he stared at his skin.
“This was all that was needed to join.”
“What do you mean?” James asked.
“I was the only white person in the group of survivors.” Owen replied.
“I don’t understand” James said.
“They blamed people for the outbreak, for bringing the virus to our shores. They blamed a race of people for deliberately infecting the world so they could emerge from their Yuden bunkers and steal the world’s resources. They picked me up and put me on the back of a black motorbike. I watched the mass of starving people I had called friends for the past few months and saw their pallid faces as we left them to die.”
James thought about the abbey, the order and his father.
“Did you know they were bad people?” James asked.
Owen sighed deep and guilty.
“Yes. They were explicit why they chose me to go with them. I was dying, they were the best option. Over time, I grew to like them” Owen replied.
“But Morgan was your best friend, did he know you were in a racist gang?” James asked.
“We had spoken about it.” Owen replied.
“And?” James asked.
“He said friend, your sins are forgiven.” Owen replied.
James looked at the floor, stained with specks off Owen’s blood.
“How did you leave the gang?” James asked.
“We were holed up in a train yard, camping in steel sided carriages. Two Eddies made their way through each of the carriages, tearing the doors off like the lids of tuna cans. We were in the last. When morning came it was just the six of us left, so we travelled north to the remnants. They were still broadcasting a recruitment message over the radio, so we joined up.”
“Maybe it’s time for me to move on from this place. I don’t like what it has become.” James said.
“Agreed, but it’s easier to subtract than to add. To destroy rather than build. You will do well to remember that, James.” Owen said.
The guard opened the door and pointed his rifle at Owen. James got up and walked across the room, looked back for a moment, then left.
Morgan stopped screaming. His voice didn’t taper out. It just stopped. The muffled voices of the knights went from questioning Morgan to swearing at each other. Owen lay on the frigid stone floor and he tried not to think about what his immediate future would hold. A kicking most likely. Physical pain didn’t worry him too much though, he could handle that. He worried most about Lily, out there by herself. He had ignored the warning signs of the Abbot’s fundamentalism, this was his punishment. The schism had returned, Owen was on the side of survive at any cost, the Abbot was on the side of holding on to power.
Owen looked up at the solid stone wall of his cell.
What did Nietzsche say again?  Happiness is the feeling that power increases. That resistance is being overcome. You must be smiling ear to ear up there you crazy old bastard. When was the last time the Abbot had been outside the burn zone? The last time he had been to a town or city, it must have been twenty years ago. The abbey has become too safe. Without an immediate external danger, the Abbot has found one closer to home. Me.
When he was a child, Owen’s father told him stories of men motivated to do evil because of religion. All over the world, people were killing for their religion. Owen’s dad had fought a few of them. It was by some miracle Sergeant Ben Davis survived the initial outbreak.
Ben’s squad were on base in Hereford when the call came through.  The British ambassador in Paris needed immediate extraction. Gangs were roaming the Eighth Arrondissement with Russian rifles shooting anything that moved. Local assets couldn’t confirm if the gangs were protestors, North African organized criminals or Islamic extremists. There seemed to be nothing tying the people together. They were men, women, black, white, of every culture and religion.
The Chinook was ready to take off when the pilot started to act strange. A seven-year-old Owen answered the front door in his Power Ranger pyjamas. The schools closed that morning due to a governmental lockdown order, Owen couldn’t have been happier. Mid way through a cartoon about anthropomorphised power tools, his dad barged in wearing his combat uniform and clutching a short rifle.
Owen surfaced from his memory as he heard a heavy Iron door open and clatter off the stone wall. He sighed in relief when he saw his cell door closed.
Not this time, eh?
He heard echoing footsteps. The muffled voices from before were quieter now. Two sets of footsteps went back down the hall and up the stairs.
An Hour later, soft footsteps came down the stairs. The person seemed to stop at Morgan’s cell and linger there for a while. Brother Mathews unlocked the cell door and Owen came out and checked the hallway. The old monk was alone.
"I’m sorry Owen” Mathews said.
Owen rushed to the next cell and had to turn away from what he saw. Morgan lay on the floor, face up to the ceiling. His bloodshot eyes were barely visible through the mess they made of his face. His short black curly hair soaked in the blood from his fractured skull. Owen stepped closer and saw the side of Morgan's head was concave. A blow to the head fractured his skull and pink foam still bubbled from his nose and mouth.
“They beat him to death Mathews. They murdered him because of the Abbot.” Owen said.
Brother Mathews threw Owen his long brown hooded cloak.
“What's this for?” Owen asked as he looked at his dead friend once more.
“It’s how I get you out of here” Mathews said.
Owen donned the robe and tied a rope belt around his waist to cinch the baggy outfit. Mathews flicked over the long hood, obscuring Owen’s face. The old monk opened a third cell door, down the hall from the other two. Owen followed and watched the white-haired man struggle to move a wooden bookshelf covered in a dust sheet. Owen grabbed one side and shifted it. The ratty piece of furniture was hiding a tight hallway behind.
“Follow me” The monk said.
He walked slow up the pitch-black corridor and Owen wished he had a weapon. He looked back into the gloom behind, imagining guards running forward with their rifles ready to fire. He bit his tongue and followed the monk. They came to a spiral staircase, Owen had to go sideways to fit up. At the top, Mathews used a large iron key in a door and pushed it open to a small, enclosed courtyard behind the rectory.
“I had no idea this was here” Owen said.
“Most people don’t, the only way to access it is through the crypt.” Mathews replied.
“I used to come out here to smoke cigarettes. Heavens above, I miss cigarettes” The old man said with a wink and a smile.
Opposite the door was a metre-high hole in the wall. The monk handed Owen a small black torch and after a few shakes it flickered into life.
"It will be a squeeze, but if you follow this tunnel, it'll take you to the river outside of Ravendale" Mathews said.
Owen looked back at the way he came.
Lily.
He needed some way to message her, to tell her to stay at the abbey. Even with a maniac in charge, it’s better than what’s outside the burn zone. If she could keep her head down, try not to get noticed. Women had been doing this for thousands of years, what is one more lifetime added to that tally.
“I’m going to travel South, to the University to start a new life. If she’s in danger, tell her she must go North and speak to the Remnants first. For a price they will give her a ride.” Owen said.
“I'll tell her, if necessary. In the meantime, I’ll keep her safe. You must hurry Owen, they will realise you are missing soon” Mathews said.
Owen nodded. He got onto his hands and knees then squeezed through the gap to the ancient Roman lead mines below the abbey.
The hole opened out into a corridor. It was hand scraped from the ancient limestone by tools two thousand years old. Owen crouched as he walked. The small torch didn’t light the low ceiling and Owen scraped his head as he went. The walls were grey with patches the colour of rust. Every now and then a vein of something metallic reflected his torchlight as he walked past. He walked past corridors and holes to get deeper into the mine. Each corridor kissed him with a cool wind that spurred him on. Owen knew the ancient miners would have used the river to transport the ore. If he kept going along the upper level of the mine it should take him out to the riverbank.
When he came out of the mine it was night. He had lost track of time in that dark hole in the earth. They must have known he had escaped hours ago and sent out a search party. He was behind enemy lines once more. It would have been much harder to escape during the day. Darkness was his ticket to freedom, even with the advanced thermal optics the STG carried. Luckily for Owen, the monk robes were barely visible in infrared scopes, if he kept to the gullies and culverts there was more than a good chance he could slip past any patrols.
The Remnant’s bunker was a twenty-five-kilometre hike, but Owen decided to jog the first ten. The more distance between him and the abbey, the better his chance of evasion. He looked up at the crescent moon through a swaying willow tree and wondered if life ever got easier.




CHAPTER 5

Florence lay flat on her stomach, under a pew in the church. She used a hand drill to cut a six-millimetre hole into the oak floor. Large enough to look through, but not too big to be noticed. She raised her head and could see a monk was busying himself by the alter. Apart from the single monk the church was empty. She investigated the tiny hole and could see Paladin Klein sat with her boots on a desk.
“Bitch” Florence whispered.
Florence crawled towards the alter, under three pews and drilled another hole. She looked in and saw nothing but black, there must have been a wall below. Florence crawled under another row and drilled again. She raised her head, nobody knew she was there. She brushed her dark brown hair from her face as she lowered her eye to the hole. She lay frozen for a moment and fought the urge to vomit.
In a room below, two knights were dividing a body and placing the parts into plastic bags. She saw the glint of the razor-sharp blades as they raised them up and swung them down into the meat.
Shit, what am I going to say to Lily?
One of the knights looked up from their butchery as someone came into the room. They said something to each other, Florence turned her head to put her ear to the hole.
“What do you mean Owens gone?” one of the knights asked.
“He’s escaped!” The other knight replied.
Florence jumped at the shout, as did the monk walking down the aisle towards her. She saw his feet approaching and she shuffled under one of the pews. As he passed, she rolled to another row to stay out of his eyeline. He left the church through a side door. Florence stood up and shot out the northwest door and closed it behind. With her back to it, she could see James sat outside the boy's dorm, with his head in his hands. She didn’t have time to deal with this, she needed to find Lily.
Florence sprinted to the girl's dorm, unlocked the door to her bedroom and saw Lily sat on her bed. Harry was sat on Florence's bed. Boys could not be in the girl’s dorm. The punishment for this was a night in the stocks. Florence was impressed with Lily, she always seemed scared to do wrong. Florence grinned at the conspiring pair in her room.
Florence pushed past Lily and closed the door behind her.
“Lily, Owen is gone.” Florence said.
Lily turned her head and squinted.
“They killed Morgan. But Owen has escaped” Florence said.
Harry stood up from the bed,
“Morgan’s dead?” He asked.
“They were cutting him up and putting his bits in bags. My guess is they went too far with the interrogation.” Florence said.
Harry paced the room and almost tripped over a red Persian rug.
“We were there when the church burned. Are they coming for us next?” Harry said.
He sat on a bench in a bay window and held his head low.
"Have you guys wondered how the Abbot knew about the church?” Florence asked.
“James.” Lily and Harry said in unison.
“Bingo. I’m worried James will tell the Abbot about us too.” Florence replied.
Lily sat on the bed and shook her head.
“What do we do guys?” She asked.
Florence walked over to Harry and she looked out the window to the courtyard.
“We need to find Owen, he’ll know what to do” she said.
“We could try his apartment” Lily replied.
“The knights will be there right now.” Harry said.
“It’s too obvious. Owen is one of the original knights of St Agatha.  He’s survived this long by not being that dumb” Florence said.
“Shit, Flo it was just a suggestion” Lily replied.
“What if he left Lily a message. Something the knights wouldn’t notice while they are panicking and looking for him.” Harry said.
“It’s worth a shot.” Lily replied.
“Fine. We tell the guards we are going for a walk by the river and get back for dinner. Nobody will notice.” Florence said.
“I’m in. I’ll set off earlier with my fishing rod. It will be less conspicuous if we split up” Harry said.
Lily reached for her kukri and pulled it from the leather slip at the foot of her bed.
“Owen would come for me. We don’t have a choice.” Lily said.
“Okay then. I’ll see you both by the river at sixteen hundred hours. Don’t say a damn word to James.” Florence said staring into the razor-sharp edge of Lily’s blade.
Owen’s apartment was tidier than they expected. The only sign of disarray was the front door, it’s frame in splinters. The door opened to a wooden staircase and the trio climbed up to Owen’s loft. The apartment had no internal walls and only one window. It was a modern-day Viking longhouse. On the far end was a bedroom and close to the stairs a living room. Wooden boxes lined the sides of the room where the roof was too low to stand. Harry went into the bedroom and flung open drawers. Florence sat on the sofa and Lily started opening boxes. An hour went by, they found nothing.
“There's nothing here. No secret messages. We were idiots for thinking there would be.” Harry said.
Lily didn’t know if Harry was trying to be mean, but his words stung. She felt like a child, a stupid immature child left alone in the world. She dumped her body into the well-worn leather chair. The apprentices had ransacked the apartment to no avail. If knights came back to investigate, they might think Lily found out where Owen was. They would beat the information out of her. She would end up scooped off the crypt floor like Morgan. Lily sat slumped. Defeated. Harry peered around a large drape which obscured the bedroom from the rest of the apartment. Florence shrugged at him. He disappeared behind the curtain.
A sharp pain caused Florence to fall forwards and onto the floor. She looked around to Knight Kane bringing his rifle butt back to his shoulder.
“Gah! My damn ribs you asshole!” Florence shouted.
“Shut up freak.” Kane said.
His pin prick eyes scanned the room and his thin lips turned in the corners.
“Looks like you two have been busy.” he said.
Florence pushed herself up and sat next to Lily on the sofa. She winced as she sat back. A large bruise began to spread over her back. The front door swung open again, this time a monk entered. It was Brother Wainwright, or as the apprentices called him ‘The Abbot's shadow’. Wainwright stared at the two girls on the sofa then looked around the apartment.
“Jesus, what a shithole” he said.
The two men laughed.
“Careful Wainwright, if your master heard you blaspheme, he would beat you like Morgan. But you'd probably enjoy that huh?” Florence said.
Wainwright reached her in two strides and backhanded her. She smiled with blood and spat on the floor.
“Fucking freak” Wainwright said to Kane.
Brother Wainwright heaved Lily off the sofa. She tried to resist but Kane held the muzzle break of his rifle to her chest. He shook his head. Lily looked back at Florence as Wainwright led her to the bedroom. He huffed, then hurled the curtain open and threw her onto the bed. He nodded to Kane and closed the curtain behind him. Kane sat down in an armchair opposite Florence and lit a cigarette. The pungent smell told Florence he wasn’t smoking tobacco. She wafted her hand in front of her face to dissipate the smoke and reached back to put pressure on her bruised ribs. With her other hand, she reached down and caressed the handle of her knife.
Brother Wainwright looked at Lily laying on the bed and smiled.
“I’ve watched you for a long time Lily. That dog of yours, Owen, he smelled me out though and was always there when I thought I had you alone. God rewards patience.” Brother Wainwright said.
Lily looked around the room for Harry.
Where has he gone?
The monk took off his shirt. His skin was red in patches and shone with sweat. A sad tuft of grey hair lay in the middle of his pallid breasts. Lily had never seen a body so corrupted by gluttony and sloth. She tried to not breathe through her nose to stop his stench burning into her memory. The monk got onto the bed and loomed over her. There was nowhere to go.
Harry slid out from the bottom of the bed and walked around to the side. For a moment he felt he should do nothing, after all a monk must always be respected, Harry was small, powerless, it would be over soon.
“Please” Lily said, staring at Harry with eyes twisted in grief.
He burned with anger, in equal measure at the monk, and himself. He moved forward and was once again focused on his dark task. The monk turned to look, he noticed movement out the corner of his peripheral vision. Harry jammed his knife into the Monk’s throat and a frantic hissing came from the hole. Wainright tried to scream but nothing came out, the knife was lower than his voice box. Harry pulled it out and thrusted again. The monk threw up a hand to deflect the knife and Harry drove it through his hand and into his right eye. Lily slid out from under the Monk, grabbed the knife handle and pushed Harry back. She swung in an arc and ripped it through the side of the monk's neck, spraying blood up the curtain.
A shout came from the living room. Harry and Lily pulled back the curtain to see Florence straddling Kane, stabbing him over and over in the chest. She slipped off him. The knife stuck in his chest like a gravestone. She wiped her hands clean of blood and grabbed the handle. Kane fumbled for his rifle but didn’t have the strength to grab it. Florence looked back at Harry and Lily then twisted the knife. She lay for a moment staring at the ceiling and panting.
“No, no nonono. We’re screwed!” Lily said.
She noticed her hands shaking and hid them behind her back.
Harry bent down and threw up his lunch onto Owen’s dark oak floor. Florence came into the bedroom covered in blood and a wild look in her brown eyes. His stomach twisted even more.
A creak in the living room startled the apprentices. James had come up the stairs and was standing over the dead knight in the living room. His mouth hung open in shock and he walked over to the bedroom. The monk, still gurgling form his throat, shook on the floor. James pulled out his sidearm and put a bullet into the Monk’s head, through the oak floor and into a bag of grain in the warehouse below.
“We need to get out of here.” James said.
“We aren’t going anywhere with you.” Lily replied.
James couldn’t lift his eyes from the floor.
“Back in the barracks I heard some knights talking about the Monk coming to find Lily. They laughed as they spoke of what he would do. I ran as fast as I could, I... knew you would come here.” James said.
“You’re the reason Morgan is dead” Florence shouted.
“I know. I didn’t mean to. I was wrong about the abbey. I was wrong about my dad. We aren’t the good guys. Well, not all of us at least.” He replied.
“I don’t believe him” Florence said. “I saw what was left of Morgan. We can't trust anyone”.
Lily thought for a moment.
“We need to lay low. Get back to the abbey and everything will be alright”.
“That’s not a plan” Florence said.
“What choice do we have. Come on, help me hide these bodies in the wardrobe” Lily replied.
James dragged the dead knight into the bedroom. He went back to the living room and used a thick knitted jumper to soak up the blood. The apprentices grabbed the bloody clothes and bedding and covered the bodies in the wardrobe. Harry pushed a dresser in front, so it looked like a messy pile of furniture in the corner of the bedroom. A case of bad feng shui.  When Harry came out the bedroom, the other apprentices had rearranged the living room furniture, hiding the bloodstain under a Persian rug.
They kept their heads down walking through Ravendale. When they got back to the abbey, things seemed normal, with everyone going about their day. Lily felt everyone seemed a little too normal for the events of the past few days. The apprentices were not the only people trying to stay under the radar.
Fucking cowards.
When they got back to their dorms, they all packed a go bag. They hadn't discussed doing this but when Lily noticed Florence doing it, she followed her. Their backpacks were a darker grey than the standard wolf grey uniform, but close enough. They finished packing and met up in the small courtyard by the boy’s dormitory.
“Any news?” Florence asked James.
“Nothing. The other lads are keeping their distance from us though.” James replied.
“Smart” Lily said.
“I don’t like this at all, it’s just a matter of....”
Harry stopped talking as the crunch of gravel echoed behind.
The apprentices looked towards the alley. One of many that connect the abbey’s various buildings and courtyards. The steps became louder and faster. Lily stopped breathing.
Brother Mathews came around the corner and peeked around, back up the alleyway he had emerged. He held his back against the cool granite of the boy's dorm and smiled to the apprentices. Although his face was weather-beaten, his smile was youthful and honest.
“Oh thank God” he said.
“Likewise,” Florence replied.
“Is everything okay Brother Mathews?” Lily asked, trying to be coy.
Mathews vaulted a small wall that segmented the courtyard and stopped in front of the apprentices. He looked behind him once more.
“You can feel it can’t you?” He asked.
“Change. Not for the better” Lily replied.
The old Monk nodded with wide eyes.
“Owen’s safe, I helped him escape.” Mathews said.
Lily shot forward and hugged the old man. His thick brown cowl hid his frailty and she suddenly worried she would crush him.
“He is going to the university. He told me you need to travel north, to the Remnants” Mathews said.
“The university?” Lily asked.
“Where you were born my dear.” Mathews replied.
“Why?” Harry asked, hurt at the thought Owen would abandon them.
“It’s safe. A place to start a new life and live out his days in peace” Mathews replied.
Lily didn’t understand. This was their home. It always would be.
“Why the Remnants, are they even still alive?” Florence asked.
“Owen seems to think so.” Mathews replied.
A gunshot and laughter made the apprentices jump.
“Here’s the key to the armoury, grab what you need and head north.” Mathews said.
Lily looked at the ancient iron key.
“They will kill you if they find out you helped us.” She said.
Mathews smiled and shrugged.
“Do you know what the life expectancy is these days, I’ve had my turn, now it's yours.” He said.
The apprentices grabbed their go-bags and met up by the motor pool. They used the vehicles for cover to walk around the back of the armoury. The key stuck in the lock and Lily wiggled it a few times to get the pins to engage. Every sound was a scream. The key didn’t work. Nobody had used the back door to the armoury in some time. The only option was to keep trying, keep twisting and shaking until the rusted lock loosened. Two guards watched the front, and could come around the back any moment for a smoke. She tried turning the key and it wouldn’t budge. She pulled the key a fraction of a millimetre and turned it again, this time it turned with a clunk.
“Need anything?” Jess Anderson said with a smirk.
She was leaning against a table with her arms crossed. Lily froze.
“Four rifles, four sets of armour, four bergens and enough supplies to last a week in the field” Florence said.
“You will need pistols too, and silver tips and copper tips for both I'm assuming?” Jess replied.
Lily felt her stomach drop and she came into the building. The others pushed past. Jess glared at James and lowered her right hand to her holstered pistol.
“Is he with you?” Jess asked.
“seventy percent sure” Lily replied.
James pushed down his guilt.
Jess tapped her kydex holster with her fingernails then folded her arms again.
“Grab what you need, we don’t have any full-face helmets or NODs I'm afraid.”
“Shit, where are the NODs?” Florence asked.
“The guards have them for tonight. The Abbot has this crazy notion people will try to escape.” Jess replied.
Harry loaded four grey plate carriers with magazines.
“That’s not a bad idea” Harry said.
He gave the first to Lily and helped her put it on and synch it tight.
“Will you get in trouble for this?” Lily asked.
“I would, if anyone ever came in here and took an inventory of my toys” Jess replied.
The apprentices finished putting on their armour and wolf grey Ops Core helmets. They filled four bergens with rations and ammunition and they tipped the contents of their go bags on top. Mostly personal items to pass the time on an evening.
“You look ready for a crusade. Fitting really” Jess said.
She turned to a workbench and got back to fixing a fifty-calibre machine gun with a rusted feedway.
“Jess.” Lily said.
“Whatever it is, you can tell me later” Jess replied.
Lily hesitated, wanting to show some sign of affection after years of coldness, but the longer she lingered the harder it became. She left without a word.
The apprentices made their way past the motor pool again, keeping low and close to the wall. The main gate and the secondary gate were out of the question. Guards were always posted there. Now there would have been even more eyes and guns. The only way out of the abbey was over the wall. The apprentices went through a door on the wall and up a tight spiral staircase. Barely fitting with the large bags on their backs. At the top, Florence peeked out the door and along the walkways that spanned the south and east walls. It was clear. They came out the door and hugged the battlements of the south wall. James grabbed a rope from his bag and looped it around a merlon.
“I need to keep tension, or it will come apart” he said.
“I don’t like the sound of that, howsabout you go first?” Harry replied.
James nodded and climbed over the battlement, making sure to keep the line tight. He walked his way down the wall and onto a grassy verge below. At the bottom of the line, he wrapped the rope around his leg and let his body weight keep a steady tension.
Florence looked over the wall and grabbed the rope. She climbed down and used James’s shoulders as a ladder rung. Lily came down next and felt embarrassed as she climbed down James. He didn’t say a word. Harry came down last and decided to jump the last two meters instead of bear hugging his friend. James untied his leg from the bottom of the rope and flicked it with his wrist. It fell from the battlements above and he packed it away. The apprentices ran from the wall towards the river, where there was the most visual cover.
“That was easier than I thought” Harry said.
“Shut up Harry!” The others said in unison.
Harry thought he heard footsteps. He listened. It was only the sound of the river echoing off the trees. Further down the riverbank, the apprentices stopped at a small cave to hide from a passing patrol. The cave was Harry’s favourite place to hide when playing as a child. A hawthorn bush obscured it from road, its existence was only known to a select few. As he grew, he explored further into the cave, but never found an end. He thought one day he would have the courage. But it never came. As time went on his nightmares exaggerated the horrors in the depths below Ravendale. Now, he sat with his back to the cool limestone wall and waited. James was the first to leave.
They reached the stables outside of Ravendale. A stable boy was breaking in a mottled grey pony out in the field. The stone-built stables were full of horses eating their dinner. The apprentices moved silently into the stable. Most of the animals were huge shire horses apart from a couple ponies. There was no use for fancy breeds anymore. The apprentices were a little rusty getting them ready to ride. Harry watched the doorway while the girls were tacking up the horses. They spent what seemed like forever buckling the saddles, confused by all the little straps and leather strips. Harry went outside and opened the paddock gate. The stable hand was still a field away and too busy to notice them.
Florence reached into her pack and pulled out a large silver ingot. She placed it on the ground then climbed up onto her horse. It huffed out a breath and skittered to the left before she calmed it with a pat on the neck. Lily noticed the show of affection, a very unusual sight. If Florence was anything, it wasn’t affectionate.
“Did you take that from the truck?” Harry asked, noticing the brick of silver on the floor.
Florence smiled and kicked the horse to move out the stable. Harry looked at Lily and shrugged.
“Follow me” Lily said.
They bolted out the paddock and headed north at full gallop. They heard a frantic cry from the stable hand but didn’t feel bad for the lad. His master would be more than happy with the silver.
A mile outside of Ravendale they slowed to a trot.
“What’s the plan Florence? we have two hours of light left.” Lily asked.
“We find a place to spend the night inside the burn zone then at first light, we find these Remnants.”
Harry tried to picture a map of the burn zone in his mind. The natural geography around the town meant there were few places for vampires to hide from the sun. The founders drew a five-kilometre radius around Ravendale. They destroyed every building and burned down every forest within the circle. Over time they allowed more vegetation around the town, but beyond a thin forest it was barren. The knights and town guards had a constant battle destroying any new growth.
“Why don’t we head northwest to the oil well?” Harry asked.
“Yeah Flo, the engineers won’t suspect us until the morning. We could say we are there to bolster their protection” Lily replied.
Florence stood up in her saddle and looked at a silver glint in the distance. It was the fracking tower high up in the Yorkshire Dales. She sat down and was silent for a moment. Contemplating.
“We will be safe from the vamps, but the engineers might get suspicious. Four apprentices turning up with no knights would be a dead giveaway.” Florence said.
“Ok then make us knights. You’re in charge now” Lily said.
Florence sat up straight in her saddle. “Astute observation Knight Davis. Do you agree Knight Gilson?”
“She has a good point” Harry replied.
“Right then. I dub thee Knights of the abbey of St Agatha.” Florence said.
She used her hand as a stand in for a ceremonial sword.
“What about me?” James asked.
“Eh, you’re a recruit now.” Florence replied.
James rolled his eyes, but the guilt of Morgan’s death stopped him from protesting.
They started to climb up a rocky path and the horses skittered over the stones. They calmed the horses before carrying on.
“I don’t think knight is the right term” Lily said.
“What do you mean Lily?” Harry asked.
“We are Ronin. Warriors without masters. Like in feudal Japan” She replied.
Florence smirked.
“Or mercenaries, like the German guy with the iron hand and the huge...” Florence said.
James cut her off before finishing her sentence.
“What’s our Mission?” James asked.
“Find Owen, he will know what to do” Lily replied.
“Ok. And after we find him?” James asked.
Lily sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe if we bring him back to the abbey, we can convince the other knights to...”
Florence cut her off mid sentence.
“We can’t go back guys. The Abbot and Paladin Klein want total control of the abbey and the town. I joined the knights to wipe vampires off the face of the Earth. When they are all dust, I want to build a nice cottage out of their bones. We will find somewhere secluded and peaceful” Florence said.
“So that’s our mission. Stop the vampires, retire by the sea” Harry said.
Lily laughed and pulled alongside Harry.
“Sure, if only the two billion initial survivors thought of that. We find Owen first, he will know what to do”.




CHAPTER 6

Amber rays pierced the clouds above the oil well. Florence held her rifle above her head. A non-threatening wave to anyone watching. The ten-meter-high steel gate screeched as it opened. The drilling site was a small fortress designed for one purpose, to protect the fracking rig in the centre. The walls were ten metres high, twenty millimetres thick in some places and covered with silver tipped spikes. Skulkers can’t climb the walls. Eddies can’t punch through the steel. The only real threat to the engineers were flyers. The engineers can’t use firearms or flamers due to the natural gasses that escaped from the well. If the gasses ignite, no more engineers, and no more fuel for Ravendale or the abbey.
The knights posted to the well are trained to fight flyers with bows, crossbows, and spears. No teams ever volunteered for the job. It had the highest death rate. It could also be very boring. Sometimes on-duty knights went months without so much as hearing a flyer screech in the clouds.
Florence took off her helmet and smiled at a weather-beaten engineer, clutching a cartoonishly large adjustable spanner.
“Extra guard duty, as requested by Councilman Bainbridge” Florence said.
Her voice was full of faux authority.
“Huh. Cut the shite, lass” Sid said.
Harry jumped down from his mahogany horse and tied it next to a water trough.
“What do you mean?” Harry asked.
“We ‘ant seen a knight up here ‘n years” Sid said.
Unlike the people of Ravendale and the abbey who came from all over the country, this man had a strong Dales accent. He was born and bred in the hills. As were his ancestors before him.
“Knights should be rotated out every month. Are you saying the well has been unguarded all this time?” Lily asked.
She took off her helmet and the engineer’s eyes narrowed.
“Forgive me lass, I haven’t been outside of these walls in a long time. Has the abbey lowered the age requirements for knights?”
Lily shrugged.
“Labour shortage, you know how it is. These are hard times” Lily replied.
The engineer laughed until he hacked into the black stained dirt. He wiped his mouth then walked over to the gate and used the spanner as a key in a machined steel mechanism. An unbearable scraping sound followed the door as it closed. The engineer winced with the knights.
“Why are the knights not doing their duty?” Harry asked James.
He shrugged.
News to me.
The engineer looked up at the sky. He scratched his chin and mouthed breathless words.
“The pubs in town are full of the abbey’s coin. It dun’t take a clever clogs to figure out why” he said.
James glanced at Harry. They admired the knights for so long, it hurt finding out they were not the bastions of morality they assumed. They both felt cheated. Lied to. The myth had outpaced the truth, it was part of the reason of their success. A fanatical army made up of Army remnants, mercenaries and criminals didn’t have the provenance as the Knights of the Order of St Agatha.
“Come on. We need to get in the bunker. There’s a big fat flyer that’s been botherin’ us every night for a while.” Sid said.
The knights led the horses to a small metal shed. Inside, a steep sloped concrete floor led underground. One of the other engineers closed the roller shutter behind the knights and padlocked it to the ground. The bunker had two rooms. A large entrance room which doubled as a stable and living room. At the back of the entrance room there was a heavy steel door that led to a bedroom.
Sid waited as the knights tied their horses into their makeshift stables. They removed the tack and made sure there was enough hay. He banged on the steel door at the back of the room and they heard a heavy bolt sliding to unlock the door.
Four engineers lay on their bunks and ate from tin trays. There was no kitchen, so they ate slop from tins manufactured forty years ago. Edible, yet bland and lacking proper nutrition. James let the other knights have the remaining beds and he unrolled his sleeping bag on the oil-stained concrete floor. Lily watched him struggle to get comfortable, sighed and gave him her sleeping bag as an extra layer. He couldn’t look her in the eyes. He was sure she blamed him for Morgan’s death and her dad’s arrest. The lights started to flicker around eight and then the room was dark.
“Solar panels. The old batteries don’t last long” One of the engineers said.
“You don’t see any irony in not having a generator?” Florence asked.
“If you find one on your travels, we’ll gladly take it off yer hands” Sid replied.
“We’ll add it to our list” Florence said.
Lily felt herself drift away. She rolled over.
“We know you’re not here on orders of the Abbot. Why are you here?” A young sounding voice asked.
Lily flicked on her rifle light and faced it to the ceiling to create a makeshift lamp.
“What’s your name?” She asked.
A man sat up in his bed, a boy really, and leaned over to see her.
“David.” he replied.
“Things have gone... downhill at the abbey. We had to get out. Tomorrow, we’ll find the Remnants” she said.
“Shut up Lily” Florence said.
“No, it’s ok we hate those bastards. No offence” David said.
“They killed one of our friends. A monk tried to...” Lily said.
Lily started to shake, she hadn’t processed what happened in Owen’s apartment. Her respect for the monks ended the moment one almost forced himself on her. The only monk she knew she could trust was Brother Mathews, and he didn’t have many more winters in him.
“They are bastards” she said.
“My brother would still be alive if they stuck to their word and guarded us” David said.
“Your brother?” Florence asked.
“The flyer came out of the fog and took him away. That was a week ago now.” Sid said.
David lay down and started to cry. Everyone in the room could hear but pretended they didn’t. The wind howled outside and whistled a siren song under the door.
“We’ll find the flyer tomorrow, it must be hiding nearby” Lily said.
“Seen it come down from the Dales. I’d look for a cave, or a mineshaft.” Sid said.
“Bring us a couple o’ the beasts teeth and we will mark your map where you can find the Remnants. Now everyone…. Go to sleep.” Sid said with a muffled grunt.
“We should travel deeper into the Dales as we head north, stay away from the road so we don’t get caught” James said.
Somebody shushed him from the darkness.
The next morning the knights left the engineers after a quick breakfast of boiled eggs. They manoeuvred their horses up the rocky path northwest, staying close to the centre of a valley. They travelled for an hour, then stopped. Lily scanned the environment for anything that could hide a flyer. Nothing. They travelled up the valley towards a small lead mining village. One of a hundred that littered the Dales, with picturesque village greens and slag heaps on the outskirts. The roads in the Dales had long since crumbled away due to the harsh conditions and annual flooding. England had always been a wet country, but something happened to the climate when the world ended that made the rain worse. Perhaps the sudden loss of greenhouse gasses created turbulence up there in the blue. Now, autumn floods were guaranteed. The village was a graveyard. Skeletal remains of burned-out buildings struggled to be noticed above the high grass. The knights were careful of the horses’ hooves as they rode over the rubble and searched for the mine. They followed the main road bisecting the village, up a steep incline and found a mine entrance, but it was now a pile of rocks. Explosives had sealed it shut.
“We’re wasting time. Let’s just ride north, I’m sure we’ll find the Remnants ourselves” Florence said.
Her horse shook in delight as it lapped water from a brook.
“We gave the engineers our word. And besides, what happens if we go north and don’t find them. No, we keep looking.” James replied.
They carried on up the valley, always moving uphill as they went. The horses swaggered and slid over the rocky path. Lily swigged water and when she lowered the bottle, she saw a shadow on a cliff face above. Lily pulled a Soviet PPN-3 scope from her rucksack and held them to her face. The night vision scope was several generations behind the issued NODs. Now it wasn’t more than a child’s toy. She scanned the cliff face. A light green dot stood out from the rest of the green static. Something in the cave was hot. Much hotter than a human body temperature.
“I think it’s up there” Lily said.
She peered into the scope again and couldn’t hide her excitement.
Florence looked up the valley to the cave.
“We should dismount here, sneak up and catch it while its sleeping.” she said.
The walk up the valley was slow. Lily kicked a rock and it barrelled down the valley side, taking more with it all the way. She looked up and saw the scree continued to the mouth of the cave. They circled round so they were pressed up against the cliff face where they could walk on grass. They should have done this from the start, but they foolishly chose speed over stealth.
The cave entrance breathed chilled air on their faces, then the sickly-sweet smell of death followed. The large chasm was ten meters deep, then it narrowed, and all was black. Lily couldn’t see further and needed to enter the cave to let their eyes adjust to the dark.
Florence angled her rifle, checked a round was loaded, then entered the cave. She moved, aiming wall to wall, floor to ceiling. She had no idea where the flyer could jump out from. The other knights checked their rifles were loaded. They were still getting used to the prototype Desert Tech rifles, it couldn’t hurt to be careful. They followed Florence, in a fanned-out formation, like fingers slipping into a glove. They moved deeper into the cave.
The smell of rot was stronger now. It was like a rattlesnake’s rattle, or a brightly coloured frog. On a biological level, the knights knew it meant pure, existential danger. They turned on their weapon lights and could see deep into the thin crack at the back of the cave. This shade was enough to protect the massive flyer from the sunlight. Below the cocooned vampire was the rotting corpse of a young engineer. Lily wondered if she had slept in his bed.
They aimed at the flyer.
“Burst salvo on three” Florence said. “One, two three”,
They each let off a three-round burst. Even with suppressors and subsonic ammunition, the crack was deafening in the confined space. The flyer screamed and extended its wings out of the crack, and like a jumping spider, shot out flailing its wings and legs. It shot past Harry and he dived out of the way of the bone spear on the tip of its wing.
“Harry!” Lily shouted.
The beast scraped his plate carrier and Harry spun around to deflect it. The knights ducked as the flyer shot over head, towards the entrance to the cave. Florence let off another burst at the beast. But aimed high and blew shards of limestone from the cave ceiling.
“Go!” Florence shouted.
They sprinted towards the light. When they left the mouth of the cave, the flyer beat its wings hard and was gaining altitude. The knights flicked the fire mode on their rifles to semi auto, kneeled, aimed, squeezed their triggers. It beat its huge wings two more times before spiralling to the valley floor with a trail of viscera floating behind. The smell of burned hair coming from the beast was overwhelming and made James want to wash his hands.
Harry had never seen a plane crash. He had never seen a plane fly. The way the vampire left a black trail in the sky, reminded him of a postcard he saw depicting the battle of Britain. A spitfire had downed a Heinkel bomber over the white cliffs of Dover. He wondered what it would be like to fly in a plane. In another life he could have been a business traveller, going from country to country in a suit and tie, sipping wine in business class and getting fat and lazy as he aged.
“Harry, did it get you?” Lily asked.
“Huh... shit, no I'm good” Harry said.
He gave a maniacal smile when he realised how close he had come to death. Harry flicked the safety on his rifle and slung it behind his back.
“let’s get them teeth” he said.
James and Florence kneeled by the dead Flyer on the ground. The bullet holes bubbled then festered to grey ash as the silver bullets reacted with the infected blood. Florence prised out the large front teeth with a pair of needle nose pliers and handed one to James. He held his nose, the smell of burned hair was now mixed with a delightful smell of effluence spilling out between the flyer’s legs. Florence prized out a few more teeth and dropped them into a small tin. She rattled it and smiled.
“One down, about a million more to go” she said.
“And fifty million skulkers. In this country alone” James said.
“I can’t even fathom what that looks like” Harry said.
The wind had been knocked out of his sails from his recent brush with death.
They went back down to the horses, who, oblivious to the battle in the cliffs above, were grazing on a grass verge filled with large white daisies. They let the horses graze for a while the knights drank from large glass water bottles. Florence opened a small box of rounds and topped up a magazine then slipped it back into her rifle. She passed the box to the other knights.
When they reached the edge of the Dales, they stopped and looked down the valley to the oil well. Lily aimed her rifle, watching for vehicles. She knew the Abbot wouldn’t send his knights out on foot, or on horses. Best case scenario, without a knight guardian, nobody knew they were missing. The rusted pump jack moved up and down and a lazy rhythm, like the tail on an old dog after a life well lived.
“We’re clear” she said.
She slipped the binoculars into her bag.
They reached the oil well before noon. Sid hadn’t closed the gate since they left, so they trotted into the yard and dismounted. Sid shouted at the other engineers and the youngest shouted something back. The pumpjack was a chorus of scrapes, bangs and hums. It was deafening.
“We killed it. It was a big fat one!” Lily shouted.
Sid nodded and held out his hand. A filthy leather glove reached out and James placed two fangs into his palm. James put his hand behind his back and wiped it on his trousers. It was still oily; he would need to wash it later.
“Come ‘ere lass!” Sid shouted.
Lily gave him a map and a pencil. He studied it for a moment then drew a circle where he thought the remnants were located.
“Thanks Sid.” Lily said as he returned her map.
“Go on now, before your friends show up” he replied.
A moment later he went back to shouting at the engineers and waving the large spanner above his head.
Lily studied an ordinance survey map. The circle was large, it was clear Sid only had a vague idea where the Remnants were. She decided not to show the others, James would only gloat. She slipped the map into the top of her bergen they the knights circled around in the yard and headed directly north, before turning right and rejoining the motorway.
Harry thought the journey would take four hours, Lily said three. When they checked their watches, it had been six. As they came around each curve in the road, Lily looked back and wondered if they should turn around, but they carried on. Partly due to determination, but also for the lack of any other option. Each bend in the motorway gave way to a sea of rotting vehicles. Lily pulled out her map and looked for any logical places to build a defensible settlement. There was nothing until the motorway hit Newcastle. Nobody would live in a city, it wasn’t possible. There was no cultivatable land and the highest concentration of vampires. Harry leaned over to Lily and looked at the map.
“It has to be around here” Lily sighed.
“People are just as dangerous as type Bs. Maybe they don’t want to be found?” Harry said.
“We could let them find us?” James said.
Lily thought for a moment then looked at Harry’s tomahawk.
“Grab all the wood you can find, we will build a big fire; right here on the road” Lily said.
The road was beset on both sides with thick woods and it wouldn’t take long to build a large, smoky fire.
“You heard the woman, chop chop!” Florence said.
The knights dismounted their horses and tied them up to the motorway barrier. They wriggled out of their large rucksacks and combed the woods. An hour later they had a pile of dry wood and they used firelighters to get it alight. After the wood had started to burn, they ripped out the seats from a nearby Audi and threw them onto the fire. The fabric bellowed thick, yellow smoke into the sky. Twenty minutes later, they heard the jarring drone of a two-stroke engine. Florence and James took positions in the woods to cover Lily and Harry. They hunkered down in the ferns.
A man in green overalls skidded to a stop right in front of the knights. His eyes scanned the area, as he sat and let the motorbike keep running. From the look of him, he was a loner but a good one. Not young, so he knew how to take care of himself.
“Are you with the Remnants?” asked Lily, standing to her full height.
“Might be. Why?” he replied.
His eyes narrowed on her.
“We need to find them. We’re looking for a friend.”
Harry stood up next to Lily, almost shielding her.
“Can you take us to them?” Harry asked.
“Depends. Who’s your friend?” The man replied.
Lily and Harry glanced at each other, questioning how much to say.
“A knight. He’s on the run from the abbey, and we need to find him,” she said.
“Why?” asked the stranger.
“Let’s just say there was some trouble there.” Lily replied.
She didn’t want to push the man away by being hostile, but she also wasn’t sure just how much to trust him with.
The stranger’s gaze moved from the apprentices to the horses.
“Four horses for two people, eh? You can tell your friends to come out.”
There was a soft rustling as Florence and James emerged from the brush into the open. Their eyes never stopped moving, searching the area for any others who might be waiting to ambush them. No other sounds came, and the two grabbed the reins of their horses.
“Can those things keep up with my bike?” asked the stranger, nodding his head toward the horses.
“If you go slow,” said Lily.
“I hope so. I need to get back soon, can’t afford to take too long.”
With that, he revved his engine and swung around until his back was facing them.
Lily and the others scampered onto their horses as quickly as they could. As soon as they were ready, she yelled.
“All good!”
With a quick look back, the man nodded. His engine roared as he took off. Lily pushed her horse to a fast trot to keep up. The soldier pointed down a track and waved them past.
“Approach with your hands in the air and you should be fine” he said.
He twisted the throttle and sped off back to the motorway.
The road sloped down into the forest and a blanket of brown pine needles muffled the horse’s steps. It was eerie. Silent. Unnatural for such large beasts. They followed the road though the forest for twenty minutes until they came to a clearing. From their elevated position they could see a fortified encampment. The perimeter wall was made of pine logs with the tops whittled into spikes. The fort was surrounded by thick mud that had been churned by many wheels and boots since the last rain. The walls had horizontal steel poles near the top, wrapped in tangled razor wire. Behind the wall six huge lights pointed out towards the forest. The knights had never seen lights like it, they were the size of a school bus, taken from a football stadium and modified to emit ultraviolet light. Wooden buildings and green tents were haphazardly scattered about the fort, juxtaposing the high-tech lighting. Outside the walls was a large motor pool with tanks, trucks, and cars. Most looked unusable. A faded Union Jack hung high above the fort.
As instructed by the soldier on the bike, they approached the fort with their hands high in the air. The main gate opened with six soldiers who flanked the knights and dropped to their knees. They aimed their old bullpup rifles and waited. A guard on the wall looked up from his fifty-calibre machine gun and whistled with his fingers in his mouth. The three soldiers on each side of the horses stood up and grabbed the reigns. They led the horses into the fort.
“At least they didn’t shoot us” Harry said, not taking his eyes off the soldier guiding his horse.
The knights and a growing number of onlookers went through the fort. Everyone they passed wore an identical uniform of green and black camouflage. The faces of the soldiers were sharp and angular. There didn’t seem to be anyone around over the age of forty. Lily noticed they all wore belts to hold the bulging uniforms to their emaciated frames. Harry was curious why the women didn’t look up at the knights and why the men seemed to be watching far too close.
“Dismount here” one of the soldiers ordered.
The dirt on his face masked a scar on his cheek. Hesitation to leave their horses dissipated as a group of children ran up and stared in awe. The knights dismounted and grabbed their bergens. Florence held her face against her horses neck and stroked its mane. She stepped back, with the other knights and soldiers led the horses away.
“You can keep your weapons. If your hands start wandering, we shoot you in the legs and drop you off on the motorway.” An olive-skinned soldier said.
“How about we make them safe and take the mags out. Will you chill out then?” Florence asked.
The soldier nodded and gave a thumbs up to his security detail.
“Slowly, guys. Snail's pace.” He replied.
The knights removed the magazines from their rifles and ejected the round in the breach. They hadn’t meant to do it in perfect unison. The soldiers glanced over at the nights and watched, curious for what they would do next.
“Where did you kids come from anyway?” A soldier with acne asked.
“The Abbey of St Agatha. And we aren’t kids” Lily replied with as earnest a smile she could muster.
The knights were ushered into a wooden cabin. They looked around the room then sat in front of a roaring fire in a stone hearth. Vampire skulls lined the wall above the fireplace. Cryptid trophies of apocalyptic huntsmen. Most of the skulls were skulkers, but there was a row of Eddies above and Flyers below. A single human skull sat in the centre of the macabre wall art.
Florence looked up in awe. She walked up to the wall and studied the different skulls, caressing them as she wandered.
“Admiring our handywork?” A deep voice asked from the top of a staircase.
“It’s beautiful.” Florence replied.
The man came down the stairs and stood erect at the bottom. He was older than the other soldiers, and he didn’t need a belt to synch in his uniform.
“I’m General Stewart Greaves. You can call me General Greaves.” He said.
“Knight Carnegie.” Florence replied, saluting.
“Palm out, eh? Bloody good show” Greaves said and returned the salute.
Harry held up his hand, he wasn’t paying attention and didn’t see the exchange of salutes.
“Knight Gilson.”
Lily stared at the severe looking man in his tailored khaki dress uniform.
"I'm Knight Davis” She replied.
James nodded to the General.
“James Montgomery”.
The serious face softened to a melancholic smile.
“Davis, that rings a bell.” He said.
Greaves walked past the knights to a sideboard holding crystal decanters filled with brown liquids of various hues.
“I was told you knew my father” Lily said.
The General grabbed a glass from a knee-high walnut cupboard and ran his finger over several of the crystal bottles. He held one up to the light streaming in through the window. Satisfied with whatever he was checking, he poured a large glass.
“Owen Davis. One of my best soldiers, back in the day.” Greaves replied.
He sipped the drink and walked over to Florence.
“The deterioration of skulker skulls is quite remarkable. The process only takes a matter of days.” Greaves said.
“Why does it happen?” Florence asked.
“I’m no scientist, but I think it has something to do with our sinuses. The disease dissolves the bones in the same way as syphilis. This opens the sinuses giving them a remarkable sense of smell” Greaves said.
“Syphilis?” Lily asked.
“It was a disease that was around before the outbreak. Sexually transmitted but easily treatable with antibiotics. When the world fell apart, there were no more antibiotics. The poor bastards faces melted while they were alive” Greaves said.
“Jesus” Lily said.
“The finest piece in my collection is this one, I’m sure you noticed it doesn’t match the others” Greaves said.
He pointed to the human skull.
“Who is it, a famous raider?” Florence asked.
“A final one” Greaves said.
He was relishing in the fact he was speaking to a fellow connoisseur.
“What. Hang on, are you being serious?” Florence asked.
“As a heart attack. Fourteen years ago, one of the children went missing in the woods. He came home a week later. At night. I nearly had a heart attack when I opened the bunker door in the morning and saw him sat in the shade of the mess tent. I aimed my rifle, and he raised his hand up to shield his face. As you can imagine a threw my rifle down and ran to the poor lad, grabbed him, then ran back to the bunker. He screamed as we left the shade, with unnatural strength he pushed himself away and dived back into safety.” Greaves said.
“Oh God, he was a final one?” Lily asked.
“That’s when I noticed his eyes, the same hue as the sky, reflecting light like brilliant gemstones.” Greaves replied.
“What did you do?” James asked.
“I took him outside the wall and put a bullet in him. I didn’t have a choice, if his mum saw him it would have, complicated things.” Greaves said.
Lily held her hand up to her mouth.
“How did you get the one in the woods?” Harry asked.
“We noticed an old campervan parked off the road, a few miles north of the turnoff. It was suspiciously too inconspicuous. We had no idea how powerful a final one could be, so we took cover and watched until late in the evening. Sure as shit, this lanky bald fella came out with eyes as blue as the boy’s. I took pleasure in shooting this one, I must say.” Greaves replied.
Florence smiled, captivated by the story of a final one. Lily huffed and the General turned to her.
“This is all well and good, but I need to find my dad” she said.
“Miss, I’m sorry, Knight Davis. Did you notice the people outside?” He asked, swirling his glass.
She nodded.
“They don’t look well” she replied.
“No. We can’t grow anything in the forest. We had animals but a disease wiped them out a couple winters after the vampire outbreak. We eat what we can scavenge and we’re finding less every day” he said.
Lily frowned and looked away from the General. She tried to remember ever being hungry as a child. There had been bad harvests, but there was always enough to go around. The forced starvation  during initial training of the apprentices was, in a way, a simulacra.
"Can you help us find Owen?" Lily asked.
“Outside of your abbey, nothing is free. If you want something, you must give something.” Greaves said.
Harry pulled his pistol from the holster and aimed it at Greaves.
“I dare you to try it, I stuck my knife in the last guy who did” Harry said.
General Greaves shot Lily a mischievous smile.
“I didn’t mean anything like that. Although, I would be careful walking around outside by yourselves girls. I’ve strung a soldier up for that sort of thing before.” Greaves said.
He motioned to Harry to lower the gun. Lily smiled at Harry, he slipped it back into the holster on his belt.
“Good man” Greaves said.
“As I was saying. We have an abundance of electricity, and you have plenty of food.” 
He downed the rest of his drink then went back to the cabinet to pour another.
“Fine. Anything. I need to get to him. He left the abbey with nothing. No weapons, no armour. Nothing” Lily replied.
Greaves poured another drink and swivelled his head to the knights.
“Good. I will arrange transport for tomorrow morning."
"General, what was Owen like before the Order?" Harry said.
The other knights turned to Greaves in anticipation.
"Owen and a couple of mercs showed up after the battle of Coventry. They were good fighters, so we put them to work. He must have been… sixteen, seventeen? Not much older than you are now” he said.
His voice trembled as he spoke, and he coughed.
“Funny. He told me about meeting the remnants, but it sounded like he was much younger” Lily replied.
"We first crossed paths a little while after the outbreak. We gave Owen and his mum shelter after the last submarines left Portsmouth. When the hope of escape finally ran out on us. They were hiding in the loft of a half bombed out terraced house, waiting for Ben to get back from his last mission.” Greaves said.
“His Dad’s last mission?” Florence asked.
“After the death of Her Majesty. We were clutching at straws. Ben took his best men from The Regiment and took the last working Lynx helicopter to Porton Down. It sounds like an idiotic plan when I say it now. Like I said, we were desperate” Greaves replied.
“Dad used to tell me stories about my grandad. He died a year after the outbreak. Almost to the day.” Lily said.
General Greaves looked out a window and for a moment was lost in thought.
“When the last of the SAS died on that mission, we drove north. Hoping to find somewhere remote enough to live. Over the years we built this fort, dug our tunnel systems and waited.” Greaves said.
The General was pulled from his memories to disappointing reality.
“When he was old enough to go on missions, I sent him to Birmingham University to aid a group of scientists in exchange for medicine. I have a driver that knows the way.”
Harry stood up and couldn’t help but smile.
“They never tell us about the outside world in the abbey. How many groups are out there?” He asked.
Greaves looked past Lily.
“Well, lad. There are groups all over. The Clansman up north. To the far south is the Caliphate. Birmingham University sits in the middle of the country. That’s were Owen has gone, isn't it?” Greaves replied.
“Yes.” Lily said.
Greaves laughed.
"You look like her" he said.
Lily squinted.
"My mother?"
"Her face has faded in my memory, but yes, even after all these years I see her in you" Greaves replied.
Florence sat down next to Harry and they talked about something Lily couldn’t hear.
“We have enough rations for a week, please take what you need” Lily said.
“I'm glad we came to an arrangement, but you have already paid your end of the bargain.” He replied.
“What do you mean?” Lily asked.
Greaves looked back out the window.
“We haven’t had fresh meat in a long time. Its uncouth I know, but I have been told the French are fond of, la viande de cheval" he said.
Lily didn’t understand.
"Horse meat" Greaves added and patted his stomach.
Lily remembered the faces of the people outside, sucked inwards and cheeks replaced with shadows. She nodded, although it pained her.
“We get our power from a wind-turbine field not far from here. Your vehicle should be charged by the morning and your driver will find you” Greaves said.
Satisfied both parties had agreed to the arrangement, he showed the knights to the door. Outside, they saw an old army land rover pulled up to a large green-metal box. Spools of wire ran between the box and the trailer behind the car.
“Are you the knights? What am I saying of course you are” A soldier said.
Lily couldn’t guess his age. He was as skinny as the other soldiers, but he was also very short. Lily assumed from malnourishment.
“What are you doing?” Harry asked.
“Charging the batteries. It will take all night, we’ll have a long drive tomorrow.” The driver said.
Harry opened the car bonnet. The engine had been replaced with batteries and an electric motor. The driver noticed Harry and tapped the car with his spanner.
“We ran out of Diesel ten years after the outbreak. It was pretty much useless at that point anyway. Fuel only lasts a year or two then it starts to get… gunky” he said.
“Smart. General Greaves mentioned the turbines. What's your name?” Harry asked.
“Everyone calls me Screwdriver.” He replied.
“Because you fix things and drive things?” Florence asked.
Screwdriver shook his head and smiled.
“No, it’s because I drink and drive. You never had a screwdriver cocktail?” He asked.
Lily frowned and looked at the ground. She wondered if there was anyone else available and willing to take them south.
“Jesus, you knights are weird. I’m joking guys.” Screwdriver said.
The forest darkened as clouds formed overhead. Screwdriver grabbed a sun-bleached tarp from the back of the military Land Rover and threw it over the trailer. He secured it with rope and swore to himself under his breath. The knights sensed his frustration and left him to his work. They crossed a muddy road and sat at a picnic table under a patched white tent. A group of soldiers walked up the road and passed, staring silently at the knights as they went. Lily dropped her bergen onto the ground and unfolded a large map. She found the university and marked a route from the approximate location of the fort. She plotted three routes. One was direct using the motorway. The other two used smaller B roads in case the motorway was impassable. If they left at sunrise and didn’t stop, they should arrive with an hour before sunset.
Florence took out a green, nylon toolkit and unrolled it on the table. She unclipped the suppressor from her rifle and checked the can was clean. She field stripped her rifle, followed by her pistol. From the corner of her vision, she noticed a soldier watching her work. Greaves’ soldiers had rifles designed in the nineteen seventies. They were the same model as Florence's old rifle, but without suppressors. Owen used to call unsuppressed weapons ‘dinner bells’. She applied a drop of oil to the bolt and reassembled the rifle. James yawned and put his arms on the table and his head into his arms. He dozed.
Harry brought a leather journal out from one of the many pockets on his rucksack. He opened it on the table and started to write. He broke up his notes with sketches. Lily looked over his shoulder to see an accurate pencil sketch of the fort from the view coming down the hill. The perspective was a little exaggerated, but it seemed to add drama to the drawing. He looked up at Lily for a moment and they both felt embarrassed.
“What are you working on?” She asked.
Harry hesitated. Then he turned to her.
“I want to write about our adventure” He replied, eyes gleaming.
“Think we’ll survive long enough for anyone to read it?” She asked.
“I hope so. I want to use these notes as inspiration for a new story. Nobody makes new stories anymore.” Harry said.
Lily looked at the scope on her rifle and felt a stab of anxiety.
“We are living off the achievements of the past.”
She looked at the huge lighting rigs pointing out to the forest.
“We might have a few decades left before our technology breaks down and we are back in the dark ages.” She added.
“If there were no vampires, would that be such a bad thing?” Harry asked.
“There will always be vampires.” Lily replied.
“It’s easier to fantasise then accept reality sometimes.” He said.
Rain the size of grapes pounded the tent. The old, patched cotton became saturated and the knights rushed to pack their gear into their waterproof bergens. General Greaves’ soldiers rushed to a small concrete building and through an open steel door. The knights looked around the fort and apart from a few guards stationed by the gate; it was empty. They picked up their packs and ran through the mud to the concrete building. Harry ran through the door and almost fell down a steep flight of steps. He looked back at James and the girls. James let go of Harry and shook his head.
“It’s a bunker” he said.
“Harry, did you think all those people were crammed in here.” James said.
Harry shrugged and went down the diamond plate steps.
Three flights down into the forest soil, they came to an underground room one meter wide and twenty long. It was clear to the knights they were in a kill zone. Any vampires that make it past the doors upstairs would find themselves in the tight corridor and a hail of machine gun fire. It was a tactic used by the Spartans at Thermopylae to brutal effect. Minus the fifty calibre machine guns that is. At the opposite end of the corridor a machine gun nest housed three machine guns. For a moment, Lily worried Greaves had set up an elaborate trap.
They walked past the defences manned by soldiers too tired to meet their gaze. Some of the guards were sleeping on the ground, in the stagnant mud. A soldier pushed past the knights and they followed him. The tunnels were no longer lined in concrete but were dug from the earth. Roots exploded out the dirt walls and brushed the knights as they walked. The smell of wet earth permeated the warren.
Dim amber lightbulbs spaced every ten metres lit the tunnel. It reminded Harry of a book he read about the First World War. He imagined himself as a British Tommy, deep in a trench bunker waiting out an artillery barrage.
“Damn, it stinks down here.” Florence said.
“Like wet mud and sewage” Lily replied.
James tried to stay out of the suspicious brown water, but his boots were already caked. He tried to not think of the floating things he kept kicking, but his mind was already transfixed.
It’s shit. It’s not shit. It’s shit. It’s not shit.
He repeated a positive affirmation after every bad thought. It didn’t help.
They walked down the tunnel and passed wooden doors and corridors hidden behind tattered curtains. Curious children peaked out and watched as they passed. Lily moved a curtain and looked inside. Two small children looked up at her and frowned. The offshoot tunnels were small houses, with beds dug into the walls and a small central living area.
“Go away!” The little girl shouted.
Lily stepped back from the curtain and caught up with the others.
They came to a large open room with a steel plate floor. The room was full of soldiers and civilians sat talking in hushed whispers. Echoes of conversations overlapped and privacy was impossible. Lily looked up at the high ceiling and noticed the mud replaced by dripping limestone. The soldiers had tapped into a cave network. In the centre of the room a large rib cage was roasting over a fire. The smoke spiralled up through an extraction vent above. Harry felt his gut churn and his mouth salivated at the smell. He wondered where he could get a plate.
“Anyone recognise the animal?” Florence asked.
She grinded her teeth as she realised it was one of their horses.
“That was quick. It would be shame to not grab a plate” James said.
He looked over to Harry, already transfixed on a small line of people gathered by the fire.
At the back of the cavern was a well-stocked bar, with three barkeeps and a large sign above which read: The King’s Head. The word ‘head’ had been crossed out and the word ‘dead’ was written above. The shelves were full of backlit bottles and a myriad of colours bounced around the cavern walls and ceiling. The knights rested against the bar and a bald, red-faced man leaned towards them. His bloodshot, overgrown nose gave away the fondness of his own wares.
“What’ll it be?” he asked.
“What do you use for money?” Lily replied.
“Foreigners pay in silver. Ten grams a drink. Water is two.” He replied.
Florence moved back from the man; it was obvious he hadn’t showered in a long time. Harry thought for a moment then pulled out one of his pistol magazines. He flicked out four rounds and removed the bullets with a pair of needle nose pliers. He slipped the pliers back into a pouch on the back of his body armour. The barman pointed at a small black digital scale and the bullets made a satisfying tapping as Harry dropped them. Like flyer teeth in a tin.
“42 grams.” The man said.
“Do you guys want anything?” Harry asked.
“How’s the beer” James asked.
“It’s good, a strong porter.”
“I’ll have a beer then.” James replied.
“Beer for us as well”. Florence replied.
She turned to the tables of soldiers and a few of the younger ones quickly looked away from her and Lily.
Harry scratched his chin and stared at the bottles behind the barkeep. His eyes settled on a large glass container with a small tap at the bottom.
“What’s that?” He asked.
“My special gin. It’s flavoured with pine needles. I’d suggest mixing with lemonade or it won’t stay down” The Barman replied.
“One of those for me.” Harry said and tapped a drumbeat on the bar.
The barman poured a glug of gin into a glass and topped it up with cloudy lemonade. He then started pulling on a chain attached to a pully on the ceiling. After thirty seconds a large plastic bucket came up from the depths below. He pulled three ice cold bottles of beer out from the bucket and handed the bottles over, each with a glass.
“Right, I'll need to see some ID. You look a little young” The barman said.
Harry stopped dead, his hands wrapped around two beers.
"You needed to be older than fifteen to drink alcohol here?" He asked.
“I’m kidding. But if you’re sick, I will beat you” The barman said.
Harry smiled and hoped the second part was also a joke. He handed the drinks and glasses to his friends.
Lily investigated her glass with suspicion. It wasn’t what she would call clean. The barman noticed and wiped it with a stained towel attached to his apron.
“Your majesty” he said and slammed it back down.
Lily rolled her eyes at the man, he reminded her of Knight Campbell. At first meeting, he came across as abrasive as a sandpaper sanitary towel. But deep down there was a heart of gold.
The knights found an empty booth and settled in. The booths were long and the seats well cushioned, designed for drunk patrons to sleep off their booze. James sipped his beer and wondered the alcohol content. It burned his tongue. A delicious aftertaste of caramel took his mind off the strength.
Harry and James sat on one bench and on the opposite side sat the girls. When the girls sat down, they giggled and whispered something to each other. Lily looked around the booth doorway and shook her head at Florence. She shrugged her shoulders and sipped her beer.
A few drinks later, a young woman came to the booth with a small notebook. She was far too attractive to be waiting tables in an underground pub, but beauty had no value in this world. There was only one thing on the menu. She took their order and came back moments later with four plates of barbequed horse and bread dripping in gravy. Lily hesitated, picked up the brown meat and, brought her fork to her mouth. She smelled the gamey meat. It was inviting. She took a tiny bite and realised it tasted like venison. The gravy was both meaty and salty, it made her want another beer. Delicious. The beers flowed, and the knights forgot about their mission.
A loudspeaker buzzed and woke Lily from her stupor. She had passed out on the floor under the table.
“All night guards, calling all night guards. Please make your way to the entrance. Sundown in thirty minutes” the loudspeaker buzzed.
Lily unrolled her sleeping bag on a thick stack of cardboard for insulation. She took off her boots and armour but kept her fatigues on. The room came alive again, with soldiers heading out for guard duty and soldiers coming in for a hot plate of food before bed.
James pulled a leather roll from his bag and unravelled it on the table. Florence watched him pour a tiny amount of water onto his hands from an ornate glass bottle. He flicked water across the table while recanting something in Latin. The faith of the abbey was a hodgepodge of Protestantism, Catholicism, and anything else the founders knew about Christianity at the time. He picked up a wooden crucifix with a nail in the back and tacked it to the wall at the end of the booth. The nail sunk into the soft wood. He continued speaking in Latin and ended with ‘amen’. He secured the stopper on the bottle of holy water and wrapped everything back up and put it away into his bag.
“They did a number on you didn’t they” Florence said.
“Knights must only sleep on consecrated ground.” He replied.
“It doesn’t keep the vampires away.” she said.
“I know.” he replied.
“Then why do it?” She asked.
“Tradition. It’s who we are” He replied.
“Do you think God’s real? I mean the Christian one shoved down our throats since we joined the abbey” Florence asked.
“Honestly, I have no idea.” James replied.
Florence finished her drink and lay down on the wooden bench. Lily looked up from the floor at James and placed her hand on his thigh.
“Thanks, I don’t think I would have been able to sleep either” she said.
James nodded and tucked his head into his arms on the table. He fell asleep as soon as his head hit the wood.
Harry pushed past James and threw up into a puddle. Chunks floated like a sad armada. James laughed and nudged Florence. A stream of tired faces emerged from the bunker behind, some laughing at Harry as they filtered by. Lily regretted drinking so much the night before, she was so drunk there were no vampires in her dreams. Every cloud and all that. Humans have always, and will always fear the monsters in our minds, that only need the dark to exist. Now the monsters were real and came knocking at night. Insomnia was not uncommon. Neither was alcoholism.
People in tattered green uniforms ran to the west wall. They clambered up aluminium ladders and looked over the wall at the skulkers writhing in agony below. The west wall shaded the beasts from the morning sun. Soldiers on the ground passed up long poles made of Scots pine tipped with tiny silver points. The guards on top of the walls drove the poles down into the bodies below. Ash blew over the wall and swirled around the fort. Nobody seemed to notice as they went about their daily jobs.
The walls were double checked for any skulkers that may have been missed, then the main gates were opened. The knights limped to the Land Rover. Injured from their battle with Dionysus. They threw their bags into the back and slammed the door closed. Florence rode shotgun and Lily, Harry, and James got into the back seats. With all the gear on their body armour, it was a tight squeeze. Lily accidently elbowed Harry in the thigh, he retaliated and elbowed her in the chest. He recoiled in pain and rubbed his elbow. Lily smirked and pushed him out the door. He landed face down and rolled over to see Lily leaning out of the car with tears in her eyes. For a second, he thought he had hurt her, then he remembered she was wearing SAPI plates. She burst into laughter. Screwdriver ran out of the crowd and unplugged the wires sticking out the battery trailer.
“You guys good to go?” Screwdriver asked.
Harry, with the wind still knocked out of him, grunted. Lily helped him back into the car.
“Let’s go, we’re burning daylight here” Florence said.
The ancient military vehicle whirred as it took off along the muddy path. Lily missed Gramps and his morning coughs and splutters. They drove back up the road to the motorway. Lily leaned forward and showed the map to Screwdriver. He looked at it for a moment, nodded and then stepped on the accelerator. The car was fast, and unnervingly quiet. All the knights could hear was the rumble of tyres and the various squeaks of the seventy-year-old car.
Two kilometres north of Ravendale, the motorway dipped below an overpass. Florence suggested it would be the perfect place to set up an ambush. James agreed. She ordered Screwdriver to stop the car a kilometre away from the bridge.
They got out the vehicle, jumped over the side railings and walked parallel to the road. Thick woods hid their approach to the bridge, they stayed low and moved quick. The ground sloped up until a wooden fence blocked their path. Florence leaned over and saw a hastily built machine gun nest on the bridge. It was camouflaged with branches and a single gunner watched over the motorway. Florence ducked behind the fence. The knights lay prone.
“Machine gun, watching the road.” She said.
“How many soldiers?” Lily asked.
“One” Florence replied.
James crawled up and manoeuvred over Lily. He peeked his head out of the brush and looked at the gunner. He moved back off Lily and came around to the side of Florence. Harry watched the rear.
Echoes of gunfire came from the direction of Ravendale. The machine gunner unpinned the heavy gun from its tripod and bounded towards town. Florence raised her barrel and exhaled, ready to take the shot. Lily noticed the tall grass on the other side of the road started to move, an apprentice stood up and ran after the knight. Lily reached out and pushed Florence’s rifle barrel towards the ground.
“Don’t. These are our people” Lily said.
Florence shook her off, accidentally rustling the branches of the fallen bough they were hiding under. Lily, satisfied Florence wasn’t going to shoot, looked back to the road. Three more apprentices had emerged from the bush. Two ran off down the path and left one alone, who Lily instantly recognised as Mellissa by her long, platinum-blond hair.
“Liss” Lily said, a little over a whisper.
Mellissa spun around with her shotgun, aimed it from her waste and peered into the bush. She looked back up the path towards town, then ushered Lily from her hiding spot. The apprentices showed themselves but stuck close to the bush.
“What’s happening in the town?” James asked.
“I don’t know, it sounds like gunfire. Vampires?”
“Not in daylight. Listen to the reports, yes, our automatics versus single shot rifles. Sounds like civil war” Florence said.
"The knights said you killed Morgan, is it true?” Mellissa asked.
Florence noticed her finger slide closer to the trigger on her weapon.
“No. They murdered him in his cell. The Abbot has finally lost his fucking mind.” Lily replied.
James looked at the ground.
“It’s true. We are going to find Owen to fix this.” James said.
Melissa swivelled her head again, her team were out of sight. She nodded at nobody in particular, but to aid her contemplation.
“Are we good?” Florence asked.
Mellissa moved her right hand from her weapon and held it up, palm out.
“Will I see you guys again?” Mellissa asked.
“I don’t know. We’re going to find Owen. He will know how to sort this out. In the meantime, stay safe and keep your head down” Lily replied.
Mellissa nodded slowly, turned and then ran down the path.
Lily knew she sounded like a child. Panic hit her as she realised they might never find Owen. She stood up and looked down the path towards Ravendale, her eyes filled, and she bit her lip.
“Listen guys. If you want to go home, now’s your chance” she said.
“James, he’s your dad. You can talk him round, I can’t imagine he would do anything to apprentices.” Lily said.
James slung his rifle, hesitated for a moment, and then held her. He pulled his head back but kept his hands on her arms.
“I've been terrified of that man my whole life. I’m done being scared” he said.
Harry looked down the road and started walking with his head low and his heart heavy. He stopped and looked back at the group.
“My family. I have to go back and help.” He said.
“Harry. The town will fall, we can’t stop that. I can’t protect my family, and neither can you. Our only hope is to find Owen and start a resistance.”
“Targeted assassinations, improvised explosives?” Harry asked.
“Sounds good to me” James said.
Harry looked back down the path and sighed. A choice was to be made, but it seemed fate had already made it. He trudged back to the group and Florence patted him on the shoulder.
“Let’s go” Harry said.




CHAPTER 7

Paladin Klein paced the under croft. Her steps echoed off the walls like a slow, sarcastic clapping. She stopped pacing and looked through the open cell door, Morgan’s blood had dried dark brown. It looked more like dried shit than blood. She winced. The guards disposed of his chopped up remains in the river during the night, then came back to work the next morning as if nothing happened. Klein didn’t care that they killed Morgan, he was a heretic. Everyone felt the schism happening in the order. Those who had true faith, and those who did not. It was time to separate the wheat from the chaff.
Klein knew she had the true faith, however, that made her failure sting so much worse. Her eyes filled as she made up her mind and climbed the stairs to the church. She ducked out a side door and down a small alley to the Abbot’s house. She saw him over the garden wall, bent over and mumbling something to himself. He was pruning three bonsai trees arranged by height.
“Abbot Montgomery. Morgan is dead and Owen has escaped.” She said.
The Abbot looked up from his Chinese Juniper.
“Thank you for being forthright.” He replied.
The Abbots lack of anger worried Klein. She second guessed her decision, had she miscalculated? She glanced at her pistol on her belt for a second then took a shaking breath. She opened the gate into his garden and fell to her knees. The Abbot placed a gentle hand under her chin and raised her head.
“Klein, you haven’t failed me. I have wandered a sign for some time.” He said.
“What do you mean?” She asked, thinking she misheard him.
“A time of great things is before us. For this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many, for forgiveness of sins.” He said.
The Abbot turned to his bonsai trees and started clipping away at the leaves. He started to hum amazing grace.
“What should we do?” Klein asked.
“Be a dear and send Captain Hollister to see me. It’s time we took back the town” He replied.
Paladin Klein’s eyes widened, and she smiled. She kissed the Abbot’s hand and left him to his gardening.
Klein took the shortest path to the barracks and tried to look nonchalant as she looked around the corner of the church. The barracks was a two-story rectangle made of thick hewn stone, with a four-storey tower at one end used for storage. It looked like a swan drawn by a four-year-old. This building was designed to survive invasion from the many enemies Britain had seen wash up on its shores.  It was an inner bastion for the monks to hide, with thin windows and a thick oak door that could be barred with two iron sliders from the inside. A long banner was hung from the tower and in the centre, a white crucifix and gold lettering with the words Servire Custodire Incorruptibilem Esse. To serve, to protect, to be incorruptible. Klein felt her eyes well up every time she thought of the order’s motto.
Paladin Klein crossed the main courtyard to the barracks and went inside. She scanned the rooms as she walked to the women’s bedroom upstairs. The bedrooms were utilitarian, with a bed and a locker for each knight. Life was designed to be routine and simple when knights were at the abbey to offset the chaos of the outside world.
Klein approached a group of knights in civilian clothes playing poker.
“Have you seen Captain Hollister?” Klein asked.
A well-built knight with her hair tied back in a neat ponytail, looked from her group to Klein.
“I heard they were going up to the ranges.” She replied.
Klein nodded and walked over to her locker, opened it without looking at the dial and grabbed her rifle and plate carrier. The rank of paladin meant she didn’t have to always carry her rifle like the other knights. Seniority has its difficulties, but also its benefits.
Klein went outside to the motor pool and spoke to the requisitions officer. He sighed and pulled a clipboard off the wall of his office and flipped through the pages.
“You can use a quadbike, but I need it back no later than fifteen hundred” he said.
Bureaucracy had somehow survived the apocalypse. Pity.
Klein picked the keys off the chest high reception desk and went outside to the vehicles. An apprentice almost ran in to her as he left the building and he apologised before starting to run again, with a large air filter in each arm. Klein tutted then looked for the quad bike. The vehicles were arranged in rows with space between so any vehicle could exit the motor pool at any time. The smaller vehicles were placed by the southeast wall. She walked past pickup trucks and small SUVs before she could see the motorbikes and the lone green quad bike. She jumped on, started it up and noticed the fuel gauge was nearly empty.
“Fuck sake” she said.
She looked around, disappointed there was nobody to hear her frustration.
She drove out the motor pool and around the office where she had picked up the keys. An apprentice hurried to fill her vehicle up with a can of diesel. He saluted her then went back to sitting on an old French style, wooden chair and stared blankly at the clouds.
Christ almighty, who’s in charge of recruitment around here.
She laughed at the thought then opened the throttle and skidded away across the gravel.
The range was a thirty-minute drive up into the Dales. It was outside the burn zone, so the threat of type Bs was always a worry, but the natural geography of the land made it difficult for them to find somewhere to hide from the sun. She came to the turnoff and could see the sign for Herontree North, a state-of-the-art firing range built before the outbreak. It was a six-hundred-meter range with mechanical targets and cameras below each target to get real time information on the shooter’s accuracy. Designed for training the British army, now it was the unofficial hang-out for the STG, where they trained on the range and drank heavily in a small, stone built office.
She parked up next to a white Isuzu with flared wheel arches and huge offroad tyres. She walked around a stone building to the ranges. She could already hear the pops of unsuppressed gunfire and regretted not bringing ear protection. A row of five men lay on the ground and Captain Hollister stood above them, pacing back and forward, clearly agitated. He kicked one of the men out of the way, lay down on the ground and shouldered the large rifle. A moment later a puff of dust was kicked up around Hollister and a deafening shot rang out over the valley.
Klein put her fingers in her ears and approached the line of shooters. They looked around at her and Hollister ordered the men to stop firing.
“Paladin, have you come to touch up your shooting skills?” He asked.
“I have gotten a bit rusty sat behind a desk. But no… The Abbot needs to speak to you” she said.
“About?” He asked.
“I’m not privy to that I’m afraid” she replied.
Hollister stood up and wacked his trousers with his palms to remove the dust.
“Oh, can’t we play for a little longer?” He asked.
His men laughed.
“No, it’s urgent.” She replied.
“Tell you what, we’ll shoot for it.” He said.
“I haven’t got time…” She replied, but Hollister cut her off.
“Hit a three-hundred-meter target with this Accuracy International AX fifty and I’ll come with you. If you miss, well then you can fuck off back to the abbey.” He said.
Bloody insolent twat.
“Fine.” She replied.
One of the STG threw her a pair of green ear defenders and she kneeled, then lay by the rifle. Hollister moved to the right and she looked through the scope.
“Hang on” he said as he cycled the chamber.
“Keep your eye back from the scope, she kicks.”
Klein looked through the scope and at two numbers at the bottom of her view. Three hundred was in red, five hundred was in green. She pulled her eye away from the scope and looked on top, at the range dial and clicked it down to 200 meters. She angled her face so her cheek was resting snug to the stock and she squeezed the trigger. She felt the concussive blast through her chest and she inadvertently coughed, then gave a sharp giddy laugh.
“Hit” Chris Reeves said.
“Felt good didn’t it” Hollister said, so close her neck tingled.
“Let’s go” she said.
“Slave driver” Hollister replied.
He stood up and followed Klein to the quad. When he removed his ear defenders it was obvious the STG medic couldn’t reattach the ear. Good thing he didn’t wear glasses.
Knight Anderson was bent over a workbench, milling a new receiver for a broken pistol. When it was finished, she would place it in the rack with the hundreds of other pistols in the basement below her workshop. She may even pick up a book on the way and come up with a reason to stay down there all afternoon. She liked being in the cache, surrounded by perfectly maintained weaponry. To her, it was better than any museum or art gallery. Well… what she imagined they were like. At twelve, the armoury door burst open, and three knights entered with rifles raised. She didn’t look up from her work. There is always so much work thanks to apprentice’s limp wristing on their pistol drills, to drunk knights falling onto their service rifles.
“Just put them on the table, I’ll…”
Jess tapered off as she saw the rifle aimed directly at her.
She pulled out her pistol but hesitated when her sights settled on the head of Paladin Klein. Her hesitation was met with no mercy. Two knights tackled her to the ground and slammed their fists down until her body went limp. Kicks crumpled her lifeless body until Klein stopped them. The knights dragged her out by her boots.
Knight Campbell was in the stable, feeding his Shire horse from a bucket. Bess munched a cucumber, and he patted her neck as she ate. The smell of sawdust and leather tack filled the air, Campbell opened the top section of the stable door to freshen it up. A spider skittered out from the door jamb as he opened it. The abbey’s stable was much smaller than the town’s and there was only space for one horse. Campbell loved Bess, she had saved his life may times, and of course he had returned the favour. He ran his hand down her side and felt multiple mouth sized scares. The vampire disease doesn’t affect animals, but they are not immune to pain. Vampires and humans are just as cruel, eh lass?
She wasn’t made for tilling fields; she was a fighter. Campbell held a handful of pears with the cores removed and Bess gently picked them from his hand. He saw a flash of fear in her black, golf-ball sized eyes before he was struck in the back of the head and the world dissolved.
Two knights opened the large dining room doors and the STG entered first, they scanned the room with their weapons and green lasers passed over the knights and apprentices in the room. One laser stopped on the forehead of Charlie Dent, he would later swear he hadn’t soiled himself.
The knights were arrested and were forced at gunpoint out of the dining hall, across the courtyard and down to the two cells under the chapel. Of the one hundred and fifty knights at the abbey, only ninety were deemed loyal to the Abbot. The other sixty were stood shoulder to shoulder with no way out of the chapel basement.
None of the apprentices were arrested. A group of loyal Knights stopped them from leaving the dining hall until the Abbot could speak to them.  After it was confirmed the last of the undesirables were locked away, he sauntered into the great hall and stood between the dining tables and the kitchen. He scanned the faces of the teenagers in the room, staying silent to build tension.
“I thank you all for your willingness to join the Order and protect the abbey and everything for which it stands. We have restructured the organisation and those of you without knights will be assigned to new units.” The Abbot said.
With his businesslike statement now concluded, he walked out to the main courtyard and into the centre of the gathered loyal knights.
“We have purged the heretics without a single shot being flared. The Lord is truly on our side. Now we take back Ravendale and enforce the true word of God upon them. Captain Hollister, I want you and the STG to capture the council. The rest of you, disarm the guards and put down any resistance.” The Abbot said.
When he finished talking, he strolled away and into the chapel.
“Sir, what is the plan of attack?” One of the masked STG members asked.
Hollister looked past the man at the beat-up truck known as ‘Gramps’.
“I want that thing filling with ammonium nitrate and a SX4 explosive charge wired up to the airbag circuit. Jones, I want you wiring it up now.”  Hollister said.
He looked at the large group of knights, they were mostly good choices. Good fighters, strong workers and the ones that were neither would still do what they are told.
“Which of you lucky bastards want to be a martyr?” Hollister said to the knights.
Nobody volunteered. It didn’t matter, he had fifteen minutes to figure it out.
“I want you all in full battledress and in formation in the courtyard in fifteen minutes.” Hollister ordered.
The large group bounced into action, with some running to the armoury, some back to the barracks and a few engineers to the motor pool. Hollister noticed one knight wander back to his post guarding the main gate. He jogged forward to stop the man. He had found his volunteer.
“Knight Penton, I have a special mission for you” Hollister said in a soft voice.
Penton turned.
“I need to guard gate” he said.
Fucking retard, did you not just hear my order.
“We have a special mission for you. Can you drive?” Hollister asked.
“Show me how again, I forget things” Penton replied.
“That’s okay we will show you. I need to you deliver a special package to the town” Hollister said.
“I can do that” Penton replied.
His eyes beamed with pride.
Penton hadn’t been the same since he was thrown into a wall by an Eddie. If he wasn’t wearing a helmet, his skull would have caved in. Hollister wondered if death was better than traumatic brain injury. Still, this man had his uses. Guarding a road nobody ever travels, cleaning up brass on the range, blowing himself up in a vehicle-borne improvised explosive device.
Day watch was the best shift a guardsman could ask for. You didn’t need to worry about vampires, and the last of the raider gangs went silent decades ago. The only thing to worry about was Sergeant Pritchard. The elevated machine gun nest over the gate made it easy to see him coming. Ian looked back into the town and along the south wall all the way to the barracks. He pulled a brown bottle out from his coat pocket. He didn’t usually like the one-off batches the brewery produced, but the golden syrup porter was delicious, and so strong it was a little obnoxious.
“Got one for me Ian?” Lucas asked.
He lifted his head off the top of the fifty cal.
“No, you need to watch the road.” Ian said.
Lucas shrugged and gulped from a wine bottle.
Ian sipped his beer but kept it close to his chest in case he needed to slip it back into his pocket. Lucas looked over the machine gun and pulled back the charging handle, loading a round.
“Movement on the road to the south” he said.
Ian peered over the wall and looked through a spotting scope. He glassed the road south and could see a hulking vehicle driving up the road.
“Friendlies from the abbey” he said.
“Should we get Sergeant Pritchard?” Lucas asked. “Just in case?”
Ian looked at the half-drunk bottle of red wine by the fifty cal.
“No, they’ll be heading north. They come in by foot for a drink” he replied.
Lucas nodded. At eighteen years old, he was the youngest guard. He relied on the older guards for their wisdom. Which there was plenty of, but poor quality. He had never heard of the Dunning Kruger effect.
The vehicle was one of the abbey’s armoured bin lorries. It must have been an old one, the engine sounded like a toolbox in an earthquake. The vehicle slowed then turned off the main road towards Ravendale. Ian finished his beer, then threw the bottle over the wall towards the woods by the side of the road. He walked over to the gate controls and held his hand over the switch, something stopped him from pressing it. The truck didn’t slow down as it approached. Black smoke bellowed from the high exhaust; it was accelerating.
The truck smashed through the wood and iron gate. The force shook Ian and he nearly fell over the wall onto the roof of the smoking vehicle. A moment later, a metric tonne of ammonium nitrate, exploded, sowing Ian and Lucas over the burn zone. The explosion took out the gate, the wall, and the guardhouse downstairs. Minutes later, fifty knights swept through the hole in the wall. Beyond the gate was the market square, the daily market had been full of people when the truck exploded. Now, those closest to the gate were gone. Simply turned back into their individual particles.  The people in the centre of the square were dead or dying, and those at the far end had run away.
Hollister and the rest of the STG ran through the gate and made straight for the town hall. A man reached up and grabbed Hollister’s leg. His legs were gone.
“Shit, sir, do we help him?” Dan asked.
Dan was the STG's medic, a damn good one too.
Hollister kicked the man’s hand away and ducked as a buzz of machine gun fire sprayed up a nearby wall.
“Cover!” Hollister shouted.
He jumped down from the rubble and dived behind a low wall.
Hollister looked up to the second story of a stone-built house and saw the muzzle flash. He turned right and sprinted towards an alley with his team. At the gate, a squad of knights came over the rubble and were folded in half by the machine gun. An apprentice survived the initial burst and rolled down the rubble to find cover. The gunner focused his fire on the teenager. Hollister could see the other knights taking cover behind whatever they could find, they were pinned. He needed to deal with the machine gun.
“STG, on me!” He said.
They circled around to the back of the house. They knew it was the right one as spent cases flew out of an upstairs window. Pete kicked in the back door and the STG made sure the ground floor was clear, firing through the walls as they walked down the hallway. Pete threw a grenade up the stairs. It exploded on the landing and kicked dust and plaster from the ceiling. They charged up the stairs and towards the room the gunfire was barking. As they approached the door, they opened fire into the wall. When their rifles were dry, they reloaded then opened the door. A man lay over the machine gun and a woman lay in the corner of the room. She stared at Hollister like a caged tiger would to a fat child. A mixture of hate and submissive acceptance burned in her eyes. Hollister put a round through her right eye. Then he left.
“Pete, get out there and tell the knights to get their arses in gear” Hollister said.
Pete nodded and ran out the door.
Sporadic gunshots echoed off the ancient stone walls. After the machine gun nest was cleared, the STG marched to the town hall. The guards had no time to build defensive positions, so they cowered behind a low wall in front of the building.
Hollister’s team raised their rifles at five guards, who then immediately surrendered. They slunk down and shook with their arms raised high above their heads. A squad of knights came behind The STG and zip tied their hands. Dan tried the front door, but it was barred. Hollister shot out an upstairs window, before Dan and Pete climbed up. Pete leaned back out of the window and held up his thumb.
“We’re clear” he said.
Chris helped Hollister climb up, then went back to guard the prisoners laying on the floor. He kicked one just for the fun of it.
The town hall consisted of a large open room on the ground floor and offices upstairs. Rows of chairs had been set out for the weekly meeting in the main hall. The townspeople could vote on any council decisions. It was the council’s job to represent the people but respect their decisions. Hollister thought it was ridiculous to let everyone have a say on the governing of Ravendale. They needed a strong leader like the Abbot, or maybe himself?
Hollister didn’t expect any resistance from the council members, but the STG moved through the building methodically.  The STG were the best close quarter combat specialists at the abbey, they trained the other knights. At the top of the stairs, Hollister stepped around the corner to the hallway and aimed at the doors. Pete and Dan walked past and kneeled at each side of a door, their rifles ready to be aimed into the room when the door was opened. Hollister approached and planted his foot through the door, bursting it open into the room, then stepped back behind the wall.
“Engage” he said.
Pete and Dan aimed into the room then went inside. They moved laterally, out of the fatal funnel. A moment later Dan came out with councilman Carnegie. Hollister remembered the councilman was the father of one of Owen’s apprentices. Florence Carnegie. She needed to be purged from the order, her father would be a good bargaining tool when they find her. The STG cleared three more offices. The final prisoner was Elizabeth Bainbridge. She was the unofficial leader of the council and an open atheist. Hollister kicked her down the stairs and she skidded across the polished oak floor of the town hall. The other council members rushed over to help her but tried to avert their eyes from Hollister. His smile burned into their memory. They thought the abject cruelty seen soon after the outbreak was a thing of the past.
“Sir, should I radio for the van?” Dan asked.
Hollister was about to berate Dan for such a stupid question, then a wicked smile twisted his face.
“No, we’ll march them through town. Let the people know who’s in charge now” Hollister said.
The other knights had control of the civilians, things seemed to be over. They marched everyone from their homes and a large crowd had gathered in the market square. Hollister was surprised to see the Abbot, stood on the crumbled debris of the gatehouse. The STG led the council members to the centre of the market square and Hollister left the group to talk to the Abbot. As he approached, he could see the Abbot had been crying.
“Sir, the town is yours” Hollister said.
“We are united. Good.” The Abbot said.
It seemed to Hollister that the Abbot was talking to himself, not noticing the people around him.
“Captain Hollister, have you seen my thing anywhere?” The Abbot asked.
Hollister was confused.
“Thing, sir?”
“Yes man, James, have you seen him?” The Abbot replied.
“No Sir, is he not back at the abbey?” Hollister asked.
The Abbot leaned into Hollister.
“I fear he has been kidnapped. Perhaps Elizabeth knows something. Take the rest of the council to the chapel basement, take her straight to my house for questioning”.
Hollister was a violent sociopath, but he was terrified by the Abbot. The old man was becoming more paranoid by the day, his mind was slipping and opportunity was growing.




CHAPTER 8

Florence raised her rifle and looked through the scope.
"They're not vampires.  That’s for sure” she said.
“What are they doing?” Harry asked.
He tried to mime their strange stick swinging action.
Florence adjusted her scope.
“Two men swinging metal sticks. Two men holding bags” she replied.
“What the hell? Are they armed?” Lily asked.
“I don’t think so.” Harry said.
He handed the binoculars to Lily.
James rustled through his rucksack and pulled out a pair of binoculars. The knights looked like trainspotters.
“They’re playing golf.” James said.
“Huh, weird” Lily said.
She looked at a map.
“It’ll be getting dark soon. They must be close to shelter. Take the next left, up there” She pointed.
Screwdriver drove twenty meters then turned left. They arrived at a well-maintained concrete and glass building with a bridge that spanned a small pond to get to the entrance. There was no sign of any guards or fortifications. Florence took point and walked over the wooden bridge. Screwdriver kept the engine running. She cupped her hands around her eyes and looked through the building’s tinted-glass front door. An attractive young woman sat at a reception desk and looked out to the knights. She smiled when she saw Florence and looked down at her desk. A small steel box above the door buzzed.
“All weapons must be deposited before entry.” The receptionist said.
Florence knocked the door with her knuckle. It was deceptively thick and bullet resistant. She turned round at the knights behind cover watching her back. Screwdriver stood in the middle of the driveway like he was begging to be shot. She walked back over the bridge and hunkered down with the knights.
“How long until sunset” Florence asked.
James looked at his watch.
“Two hours, maybe less” he replied.
“Any chance we can make it to the university by then?” Harry asked.
“Zilch” Lily replied.
Lily looked through a window to a group of people sat around drinking wine and laughing. Their clothes were bright, clean and colourful. The men wore polo shirts with red, blue or green trousers. The women all wore jumpers tied around their necks. A waiter brought them a bottle of something.
“This place is clearly secure. Give them your weapons” Screwdriver said.
“I don’t like it. Why is this place not on Owen’s map. Have you heard of these guys Screwdriver?” Lily asked.
“Nobody tells me anything” Screwdriver replied.
“Shit. You’re the team leader Flo, we’ll back your decision” Lily said.
Florence shot Lily a glare, then peered inside the building and at the people living like the outbreak never happened. She didn’t like it, her subconscious screamed.
“We don’t have a choice. Leave the rifles with the car in case we need to retreat” Florence said.
She crossed the bridge with the rest of her team behind, banged on the door and gave the receptionist a thumbs up. Screwdriver sprinted back to the car and pulled out the keys. The knights followed him and deposited their rifles on the back seat then came back to the door.
“Ok, we want to come in” she said.
A knee-high metal drawer opened on a wall next to the door.
“Please place all weapons in the receptacle. You will be searched upon entry” The receptionist said.
The knights dropped their pistols, melee weapons and silver nitrate grenades into the drawer. It snapped shut and the glass doors opened. A rush of cool air flooded out and banished the humid summer evening air. The knights stepped inside and immediately noticed everything was pristine. The floor shined to a mirror finish. Lily felt bad walking on it in her muddy boots.
“Welcome to The Bunker on the Eighteenth Hole. Jeremy here will take you through this door to decontamination. Place all your belongings into the grey boxes provided.” The receptionist said.
A man in crisp grey trousers and a white oxford shirt held a black submachine gun against his chest. His face was chiselled and amplified by his sprezzatura stubble. He pointed the newcomers towards a stainless-steel door. Harry looked past the guard to the beautiful people in the restaurant enjoying their wine. A woman in a pink knitted jumper stared at him while trying to not make it obvious. He caught her eye and smiled, she smirked but caught her mouth before it became a smile. Clearly, she was trained in the art of poise. James could feel heat coming from Florence as she imagined all the ways she could kill the man in the grey trousers. Harry pushed through the door into a room with rows of cubicles on each wall.
“Ladies to the left, Gentlemen to the right” The guard said.
When they were in the room the guard locked the door and quickly turned around to observe the group of teenagers. Lily took the first cubicle. She locked the door then removed her clothes. A sign pointed down to a laundry chute and she let her combat shirt and trousers fall into the shiny metal opening. She held her body armour and hesitated. She looked at the sign above the chute.
Please place all clothing and items into the chute for decontamination. All possessions will be returned. Management will not be liable for missing possessions.
Lily sighed then let the heavy vest fall. The chute closed and she was hit with warm water from above. Shock gave way to calm under the warm, cleansing stream, the first shower she had in three days. She squeezed soap from a dispenser and washed.
A Panel opened and inside was a soft grey towel. Lily held the warm cotton to her face and inhaled a beautiful smell of jasmine detergent. She rubbed all over and threw it back into the hole in the wall. Her worries about the untouched enclave washed away with the last of the soapy water down the drain.
A panel popped open in the wall. She looked inside and saw a small pile of clothes. There was a pair of white pants and a bra, which looked a little too big, but would do regardless. She put on her underwear then pulled on some light pink socks. Lily put on a pair of tan chinos and a pink polo shirt. She turned around and looked into the mirror on the back of the cubicle door and she didn’t recognize herself. It was hard to feel feminine in Nomex combat fatigues. But now, she looked good. No, she looked great. She ran her fingers through her hair and brushed it back.
Lily came out of the cubicle and saw Harry trying on shoes. He was dressed the same, but his polo was navy blue, he looked up at her, then his eyes darted away. There were boxes of loafers by a row of stools and Lily grabbed a pair.
The guard led them through to the next room. It was a hallway with a row of chairs on the wall to the right. At the end of the hall a steel door glistened. Opposite the chairs were two wooden doors. A man in white medical scrubs came from the rooms with the wooden doors and smiled at the knights.
“Please sit” The guard said.
When the group took their seats, he left, and they heard the door bolt from the other side.
The older man gestured Lily to come forward and he opened a door for her. The younger man gestured to Florence. They went inside the examination rooms.
“I’m doctor Van Buran. What is your name?” He asked.
His hair was white, but thick and parted to one side with care. His voice had a rich timbre.
“Lily Davis.”
“Alright Lily, a nice easy one to start. Have you been into contact with any type Bs?” He asked.
“We killed a flyer yesterday. A big fat one. It didn't bite us though.” She replied.
She gave a thin smile. Her wet hair lay flat, so she brushed her hand though it and tussled for some much needed volume.
The doctor raised his right brow.
“Have you ever had any infectious diseases, be it viral, bacterial or parasitic?”
“No. We’ve never had an outbreak of anything. Not in my lifetime anyway” She replied.
“Have you been within fifty miles of Torness nuclear power station?” He asked.
“Where is that?” She asked.
“Scotland.”
“No. I have never been over the wall.” She replied.
Lily started to feel the tedium of his questions.
The doctor wrote something in his notepad and tapped a pen against his lips.
“Are you currently on any medication?”
Lily looked at the floor. She leaned towards the doctor.
“I’m currently taking valerian root. Every now and then I take St Johns Wart or Lemon balm, when I'm feeling low.” She replied.
“Is the valerian for sleep issues?” He asked.
“No. It’s for my... nervous disposition. I guess that’s the best way to put it” She replied.
The Doctor looked up and tapped his lips with a pen.
“It really helps” Lily added.
The doctor reached into his pocket and pulled out a metal slip filled with small pink tablets. He placed them in front of Lily.
“Wean yourself off the valerian and take these. One a day. Everyone is on them here. Let me know when you need more” he said.
“What are they?” She asked?
“Everyone takes them. It makes life much easier.” He said.
The two doctors interviewed everyone in the group. When Harry and James came out from their interviews, they were lost in thought like Lily and Florence. They had all received a cursory psychological evaluation and were less than thrilled with results. The doctors interviewed Screwdriver for the longest time. Lily assumed due to his gaunt look, they wanted to make sure he had no diseases. For all she knew, he might. When the doctors seemed satisfied, they opened the last door, the steel door, and led the knights out the room. Lily froze as she saw an Eddie punching the hallway window in front of her. She had never seen a live one. This Eddie was huge, its face a rotten green and its fists now covered in fetid black blood. The knights stared at the creature in silence. The old doctor looked up from his clipboard, glanced over his reading glasses at the vampire and tutted.
“Are we safe?” Lily asked.
The doctor laughed.
“This place was built to survive nuclear obliteration. Those big green idiots can’t get in.” He replied.
Florence stood almost face to face with the Eddie. She studied the beast and turned her head to the older doctor.
“Can I kill it tomorrow?” she asked.
The doctor shrugged.
“Sure, it lives in the old groundskeeper cabin.” He replied.
Florence smiled at the vampire and flicked the glass like she was taunting a shark at an aquarium. She then caught up to the group. They walked down a corridor to the reception area. They were met by the receptionist, who smiled at the group. The doctor handed them over without saying goodbye.
“Hello, I’m Annika, I'll give you the tour” she said.
Annika turned around to face the reception desk.
“Behind me is the front door. This will unlock at eight o'clock tomorrow morning. You can walk the ground, or schedule a lesson with Richard our resident pro. To our right is the bar, here you can buy drinks and snacks. To our left are offices and meeting rooms. Upstairs are the members rooms. Downstairs are the staff rooms, storage and the kitchen.” Annika said.
Annika took them down two flights of stairs and down a long hallway. It wasn’t as clean down in the bowels of the building, stacks of dirty bedding seemed to signpost every corner. Pipes snaked the walls and ceiling, covered in a thick layer of dust.
“Before the outbreak, the members bedrooms were down here. Air filtration, radiation monitors, all surplus to requirement. There is plenty of room down here, for us staff and visitors too. You’ll find the rooms down here are quite comfortable.” Annika said.
Her monologue seemed rehearsed somehow.
“Take this room, there are four beds and a dining table. You can have food delivered to your room or eat upstairs in the staff dining room. Doors are locked at midnight for your safety.” Annika said.
Screwdriver ran into the room and buried his head into a crisp white pillow. The room didn’t have the cosy charm of the apprentice dorms, but it was a five-star hotel compared to the muddy warren they slept last night.
They ate a simple dinner of beans and potatoes. Lily savoured the saltiness of the beans. Salt was a luxury at the abbey.
James finished his food and wiped his knife on a napkin. He scratched a crucifix above the door, then dropped the knife on his empty plate. While the others relaxed on their beds, he filled the bathroom sink and began sanctifying the water to consecrate the room. Old habits and all that. Florence shook her head and exchanged glances with Harry. He didn’t mirror her contempt. Something wasn't right about these people and a little divine help couldn't hurt.
The knights wondered what the day ahead would bring. The harsh fluorescent white light changed to a dim orange glow, so slowly Lily didn’t notice. The lights dimmed until only the corners of the room were lit. Lily got up and used the bathroom, she wobbled as she stood to full height and her head swam.
Got up too quick.
She tried the room door as she passed. It was still locked. It must have been early, but it was impossible to tell without windows. Lily thought nothing of it and got back into bed.
Jesus, my head.
She almost missed the bed as she fell.
The orange LEDs gradually turned white. Lily turned in her bed to see Harry staring at the ceiling. He didn’t know where he was as he awoke, his eyes opened wide in confusion. Realisation set in and he yawned.
“Morning Lil” he said.
Two bangs came from the door. Then two more with matching cadence. Lily peered out from her Egyptian cotton nest. Florence was knocking, there was no answer.
“What time is it?” James asked.
“I don’t know. No clocks anywhere.” Florence replied.
A stainless-steel box buzzed on the wall by the door. The electronic hiss caused the knights to wince.
“Can um... Screwdriver approach the door?” The voice asked.
He staggered to the door, it opened and a guard entered the room with his pistol at full draw. A second guard came around and grabbed Screwdriver. They left and slammed the door shut. Florence slapped her hands to her knees and got up off her bed. She fell forward and vomited.
“What the hell” she said, wiping chunks from her cheek.
“Have… are we drugged?” Harry asked as he squinted at the lights above.
“I feel like the first time I smoked indica”.
“I feel fine. A little tired I guess” James said.
Florence stared at the door then to Lily. She ran her trembling hand through her dark brown hair. She studied it for a moment then let it fall into her lap.
“Where are they taking him?” Harry asked.
He mouthed the words in an exaggerated manor, as if he was learning to use his jaw for the first time.
“I knew it was too good to be true” James said.
“When they come back, we need to get out of here.” Florence said.
“Wait, maybe the medical tests found something about Screwdriver. It could be contagious, and they are quarantining him?” Harry said.
Florence clenched a ball of her duvet then bit down into it for a moment. She threw it across the room and James grabbed it out of the air.
“Bullshit. No CBRN gear” Florence replied.
Lily tried to focus but couldn’t reduce the number of people in the room to the correct amount.
“Did you get any ideas what's going on here. Did the doctors say anything about you, medically I mean?” Lily asked.
Florence looked around the room for anything that could be used as a weapon and smiled to Lily.
“Mild psychopathy he called it. He put me into this big white machine and scanned my brain. Made me watch a five-minute video of a woman trying to fight off a skulker. He said my brainwaves were the same as someone watching a sunset.” Florence said.
“Shit, that’s kind of scary.” Harry said.
“Wait, did he give you some pills too?” James said. “I flushed mine, I’m guessing you didn’t”.
The apprentices pulled the boxes from their pockets then threw them across the room. Harry flipped a duvet off a bed and tried to dismantle the frame. Florence put her hand out to Lily and Lily grabbed it and squeezed. Florence turned her head and vomited onto the floor. James and Harry tried to give her privacy. With nowhere to go other than the bathroom, they decided to go and sit in the bathroom.
“I’m sorry I'm such a freak Lily.” Florence said, unusually vulnerable thanks to the psychoactive medication.
Lily let go of Florence’s hand and hugged her.
“You’re my best friend Florence. So what if you’re a bit different. You’re good at killing, that’s not such a bad thing these days.” Lily replied.
When the boys came out the bathroom Florence threw two steel bed legs, and they caught them mid-air.
“We can do this. They’re fucking amateurs.” Florence said.
“They have guns, I don’t like our chances” James said.
“The lead guard entered the room at full draw. If I stay close to the wall, I can grab the pistol.” Florence said.
“Are you one hundred percent sure. I mean, are we misunderstanding what is going on here?” James asked.
“Pretty sure” She replied.
“Jesus.” Harry said.
“Lily Davis, please approach the door.”
The apprentices jumped as the intercom buzzed.
So that was it. Lily was the sacrificial lamb. Florence took her position at the wall and Lily approached the door. Harry and James tried to look casual as they sat on a bed.
The black muzzle came past the door and Florence reached out. The guard pulled the trigger, she squeezed and the slide stuck open, rendering the pistol unloaded. In an instant she pushed the pistol towards him, through his thumbs then ripped it back towards her. She racked the slide and raised the pistol. She didn’t notice the second guard unholster his weapon.
Florence put two rounds into the point man’s chest. The other guard caught one in the stomach and fired his pistol into the room. Brrrrrrt. The magazine emptied in two seconds, spraying down plaster from the ceiling. It had been modified to fire full auto. Florence kept firing as the first guard fell forward on top of her. she fell backwards into the room.
Lily turned her head away from the deafening noise, but too late, her ears were momentarily useless. She could only hear a high pitch whistle. Harry was already on top of the guard still holding Florence and he was raining down blows with his fists. James stamped down on his neck with a sickening crunch. Lily looked out into the hallway at the guard lying on the floor. He held his stomach and blood sprayed out with arterial pressure. As her hearing came back, she realised Florence was screaming. Lily grabbed the pistol and two magazines from the guard in the hall and came back into the room.
Florence held her hands to her left eye, blood flowed between her fingers. She writhed on the floor and kicked herself away from the body lying on top of her.
“My eye, my fuh, fucking eye!” She screamed.
Harry pulled her hands away from the wound and he fell backwards. James stood upright and held his head in shock.
“Fuck! Her eye.” James said.
Florence turned over and crawled towards the first dead guard and punched him in the jaw.
“Flo!” Lily shouted.
“I’m... I think I'm fine. We need to go” Florence said.
She slid around in the guard blood as she tried to stand up.
Lily and Harry looked at each other in panic. James grabbed the pistol off the dead body and reached down, then slipped out two magazines from his belt. Harry helped Florence off the ground. The bleeding was minimal, but who knows how much internal damage had been done.
The hallway was empty. They reached the stairs and Harry dropped to his stomach then peeked up the stairwell. A flashbang bounced in front of his face, and acting on pure instinct he flicked his arm and batted it behind him down the hall. The flash didn’t get them, but the bang certainly did. The flashbang was followed by gunfire. Flecks linoleum bounced up as bullets landed in front of his face. In frantic panic he shuffled back and bumped into the knights behind him.
They retreated from the stairs and tried one of the doors in the hallway. Locked. They tried another door, it opened and piled in. They forgot about the armed guards outside when they saw the depravity in that room. A man in a white chef’s outfit was humming a merry tune while cutting strips of meat from the disembowelled corpse of Screwdriver. Another chef took the meat and tossed it into flour, then put it in a large Wok where it sizzled with wild mushrooms. Two more chefs were busy peeling and chopping vegetables. After a few moments the catering team looked up, and the two groups had a wordless acknowledgement of fate. Lily and James fired at the cannibals. A headshot dropped the chef by the wok and as he fell, he landed on the wok handle and flung hot oil at a woman preparing the sauce. She screamed until a shot, centre of mass, blew out her heart and spine. Lily’s gun didn’t fire, it was jammed. She pulled the side and flicked out the casing. The bullet that hit Florence was a misfire, it barely had enough pressure to leave the barrel. Florence would never know how lucky she was that day. Lily pushed the gun out and fired at a stainless-steel cabinet. A tall, blond chef fell forward clutching his stomach. Harry grabbed a large knife. He dispatched the chef with the stomach wound by thrusting the knife into the back of his neck.
The knights moved through the kitchen and James put rounds into the bodies. At the back of the kitchen was a large pantry. Their gear was in plastic boxes on steel shelving units. The knights hurried to take off their clothes and put on their Nomex fatigues. They grabbed their plate carriers and threw them over their heads and sinched them down. Finally, securing their helmets, hey were ready for war.
Lily opened her individual first aid kit and grabbed an eye shield. She unwrapped the orange plastic lens being careful not to touch the centre. She held the shield against what was left of the eye, to stop contamination of the wound. She hadn’t had time to look at the wound until now and she didn’t understand how Florence was walking. Lily held the soft pad of a bandage against the eye then wrapped the rest around Florence’s head, then tied it off. Florence managed a quick smile then grabbed her helmet. She winced as she buckled it tight.
They dropped the guards weapons and replaced them with their service pistols. Harry slapped Lily and James on their helmets for good luck. He decided against hitting Florence, she looked like a zombie and he was worried her brains would spill out.
They peeked around the kitchen door, the guards had barricaded the top of the stairs. The knights were trapped. They turned right down the hall and tried the other end. Another staircase, there was no way it was clear at the top.
Florence took out a silver nitrate grenade, pulled the pin then threw it up the stairs. It bounced off the wall to get it around the turn. Screams and coughing followed the explosion. Before the guards could lift their weapons, the knights emerged from a cloud of glistening silver smoke and systematically put down targets. Harry and James grabbed a gun each and as many magazines as they could carry. When they reached the top of the staircase a round hit the wall next to the knights and ricocheted. A middle-aged man in a burgundy suit held out a gold pistol and was pulling the trigger. He looked at the weapon, confused why it wasn’t working. Like the guard’s pistol, this gun had jammed. Florence walked up to him while the others found cover and aimed at doorways and corners. She lowered his pistol with her free hand, raised her gun and emptied a burst into his chest.
A further set of stairs led to a large windowless room in the underground section of the complex. It was decorated in Rococo style, with brilliant white walls gilt with gold. Ostentatious mirrors made up for the lack of windows.  Light bounced around the room making it look significantly larger. Florence stumbled on the top step and Lily grabbed her. When she looked up, she could see a ballroom full of people dressed in white-tie attire sat at tables. The diners stared at the knights in silence. The knights rushed past the tables full of disappointed looking people. Lily looked up at the faces of the diners and felt sicker than the first time she saw a skulker up close.
“Were they going to eat us?” Harry asked.
He coughed and clicked his jaw, his tongue was suddenly sour.
James patted his back.
“Keep moving mate.” He said.
The knights didn’t have enough ammunition for everyone in the room, they ran out the dining room, knocking over a waiter carrying a bucket of champagne, and up a grand staircase made of honed Carrera marble. Their boots squeaked on the polished floor. It was deafening.
Daylight cascaded in from outside. They were above ground and the building seemed empty. In the wild, predators will call off the hunt if it seems more effort than it is worth. The knights had certainly dulled the cannibals’ appetites. The clock above reception read three in the afternoon. They had time to get to the university if they hurried.
Harry and Florence went out to the Land Rover and grabbed their rifles. Harry smashed the window of a nearby Mercedes SUV and released the handbrake. They pushed the car into the large blast proof doorway and Florence shot out the tyres with her pistol. Lily climbed out the doorway, over the bonnet and grabbed a thermite grenade from the Land Rover. She pulled the pin and dropped it into the Mercedes. Blinding white light erupted in sparks and the seats caught fire. In less than an hour the vehicle would be two tonnes of unmovable metal. The glass doors tried to close but bounced off the burning car. Anika watched from reception and ate a handful of pills. Mascara ran down her cheeks and she smiled and waved to the knights.




CHAPTER 9

Captain Hollister looked into the bloodshot eyes of councilman Carnegie. He dunked his head into the river again. The icy water nibbled at his hands. Carnegie kicked and scrambled around in the stony riverbank.
“Sir?” Hollister asked.
The Abbot nodded. Hollister pulled the man out of the river. The first rule of successful interrogation is to only ask questions you already know the answer. A tortured man will say anything to stop the pain, or completely lose his shit and proclaim himself the son of God. Either way, it was pointless, messy business. Confirm what you already know and if you have the proclivity, remember to have fun doing it. Hollister knew James had left with Carnegie’s daughter Florence and the other apprentices to help Owen. It was obvious to everyone but the Abbot. Hollister even knew where to find James, after all, he was with Owen the night Lily’s parents were killed at the university. There was always work at the university for violent men like Owen, and Hollister. Two peas in murderous pod. Hollister couldn’t let the Abbot know James was a rogue asset. The mad bastard was unpredictable enough without that betrayal. With his nose bleeds and mixing up words, Hollister had a suspicion the Abbot didn’t have much life left in him.
“Where is James Montgomery?” Hollister asked.
“Who?” Carnegie replied.
“The Abbot’s son” Hollister said.
“How should I know?” Carnegie replied.
The man kicked violently and bubbles erupted from his mouth. Hollister pulled him out of the water and noticed the councilman had soiled himself.
“Did Owen take James to the university?” Hollister asked.
“I don’t know!” the man screamed.
His scream was replaced by bubbles as he was thrust under the surface again.
Hollister pulled his head out of the water enough so the man could get a single breath, then dunked him again. He could feel the man try to cough out the aspirated water from his lungs. Hollister pulled him out then leaned in close to the man so the Abbot couldn’t hear.
“If you say ‘the university’ I'll stop”.
Carnegie’s eyes rolled back, Hollister slapped him back into consciousness.
“The... Owen took him to the university.” Carnegie said.
“There’s a good lad” Hollister said.
The Abbot waded out to the men and looked down at Carnegie. He turned him over so he was facing the sky. He placed his hand over the man's face and pushed him under the water.
“I baptize you in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.” He said.
Hollister stepped back. When Carnegie stopped thrashing, the Abbot let go and waded back to shore. Carnegie bobbed in the water and the current took him. Hollister’s eyes drifted from the floating corpse to the reflection of trees on the opposite bank. It was as good as any place to die. Hollister couldn’t help but smile, he had played the Abbot like a fiddle, and kept in his good graces. Perhaps there was a future in politics for him after all.
The Abbot stopped on the beach.
“Take what you need to get the job done Captain”.
He walked away, along the riverside path beset on both sides by natural beauty. He sang a hymn as he went.
Hollister gathered his men in the abbey courtyard as soon as he got back. They packed large rucksacks with enough rations for a week. Owen had a couple days head start, they needed a faster vehicle than the great big lumbering trucks. Hollister looked past the armoured trucks to a small white Toyota pickup. It was a technical, with mounting options for machine guns, mortars or flamers. Like Hollister, it was adaptable depending on the mission.
“Drop your shit into the Hilux. Dan, I want you to get twenty litres of drinking water from the stores” Hollister Ordered.
The technical hadn't been used in a few months and they had to charge the battery before the engine would turn over.
When the car was packed and ready to go, they drove through the dormant trucks to the armoury by the main gate. They all got out and came back moments later with a Browning fifty calibre machine gun and six hundred rounds of ammunition. They were going to war.
The Toyota had a bracket on the roof for the machine gun. Dan climbed up and attached it to the roof. Chris handed him a box of ammo and Dan loaded the gun. Chris and Pete jumped into the front and Hollister climbed onto the back with Dan. The abbey disappeared behind a hill as the small pickup truck sped towards the motorway. It felt good to be back in business.
Hollister checked his watch, they were cutting it close, and the golf resort was still an hour away. The STG stumbled across the place only a couple years ago. They were guiding a group of refugees back to the abbey, not what Hollister would call ‘engaging work’. The pretentious cannibal pricks made a tempting trade for them. Hollister assumed they wanted the refugees for slave labour. A drunken conversation with the leader of the survivors revealed the truth. Hollister struggled to remember the man’s name, or his face. He must have drunk more than he thought.
Stories of cannibalism were rife a couple years after the outbreak. Knights were ordered to shoot cannibals on sight, even if they only suspected cannibalism. If Owen was still in the STG, he would have killed everyone at the golf resort and burned it to the ground. Hollister was smart, when he met them years ago, he knew they would make useful allies. In payment for his understanding, they gave him and his men rooms, whisky, and women. Hollister’s woman was a little drugged out for his tastes so took Dan’s. And Pete’s too. Slavery was much more Hollister’s style. He tried to remember the cannibal leader’s name again, but it wouldn’t come. He sat in the bed of the pickup, the wind in his hair, he tried to remember the leader’s face. It was a grey void, no features came to his mind.
Weird.




CHAPTER 10

Florence rode bitch and checked her eye in the side mirror. She lifted the bandage and saw the plastic eye shield full of blood. James held his head in his hands in the seat behind. Lily was in the back, she exhaled and turned to James.
“Florence needs a doctor, there’s nothing we can do for her” she said.
Florence tried to speak but vomited into the footwell. James wretched, opened the window and covered his mouth. He checked his pouches were in order and tapped each one three times to be sure. Harry turned around and frowned at Lily, almost hit the curb then focused on the road ahead.
“That’s not good” Florence said with a laugh.
A moment later James screamed as the top of his open window blew out and a bone spear caught his cheek, tearing a nasty gash. A flyer held onto the roof and one of its wings covered the windscreen. Harry struggled to see the road. The flyer’s spear caught on James’ armour and knocked him into the door as it tried to drag him out. Lily leaned back and kicked the spear, it was caught between the hard ballistic plate and the soft armour below. James was snared. She kicked it again and felt the bone snap under her heel.
“Shit!” James screamed.
Lily pulled the bolt handle of her rifle and unloaded the magazine into the car’s ceiling. The bullpup design made it easy to aim in the vehicle. The creature rolled behind the car and when she looked back, Lily saw the army of skulkers pouring out of every building lining the road. A mudslide of arms and legs and biting maws.
“Faster Harry!”
“I know. I’m trying not to crash!”
The car leaned on one side with a blow. A flyer had swept down and tore at the roof. James shot a three-round burst through the torn roof and the beast jumped off, it didn’t want the same fate as its friend. The electric motors whined as Harry slammed his foot down onto the accelerator. The sky burned orange. Time was up. The streets were in a deluge of shade and tens of thousands of faces watched from windows above.
“Where is it?” James asked.
“I don’t see it” Lily replied.
“Guys. Florence is out cold” Harry said.
Lily unbuckled and manoeuvred through the gap between the two front seats. She held her fingers against Florence’s throat and felt a steady pulse.
“She’s alive, for now at least. We need to hurry” she said.
Harry slowed down to fit around wrecked cars and crumbling faces of buildings. The skulkers had caught up with the car and both Lily and James were firing through the rear window. A skulker dived at the car and its head exploded from a well-aimed shot.  Another leaped from the crowd and smashed its face through the canvas roof and chomped like a pit bull at Lily. James pulled out his pistol and lodged it firmly into the creature's throat. It exploded into liquid flesh and covered the inside of the car.
James wiped the dissolving goop from his cheek and looked back at the wall of death behind. The vampires had stopped. It was impossible, but the road behind was clear.
Harry misjudged his speed and skidded around a corner, he slammed the brakes and the car made it through a large brick archway. The Land Rover continued spinning and skidded across the gravel courtyard. The largest building on the university campus was dimly lit and the knights jumped out the car ran towards it. James and Harry carried Florence. Lily looked to the sky. A group of flyers circled high above, they seemed reluctant to come closer. The army of skulkers had disappeared, the knights had never seen anything like it. James tried the door, they piled inside.
The hallway was lit in candlelight and an old man stared at the knights. He held up a candle that exacerbated his wrinkles. He smiled.
“We don’t have much. You can take some food. Would you like a drink?” He asked.
“Sir, we are being chased by flyers and hundreds of skulkers, we need to lock this place down now!” James cried.
The old man made the halls echo with laughter. The sudden loud noise shocked the knights, they took to their close quarter's positions, ready for the beasts to burst through the door. This made the old man laugh harder.
The old man stopped laughing when he noticed Florence was limp and covered in blood.
“You need a doctor, yes?” He asked.
The knights didn’t understand why the man was unafraid, but if he could save Florence it didn’t matter.
“He’s lost his mind” Florence whispered.
Lily looked down and smiled at her friend, unsure she would survive the ordeal.
“Don’t worry, the type Bs stay away from here. Come, I'll take you to Alice. If anyone can help, she will” he said.
Lily looked at Florence, her only eye fluttered as she tried to remain conscious. Harry turned around and shrugged.
“Fuck it, let’s go.” Harry said.
They followed the old man up a wide flight of wooden stairs. The only light now was from his dim candle. They flicked on their weapon lights and the dark corridor lit up in cones of white. Grand paintings lined the staircase, one of men in togas talking by a Greek ruin, the next of a group of men in black armour with gold gilding and large feathers on their helmets.
At the top of the stairs the old man knocked on an oak door. A drawer opened inside the room, flowed by footsteps on a wooden floor. A woman peered out, dressed in a nightgown and her long blond hair tied up. Her eyes darted to Florence, she stepped back from the door and let it close. She came back out in a grey wool coat and locked the door behind.
“I’ll take her to surgery. Fetch my assistants from their dorm.” Alice said.
The old man nodded and scurried away as fast as his arthritic knees would allow.
“Follow me please, we need to get her prepped.” Alice said.
The knights followed her downstairs and across the courtyard. A large glass door opened automatically as they approached a grey building. They went through a hallway thick with the smell of bleach and Florence squirmed as they dropped her onto a wheeled bed. Alice grabbed the bed and pushed it through a set of swinging doors, that bounced back and slammed against the bed. They wheeled her into a room and Alice flicked a switch. The room was illuminated in bright white light, reflecting off all sorts of medical equipment that buzzed and pinged and pumped. The knights winced at the brilliant whiteness of it all.
Alice threw off her coat and slipped on a blue jumpsuit, not a medical uniform but that of a mechanic. She looked at the knights covered in dirt, blood and God knows what. She ushered them out of the room then grabbed a syringe and a vial of clear liquid. Lily looked back at Florence as the door closed behind.
Two people dressed in blue jumpsuits ran into the room and a third set of footsteps came down the hall. Lily felt two arms wrap around her and lift her up. Her first thought was to reach for her knife, but she was being squeezed too tight to grab it. She recognised the smell of her attacker. She was in the arms of her dad. Success. Lily pushed her head into his chest and cried. Her rifle clattered onto the white tiled floor.
“Knight Davis. We have a spare plate carrier and a five-five-six rifle. Got it off a dead Remnant" Harry said.
Owen lifted his head from Lily’s shoulder.
“Good job guys. None of the other apprentices would have survived the journey”.
“Florence was shot.” Lily said.
Owen shook his head and blew out hot air on Lily’s face.
“Alice will do all she can. A gunshot wound to the head though, we’ll see” he said, giving no illusion of hope to the knights.
“Florence promoted us to knights.” Harry said.
“Of course, she did. I’ll perform the accolade tomorrow. Make it official” he said with a wink.
James knelt in front of Owen.
“I am so sorry sir. It’s my fault Morgan is dead. It’s my fault you were exiled. I made it my duty to deliver Lily to you safe” James said.
Owen clenched his right hand into a fist. He looked down at Lily, her eyes still streaming.
“For now, we need to be a team, for Florence.” Owen said.
Lily looked through a window to the operating theatre. Florence in her bra and pants with a tube stuck down her throat and tape on her eyes. The doctors were frantic. Lily wished she could somehow help her friend.
Lily missed her old dorm room. She missed her bed. Most of all, and even though it had only been a couple days, she missed Florence. The university dorms were magnolia prison cells, and like a prisoner, all she could do was wait. Lily thought of the friends she had left behind, she imagined how things could have gone at the golf resort. If Lily did something differently, Florence wouldn’t be tottering between this life and the next.
The knights sat in silence as they ate breakfast. Owen had left them to their own devices, they tried to blend in but to no avail. The cafeteria was full of students and faculty members, but the knights stuck together at a corner table. They watched a large white clock and at ten they ran to the science building. The empty rooms they passed last night were now full of students in white overalls. The knights ran upstairs to the medical floor and past a waiting room full of people, some were sniffling, others had casts on their arms or bandages over their heads. At the bottom of the corridor, in a locked room, they saw Florence lying in a bed with bandages over her eye. Alice came out and blocked the door, her arms folded.
“The surgery went well. We removed the bullet. And her eye.” Alice said.
“Can we see her?” Lily asked.
“Not today. The chance of infection is too high. The force of the bullet caused a fracture and an intracranial hematoma” Alice replied.
“Eh, what?” Harry asked.
Doctor Alice gave a pitiful smile to the three teenagers desperate to see their friend, even if the curly haired one was rendered monosyllabic.
“A CT scan showed a bleed on the brain. We have drained it and the bleeding seems to have stopped. I can’t promise anything. We need to monitor her for a week. When we are happy the bleeding has stopped, I’ll sew her eyelid shut. We don’t have any way to make prosthetics so she may want to wear an eyepatch.” Alice said.
Florence lay with her head cocked and a tube in her mouth. She didn’t look like a pure-bread vampire killer anymore. Lily couldn’t look at her in this state, she wanted nothing more than to dive on the bed and give her a hug. The knights stood in silent vigil for a moment then turned around and walked back down the corridor. Alice, her arms still folded, stared at Lily. Feeling uncomfortable with the prolonged eye contact, Lily sighed then ran to catch up with the others. She bumped into an old woman sweeping the pavement in front of the building.
“Careful Lily” Owen said.
She turned to see him sat on a bench, taking in the sights and sounds of the bustling square. He looked strange in civilian clothing, like a pardoned convict unsure of himself in the outside world. Faded tattoos crept from his sleeves and the scar on his jaw to below his ear looked painful and red.
“Did you see where James and Harry got to?” She asked.
Owen nodded to the market stalls arranged around the obelisk that sat proud, in the centre of the square.
“Thanks dad... sir” Lily said.
She walked towards the maze of stalls, catching up to the boys who stood staring at a hooded man.
“Excuse me sir?” Harry asked.
The man turned to them but kept his head bowed, trying to obscure his face.
“Can I ask you a question?”
The man dropped a large, leather-patched rucksack to the floor and raised his head.
“Please, I want to go about my business” He replied.
“Why are there no type Bs here?” Harry asked.
The man pulled his hood back.
“Because of us. I’m a Silverskin.” He replied.
His face was grey blue, like a humpback whale, but apart from the colour he seemed normal. The man covered up his face.
“What’s a Silverskin?” Lily asked.
Harry and James jumped when she spoke, not realising she was stood behind them.
“We are the people that do all the shit round here while these lot sit and read books all day” He replied.
Fed up with the questions, he grabbed his bag and walked away without saying goodbye.
“Rude” Harry said.
The man looked around and Harry pretended to be examining the top of the obelisk. 
A woman in a faded pink coat was selling handmade toiletries. Lily smelled several pots and hummed in satisfaction. Harry walked over to a stall full of postcards from around the world. While he looked at the collection, two people purchased a few. Harry picked up a postcard depicting the Amalfi Coast and wondered if he would ever get to travel across the ocean. He didn’t think so. To remedy his sudden sadness, he haggled with the salesman and handed over a silver pistol round. James was still stood by Lily as she perused the sweet-smelling creams. One pot contained white paste that smelled like Strawberries.
“I like this one, what is it?” Lily asked.
“That is a ground bamboo deodorant. Bamboo has antibacterial properties. Rub a pea sized amount into your armpits after a shower and you will smell wonderful all day.” The woman said.
She leaned closer to Lily and whispered.
“Boys won’t be able to resist” she added.
Lily blushed. She held up two silver bullets and the woman plucked them from her fingers.
“What’s with that blue guy we were talking to?” James asked the shopkeeper.
“What, Jim? Back from scavenging in the city. He’s a Silverskin” She replied.
“Silverskin?” Lily asked.
“it’s why there are no vampires within half a mile of here. The Silverskins eat small amounts of silver that builds up in their blood over time. Type Bs can’t stand the smell of them. There’s another one by the book stand. Go speak to her about it, I'm trying to sell my bloody products here” she said.
Lily approached the woman and waited for her to finish haggling with the book seller. She handed over a few books from her backpack then slung it. The man dropped two silver coins onto a plate and the woman picked them up.
“Excuse me, can I ask you something?” Lily asked.
The woman turned around, looked at the knights then sighed. Clearly, exchanges between Silverskins and normal people were rare. She tapped her right hand on her hip.
“It’ll cost a drink” she said.
“Fine with us. After the week we have had, I’ll join you” Lily replied.
She caught Harry’s eye and beckoned him with a wave. He shoved something in his pocket.
“Come on, follow me” The woman said.
The hooded woman walked across the square and out the front entrance of the university. They followed her down the street. They heard music and when they came around a corner, they could see it was coming from a ramshackle pub. The woman went in first and didn’t hold the door for James, it swung back and hit him and Harry laughed. A sea of blue faces looked at the knights, then went back to their swearing, smoking and gambling. Trinkets were scattered on two large tables.  Lily looked at the items piled onto a table and understood her original present wasn’t very… Florence. Lily riffled through the dangerous looking items. A large knife with a knuckle duster handle caught her eye, but she threw it aside when she saw a mangey pack of cards. She opened the pack and saw the face cards were vampires. The number cards had skulker skulls. The Jack card was an Eddie, the queen a flyer. The king cards were Christopher Lee in 1958’s Dracula, the archetypal depiction of a final one.
“Florence will love these. How much?” Lily asked.
The woman leaned over her wares and looked at the brown paper bag Lily was clutching.
“Is that from Apothecary Handmade Cosmetics?”
“Yes.” Lily replied.
“You can have the cards for whatever is in that bag” The woman said.
Lily sighed, she hoped she could have kept the luxurious handmade cream for herself. She thought for a moment then handed over the bag. The woman opened it and pulled out the deodorant cream and smelled it.
“Ooh lovely. Those snooty arseholes never trade with us. They say our ugly faces are bad for business” she said.
“I don’t think you are ugly, there are many exotic birds that are your shade of blue” Lily replied, with a soft honesty in her voice.
The woman relaxed her shoulders and almost cried. Lily picked up the playing cards and slipped them into her pocket.
“Can I take this climbing rope too?” She asked.
The woman, still blushing, nodded at Lily.
“Who made these, they don’t look hand painted.” Lily asked.
“No idea, I traded them for a couple grams of silver. He was from the Caliphate, no idea what he was doing this far north.” The woman said.
Lily shrugged and went to the bar with the others. James had already got a round of drinks and Lily examined the pint of cloudy liquid. She took a sip and was surprised by the smooth taste. They followed the mysterious woman to a booth and sat down.
“I’m Ruth, what do you want to know?”
“I want to know about the university. The whole situation seems too good to be true” James said.
“Tell me about it. I came here from the south ten years ago. I thought I had escaped slavery, but I fell into a different type of servitude.” She replied.
“The south?” Lily asked.
“Yes, me and four others ran away from the Caliphate headquarters in Luton. It was only me who made it. A Silverskin found me outside of Birmingham.” Ruth replied.
“What was the Caliphate like?” Harry asked.
Ruth smirked.
“Religious nutcases trying to live like it’s the Middle Ages. Sound familiar?”
Lily thought of Morgan’s chunks being picked apart by Big Bastard, the giant pike that stops children swimming in the River Swale.
“Rings a bell” she replied.
James looked at the floor and cleared his throat.
“When I came here, they asked about my education. Can you believe that? When they found out I had been a farm hand my entire life, they made me a scavenger.” Ruth said.
She finished her beer and swirled the foam.
“Come on, why are we paying to hear her life story?” James asked.
Ruth took off her coat and settled back into her booth. She was middle aged but had lived a hard life. She had very little body fat and bony hands.
“You are going to want to hear what I have to say”.
Harry shrugged.
“I could go for another, these are good.”
“That’s because you are an alcoholic child who loves a story” James replied.
Harry laughed and picked up his empty glass and looked through it to James.
“When I was a child I spoke like a child, thought like a child and reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put away my childish things, for now I see through a glass, darkly.” He said.
“I don’t think you understand what that means” James replied, sullen that Harry remembered something from the Bible.
“I don’t understand what any of it means” Harry replied.
“I hear you kid. Now, beer me” Ruth said.
James stood up and mumbled something to himself as he walked back to the bar.
When he came back, he handed Ruth her beer and he took a long gulp from Harry’s then placed it down on a faded coaster. Harry blew him a kiss.
Lily punched Harry in the arm, spilling beer on himself.
“Go back to your story, please.” She said.
The woman grumbled.
“It’s called a geniocracy. I looked it up. To get any status, you have to pass a series of examinations. When I first came here it seemed like a good idea, to have the most intelligent in charge I mean. But it’s bullshit. All they care about is taking information from computers and writing it down, so it won’t be lost. That doesn’t take intelligence, and I’m sure the upper classes give their kids the answers to the exams anyways” Ruth said.
“That’s not the worst idea, it seems prudent to record the information before its lost forever” Lily said.
“They don’t care about applying the knowledge though, for them the prize is the knowledge itself. We’ve done our part, I mean since the first Silverskins, we knew that by helping the egg heads we were helping humanity. I don’t see the point anymore, we can survive anywhere so maybe, we leave and let them rot, if that’s what they want then so be it” Ruth said.
The knights stared into their drinks, all wondering if the university was the forever home Owen had imagined. It was looking more and more likely they would have to return to the abbey. If Owen hadn’t figured out a plan, they were screwed.




CHAPTER 11

The courtyard was empty, a clear night sky and a full moon made it easy to see. The university had patrols at night, but the guards were more worried about fires than vampires or dangerous humans. Vigilance had waned. Lily climbed out a bush and ran across the path to the science building. She threw a stone and hit the windowsill. Florence looked out and yawned. Lily gestured to open the window, Florence complied. She was almost taken out by a knotted end of climbing rope, that flew into the window and past her face. Florence grabbed the rope and tied it to the foot of her bed. After pushing the bed up to the window, Lily pulled the rope taught.
Lily climbed up the rope and flopped forward onto the disinfected linoleum floor. She noticed a small crucifix scratched into the wall by a white radiator.
James, you big softie.
Florence pulled the rope up and closed the window. Nobody had seen. Lily hugged Florence but was careful of her eye.
“Thanks Lily, I’ve missed you guys” Florence said.
It wasn’t like her to be sentimental, but cheating death will make you re-evaluate a few things.
“How’s the eye?” Lily asked.
Florence sat at the foot of her bed and crossed her legs.
“It’s ok. They’re replacing it with one that fires lasers and can see through walls”.
Lily picked up a pillow and threw it at Florence, then pulled a chair from the corner and pulled it up to the bottom of the bed.
“We had a close call. I keep going over that night in my head. You know, what if we couldn’t get to our weapons, what if Screwdriver wasn’t picked first? Losing my eye was one of the best outcomes for that situation.” Florence said.
Lily frowned.
“I try not to think about it. We are safe now, you need to rest” Lily said.
Florence shuffled on the bed.
“Knights don’t rest” Florence said.
Lily smirked.
“I have one eye, but I can see what’s going on around here. The university needs those blue guys, but the nerds don’t provide any value in return. They have no farm and only a few animals. How long do you think they will keep finding tinned food that hasn’t perished.” Florence said.
“How do you know this?” Lily asked.
“Not much to do but listen to people talking below my window.” Florence said.
“You think we get through a lot of silver, well these guys are eating the stuff. When it runs out this place will be overrun in a single night” Florence said.
“Shit, the Silverskins will be gone by then.” Lily said.
“Exactly” Florence replied.
Lily felt the hope of a safe home dissipate as she was brought back to reality. She dug her hands into her pockets and remembered the pack of cards.
“I got you these, I thought you’d like them” Lily said.
She threw the pack onto the bed.
Florence picked up the white carboard box and opened it up. The cards fell out into her hand. Florence bent down and flicked through the pile. She stopped and held up a Queen of Spades, the flickering candle by her bed made the image move.
“Thanks Lily, you really get me, don’t you?” Florence asked.
Lily couldn’t help but smile so wide she had to turn away.
“I almost got you a pot of handmade strawberry scented deodorant. I think I made the right choice” Lily said.
Florence shuffled the cards.
“Wanna play twenty-one?” Florence asked.
“Sure” Lily replied.
Lily dealt the cards and Florence studied her hand.
“If we can’t stay here, where do we go?” Florence asked.
“Home. Now we have Owen we could take back the abbey.” Lily said.
Florence looked up from her cards.
“Any juice left in the Land Rover?”
“I don’t think so.” Lily replied.
“There’s not much power here, do you think they would let us spend a couple days charging the car?” Florence asked.
“Probably not” Lily replied.
“So, we’re walking. That’s five or six nights we would need to survive the wasteland.” Florence said.
“Shit” Lily replied.
“Then watch each of our heads explode as we approach the abbey. I know the STG snipers would love to have some target practice. Pop!” Florence said.
Lily felt her chin wobble and her stomach tense.
“Lil, I'm sorry I didn't mean to be pessimistic” Florence said.
“Owen will have a plan” Lily asked.
Florence laughed.
“You’re not a kid anymore. You should know not to rest your hopes on another person.” Florence replied.
“I guess my plan is to keep surviving, above all else. What’s yours?” Lily asked.
Lily looked out the window to the university square below.
“Spain.” Florence replied.
“Somewhere by the ocean?” Lily asked.
“Of course,” Florence said.
The girls played, and talked, for hours. Florence fell asleep after midnight and Lily settled into her chair. Dr Alice would have to throw her out, she wasn’t leaving Florence alone.
A week passed before Florence was allowed to leave the hospital. Lily helped her settle in at the dorm room, she almost didn’t recognise her friend. For the first time, she felt Florence needed her help. One morning she turned over to see Florence sitting up in bed, staring out a tall thin window into an alleyway below.
“What time is it, Flo?” Lily asked.
“Don’t know. It’s morning.” Florence replied.
“Are you ok?” Lily asked.
Florence threw her duvet to the foot of the bed and dangled her legs off the side.
“I couldn’t sleep. You were passed out, so I thought about drawing something on your face” Florence said.
Lily threw her pillow across the room, and it bounced off Florence's face.
“If I have pen on my face, I will take your other eye” Lily said.
“That’s not funny” Florence said.
She slipped on her jeans and a t-shirt then left the dorm room. Lily felt a stab of guilt and got out of bed. She went to the bathroom and started to wake up on the toilet. When she stood up to wash her hands, she saw a hastily drawn handlebar moustache.
“Oh, you little shit!” Lily said.
She scrubbed her face with warm water and threw on her clothes. Giggling, she ran to the door, ran through the dorm, down the stairs and out into the courtyard. She looked around but couldn’t see Florence. The university dwellers were setting up stalls and people were coming and going with boxes and bags full of wares to trade. Lily felt herself being lifted and thrown over Florence onto the lawn. Lily scrambled to escape the hold, but Florence had her arm locked around her neck. Lily grabbed a handful of gravel from the path and tossed it over her shoulder at Florence,
“Bitch!” Florence shouted, spitting out the grit.
She flipped Lily over and pinned her hands above her head.
“You’re dead.” Florence said.
“Shit. I hate Ju Jitsu” Lily replied.
“That was too easy. Even with one eye. You’re slipping Lily”.
“I never said I wasn’t! Why would I fight hand to hand when I’ve got one of these?” Lily said pulling out her Kukri from its leather holster.
She swung it playfully at Florence.
“No, stop!” Florence said, giggling in hysterics.
She caught Lily’s arm and punched the back of her hand, causing the knife to shoot off and bounce against a wall. They both laughed.
Some of the crowd stared at the girls fighting. Lily noticed and tapped Florence on the arm. They disengaged, Lily picked up her blade then they sat on the well-maintained lawn and watched the people go about their day. The university dwellers were in better shape than the Remnants, fed, clean clothed and lacking any visible injuries. There wasn’t a fighter between them though. Most had no weapons, the ones that did carried a small pistol or a knife in their belts. These people were not afraid of the vampires anymore. Complacency had kicked in.
“This place shouldn’t exist.” Lily said.
“I know. There are no walls. They have no weapons that can penetrate the vampires armoured chests. They put too much faith in the Silverskins.” Florence replied.
“They’ve survived this long” Lily shrugged.
“Twenty guys with double-barrel shotguns could take this place in an afternoon. Rape the women and eat the men.” Florence said.
Lily watched a large group of students pour from one building into another.
“There must be millions of vampires within ten miles of this place. A biological moat. We nearly died getting here, so raiders would have no chance.” Lily said.
Florence crossed her arms.
“They have become too reliant on the vampires to protect them. They should be figuring out how to kill them all while things are good.”
“That’s why Owen came here instead of staying with the Remnants. That’s no way to live, like rabbits down in their warrens. If anyone can find a cure, it’s the smartest group of survivors left” Lily said.
“I wouldn’t be so sure. In the hospital, he would come and see Doctor Alice every day. Do you think she is his old girlfriend Knight Campbell used to joke about?” Florence asked.
Lily frowned.
“Maybe.”
She felt the same way after Jess Anderson’s little visits. She hated it, jealousy mixed with guilt.
“Men have travelled further for an attractive woman” Florence said with a smirk.
She realised she had hit a nerve when Lily didn’t reply.
“I haven’t seen Owen in a few days, he’s up to something. You’re his daughter, find out what’s going on” Florence said.
“Is that an order?” Lily asked.
“Do you realise you talk in your sleep? I would hate to have to tell a certain person, a certain thing you were saying last night” Florence said.
Lily froze and her face turned red.
“You're bluffing. I didn’t say anything. did I?” Lily asked.
“Find out what Owen’s up to and I’ll tell you” Florence said.




CHAPTER 12

Harry wandered around the campus, led by wanderlust and then his nose. He found a small cafeteria with every table full of young people. He watched a girl in a knitted orange jumper pick up a plastic tray and take it to a hole in the wall.  Her tray was returned with a large cup of coffee and a strange looking bread on a plate.
Harry grabbed a tray and slid it into the booth. A woman in a hair net stared at him, shrugged, then gave him his breakfast.
It couldn’t have been that easy, this is the heist of the century.
He took the tray and sat down at an empty seat. Butter melted into the bread, mesmerizing him for a moment. He took a bite. It wasn’t a bread at all but the flakiest pastry he had ever tasted.
“What is this? its good.” He said through a mouthful.
He looked up to a girl sat across from him. The others on the table laughed and giggled. Harry noticed the girl across the table had the slightest blue sheen to her skin. Harry stared at her for long enough to seem rude. She blushed and looked down at her breakfast.
“I’m sorry, I’m still getting used to blue people. There are black and brown people at the abbey but not blue” Harry said.
The students laughed again.
“What an idiot” someone said.
The other diners stood up and left the table. Harry felt a rolled-up napkin hit him on the back of the head. He stared down at his plate and felt warmth fill his cheeks.
“Don’t mind them. Everyone is so far up their arses here, they forget what it’s like out there” The blue girl said.
Harry sipped his coffee and mumbled an obscenity.
“It's a croissant. Flour is damn hard to come by around here, so savour it” she said.
Harry looked up at the girl like a lost puppy.
“Oh, the bread.” he said.
He sipped the black coffee. It was freeze-dried but full of caffeine. Just what he needed.
“I’m sorry if I offended you” Harry said.
The girl blushed.
“I had hoped it wasn’t that noticeable. I’m on a low dose while the doctors check my liver and kidneys can take the full whack. You should see how blue the scavengers are, they almost look like smurfs” she said.
Harry didn’t know what smurfs were, so he smiled and nodded.
“So, you eat silver?” Harry asked.
“Yes, a drop of solution a day and it makes you smell like rotten meat to the vamps. That’s why there are none within half a mile of here. Short term use, your skin turns a very slight blue. Long term use will shorten your life.” She said.
“Vampire repellent. That’s genius. All we have is this.”
Harry pulled out his pistol and placed it on the table. The girl placed a book over the gun and looked around to make sure nobody had seen the weapon.
“We aren’t allowed those here” she said.
Harry reached out and moved the girl’s hand and book from his sidearm. Her fingers were thinner than his and he lingered when he felt her warmth. They finished their coffees in silence.
“What’s your name?” She asked.
“Harry. You?”
“Kate” She replied.
More awkward silence.
“Well Harry. I have a lecture now. Come along if you want.” She said.
Her slender fingers brushed her brown hair back as she stood up. A silver earring caught Harry’s eye.
“What’s it about?” He asked.
“Vampire biology” She replied.
“Know your enemy and know yourself, I suppose” Harry said.
“Sorry?” Kate asked.
“Sun Tzu. Sorry, I'm coming” Harry said.
The lecture hall was full of students talking, creating a feedback loop of volume. Harry and Kate took seats in the front row. He felt uncomfortable, and a little exposed with everyone staring into the back of his head. A group behind laughed at him and he recognised them as the ones from the cafeteria.
A grey man in a grey suit came down the stairs. He wasn’t a Silverskin but everything about him was drab like an English autumn. He limped past the students and dropped his bag by a desk. He reached up to the blackboard and pulled it down to a fresh side. It reminded Harry of one of the treadmills at the abbey gymnasium. The professor picked up a piece of white chalk and spoke as he wrote.
“Skeletal muscle… structure… variations… across… subtypes. There we are” he said.
Harry was already bored and thought of the girl sat so close he could smell the sweet scent of her laundry detergent.
Professor Gleeson turned to the class.
“Where did we get to last week?” he asked.
“Skulkers!” someone shouted.
“Latin please” The professor said in a patronising accent.
“Sorry sir. Occulta… mors”
“Ah yes, the Hidden Death.” Professor Gleeson replied.
He scratched his chin.
“I think we adequately covered that subtype. Does anyone know the most distinctive muscular mutation seen in the Volantem Mors?” The professor asked.
Harry turned to Kate.
“What’s he talking about?” He asked.
“Flyers” She replied.
“A hollowing of the bone structure, to make them light enough for flight?” Someone shouted.
“Wake up please. We are not discussing bone mutation.” The professor said.
“Supramaximal deltoid growth. So they can use their wings.” Harry said.
He flapped his arms for effect.
A few laughs were quickly muffled as the professor shot a look from their origins.
The professor tapped the chalk against his lip leaned against the wall.
“You’re one of those knights, aren’t you.” The professor said.
His emphasis on the word ‘knight’ made the class laugh.
“Yes” Harry said.
He felt heat from the student's eyes behind him.
“I'm amazed you didn’t say some rubbish about Jesus” The professor said and raised his eyebrows.
“I’m not religious” Harry replied.
“I saw you come in last week. Your armour covered in crucifixes."
“It’s tradition, more of an aesthetic really” Harry replied.
“Quite. Well can I get back to teaching, or do you insist on telling us the customs of your people?” The Professor asked.
“Futue te ipsum” Harry said.
It was the only Latin he knew, it was often painted on the side of the abbey’s vehicles when they needed cleaning.
Kate burst into laughter. The other students were silent. Those who could speak Latin knew why they were silent.
“Is this one with you Kate. That figures, failures tend to stick together” Professor Gleeson said.
Harry stood up to leave and the professor lunged forward with a long wooden ruler. He struck Harry on the back and Harry spun round and gave one quick jab to the man’s jaw. Professor Gleeson lost all structural integrity and collapsed in a heap. Kate brought her slender hand to her mouth and carried on laughing. She stood up, grabbed Harry’s hand and they ran out of the lecture hall and around the campus to a secluded area away from prying eyes.
“I’ve waited for so long for someone to do that” Kate said.
“I hope he’s ok, I didn’t mean to connect with his jaw” Harry said, biting his nails.
“He’s a dick, don’t worry about it. I’m not passing biology anyway” Kate replied.
“Why?” Harry asked.
“I’m failing most of my classes. The guidance councillor has suggested I join the Silverskins. God, my parents will be so disappointed” Kate replied.
“It seems to me the Silverskins have more power than the faculty. I mean if they wanted to, they could pack up and start their own society.” Harry said.
“It’s not about power, its prestige. We’ve wandered into a caste system. Christ, we set up or society to exalt intelligence and we’ve slipped back a few hundred years.” Kate replied.
“You wouldn’t be the only ones.” Harry said.
Kate kicked the gravel and held her head low.
“This place is all I’ve ever known. What if I get captured by Caliphate soldiers? Or I’m scavenging a building and I get trapped under something?” She asked.
“If it wasn’t for the vampires, the wasteland would be a cool place. You should count yourself lucky you have a weird immunity to them” Harry said.
“Weird huh?”
“Oh, big time.” He said with a smile.
She laughed and her expression became vague for a second before snapping back into an almost frantic alertness.
“I’ve travelled south with the Silverskins on a field trip, I could be useful” she said.
“I don’t know what the plan is. Our mission was to find Owen, we did that. Now he wants us to stay here, to be safe. This place isn’t safe, I know that much, as soon as the Silverskins get pissed off with the lay of the land they are going to be out of here” he replied.
Kate scrunched her lips and thought for a moment, then she burst into laughter as she remembered the professor hitting the floor.
“Just… think about it. See you around Harry.” She said and walked away.




CHAPTER 13

The STG left the abbey later than Captain Hollister would have liked. It had taken the entire day to clear Ravendale of hidden agitators. The townsfolk put up a good fight and he wasn’t afraid to say, he was underprepared. Now he was facing down Knight Davis, Owen fucking Davis and his snot nose little apprentices. He spat over the side of the Hilux bed and stretched his legs out. Hollister had picked a small kill team from the ranks of the STG he knew he could trust the most. Killing kids requires a special kind of soldier.
“Keep up the pace Chris, I want to get to the bunker by nightfall” he said into this radio.
Chris dropped a gear and accelerated up a long, sloping stretch of the motorway. Pete was sat in the passenger seat fast asleep. He could sleep anywhere, at a moment’s notice. Dan held onto the fifty-calibre machine gun on the roof. He aimed at any cover by the sides of the road. Ambush wasn’t likely but paranoia had kept him alive this long, it would be silly to relax now.
“Sir, we are losing daylight” Dan shouted.
Hollister leaned over the side and looked down the road. The car slowed as they crested the hill. A thinning grey plume of smoke hung over the forest. Hollister jumped up and grabbed the roof bars.
“It’s smoke” Dan said.
Hollister slapped the roof.
“Chris, stop the car. We go through the woods on foot”.
The car skidded to a halt, throwing up dirt and mud as its wheels slid across the ground. Hollister was the first to jump out and he ran to cover behind a tree. As the others exited the vehicle, he had them fan out, leaving plenty of room between them. Taking point, Hollister moved towards the golf resort and motioned for the others to follow his lead. If Owen and his little mongrels came this way, they could be at the Bunker. Only the STG knew about the cannibals at the Bunker and their discovery was after Owen left the STG. Hollister wasn’t expecting any resistance if Owen was there or not, but he couldn’t be too careful.
Hollister held up his hand and pointed down. His men crouched and scanned the woods with their rifles. They listened, all seemed normal. He pointed his hand forward and they followed. The car park became visible through the moss lined oak trees. Many of the cars had long since rotted out but some were as pristine as they day they left the showroom. The team emerged from the woods and came around the side of the glass building.
“Sir, we’ve got a body in the hallway” Chris said.
Shit. Owen had been here.
Something didn’t seem right. The cannibals knew what they were doing, they should have neutralised him straight away. They would have locked the kids up to keep the meat fresh for as long as possible. The cannibals were risk averse by nature. It was part of the reason they survived so long.  Hollister’s mind clouded with fantasies of what could have happened.
“Good copy. Heads on a swivel” Hollister replied.
The squad passed around the side of the clubhouse and could see more bodies in the building. It was the security staff in their white polo tops and little MP5 sub machine guns. Useless against vampires but great for humans. They got closer to the front of the building and passed staff cleaning up the mess. The squad came around the corner and up the front of the building. They could see the residents drinking wine and laughing at bullshit.
The STG sprinted to the front door the slid across the gravel to a halt. A car was wedged between the entrance doors and the front end was sticking out of the building. The front of the car charred to the frame. The guards managed to put out the fire but not before it had melted the tyres and seized up the wheels. Now, the guards were desperately pushing the vehicle, just enough so the doors can close and keep out the night. The soldiers slung their weapons and tried to help the guards unblock the door.
Hollister turned to a beetroot red guard.
“Who did this?” Hollister asked.
“Those bloody kids. I knew we shouldn’t have taken them in, armed to the teeth they were. But no, the patrons must get their exotic meats.” He replied.
The car was going nowhere. Fast.
“We need to move in unison to get it moving, then when it starts to go, give it everything you’ve got!” Hollister shouted.
Hollister looked back to see the sun disappear behind the treetops. Skulkers would be waking up from their sleep soon, he was running out of time. 
“Do any of the other vehicles work?” Hollister asked.
A guard in the lobby manoeuvred over the smouldering wreck.
“No, the fuel went bad decades ago. We keep them washed as per our contract.” He replied.
“The pickup, it’s five minutes away if I run?” Chris asked.
Hollister turned to see luminescent blue eyes in the trees. The skulkers were gathering in number, waiting to attack.
“One last try, give it everything lads!” Dan screamed.
One wheel scraped against the Carrera-marble lobby floor. A gunshot made Hollister duck and he turned around to see a skulker violently shaking on the ground. A wall of bodies came out from the trees like a tribe of barbarians.
“Inside now!” Hollister said.
Dan dived over the car and skidded across the polished floor. Chris climbed the car, turned and started firing at the oncoming horde. Pete followed next and gave more covering fire. Hollister pitched a silver nitrate grenade high into the air. It exploded and rained molten silver into the horde below. He turned and dived into the building, taking Chris with him.
Win the fight. We can’t close the door, if we are lucky there aren't many vampires in the surrounding area. We can hold them off.
Type Bs streamed from the tree line and slammed into the car, pushing it back into the lobby further than the guards had managed to pull it out. The first vampire to make it into the lobby fell back as it was riddled with bullets. The STG and the guards fired into the crowd outside. Inside the building, the people in the bar were frozen in their seats, watching and hoping the staff had everything under control. Two more skulkers climbed over the car and into the lobby. The guards panicked and all fired at the beasts. This took the pressure off from the others outside. The levy burst and a mob broke through. The STGs emptied their rifles into the sprawling mass then retreated further into the lobby. Hollister heard the rapid tapping of the receptionist’s high heels as she ran away. Why she didn’t leave when vampires first emerged from the trees he would never know.
A vampire broke free from the group, pushed a guard to the floor and tore out his throat. The guards opened fire on their comrade and the vampire tearing chunks from his neck. More vampires shot through the gap and grabbed another guard. Hollister changed magazines while moving back into the bar area and saw the other five guards running away and through a door past reception.
“Fucking cowards!” Hollister shouted.
Focus on defending the door.
Dan reloaded, Hollister started shooting again.
Dan tried to toss a grenade out the door, but it bounced off a skulker and rolled back towards him. The grenade exploded and Dan fell face down.
“Dan!” Pete screamed.
Chris grabbed Pete and they moved out from behind the reception desk. Pete held his rifle at his waist and unloaded his magazine into the skulkers now wedged firmly between the car and the door. Pete ran around his back with his muzzle pointed at the ceiling.
“We need to retreat, find a safe room”. Pete said.
He looked at a woman desperately finishing the last gulp from a champagne flute.
“We just need to outrun these freaks”.
Hollister felt the sweat on his upper lip, he wiped it away with a blood soaked sleeve.
“Chris, fall back!” He ordered.
The dam burst and the car was pushed fully into the lobby. Chris was cut off from Hollister and Pete by a wall of skulkers. He looked away from the vampires to his teammates and took two steps back. He pulled out his pistol and painted the ceiling. The type B’s lost all interest in Chris and turned to Hollister and Pete.
They sprinted down a flight of stairs and heard screams above.
Bars closed.
Hollister ran. He didn’t notice Pete stopping to fire at the pursuing vampires until he was at the other end of the corridor. He looked back just in time to see a skulker grab Pete's waist and spin him into a group of vampires. It looked like they were playing rugby and Pete was the ball. His scream echoed down the corridor. Hollister shot four skulkers, each with a devastating headshot then turned and ran.
“Shit, shit shit!” He said, almost out of breath.
A door. He kicked it, but it didn’t budge. He tried the handle and it opened. Something shuffled behind Hollister, and he felt it coming at his back. Just as he spun to meet it, it crashed into him, nearly knocking him to the ground. Before he could get his arms up to defend himself, the creature’s fangs sunk into his neck. A panicked rage took over Hollister’s body, and he launched the vampire across the floor. He emptied his pistol then barged backwards through the open door. He scrambled up to lock it and managed to throw on the latch before the pursuing vampires slammed into the door, almost taking it off the hinges.
He stepped back from the door and looked into the room. It was a kitchen. Bodies lay on the floor and pools of dry blood squelched under his boots.
Have skulkers already been through here… but how?
Hollister limped through the kitchen and opened the stainless-steel pantry door. He went inside and slammed the door shut behind. The rubber sealed door would hide his scent from the vampires, all he needed to do was keep quiet and with any luck, he was home free.
Hollister grabbed his neck and felt the wound. The damage had been done. His nerve endings numbed as blood poured out of him and he fell back into racking filled with tins. They fell on him and he held his arm up to stop them hitting his face. A can landed on his nose and snapped the cartilage. He muffled a scream with his bicep. He could no longer raise his arms and could see deep red blood soaking the top of his shirt, then disappearing under his plate carrier and seeping out the bottom. His head bobbed, the sound of the kitchen door busting open sounded miles away.
“Please”
“Help me”
“God”
Hollister bled out on the pantry floor.




CHAPTER 14

Lily was sat on her bed reading a book when somebody knocked on the door Florence pointed at the bandage over her eye and went back to reading.
Your legs still work Florence.
Lily kicked her legs over the edge of the bed and got up to answer the door.
“Lily and, yes, Florence?” The bespectacled teen asked.
He slipped a folded piece of paper into his trouser pocket.
“That’s us” Lily replied.
“The chancellor and senior faculty request your presence in the atrium” he said with a robotic cadence.
“Right now?” Florence asked.
The boy nodded,
“We have formal wear we can lend you. It is a great honour to be summoned like this.” He said.
“Well, my book is getting a little boring” Florence said as she got off her bed.
“Follow me please” The boy said.
Lily and Florence shrugged and followed him.
The atrium was a large, open room lined in stained oak with ostentatious paintings on each wall. There were two floors of viewing platforms above, there was room for thousands of people. Lily felt exposed, sat in the middle of the large room being watched by a phantom audience. The boys borrowed navy suits, white shirts, and red ties. The girls wore modest black dresses. The knights were sat in a semi-circle of chairs, roughly pointed towards a stage where more chairs were arranged in a line. Harry fidgeted in his chair, he was sure they were there because he punched the professor. Exile was the most likely outcome. Owen came in and sat down next to Lily. Harry tried not to look at him, but the urge overcame him. Owen met his gaze with a nod.
Wait, what did that mean? Is he going to beat me when we leave?
Harry swallowed hard and looked for emergency exits in case he had to run.
Organ music filled the room, Lily jumped as it started. Florence giggled. Faculty members dressed in ceremonial robes adorned in golden piping came in from a side door in and sat down on the stage. The women wore strange, pillow like hats with large grey feathers on top. One of the women had a red silk fabric wrapped around her body to create an elegant robe. The male staff followed behind and sat down. One of the men stood back up and approached the front of the stage.
“Chancellor Sita Acharya.” He said then sat down.
The organ stopped.
“Thank you, Michael. Knights of the Abbey of St Agatha, we welcome you to our hallowed halls of academia.” Chancellor Acharya said.
Oh great, are these guys religious too? Florence thought.
“I have spoken with Owen Davis over the past few weeks, and he has offered us your services in exchange for sanctuary. We know you need a home, and we think you would be a boon to our campus” Chancellor Acharya said.
Owen turned to the knights.
“This choice is yours to make. This place, it’s a fresh start.” He said.
His gaze was low, full of guilt. He was leaving his friends back at the abbey to their fate.
“We can’t stay here, our mission isn’t over.” Florence said.
“Ah, Owen has told me of your mission. Very broad parameters I must say. What was it, kill all the vampires?” Acharya asked.
“Fuck yes. The same mission you should have.” Florence replied.
The faculty members chuckled and spoke to each other. The Chancellor held up her hand and they were silent.
“There is no cure, there is no miracle weapon. What we can offer is safety, and family. Owen, have you spoken to Lily about your situation?” Chancellor Acharya asked.
“Not yet. It’s a complicated issue” he said.
“I understand” The Chancellor replied.
“Owen, what does she mean?” Lily asked.
Owen let out a long, drawn-out sigh and shook his head.
“There is no easy way to say this, Lily. I promise, if I had known than things would have been different. I did what I could to save your life.” Owen said.
Lily studied the wrinkles and scars of her adopted fathers face.
“Your mother. Alice. She’s alive” Owen said.
His words lost meaning, her mind swirled, she forgot where she was. Who she was, too.
“I’m sorry, did you say my mums alive?” Lily asked.
“Dr Alice Carter saved Florence’s life. She knew who you were straight away, she knew you had come in with Owen.” The Chancellor said.
“Why didn’t she say anything?” Lily asked.
Owen tried to put his arm around Lily, she pushed him off. “When did you find out she was alive?”
“The day after I arrived.” Owen replied.
“So that’s why you have been acting weird. Thanks for telling me Owen.” Lily said.
She stood up and ran out the main door. Owen looked older than when he entered the room, deep grey circles eroded the skin under his eyes. The other knights sat in silence as he ran after Lily. Sita waited for them to leave then looked down at the remaining knights.
“Think about our offer. We will reconvene at a more appropriate time” The Chancellor said.
Lily ran across the square to the hospital.
Damn these stupid bloody shoes.
She threw the black heels towards the atrium building and carried on barefoot. She ran down the corridor of laboratories and classrooms on the ground floor, swaying like a drunk. She bounced off a wall as she ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time. She reached the hospital and didn’t look at the receptionist who stood up in surprise. Lily got to the doctor’s office and barged in. Alice looked up from a notebook at her daughter.
“We need to talk, right fucking now.” Lily said.
Alice tapped a pencil on her desk and studied the face of her daughter. She recognised Lily’s eyes as her own, her jawline too.
“Yes, I suppose it’s time.” Alice said.
The tragic acceptance of reality washed over her face.
Lily’s fury ebbed as her eyes filled. She looked down at her shaking hands and fell into a leather chair by the window. She let out a manic laugh then gulped a hard breath. Owen skidded into the door frame and looked at the two women, his eyes lit up with fear.
“Come in Owen, take a seat. It’s time we told her” Alice said.
Owen sat on a wood chair by the door, ready to escape if necessary. Alice brought her hand to her mouth and looked away.
“Alice is your mum.” Owen said.
Lily stared at Alice. She was well dressed in dark jeans and a light pink shirt. Her mousy blond hair swept past her slender shoulders. Lily recognised the woman’s lips as her own, with slight upturns on the edges in a permanent smirk. A sarcastic half smile.
“Why did you never tell me my mum was alive” Lily said.
“He didn’t know” Alice replied for Owen.
Owen could see Lily was in shock, her eyes darted around the room looking for answers. She found only medical textbooks, a plastic skeleton and tawdry yellow walls.
“Sixteen years ago, I was hired as muscle for the scientists at the university. They didn’t know about eating silver back then, so it was a pretty tough time. They lived and worked in the basement; it even had a laboratory.” Owen said.
“We grew close. I confided in him after my husband would come to my room stinking of whiskey and fists full of rage. Owen didn’t know how bad it was” Alice said.
“We fell in love. But there was no way we could be together; we were surrounded by a sea of vampires. Every night was our last chance for comfort, it was all we could afford” Owen said.
“One day, a small team of mercenaries and scientists left the campus, to collect samples from one of the supra muscular sub-types. They were all killed. My husband was on the team.” Alice said.
“The Eddie?” Lily asked.
“Yes. It tracked us back to the university, and I killed it” Owen said.
Alice laughed.
“After the thing threw me out a second story window into about two hundred skulkers.”
“Shit” Lily said.
Alice nodded with wide eyes.
“The skulkers poured into the building. I grabbed you from your crib and we drove north. Back to the remnants. We ran out of fuel an hour away from Hamsterley, I saw smoke a little way off the motorway. It was the abbey. I approached the gate, normally they would have shot me straight away, but they saw you, bundled in a black bin bag. Flecks of blood in your hair.” Owen said.
Lily felt a tear hit her crossed arms.
“How did you survive?” Lily asked.
Alice stepped around her desk and wiped Lily’s cheek with a folded napkin. Not as an act of comfort, but to stop her favourite chair being ruined.
“I bounced off a bench and broke my arm. I looked up and saw the skulkers staring down at me in disgust, pushing past each other to get away from me. I rolled under the bench and stayed there all night.”
“That doesn’t make any sense” Lily said.
“We were testing silver as a food preservative. The ancient Romans knew of the antibacterial properties of silver. It was a happy accident we messed up the dosage. I was one of the first Silverskins” Alice replied.
“Why did you not come find us?” Lily asked.
“I thought you were both dead. I mourned you, for years. David brought me back from the darkness.” Alice said. She looked out her office window to the student in the square below.
“Who is David?” Lily asked.
“My husband. The father to my three children.” Alice replied.
“Oh.” Lily said. “I’m not a kid. Is Owen my dad. I mean my real dad?”
Alice kneeled in front of Lily. She held her hands out and Lily placed hers on top.
“Maybe.” She replied.
Owen felt his chin wobble, the masculine precursor of tears about to burst out. The dam held and he squeezed his daughter’s leg.
“So, what. Are we a family now?” Lily asked.
Owen leaned over and hugged her tight and said nothing for too long. She pulled her face away from him and looked up at his scarred chin that was beginning to shake as he fought back years of pent-up emotion.
“It’s been fifteen years Lily. Alice has a new life now. A husband and two kids.” Owen said.
“I thought you said three?” Lily asked.
“It’s a hard world” Alice replied.
Owen looked over to Alice and Lily couldn’t tell if he was angry or if he felt sorry for the woman. Afterall, she had lost two children. She thought for years that her firstborn had been torn to pieces by vampires, the mental image of this must have twisted her mind every night since. Lily thought there were only two options for Alice. Find out what the barrel of a shotgun tastes like… or move on with your life. She chose the latter. Can’t blame her for that.
“Oh. Ok.” Lily said.
Unlike Owen, Alice showed no emotion. Lily wondered if a lifetime of giving bad news had robbed her of empathy.
“I am sorry Lily. I’ve built a good life here. Lily, you are almost an adult so you must understand I have to think about my young children. My husband doesn’t know, this could break our family apart” Alice said.
She was mechanical in her cadence, like she was reading instructions to assemble a wardrobe.
The room swam as Lily felt a nervous attack coming on. Her mother became a blur.
“I need some air” Lily said before leaving the room.
Owen stared at Alice sat behind her desk. He said nothing then left to find his daughter.
Chancellor Acharya’s office was a sensory overload of treasures. The sides of the room were lined floor to ceiling with bookcases full of books and sculptures. The chancellor’s desk was covered in books, papers and an exotic looking curved sword on a plinth. The knights stood and stared at a huge wooden carving between two floor to ceiling windows behind the desk. The wood carving was of a man riding a chariot drawing his bow. Another man stood beside him and they seemed to be talking of something of great importance. James walked up to the carving. He studied it. Much of the piece was three dimensional, with a myriad of intricate cuts creating layers. The chariot looked as if it would leap from the piece at any moment.
The office door opened, and Chancellor Acharya entered. She took a seat at her desk and looked around at James still studying the carving.
“What is this depicting?” James asked without turning to face her.
Sita Acharya stood up and pushed her chair out of the way.
“It’s a scene from the Bhagavad Gita.” She said.
“See Prince Arjuna holding his bow, he is about to go to battle with his cousins, the Kauravas.” Sita said.
“Who’s this guy?” James asked.
“That is the God Krishna. Arjuna doesn’t want to fight his former friends and family. The Bhagavad Gita is an ancient Hindu text about duty, strength, honesty and integrity.”
“Does it do a better job defining duty than the Stoics?” James said.
Sita laughed.
“It is far better to perform one's natural prescribed duty, though tinged with faults, than to perform another's prescribed duty, though perfectly.” She said.
“I know what my duty is, but I don’t think I can go through with it.” James said.
Sita scribbled something on a small notepad on her desk and sat down. She gestured for James to join the other knights.
“Take this note to the library when you get a chance, they will give you a translation of the Bhagavad Gita.” Sita said.
She smiled wide, with genuine warmth. A young man seeking knowledge was a rare sight.
Owen shuffled in his seat.
“I’d hate to split up your book club, but I’d like to know why you have gathered us all here?” Owen said.
Sita leaned back in her chair and locked her slender fingers together in front of her face.
“We have theories about what caused the outbreak, but no resources to test samples. We know the mortality risk is one hundred percent for people with type O blood. We know those with type A blood have natural immunity to the original prion but can be infected through saliva or blood of those with type B blood.” Sita said.
“We have known that for decades.” Owen said.
“Prions are difficult to study because they cannot be neutralised easily. Heat, acid, hell even ionizing radiation doesn’t always work.  Twenty years ago, when I first became chancellor, I banned further research into the prion. We only have a bio safety level two lab. I was worried we would inadvertently mutate the protein structure of the prion.” Sita said.
“Could that happen?” Lily asked.
Sita nodded.
“It might have already happened.” Sita replied.
“Can you stop it?” Lily asked.
Sita looked past the knights and leaned forward.
“Porton Down is still online. If the answer is anywhere, it’s there” Sita said.
Lily recognised the name but couldn’t put a finger on where from.
“There’s nothing at Porton. If there was, my dad would have found it thirty-five years ago.” Owen said.
His final mission.
“I sent a team of Silverskins and the virology professor, Mr Burnston, down to check out the site. They couldn’t get in; the place was locked down tight. But they could see the power was on and the CCTV cameras were tracking them.” Sita said.
“It could have been an automated off the grid system. It makes sense they would have something to keep samples frozen.” Owen said.
“The team camped in a nearby office and watched the laboratory.” Sita said.
She leaned back in her chair and deliberately left a long pause, as if she was speaking to a large crowd and needed them to anticipate her next words.
“A man came out of the building one night. For just a few minutes.” Sita said.
“A scientist?” Lily asked.
“That, I do not know. The man was approached by a skulker that sniffed the air around him, before scurrying off” she said.
“Impossible” Owen replied.
“He was a final one” Lily said.
“Yes” Sita replied.
“We need access to the research files at Porton Down, and we need that final one captured and bringing back here”. 
Owen leaned forward, propped his elbows on his knees and his head on his hands. He was silent.
“Impossible. Its hundreds of kilometres away, and we don’t know how powerful this final one is. It’s suicide” Owen said.
“I’m in.” Florence said.
“Yep, me too. I signed up to the order to do everything I can to help people. I believe you guys are the only chance of figuring this thing out” Harry said.
“We are not with the abbey anymore!” Owen shouted.
“My apprentices, sorry, my knights, have made it their mission to figure out how to solve the vampire issue.” Owen added.
“Not with the abbey anymore, eh?” Sita said.
“A difference of ideological opinion.” Florence said with a smirk.
“The abbey is doomed anyway. The silver will run out. Without silver bullets we can’t scavenge or defend the town from flyers” Owen said.
“Owen, we have family, friends. Who knows what is going on at the abbey now. You can stay here and hide. After we do this mission for Sita, we’re going home” Lily said.
“I just want you to be safe.” Owen said.
“In this world?” Lily replied.
“In every world. I’m your dad” Owen said.
“We’re not staying. And if the silver runs out and we are dragged back to a preindustrial society then so be it.” Lily said.
Sita held her hand out, a strange gesture that stopped the knights from talking.
“Your abbey, it’s in North Yorkshire. Correct?” She asked.
“Gateway to the Dales.” Owen replied.
“Ever heard of galena?” Sita asked.
Owen and the knights shook their head.
“You have all the silver you could ever need under your feet, although you will need the knowledge to separate it from the lead. You see galena is a mineral made of lead and silver.”
“How do we get it?” Lily asked.
“You strip mine anywhere there’s surface level limestone and you will find galena.” Sita said.
“Fine, if we do this for you, you need to help us extract the silver.” Owen replied.
“I’m sure Doctor Koelemeijer will be happy to set up a geology campus in the Dales, as long as you solve your little problem at the abbey” Sita said.
“Huh” Owen said.
He was unusually monosyllabic.
“Is there anything I can say to make your team stay? We could use your skills” Sita said.
“The sand is getting low in your hourglass Sita. You proposition doesn’t have the same weight it once did.” Owen said.
He looked at Lily and gave an exhausted smile.
God I’m getting tired of fighting. My entire life has been one long slog.
He reached out and pulled his daughter’s head to him and kissed her on the forehead.
The knights left the office and stood in the hallway. Owen came out last. He looked at his apprentices, dressed in civilian clothes and felt sorry for them. They looked like any other teenagers, their awkwardness hidden under jeans and hoodies. The truth was, they came too close to death making the trip to the university. Owen knew the route and he had no idea the enclave of degenerates was there. What lay south of the university he didn’t know.
“Lily, collect your maps and meet me at the library. The rest of you, I want your weapons stripped and lubricated, your uniforms washed and our bergens filled with supplies.” Owen said.
“Yessir” they replied in unison.
He started to walk away then turned around.
“Florence, see the doctor about your eye, get any medication you can. Steal it if you have to.” Owen said.
“Sir!” Harry shouted, too loud for the confined space and his voice echoed down the corridor.
“I have met someone here who has travelled south, a Silverskin”
Owen made knocking noises with his tongue against the roof of his mouth.
“Ask your friend to meet us at the library.” Owen said.
The apprentices crossed the courtyard to the dormitories and went to their rooms. Florence picked up her bergen and tipped it out on her bed. She did the same with Lily’s. She packed both their uniforms and underwear into her bag and grabbed the nylon pouches with weapon cleaning supplies. She repacked the boxes of ammunition then slipped two rifles into the bergen. She zipped the large bag back up and synched the top down then left the room. Lily grabbed her stack of maps and left.
Lily felt strangely at home at the university. She asked a group of students to point her in the direction of the library and when they saw her clutching a stack of maps, assumed she was one of them. She felt normal for a change. It helped she was wearing jeans and a navy-blue hoodie instead of her grey battledress. The only thing identifying her as a soldier was her posture and the SIG pistol tucked into her waistband.
The library was unlike the other buildings at the university. It was a modernist rectangle of steel and glass, sat within a sea of beautiful neo-gothic. Instead of ornate windows it had rectangles. An imposing doorway giving the impression you are entering a place of great importance, was instead, a rectangle. Lily wondered what happened before the outbreak that turned people away from beautiful buildings and build concrete monstrosities.
Inside the library it was no different. Lily had imagined hardwood bookcases and fine leather furniture which she could relax all day reading ancient tomes. The walls were white, the floor was grey. The bookcases were lined up like gravestones, neatly spaced but dead as dirt. Lily walked past a clinical looking reception desk and found Owen at the back of the building. He had pushed two tables together to create a large square. Lily dropped her maps. Owen laid them out to create one large map of Britain. His face looked sharper than she remembered.
I hope he’s eating properly.
“We take the M-five south to Bristol then head south-east to Porton.” Owen said.
He traced the route across three maps with his finger.
“I will look for places to spend the night every twenty, twenty five kilometres.” Lily said.
“Go twenty, it leaves us room for setbacks.” He replied.
“Sure thing” Lily said.
Owen smiled. Lily was finding her niche in the team. She couldn’t fight, she was shit with a gun and she could be sycophantic at times, but she made up for it with her planning ability. She was a damn savant with a map and a compass.
“Are you guys the knights?” A girl asked.
Lily and Owen looked up from the maps.
“We are” Owen said.
“Kate” she said with her hand outstretched and a premeditated smile.
Lily and Owen looked at the girl for a moment before it dawned on them Harry wasn’t talking about some grizzled old Silverskin but a young student with the slightest blue sheen to her otherwise porcelain skin.
“Are you the Silverskin Harry was talking about?” Lily asked.
The girl dropped her hand, clearly these people were not the hand shaking types.
“Well, I’m not quiet a Silverskin yet, but the levels of colloidal silver in my blood should be enough to keep the type Bs away.” She replied.
Owen stared at the girl for a moment, she didn’t look sturdy enough for the trip. She was built similarly to Lily, although she was less sinewy. Lily was trained, she could run a half marathon without practice and the spartan diet of the abbey kept her lean and fighting fit. This girl was skinny but unconditioned. Her mahogany hair was too long for field work, she would need to cut it.
Kate looked at the map and the thin pencil line following the motorway south to Bristol.
“No, you don’t want to do that. The caliphate has outposts at Bristol, Swindon and Oxford. They have supply lines going between the outposts then on to their base in Luton.” She said.
“I thought the caliphate were west? Driven to the wilds of Wales when the south fell?” Owen asked.
“At the start of the outbreak, but that was forty years ago. They have created a horizontal line that bisects the south. Everything south of Luton is their domain, we’ll be trespassing.” Kate said.
“Are the stories about them true?” Lily asked.
“It depends on the stories” Kate said with a wry smile.
“They leaned into a medieval interpretation of Islam, much like you guys basing your society around medieval Christianity. Hard times make hard people.” Kate added.
“Yes, but we don’t take slaves” Lily said.
She thought for a moment of her friends, locked up in the under croft. She wondered how long it would take for the Abbot to realise they could be forced to work at gunpoint.
“Reports on them taking slaves have been greatly exaggerated. I reckon they realised they couldn’t feed and house all the raiders they arrested and put them to work. What did you guys do with the raiders you caught?” Kate asked.
Owen shuffled on his feet.
“We strung them up on lampposts as a warning to the others” He replied.
Lily cringed. She had never heard this before, it was the opposite of what Christians were supposed to do.
The abbey was doomed from the start.
Kate ran her finger directly south, between the motorways.
“If you are going south you need to stick to the smallest roads, away from the supply routes. Where are we going anyway?” She asked.
“I’m still deciding if there is a we. But our mission is Porton Down.” Owen said.
Kate nodded but didn’t take her eyes from the map.
“Sita has wanted to get in there for years. There must be a treasure trove of data in there. You won’t survive the trip without my blood, so if that’s your mission you have to take me” she said and slapped a drum beat on the table.
“Fine. But you do what I say. If you slow us down, I will leave you out there” Owen said.
Kate smiled and slapped the table.
“Amazing” She replied. “I’ll pack my stuff”.
Kate and Lily figured out the route. Lily checked for villages within walking distance they could stop the night. Police stations and churches were usually the best place hold up, and with Kate the danger should be lower. Lily was optimistic, for once the nagging pull of worry seemed to be missing.
The knights donned full battle dress and stood in formation in the courtyard. Owen walked up the line and checked their gear. Kate felt awkward so stood close to Harry. Owen stopped at her and she giggled. He shot her a dirty look then smiled. One of the blue freaks would disguise them from the type Bs.   
“We're wasting daylight. Let’s go” Owen said.
Lily looked back at the small crowd watching them leave. Alice wasn't there. She looked at Owen and caught him looking back too. She knew he was thinking the same thing. Lily had never known her mum. Owen had found out the woman he loved all these years, who he thought was dead, was very much alive with a new family. Lily held his arm as they left. He bumped his helmet against hers and she held him closer. As soon as they left the university, past burned-out cars and bombed out shops. They knew they were back in the real world.




CHAPTER 15

Captain Hollister found himself in a strange, foreign land. He had never crossed an ocean, but he was now lying on a beach, the sand warming his back and seagulls chirping above. As he sat up a beautiful bronze skinned woman walked past. He tried to say hello, but he struggled to speak. His mouth was full of sea water. He spat it out, but more kept coming until he couldn’t breathe. He looked out to the sea, it was black and bubbling. He looked back at the woman, she was now charred and smouldering. Her burning muscles constricted making it look like she was praying for it all to end.
Captain Hollister woke up and grabbed his neck, when he brought his fingers away there was no blood. The wound had somehow healed itself. Hollister giggled and thanked the universe for his luck. He must have fallen with his head at a strange angle that constricted the blood supply to the wound. For a moment he wondered if the Abbot was on to something with the Christianity stuff. It makes sense God would reward him with luck. Hollister thought back to the night before, he didn’t remember passing out. He looked across the floor to a torn open plastic package. He reached out and grabbed it. Combat eye shield – Made in USA. He recognised the packaging, he had one in his IFAK on the left side of his plate carrier.
“Did one of you hurt your eyes? I’m coming for the other one!” Hollister said under his breath.
He stood up and one of his legs was rigid. He shook it and slapped his thigh to get the blood flowing. Painful static shot up his from his toes to his spine as he walked around the pantry.
“Right, you little shits. I’m coming.” He said.
He stepped over a decapitated torso and saw golden streams of light shining through the building. He reached for his temples as a migraine started to take hold. He looked away from the light and saw most of the bodies had gone. Most likely turned in the night. There was no sign of his team. 
This place will be crawling by nightfall.
He pulled himself up onto a chair and reached down to grab his rifle. As he looked back up, he saw a man sat at the bar. Hollister limped over and around the bar. He grabbed a half full bottle of a particularly expensive vintage of Islay single malt, pulled the cork out with his teeth and took a long, painful swig. The man wore a curious smile, almost as if he recognised Hollister as an old friend. Before he could say anything, Hollister vomited the alcohol into a small steel sink and wiped his mouth with a stinking dish cloth. He swigged again and shot the man a wild stare with the bottom of the bottle pointing to the ceiling.
“Oh sure. That will work.” The man said.
He started to retch and filled the sink again. This time there was a worrying amount of clotted blood. The man laughed and shook his head.
“How did we survive last night” Hollister asked.
“Come on Captain. How long have we known each other. Fourteen years, is it?” He replied.
“I’ve never met you before in my life” Hollister said.
He casually threw the bottle away.
The man laughed.
“I’m good at being inconspicuous, you could say I have a gift” the man said. He gestured around the room with his hands.
“This is my home.” He said.
“I’ve been here many times. Never noticed you.” Hollister said. He leaned forward, the man gave no quarter.
“You could say I'm a bit of a night owl” He replied.
Hollister’s face dropped.
“I don’t understand” he said.
“I’m one of the original vampires, a final one” The man replied.
“Sure you are mate” Hollister said.
“Yes. I am one of the final few who are cursed to witness the end of the world. Although I don’t believe any of us will be around when the sun engulfs this fetid rock floating through the universe.”
Hollister dropped his rifle on the bar. He unholstered his pistol and he pulled out the magazine. The man had a flash of worry flicker across his brow. Hollister looked up and gave a slight shake of his head, the flicked a round out and it span on the bar top. He grabbed it and held the brass between his fingers. The man across the bar raised his chin and watched Hollister like a cat watches a robin through a window. Hollister ran his index finger over the silver bullet and jumped back into the shelves. Bottles crashed around him. He didn’t hear them over the searing pain of his bubbling skin. A large, fluid filled blister formed and burst. He slipped the magazine back into his pistol and then slipped the pistol back into its holster.
“The realisation can be quite, abhorrent. I’m sorry my boy.” The man said.
Hollister brought his fists to his temples and he let out a guttural scream through clenched teeth.
The vampire looked around, to the blood-stained wall to the left of the bar.
“I will take you in, teach you. Together we will rebuild this place” He said.
“Owen did this to me. First my ear then this” Hollister said.
“You have been given a gift. I don’t mean to blow my own trumpet, but I have certain abilities most final ones do not.” The man said.
Hollister grabbed his rifle and sprayed bullets into the vampire. His torso began to collapse inwards, and his head and shoulders came to rest on top of the bar as his legs slid out from the stool. Hollister stepped back as liquefied meat spilled over the bar.
So, silver is just as potent to final ones, that’s good to know.
After the rifle was empty, he placed it on the bar, covered in broken glass and a mix of blood and alcohol. He looked down at the dead final one, now a skeleton surround by fizzing pink foam. He walked through the building that had been the scene of a battle less than twenty-four hours ago. He could tell where people were killed by the largest patches of blood, where an artery would have been nicked while the skulkers fed. He left the bar, almost tripping on a velvet red rope held by two overturned stanchions.
The white marble floor in the lobby was covered with skulker carcasses. His team had put up a valiant final stand. Hollister tried counting them but gave up around the forty mark. There were bones, shell casings, blood of course and broken glass everywhere. His senses were overloaded so he approached the front door to get some fresh air. He climbed up the bonnet of the SUV blocking the doorway and reached up to the roof of the vehicle, he could pull himself up and out of the building.
He snapped his hand away and fell backwards off the front of the vehicle. He slammed down on the marble floor but the pain of the impact was nothing compared to his hand. The car was burned out, the roof must have still been hot from the fire. He clambered around on the floor in pain, then when it subsided, patted the car with his good hand, it was cool. He tested the car like he was checking if a pan was hot. Everywhere was cool. He reached up and touched the roof. The metal was colder than the cool air coming through the gap from outside. That is when he realised it wasn’t the car. Hollister reached a little further, his fingers tickling the golden sunlight. It didn’t hurt at first, then ten seconds later it started to burn. Fifteen seconds was too much, and he yanked his hand back and clutched it to his chest. It was sunburn like he had never had it before. A fat blister was growing on the knuckle of his ring finger. He looked at his other hand and was amazed at the flawless skin. It had already healed. The rules he had lived by his entire life had changed.
Hollister turned his back to the car and leaned against the bonnet. It was over, the life he had ahead of him snatched away. He reached down to his pistol and unholstered it.
Let’s see what silver does to my brain.
He brought the shaking pistol up and held the barrel to his head. Owen’s face flashed before him in his mind, not at the age he is now but at sixteen, when they had first met in Sturmgewehr. Hollister’s dad was a lieutenant in the gang and took Owen in like he was his own son. Hollister hated him from this moment. It was a hate that grew like hogweed, hurting everyone it touched.
His chest bounced with short, sharp breaths. Owen was still out there. Owen and his brood of brats were the reason Hollister was now what he had always hated. A few more people needed to die before he was ready to throw in the towel.
He holstered his pistol and sat in the lobby, shaded from the amber morning rays and waited.




CHAPTER 16

Harry squatted and picked a rotten wooden sign off the road.
“Harvington” he said and threw it like a frisbee over a hedge.
Lily took out a map and ran her finger down from Birmingham.
“Harvington. Small village, with a church. I marked it as a good place to spend the night.” She said.
“We’ve covered a good amount of ground today. We should rest up and get back at it tomorrow” Florence said.
Owen nodded but said nothing.
They walked passed rows of houses in different levels of decay. Forty years of rain, snow and wind had flaked the paint off doors and fences, then the wood below had rotted away. Lawns and hedges, once mowed and trimmed, were now tangled into matted barriers that blocked the path to the houses beyond. Shreds of plastic, blown by the wind, littered the once pristine gardens. The village had once been loved by those who lived there. Like a long dead relative, the village had been forgotten.
Florence made a mental note of the houses without cars on the driveway. They must have been immune to the disease and fled. She wondered if the people with cars in the driveway were the lucky ones.
A small, medieval church sat in the centre of the village, by a small green and a playground. The knights walked the perimeter of the church before they went inside, checking for any signs of vampires. It was an Anglo-Saxon design, from a time when most buildings were made of sticks and mud. It had survived a thousand years of invasion and it would long outlive the vampire plague. The glass technology of the time only allowed small windows, too small for a vampire to enter. The only way in was through the door, which could be barricaded from the other side. It was the next best thing to a bunker.
Owen shook the door to free up the seized hinges. He was only able to open the door a few centimetres. He jammed the blade end of his tomahawk into the gap and James took the door handle. They rocked it back and forth until the hinges made a loud click and they could open the door enough to get in. Inside, the single room chapel was clear of vampires. After dropping their bergens, they all took one end of a pew and stacked them to block the door. The knights rolled out their sleeping bags on the pew free area.
“The floor might be a little cold in the morning, but I’ve slept in worse places” Owen said.
“You don’t need to worry about the door, the type Bs will leave us alone” Kate said.
Owen mumbled something and sat at the front of the church on one of the remaining pews.
“Is he always like this?” she asked.
“Pretty much” Harry replied.
Florence rested her hand on Lily’s back. Lily brushed her off and sat on her sleeping bag. Florence looked at Harry and James. They hadn’t noticed the obvious tension hanging in the air. Boys never notice these things.
Nobody offered to cook so they played rock paper scissors. Harry lost because he wasn’t paying attention. He groaned and got off his sleeping bag. He slipped his feet into his unlaced boots and set up a stove and a pan. Harry looked through a couple of tins and made a Mexican stew of beef, beans and baby new potatoes. He threw in two tins of tomatoes and a sprinkle of paprika, garlic and dried chillis into the stew and let it simmer. When the freeze-dried spices run out, it would be the final nail in the coffin for humanity. An hour later, everyone grabbed a bowl full of stew and everyone went back for seconds.
Kate sat down next to Harry and leaned back against the ancient stone wall.
“That was delicious, where did you learn to cook?” She asked.
“I collect the magazines they used to have on planes. I adapted a recipe from one found on a British Airways flight to Mexico City” Harry replied.
“Strange thing to collect. Was your stamp collection full?” Kate said.
Harry laughed.
“Well, I can’t exactly hop on a plane and experience different cultures. I like to look at the magazines and imagine visiting these places.” Harry said.
“You’re a dreamer huh?” She asked.
“I’ve been beaten so many times for daydreaming, but sometimes my mind isn’t in my head. I can’t help it” he said.
“They beat you at the abbey?” Kate asked.
“We were made to fight each other. I was beaten, starved, made to exercise until I puked. It made me strong.” Harry said.
“That’s awful” Kate said.
“That’s reality Kate. The weak kids leave and get normal jobs. I couldn't see myself baking bread or milking cows, so I stuck it out” Harry replied.
“It's not like that at the university” Kate replied.
“Our training makes us strong enough to survive this world. If the Silverskins leave, you lot won't survive.” Harry said.
Kate brought her knees to her chest and sighed.
“I know. The training must mess you up mentally?” She replied.
Harry thought for a moment and looked at his teammates. James was engrossed in the book given to him at the university. Florence was idly swinging her Kukri and Lily stared at Owen like a lost puppy.
“Maybe. James can't help but check things over and over again.  Florence is capable of extreme violence without raising her heartbeat. My theory is her receptors have had so much adrenaline for so long that she has a crazy tolerance for danger.” Harry said.
“What about Lily?” Kate asked.
“She self-medicates. Sometimes, you can see her doses are off by looking at her eyes. It’s like she’s looking through you” He replied.
“How about you Harry, how do you cope?” Kate asked.
Harry thought for a moment then pulled out a leather journal.
“I fantasise about things. I make up stories, draw pictures, collect snippets of magazines and glue them in here. Fantasy is my medicine from reality” He replied.
Kate pressed her shoulder against his.
“Any fantasies about me?” She asked.
Harry panicked and stood up. Although girls had flirted with him before, it was never overt enough for him to notice. He walked away and pretended to look at a fading fresco. Lily looked up at his beetroot red face and then down to Kate, the two girls mirrored each other's little smirk.
Florence hunkered down into the soft bed of leaves covering the forest floor and aimed her rifle. She looked through the scope for a moment then stood up.
“What is it Florence?” Lily asked.
“I don’t have a clue. It looks like an animal but it’s not moving” Florence replied.
The knights fanned out and walked towards the animal, rifles up and ready to fire. Lily reached it first and poked it with the barrel of her rifle. Kate and Owen burst into laughter at the young knights staring at the beast. Owen walked up to it and kicked it, splintering its legs and dumping it onto the soft forest floor.
“What is it?” Lily asked.
“Stegosaurus, I think” Owen replied.
Kate nodded.
“It's a dinosaur” He added.
“Oh” The knights said in unison.
They looked around and saw more fiberglass dinosaurs, with paint bleached from forty years of sun. They were ghosts of animals the knights would never know. As they walked past the dinosaurs Harry brushed vines from plaques showing the names and time periods of the dinosaurs. Ankylosaurus, sixty-eight to sixty-six million years ago. Utah Raptor, one hundred and twenty-five million years ago.
Harry leaned against the plaque and tried to imagine a thousand years. He tried to expand his thoughts to a hundred thousand, then a million. He realised he was just thinking about the numbers, it was impossible to conceptualise such a vast amount of time. He then thought of forty years. Owen had been alive longer than the vampires. The genocide of humanity was a floating plank of wood in a sea of time. Harry smiled. He didn’t know why, but the insignificance of his life took the pressure off somewhat. Nobody will remember his failures.
“Come on slow poke” Kate said as she pushed past him.
Vines had woven themselves into a large iron gate. Owen tugged on the thickest then climbed up and over. James was over next, followed by Florence and Lily. Kate stared up at the gate and hesitated.
“I’ll help you up” Harry said.
Kate blushed. She climbed up a metre then her foot slipped. Harry rushed forward and held her up. He looked up at her and realised where he had put his hands. Firmly on her bottom. Kate laughed and climbed over. Harry tried to play it cool, but his face was blood red. She looked at him from the other side and smiled. Two fingers slipped through the tangled mass and Harry held them while transfixed on her eyes.
“Shit, what’s that behind you?” Kate asked.
Harry swung his rifle around and scanned the trees. When he turned back to Kate she was gone. He heard her laughing as she ran away and climbed the gate after her.
Harry caught up to the group now walking down a road. Lily had a map out and was tracing it with her finger.
“There should be a village up here” she said.
They made it to the village and Kate gasped. There were two rows of buildings facing each other, with a shallow river running down the middle. A small stone bridge crossed both sides and all the buildings seemed to be in good shape. The gardens in front of each house were filled with overgrown rose bushes of white, red and pink. The village must have been beautiful before the outbreak. Hell, it was beautiful now. Perhaps the outbreak never effected this place, or even the industrial revolution.
They walked up the street and stopped at a large stone fronted building. Owen kicked away a rotten pile of brown leaves and picked up a sign. The Bank Bar & Hotel. He looked up at the black windows above. Most of the curtains wide open. A good sign.
“We stay here tonight. Leave your bags. Florence, you’re with me. Lily and James, you watch our backs. Harry, eyes on the entrance. Sorry Kate, no civilians.” Owen said.
The knights dropped their heavy packs and synched the slings on their rifles, so they lay tight to their sides. If they empty the magazines on their pistols, they can fire their rifles from the sling. Owen, Lily, Florence and James pulled out their sidearms and loaded a round. The knights finished their prep by donning their bite proof coifs. Owen picked the lock in less than ten seconds and the knights walked into the darkness.
Harry was alone with Kate and he wished he was clearing the hotel of vampires. The thought of fighting for his life seemed less terrifying than trying to talk to this girl.
“How long will they be?” Kate asked.
Harry looked at the building. Three floors, and skylights on the roof.
“Thirty minutes. They’ll clear it from the bottom up and secure bedrooms on the top floors away from any puddles” He replied.
“Puddles?” She asked.
Harry forgot he wasn’t talking to a knight.
“When a body decomposes, all the liquid has to go somewhere. It puddles on floors and drips down beams. Sometimes it soaks into the concrete foundation of the building. It's been so long since these people died, disease isn’t an issue anymore, but you wouldn’t believe the amount of mould in some buildings.”
Kate grimaced.
“That’s disgusting”
“Hence, we sleep on top floors. Hotels normally don’t have many bodies in them. Not many romantic weekends away, when millions of vampires were tearing people apart.” Harry said.
“If I wasn’t here, how would you keep the vampires away?” She asked.
Harry walked over the road and knelt by the river. Kate followed and sat on the ledge.
“Before meeting you, it would be suicide for us to sleep outside of Gramps, our armoured truck. I guess we would destroy the staircases and hope no flyers smelled us.” He replied.
Kate leaned over and stared into the water. A large rainbow trout glided through the clear stream.
“You ever think about how the end of the world must have effected animals?” Kate asked.
“Not really” Harry replied.
“Take fish for example. With no more water pollution, they must have thought the world suddenly got so much better. They have no idea what is going on outside their little world. It sort of makes our own situation seem less important.” She said.
“I guess. If you looked at a timeline of all life on earth, you wouldn’t even notice the human race being wiped out. Do you think viruses and parasites miss us?” He asked.
“Exactly. Everything else just keeps going.” Kate said.
“It’s comforting in a weird way” Harry asked.
Kate looked up at him. The late afternoon light reflected from the river into her face, making her more lovely.
“I like fish. They’re covered in beautiful patterns, and bloody delicious.” She said.
“You’re a strange girl Kate” Harry said with a smile.
“My blue face didn’t alert you to that?” she said.
“You don’t look that blue. Maybe a little hypothermic” He replied.
“Oh, so you want to warm me up?”
Harry jumped as Florence came out of the doorway and grabbed her bag.
“You guys getting comfortable?” Florence asked.
Harry blushed and ran over to his bag. He opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out. He ran inside.




CHAPTER 17

Hollister had a hunch Owen would visit his old girlfriend at the university. That fat idiot, Knight Campbell talked about her sometimes after the apprentices had gone to bed, and the ale had gone to his head. The final one confirmed his hunch.
The vampire’s name had already dissipated from his memory. Did he even tell him his name? The thought of killing such a legendary creature without knowing its name was a brilliant power move. The vampires that struck the most fear into the hearts of children, where nothing to Hollister. The final one did provide something useful; it confirmed the apprentices had passed through. That was good enough for Hollister. They were heading south.
He walked back to the car as soon as the sun fell below the tips of the Scots pine trees that circled the golf resort. He had no idea if sunlight could kill him, or just really hurt. For now, it was best to er on the side of caution. Outside the building, unafraid of the encroaching shadows, he smiled as the chilled evening air hit his face. Less than twelve hours ago he had accepted death, now he had never felt more alive. When he opened his eyes, he noticed the sky looked different. It wasn’t black and white anymore, the pin pricks of light were a swirling soup of pinks, greens and purples. The colours were bright and reflected a phosphorescence off everything below. It reminded him of the time he ate a handful of wavy cap mushrooms. His perception was otherworldly. He thought of his NODs still in the back of the pickup. His vision wasn’t quite as good as his quad tube device, but with those on, night would become day.
Movement in the thick underbrush caught his attention. A skulker stood and watched him. It sniffed at the air. One round entered its skull and blew out the side of its head. Hollister lowered his rifle and got to the car, still packed up and ready to go. He adjusted the rearview mirror stared into his luminous blue eyes and turned on the engine.
“God I’m good looking.” He said.
“I’m coming Owen. You’re my last mission then I will wander this land as death, the destroyer of worlds.”
Hollister reached over to the passenger seat and grabbed the map. He slowed the vehicle then maintained a steady forty miles per hour. He opened the map, looked down for a second and came close to hitting a car sitting proud of the hard shoulder. Slamming the brakes, the car skidded around the abandoned vehicle to a stop. He studied the map, and wondered if the road would be clear, or if he would be better taking the small roads. From his right side he saw movement and he grabbed his rifle. A lone skulker watched him from the window.
Fuck off.
The creature tilted its head and its eyes flickered with understanding. Hollister winced as he recognised humanity in the beast's eyes. It frowned with what remained of eyebrows then backed away from the car. It scampered away.
“Did that thing listen to me?” Hollister said.
His breath swirled in the night air coming through the open window.
Hollister was right to get off the motorway. Heavy rain had caused a section of the road to subside, spilling vehicles and asphalt down a steep hill. He snaked up and over hills before he re-joined the motorway closer to Birmingham. Approaching a junction, a sign pointed to the university and he pulled off. Vehicles cluttered the off ramp and almost blocked the way. He took the first exit on a roundabout when the putrid-sweet smell of decay filled his nose. He gasped, covering his face with a scrunched up woollen hat from the glovebox. It didn’t help. He opened the window and vomited out the car. The smell outside was infinitely worse. The pickup’s large offroad tyres bounced off the curb and he overcorrected, knocking his hands from the wheel.
The silver pickup truck rolled once then slammed down hard on its roof. The engine knocked two heartbeats then died.
Hollister kicked out the door and poured himself into the road. He sat up against the car, reached out to a piece of broken mirror and watched his broken nose correct itself. The smell knocked him back to the overturned car. He looked at the gear strewn across the road and grabbed a small bag. Tore it open, ruining the zip, and pulled out a black gasmask. He placed it over his face and let the rubber straps snap onto the back of his head. The Scott Safety respirator did its job, the filters scrubbed the air of the smell. He grabbed his rifle and headed in the direction of the university.
An hour later he came through the main gate, and he wandered up the campus square. Looking at the clock on the bell tower, it was two in the morning. There was nobody around. Hollister noticed a dimly lit window on the top level of a large and important looking brown-brick building. A stone path led a short staircase to the building. He stood in the doorway and listened for any noise in the building. Hollister had to develop strategies to survive eighteen years in the STG. Sometimes, stopping and thinking, allowing a situation to wash over and through you, was pragmatic. He had been a vampire for less than a day and hadn’t let go of old habits yet.
He entered the building and closed the door behind him. When he lifted his general service respirator, the stench from the room hit him hard. It was worse than anything he’d smelled before, so bad that it seared his brain. His stomach churned, and he doubled over. Hot, watery vomit spewed from his mouth and splattered onto the floor. As soon as it stopped, he heaved huge breaths, trying to get his lungs working again. When he was sure he had expelled all he had to, he wiped his mouth and snapped his mask back into place. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.
“Are you ok?” A voice said from the gloom.
Hollister looked up and saw a grey looking man in a ratty tweed jacket.
“Is this the university?” Hollister asked.
The man shone his torch at Hollister.
“It is”
“Are my team here?” He asked.
The man had a purple and yellow bruise on his cheek. Someone had given him a knock to the dome, it looked recent.
“So, you’re a knight as well. Too late I’m afraid, they left three days ago” Professor Gleeson replied.
Jesus, how long was I unconscious at the golf club.
Hollister thought on his feet. Lying came naturally to him. “Florence is my darling daughter. I need to find her” he said.
“The girl with the eye patch?”
Eye patch? The bandages on the floor of the pantry.
“Er yes that’s her.” he lied.
“Talk to Chancellor Acharya tomorrow, she will tell you where they went. It was all very hush hush apparently” Professor Gleeson said.
Hollister grabbed the professor and pinned him against the wall. Before he knew it, he was biting his throat with the ferocity of a pit bull eating a toddler. Hollister didn’t remember lifting his mask, the deep bouquet of the man’s blood overpowered whatever was making the terrible smell. The professor tried to scream. Hollister could feel the vocal cords tickling his tongue. When the deed was done, Hollister pulled his mask down and let the body fall to the ground.
Chancellor Sita Acharya room 14b of the administration building. Hollister didn’t understand how he knew this information. The man, fully exsanguinated, sucked in a deep wet breath. Hollister grabbed the man’s foot and dragged him into a supply cupboard under a staircase. The professor was propped up next to an old mop, Hollister slipped out his silver tipped tomahawk and slashed the professor’s throat.
Blood poured from the wound, followed by a pinkish lumpy stew. The professor's face became emaciated, parts of his skull was visible. Hollister stepped back as the body completely collapsed in on itself. Stood in the dark cupboard, Hollister wondered how many abilities he had inherited. If he had talked to the vampire at the club house instead of filling him with silver, he would have learned there were very few that came close.
Hollister pulled out his Sig P226 and checked a round was in the chamber. He came out of the cupboard and took a right turn, his footsteps echoed up the corridor. I’m coming Sita, I hope for your sake you tell me where they are.




CHAPTER 18

The morning was lifeless, pale and hard to wake up to. Condensation fogged the hotel room window telling Harry it was a lot colder outside than in their little nest. Harry almost tripped over Florence’s mattress as he left the room, she batted him with a lazy swipe. Desperate for the toilet he looked to the door to the ensuite, but they had agreed nobody was to use the toilet in the room, it was easy to forget it wouldn’t flush. Harry held his pistol like a bar of soap and wandered down the hall and tried a door. It was a cupboard full of towels and small bottles of shampoo. He yawned and tried another, a room with an ensuite. He wasn’t quite awake as he used the toilet and didn’t notice the skeleton lying in the bath behind a shower curtain, its browned skin coating the bones like morning dew. The last drops hit the porcelain and he walked back down the corridor, passing the store cupboard.
He sniffed his armpit and frowned.
“Phooph, a little ripe their Harry” he said to himself.
He grabbed an armful of towels, dressing gowns and filled a fabric laundry bag with shampoo, conditioner, and body wash. When he got back to the room, everyone was sat up in their beds. He threw everyone a handful of toiletries, a towel, and a gown.
“You’re not getting a tip” Owen said.
Harry didn’t understand what a tip was so smiled like a dog listening to its master.
“It’ll be cold, but the stream out front should be clean enough to wash in” Harry said.
“It will be more than cold. Owen will have a heart attack; he’s getting on a bit in years” Lily said.
Owen stretched his back.
“I’d be angry if you weren’t right” Owen said.
“If we light the fire in the bar downstairs, we can wash in the stream then come in and dry off.” Kate said.
The knights walked downstairs without a care. Kate’s blood emboldened them. Owen had his pistol ready out of habit, but for the first time he was confident he didn't need it. They ate a simple breakfast of porridge and powdered orange juice as they summoned the courage for an icy plunge. As the apprentices finished breakfast, Owen busied himself building the fire. There was plenty of aged kindling and logs which caught fast and burned well. He kept adding more wood until the fire roared. Lily drew the curtains.
“I swear to God, if any of you look” she said to the boys.
Owen placed a pistol on the faux granite bar top.
“Don’t worry, they will have me to deal with” Owen said.
The girls went outside and kicked off their clothes, walked over the road and placed their towels on a low wall by the stream. The water was waist high, and the shock caused them to hyperventilate. Staccato breaths were followed by maniacal laughs. Sweet smelling toiletries were flung about as they rubbed and scrubbed. Florence went under first and rubbed her hair to remove the conditioner. She shot out of the water and climbed up the wall to the grass bank. Lily and Kate went under the icy water and moments later emerged and clambered up and out. The cold water had numbed their muscles and they struggled to wrap themselves in their towels. The clothes could wait, they needed the fire. They ran past their clothes and straight into the hotel. They sat shivering by the fire as the boys wished they had gone first so they didn’t know just how cold it was.
The boys ran out, kicked off their clothes into a pile and jumped into the water. They scrubbed, grabbed their towels then ran inside. They didn’t clean themselves with the same care as the girls. James was sure his outie had turned into an innie. Harry still had soap under his armpits and had to walk around the bar and pour water down his arm to wash it off.
“Harry, n-n-no offence but no more suggestions from you for a while” Owen said.
The girls had already dried off and were enjoying the warmth from the fire. Florence sterilized a hand towel in a boiling pan of water then cleaned her eye. Nobody said anything, they just sat in silence and enjoyed the warmth. Owen couldn’t help but shake his head and laugh at the poor excuse of warriors he had created.
“Lazy bastards” he said.
Lily held up her hand and swatted him away like he was a fly.
When he was dry, Owen found a set of coffee mugs and brewed a pot of freeze-dried coffee. They sipped the drinks, they wished they could live in that moment forever. When the cups were drained, the dirty clothes were gathered and scrubbed in a large aluminium kitchen sink and dried by the fire. In the meantime, they went back upstairs and got dressed into their combat gear for the day ahead.
Rain came a few hours after they left the hotel. Memories of comfort was washed away by a fine spray from the heavens. Before long, the spray became a shower that pelted the knights. They stopped under an old railway bridge to grab the waterproof jackets from their bags. The green Gore-Tex jackets didn’t match their grey uniform, but they were completely waterproof and breathable to let out excess body heat. They also had large hoods that completely covered the knight’s helmets. Kate donned a heavy waxed poncho. They waited for ten minutes but the rain continued. Owen headed out into the shower and beckoned the others to follow.
“Better get going” Owen said, clearly miserable.
They came to a river before noon. It was beset by fields of undulating mud on both sides and a small, single-track road ran along the bank. Lily watched the rain hit the water as they walked. There was something relaxing about the droplets seemingly emerge from the river and shooting up to the sky. They followed the river west and came to a main road and a ruined bridge. The site of some battle or just erosion, Owen couldn’t tell. Although the road had crumbled away, the steelwork seemed passable on foot. One side of the bridge had a H beam that spanned across, but there was nothing to hold on to most of the way. Owen stood on top of a lorry to see a way across. Ordinarily, Florence would have volunteered first, but she hesitated, the injury hadn’t just been physical. Lily climbed down from the lorry and walked to the bridge. Owen felt an urge to stop her, but he knew there would be no such urge for the others so let her walk.
Lily opened the breach of her rifle, just enough to check it was empty but not so far she inadvertently loaded a round. Happy it was safe, she synched her rifle tight to her chest. The tangled steel of the bridge had lots of ferrous branches to snag the trigger and send a round who knows where. She stepped off the concrete onto a beam that felt solid enough until she looked at the torrent below.
“Seems safe!” She shouted over the howling rain to the knights behind.
Lily stepped over a mass of wires that had once been concrete reinforcement. The bridge swayed a little, more from the wind than her weight. She looked back at the knights, with the rain and their hoods up Lily couldn’t quite tell if it was James or Harry following her.
If its James, I hope he doesn’t fall in. Wait... where did that come from?
Lily wobbled as she turned around. She corrected her balance then stared at the other side of the bridge.
Focus Lily.
There was fifteen metres of steel beams to traverse, to reach the solid concrete of the other side. Lily wondered why she kept thinking about James, perhaps she was still mad at him for Morgan? Lily stopped paying attention and failed to notice the single wire blocking her path.
Falling felt like dying. There was no other way to explain the feeling. The ice-cold water shocked her more than the fall. When her head emerged, Lily gulped air and water. Pure panic, uncut and unadulterated. She vomited as the water went down her trachea. Lily was kept afloat by the gear she was wearing, with all its layers and pockets full of trapped air. It wouldn’t support her for long, she felt herself sinking as the air was pushed out through the layers of fabric. She thought of crane training back at the abbey and stopped panicking. Lily knew she could survive this, as long as she cleared her mind. Any buoyancy provided by her gear was gone, replaced by dead weight and her head dropped below the water. Her mind was clear though, she had been through worse. Lily let herself sink and walked along the bottom of the river, up a slope of unsteady rocks and crawled out of the water onto the bank.
“She’s out! Over there!” Florence shouted.
Lily looked to her right and watched the final two knights cross the bridge. Owen sprinted towards her. Once he could see she was alive he turned away and wiped his eyes.
“Two baths in one day, aren’t I lucky” Lily said.
Her teeth chattered behind blue lips as she laughed.
Owen listened to her chest, it was clear of liquid and he helped her stand. They took to a light jog to help Lily warm up. Kate couldn’t keep up the pace and an hour later they stopped for lunch in an ancient oak forest. She didn’t understand how the knights weren't out of breath. Kate was sure she would pass out. Every other breath was a cough and the colour seemed to seep out of the world like a watercolour painting with too much water. As soon as they stopped, Lily started to shiver again. Hypothermia.
“We stop here, see that big oak, I want tarps going around the trunk and pinning to the ground at forty-five degrees.” Owen ordered.
“Yessir” The knights replied.
All except Lily, her jaw had seized.
Lily jumped and jogged on the spot. Anything to keep her blood flowing and the shivers away. Everyone else, including Kate, strung up tarps. The knights grabbed a large, thin piece of material from their bergens and each hung one end from a giant oak then held the other end up with sticks. Their shelter looked like the oak had grown up through the centre of a tepee. It wasn’t waterproof, but with the great oak’s canopy only a few drops of rain got inside. The boys averted their gaze as Lily removed her wet clothes, dried herself the best she could on a dry t-shirt and slipped into her sleeping bag. James made a fire and ran out of their shelter to find more substantial logs. He came back out of the wall of rain holding an armful of thick logs, he built up the fire and draped Lily’s gear over a branch. Satisfied with his work, he sat with his back against the ancient tree and hoped Owen would let them sit out the rain. Lily watched him build the fire and made up her mind about James. He was damaged, like her, but had a gravitational pull that had ensnared her and wouldn’t let go.
“Will she be ok?” Florence asked Owen, trying to be discreet.
“I can hear you guys” Lily said from behind the tree.
She emerged in her jeans, a white t-shirt and an olive-green fleece. She sat down next to James, he rubbed her arms.
“Any feeling yet?” He asked.
Lily blushed.
“I meant your arms. Do your arms, ah shit.” James said.
He moved back and held his hands out to the fire.
Owen chewed on a piece of jerky pilfered from the university. James glanced up and Owen kept eye contact while chewing, not saying a word. James looked back down to the fire and shuffled away from Lily.
“We are making good time. Dry off and grab some food” Owen said.
He pulled his hood down and rested his head on a bulbous tree root.
“He needs a grandad nap” Lily said.
Owen unholstered his pistol and racked the slide. The knights laughed. Kate didn’t understand the joke. She looked at the knights like they were an undiscovered tribe in the Amazon rainforest. Their culture was completely different to her own. Kate wondered how many isolated communities had formed across Britain, the world even. Harry handed her a steaming cup of tea and a silver packet with biscuits brown printed in faded letters. She ripped the pack open and dipped a biscuit in her tea. She chewed it and frowned at Harry.
“Are these supposed to not taste of anything?” Kate asked.
“They’re sixty-year-old British Army rations. The flavour has gone but they are full of carbohydrates and sugar.” Harry said.
Kate wanted to be polite but had no words that were not offensive. She handed Harry the pack with a smile.
“I’m… full.” She said.
He shrugged and finished the biscuits.
The sun flickered in the treetops. They hadn’t passed anywhere to camp and it was getting late in the day. Owen blamed himself for napping instead of studying his map to find shelter. The rain had sapped him of energy and the campfire warmed his bones. He was getting old. Worn out.
At six o'clock, Owen started to worry.
“Kate. We'll be outside when the sun sets. Can we trust your gift?” He asked.
Kate laughed.
“Of course. Trust me”.
Owen wasn’t sure. They had been walking for hours in the forest and by Lily’s calculations, were fifteen kilometres out from the nearest village. Owen held up his left hand and everyone stopped.
“We're five hours out. Check the batteries on your weapon lights. The sun is setting in about two hours” Owen said.
“Beacons on sir?” James asked.
“Shit, I forgot about them. Yes.” Owen replied.
The knights reached down and switched on illuminating strobes attached to their armour. One on the front of their plate and one on the back of their helmet. A dim red strobe pulsed from them.
Darkness came quick and thick in the forest. The chorus of birds stopped. The only sounds were the crunch of their footsteps and wind rushing through the branches above. Lily could see only the black silhouettes of her team and trees, everything else faded into dark blue. Minutes later there was only red strobe lights and black. The forest, so thick, it swallowed the light from the moon and stars. Each knight held onto the bergen in front. Harry held Kate’s hand and guided her. She reached into her pack and pulled out a flashlight. Harry noticed and reached out to stop her. Without a word she put it back into her pack and returned her hand to his. She smiled and gripped. It would have been a bad time to tell him she was afraid of the dark.
The knights moved through the forest like some deep-sea creature. They wiggled around trees and emitted luminescence in the abyss.
Florence swore under her breath as she walked. James went up the line and walked with her.
“Everything ok Florence?” He asked.
“I can’t see shit” she said.
“Don’t worry, two eyes aren’t helping much” James said.
Florence smirked. James looked around to see her jaw and teeth visible in the red light from her chest. He shuddered. Owen turned around and flashed them with his SureFire. They walked on in silence.
Two hours of silent marching passed until they came to a dirt road cutting through the forest. Owen kept low as he crossed and disappeared into the tree line opposite. Three white flashes told the knights it was safe to cross. Owen covered them from the other side. Without NODs he could barely tell his team from a group of skulkers. Lily crossed last and for a moment she registered movement down the road, she hoped it was the moon casting shadows. She raised her rifle but saw nothing. Five minutes went by until they heard something behind them. The violent sound of branches snapping overpowered the sound of ferns being torn up by something running towards them. The knights turned around and aimed their rifles towards the commotion. Lily saw it too late, a face covered in lichen made more horrible by her red strobe light. She broke rank and dived away.
The creature threw itself against a small tree that snapped under its weight. An Eddie, two metres high barrelled towards them then skidded to a stop. All was silent.
Lily looked around and saw red glowing orbs moving around her. The beast got close to one of the orbs and she could see it again. It shook its head like a dog trying to eat a wasp. It took a step back out of the red gloom. Somebody turned on their weapon light and the beast stood in the open, spasming and grunting.
“Fascinating. It’s an Eddie, isn’t it?” Kate asked.
Lily overcame her instinct to hide.
“You’re keeping it away” Lily replied.
“I’ve got the head.” Florence said.
“Chest.” Harry said.
“Copy on chest” James said.
“Is everyone clear?” Owen asked.
A chorus of ‘copy’ came from the knights.
Lily aimed at the centre of its face.
“Synchronise on three. One. Two. Three” Owen said.
The Eddie took all five shots and started to move towards the knights. Half of its head was blown off. Kate brought her hand to her mouth at the horrific sight of its brains spilling out over its left shoulder. Another volley of five shots brought it to its knees. The giant creature bubbled from the silver bullets reacting to its infected blood. A moment later it fell into the dead leaves and erupted in a cloud of puss and floating spores. Florence ran over to the skeleton and removed it’s teeth using a pair of needle nose pliers and placed them in her souvenir tin. She handed two to James and turned around to see Kate bent down, examining the skull.
“If you weren’t here, we wouldn’t have got a shot off before it was on us. Here, take one of these” Florence said.
She handed a tooth to Kate.
Kate sprayed the tooth with ethanol hand sanitizer then rolled it around in her hand.
“It’s sort of, serrated, like a dogs tooth” she said.
“Designed to rip and tear” James said.
He grabbed Kate’s pack and pulled himself off the ground.
Lily savoured the smell of gunpowder in the cold night air. The smell warmed her, reminded her of many core memories of her childhood. Before the outbreak, if she had lived a normal life, the smell of roast chicken or freshly baked bread would elicit the same response.
Their focus on the dead vampire stopped them from hearing the second Eddie until it was too late. The creature threw itself into Owen, knocking him flat on his back and sprinted towards Lily. She didn’t have time to aim her rifle so unloaded the entire magazine from her hip. The other knights were in poor firing positions. If they pulled the trigger they would fire through the hulking mass and into each other. Owen turned on his SureFire weapon light.
When Lily's magazine was dry, she rolled out the way and the beast's momentum made it slide on the soft forest floor. The damned thing was in riot gear with a full-face respirator, it couldn’t smell Kate’s scent so had no problem breaching their perimeter. It disappeared into the gloom.
The Eddie held out an arm to swing around a tree and kept its momentum as it bounded towards Lily as she stared into the darkness, unaware it was about to tackle her. From the corner of her eye, she saw Owen jump into the air and drive two feet into the creature’s chest. Even though it must have been close to two meters high and built like a bodybuilder, it stumbled out of the way of Lily. The other knights clicked their rifles to full auto and emptied their magazines. The forest erupted in blinding flashes and the jarring thwack of suppressed gunfire. This vampire fell more dramatically than the first and shook as its body fizzed and bubbled.
They reloaded and took defensive positions, using trees for cover. They scanned the perimeter and listened. The absence of sound was deafening. Owen heaved himself off the ground and clutched his lower back. He straightened up and stretched. Every time he moved, he let out a gasp. Lily lay on the ground and watched him. He looked down at the red pulsing lights and saw his daughter panting. She wasn’t dead. He limped away.
Owen whistled and the knights got back into formation. Kate couldn’t help but think of them as an alien species again. She was impressed how they could communicate complicated things in a hand movement, a single word, or a whistle. After years of listening to musty old professors giving lectures without saying anything useful, it was refreshing. These people were trained for one thing: efficiency.
They came to a gravel track and followed it out of the forest and into a field of knee-high grass. Their eyes had adjusted to the darkness of the forest, now the cloudless night made things more visible. Moonlight reflected off something in the distance that caught Owen’s eye. He looked up a hill to a farm.
“Looks like a place to spend the night. On me everyone” Owen said.
“Think you can make it that far with your back?” Lily asked.
“Are you being sarcastic?” Owen asked.
“No, you look like you’re in a lot of pain” She asked.
“I’m fine. Pinched a nerve or something” Owen replied.
“Well, try to not get tackled by any more Eddies.” Lily said.
“Are you sure you’re not being sarcastic?” He asked.
“Maybe a little” Lily replied.
As they got closer to the farm, they could see the buildings were gone, burned to a black shell years ago. From a distance it looked like the skeleton of some giant sea creature. A small workshop survived the fire, and the knights made their way across the farm to shelter. The wooden door had rotten off its hinges and sunk into the dirt. Owen stepped forward and put his foot through the rotten wood. He held his lower back and the others went inside.
The knights made their beds without saying a word, it had been a long hard day and they didn’t want to cut into time they could spend sleeping. Kate knew the pain she felt in her legs would be worse tomorrow, she knew there would be no rest when the sun came up. They tied three tarps from an old tractor to stop drips of water hitting them from above. The corrugated iron roof was more holes than iron. Owen's had electric jolts in his back from the beating he took from the Eddie. He wanted to cry as he looked down at the concrete floor that would be his bed. Sleep would have sufficed as a painkiller.
The further they travelled south, the more scarred the landscape became. The final days of fighting was worse in densely populated areas, with the roads blocked the only options were to stand and fight or wait and die. Porton down was in the county of Wiltshire, a rural county in between London, Bristol, Southampton, and Portsmouth. People who had never been more than ten minutes from a Pret a Manger thought Wiltshire was rural enough to wait out the destruction in the cities. Millions of people flooded into the county with no plan, no food, and no shelter. A two-lane road would take them past the lab, if it was jammed they would pull off the road and walk across fields until they reached the science park. The name made the site sound like it was a business park, for tech startups. It was in fact, the hub for British biosafety level four research. BSL-4 labs held the most dangerous pathogens, those with no vaccine or cure. Ebola, Nipah, Marburg, and smallpox were just some of the tenants. If there was information on the pathogen that caused the vampire plague, it would be there.
The road was so congested with cars, they couldn’t even walk down the grass verges to the sides of the road. There was no way through, no way round, the only way was over the cars. Their progress was slow, a broken ankle, or a cut from the broken glass that was on every surface of every damned vehicle could mean death. At the first opportunity they climbed through a hedge to a field that ran parallel to the road.
“Jesus Christ” Florence said.
She stared at the hundreds of cars mired down in thick mud. James didn’t flinch at her blasphemy anymore. She would have to find another way to get a rise out of him. The knights moved further away from the road and out of the crush of cars.
“What were these people doing, there’s no way these little cars could drive over this terrain” Lily said.
Owen turned his head, but after the close call the day before, kept full attention on his surroundings.
“When the type Bs started crawling around the streets at night, people fled the cities. They were like rats from a burning building looking for any way to escape. My guess is they were heading to Portsmouth in the hope they could get on a ship.” Owen said.
“The outbreak happened across the world. Where did they think they could go?” James asked.
“It might be hard to imagine, but before the outbreak there was a class of people who were so rich, they owned giant yachts. When the outbreak started, they got their close family members and headed out to sea. The largest ships had enough fuel and food to last for years. People with less money bought passage onto cruise ships. You can't imagine how large these were. The largest could have seven thousand passengers, but they would only let on two, maybe three thousand people. They filled the empty rooms with canned food and bottled water.” Owen said.
“Do you think there are any survivors out there on these ships?” Harry asked.
“On the private ships, no. They are gilded mausoleums washed up on foreign shores. But I’m sure there are survivors on the cruise ships. They probably beached them before the seas could sink them. We heard stories of a ship that came back to port a couple years after the outbreak. They left with containers full of soil and animals. They made a floating farm.” Owen said.
“Smart” Florence said.
“The animals went in by two-by-two hurrah, the elephants and the kangaroos... the erm badgers and the... shit I can't think of another animal.” Harry said.
James laughed.
“I always thought the flood story was silly. But every religion since the Mesopotamians has one. There must have been a flood so bad, and it killed so many people that it changed human culture for tens of thousands of years.”
His face changed and his eyes became dark.
“I can’t imagine holding out for forty years waiting for the olive branch” he said.
“You could grow your own olive tree in that time” Owen said.
A few miles down the road, the knights came to the reason for the traffic. Tanks and artillery scattered a sloped field, their guns pointed to the road.
“The Army must have used the people in cars to lure in the vampires” Owen said.
“Did they have silver bullets back then?” Kate asked.
Owen fished a piece of fruit and nut bar out his pocket and popped a chunk into his mouth.
“Nope”
“A direct hit with one of these cannons might have done something, but if you blow an arm or a leg off a skulker it’ll grow right back within an hour. These people were fucked.” Florence said.
Lily thought she saw a glimmer of empathy in her grim countenance.
“Thousands died here, didn’t they?” Kate asked.
Owen washed down his snack with a swig of water.
“Nobody survived this” he said.
He thought back to his dad throwing him the back of the Land Rover, and his his mum screaming as his dad mowed down the neighbour. Owen had a brief memory, as clear as a photograph. London was on fire and in the sky above, shadows of dragons danced against the smoke. He found out soon after, they were not dragons but flyers. Sometimes reality is worse than even the most creative child’s imagination.
The knights turned from the tanks and cut through a field of grass and wildflowers. It was a strange juxtaposition from the road, but a welcome one. In the distance, transmission towers loomed over the landscape, creating a bread crumb trial to their destination.




CHAPTER 19

Owen passed the checkpoint first. At one time there would have been armed guards checking vehicles. Now, the little office was filled with brown leaves and black mould. As they passed through where a barrier would have been, a CCTV camera tracked them. Just as Chancellor Acharya had said. This filled Lily with hope. To have survived this long, the building must be impenetrable. It has been a long time since she has slept in a warm, safe bed.
Owen thought the best plan was to knock on the door and be polite. If that failed, they had SX4 plastic explosives for the bullet resistant glass façade. Florence wanted to blow their way in first and take them by surprise. Owen confiscated her plastic explosives and grenades.
Beyond the checkpoint, they followed the road until it came to a brutalist concrete building surrounded by a large car park. The number of cars in various states of decay didn’t make sense for the two, three story office buildings. It was a good sign there was more to it than what was visible above ground.
The knights stopped in the car park and watched the entrance. A glass double door, the size of a large van was in the centre of the ground floor. It had to be the way in. Owen stood up and the walked to the door with hir rifle raised up at arms length. The other knights followed. As they approached the door they could see inside the building. A reception desk was on the right, lifts and stairs to the left. On the ceiling was a silver CCTV camera, with one black eye, watching them.
“Do you think that things on?” Kate asked.
“It’s not moving like the others.” James replied.
The knights pressed up to the glass to see inside. Lily thought for a moment then pulled out a black marker pen from her first aid kit. She approached the glass and drew a large crucifix. The others moved back from the door. She shuffled over to the next pane of glass and drew a cartoonish heart. She waved at the camera and smiled.
“Ok so now they think we are pussies” Florence said.
“Exactly, that’s the point Flo” Lily replied.
“Oh, well good job then” Florence said.
Something tapped the glass. Harry felt Kate push up against him. It was wonderful for a moment as her mahogany hair tickled his neck. As he turned around, he saw her holding her stomach. Blood had splashed on the window and was fizzing. Kate looked at Harry in surprise as she fell to the ground.
“Contact!” Owen shouted.
The knights sprinted away from the door and kneeled behind the parked cars. They had no idea where the shot came from. It could have been from the building or from the fields beyond the chain-link fence, in the car park or the woods beyond.
Apprentices are taught things at the abbey that don’t make sense until they are out in the field. One lesson about tactical first aid stuck in Harry’s mind as he lay flat on his stomach. Kate tried to crawl towards him.
Win the fight, then see to the wounded.
Harry disregarded his training and pushed himself up to rescue Kate. Owen grabbed him and pushed his weight down on Harry every time he tried to squirm free. Some lessons were hard to follow.
“Owen, get off, I need to help her!” Harry shouted.
“Do we have eyes on the shooter?” Florence asked.
Harry couldn’t see where she was. The knights had spread out in the car park.
“Negative!” James replied.
James held up a spare magazine to see if he could draw the fire. The shooter was smart enough to not take the bait. Now the shooter knew James’ location, if he moved from cover there would be a bullet with his name on it.
Kate crawled. She looked up to the cars and kept crawling. Owen threw two smoke grenades as far as he could into the carpark. They ignited and thick purple smoke was whipped up by the wind creating a wall between them and the fence.
“We blow through the glass!” Owen shouted.
As he lifted his head a shot whizzed by and ricocheted off the roof of a BMW.
“Fuck, they have thermals!" Lily shouted.
The shooter could see through the smoke. Harry watched as Kate lowered her head onto the pavement.
“Sir, I have a thermite grenade, that should cover us.” Harry said.
Owen looked down at the teenager’s grenade pouches and tore one open. Inside was a tube that looked like a can of whipped cream, it was one of Florence’s homebrew explosives. For once, he was thankful for the little psychopath. Owen reached up and placed the grenade on top of a car before pulling a pin. White hot aluminium erupted from the can and Owen threw Harry out of the way. He expected a time delay, he would have to chastise Florence for her shoddy bomb making skills. If they survive that is.
Lily and Florence came running out of the smoke, followed by James. Owen let Harry go and they all ran to Kate. Owen ran past the girl and started prepping the explosive to the door. The teenagers tried to pull Kate up, but her legs were no longer attached to her body. Most of her torso and hips had melted away to ash and bones under her clothing. Harry screamed and looked around like a wild animal caught in a trap. Kate looked up at him and mouthed something. She winced as her throat turned to dust.
“Holy shit, was she infected?” Florence asked.
“No... she couldn’t be, her blood is full of silver” James said.
Harry clutched her head as the last of her skin turned to ash. His eyes were so wide it looked like he would never blink again. Lily grabbed him and dragged him to the door. James and Florence scanned the car park with their rifles as Indiscriminate shots bounced off cars and into the building. Kate's clothes blew away in the wind leaving her skeleton, boots and backpack. As Owen held the explosives out to the door he heard a loud click, and they opened inwards to the lobby. Without looking he grabbed two knights and dragged them inside. The others followed and the doors closed and locked behind. One of the lift doors opened and the knights ran in. Owen looked back out at the smoke beginning to clear and for a second, he thought he saw someone he recognised. Lily pulled him into the lift and the doors closed.
“Jesus, whoever that was made us look like a bunch of amateurs” Florence said.
“Fucking amateurs” Lily said.
Harry slid down to the floor and sat silently. James sat down with him and held out a water bottle. Harry guzzled from it then ripped open a pack of dried biscuits with his teeth. He ate three bags of biscuits and could have eaten three more. He didn’t blink once.
Florence turned away from Harry and tried to be discreet.
“Why did she disintegrate like a vampire?” She said.
Owen looked down at Harry.
“I'd spoken to someone about the idea. A long time ago, I must stress.” he replied.
“What?” Florence asked.
“Full metal copper rounds with silver cores. With one extra ingredient, infected blood.” Owen said.
Florence blew out the air from her lungs, inflating her cheeks.
“That’s fucked up. They get infected with the type B prion. It reacts with the silver core and the body dissolves from the gunshot wound. One shot, one kill every time” She replied.
“Exactly. I’m guessing our shooter wasn’t expecting her blood to be full of silver already. The reaction happened much faster.” Lily said.
"It’s worse than that." Owen said.
"How?" Lily asked.
"There was only one person I talked to about bio rounds. Hollister." Owen said.
James looked up at Owen. His hands fumbled towards his pouches, and he fingered at the items inside. Hollister meant death. He was a force of nature, like erosion or continental drift, something that can be understood but never stopped.
The lift jolted. With no buttons on the wall, they had no idea how far they had travelled. The door opened and water flooded into the lift. James pulled Harry up as it rose to their ankles. With the water came the smell of rot, not of flesh but of mould and decay. The door opened and a slight man with glasses looked in. He sniffed at the air, gave out a yelp then ran down the corridor.
“Grab him!” Owen ordered.
The knights followed, but they moved slow as they waded through the water. The mysterious man seemed to run so fast in the water it was like he was running across the surface. The knights tried to keep up but lost him around a corner. The walls that had once been white were now black with mould and flaking paint. Fluorescent bulbs reflected off the black water below and as the knights ran. Ripples threw white light around the corridor. The smell and motion made James sick in his mouth, and he spat it out without stopping.
The man had tried to bar a door, but Owen kicked it and it fell to the ground. They jogged up a set of steps and out of the damp. Through another door they came to a large room with a high ceiling and walls lined with screens. Some had graphs, one had a paused movie. The rest were black. The man sat in a chair clutching his chest and panting. He looked around forty years old, far too young to be in such a state from a two-minute run.
“Please, I.” He struggled to say. “Don’t kill me”.
Owen looked around the room, there were several doors. This situation screamed ‘trap’ to him. He fought his instincts to hold his pistol to the guy’s head and use him as a shield.
“Why would we kill you, you saved us from whoever was shooting outside.” Owen said.
“When I saw your friend shot, and crumble into dust, I assumed you were like me” The man said.
Florence’s face lit up with serenity. Her entire life had led her to this point. She walked up to the guy and pressed her rifle to his head. Owen dived on top of her as she sprayed bullets up the wall.
“I order you not to kill him.” He said.
He pressed her face into the navy-blue carpet and took her rifle, her pistol and her knife. He let her go and placed the weapons on a table a few metres away. Florence kept her eyes on her weapons and bit her lip.
Lily leaned down and stared at the man. His eyes were the same bright blue as Knight Campbell’s old husky.
“I’m sorry about my friend, she has always wanted to kill a Final One. I wasn’t sure your kind existed” Lily said.
“I told you, I knew General Greaves was telling the truth!” Florence said.
“What’s a final one?” The man asked.
He still hadn’t caught his breath.
“Well, there are skulkers, flyers and Eddies. They are like animals in that they can’t talk or plan. Final ones are like the vampires of the old stories.” she said.
“Oh. The subtypes. I have seen them on my cameras” He replied.
Florence sat on a chair across the room and Owen came back to the man. He unsheathed his tomahawk and held it out.
“Prove it. Touch the blade.” He said.
The man reluctantly held out one of his fingers and pressed it against the blade for a second. His finger bubbled into a blister. Owen reached back to his pack and pulled out a water bottle. He neutralized the reaction by pouring the water onto the wound as if it were a burn. The man leaned back in his chair and his eyes closed.
“Are you ok?” Owen asked.
“Yes. I haven’t been awake this long in a while. I managed an hour today; I need to sleep.” the man said.
“What’s your name?” Owen asked.
“Johnson. Dr Johnson to my friends.” He replied before he started to snore.
Owen hadn’t noticed the other knights move away from the man when they realised he was a vampire. Even now he was incapacitated, they still seemed on edge. Florence retrieved her weapons off a table and slung her rifle. She came back to the group and folded her arms.
“Not much of a threat, is he.” She said.
Lily sat on a desk and kicked her feet.
How long before their food ran out, there must have been other scientists in the …
“Owen, where are the other scientists?” She asked.
“Florence, Harry, with me. Lily and James, watch this guy, if he tries anything put a bullet in him.” Owen said.
Owen looked around at his team.
“Where’s Harry?” Owen asked.
James looked back where Harry had been. He turned to Owen and shook his head.
“Find him. Now!” Owen ordered.
Owen led Florence from the main room to clear the facility. One of the doors took them to a cafeteria. Every pot and pan was covered in a thin layer of dust. The cupboards were empty, the walk-in freezer was empty and turned off. They came back to the main room and tried another door. A long corridor opened into a warehouse filled with boxes. A large service lift was at the other end of the room. Steel blast doors blocked the shaft above. The room was concrete lined, with bare rock in patches. It seemed to have been started, but never finished. The stacked boxes cast shadows all around the room. After they checked it for the other scientists, they left and bolted the door closed from the other side. The last room was an infirmary. Four beds had been stripped, but no sign of any bodies or vampires. Florence stayed with Lily to guard the vampire and Owen carried on his search.
James had better luck finding Harry. He heard him crying at the bottom of the stairwell. James sat at the top and gave his friend a moment. James let Harry cry until he heard the distinctive snap of a pistol being loaded.
“Harry, no!” James shouted as he sprinted down the stairs.
Harry looked back at him and holstered the pistol. James grabbed his friend and pulled him up.
“I wasn’t going to… well you know.” Harry said.
“Come on, let’s get a cup of tea in you” James said.
He felt like an idiot for saying something so banal, but he didn't know what else to say.
Owen came down the stairs, past the boys and they checked the hallway with the lift. A sign on the wall by the stairs gave their current location four floors below ground level. Below them were the living quarters and laboratories. Owen wondered how long they had been underwater. So much for finding the cure.
“Come on” Owen said to Harry and James.
Harry wiped his eyes and stood.
They came back into the main room and saw Lily and Florence had laid out their sleeping bags in front of the tv with the paused movie.
“Getting comfortable?” James asked.
Lily stretched her legs out on her sleeping bag.
“We’ve slept in worse places.” She replied.
James sat Harry down next to Lily and she squeezed his thigh. He tried to smile but his face formed a grimace like he was in pain.
“Yeah, my arse is still numb from the concrete floor in that barn. This carpet isn’t too bad. Hey, I'm making tea, do you want a cup Lily?” James asked.
She nodded.
Lily looked at the streaks of clean skin on Harry’s face, the dirt washed away by his pain.
James sat down next to Lily and laid out a selection of his rations.
“Do you think this room is big enough to cook in without us all dying of carbon monoxide poisoning?” He asked.
He handed Harry and Lily their teas.
“I’m more worried about burning up the oxygen, we are most likely sealed off from any air source” she said.
Lily reached forward and picked up a vacuum sealed fruit and nut bar.
“Holy shit, how have you not eaten these yet. I always eat the good stuff first. Now I have four tins of black pudding and rice.” Lily said.
“I eat the bad stuff first, so I have something to look forward to.” James said.
Lily laughed and gave him back his breakfast bar.
“That’s so like you” she said.
James laughed. He unwrapped the bar and gave it back to her. She smiled and James felt his anxieties melt away. He didn’t care there was forty years of dust on the carpet, or the black mould he brushed up against in the hallway. He leaned forward and kissed her on the lips. Lily moved her head back and James smiled at her. Harry was too far gone to notice.
“James, why?” She said.
“I don’t know, shit did you not want to...” He said.
Lily blushed.
“No, I just wasn’t expecting...” She said.
Lily jumped up as Owen came back into the room and bolted the door shut behind. He walked past the vampire still asleep in his chair.
“Any other survivors?” Lily asked Owen as he sat on a desk next to Johnson. Now cups of tea were out the way, James set up the pans for dinner.
“I’m making noodles if anyone wants to throw something in.” James said.
“We haven’t had Chuck in a while. I’ll chuck in some...” Florence said as she reached into her bag “Hotdogs, eh, not too bad” she said.
Harry closed his eyes and reached into his bag.
“Peas. Great” he said.
“Lily, what have you got?” Florence asked.
Lily reached deep into her backpack.
“Beans in tomato sauce. This sounds terrible. What are the rules of Chuck again?” She asked.
“If you don’t eat your share of the food we chuck in the pan, we get to pick an item from your rations.” Florence replied.
“That’s not fair, Lily has nothing good left. Also, please don’t throw beans in” James said with a grimace.
The knights ate the concoction, James came close to giving up. It wasn’t the beans he hated, but the cloyingly sweet tomato sauce.
After dinner, they lay on their bags. Harry fiddled with a nearby computer and found a folder full of movies. He clicked on one of the movies and a video player popped up on the screen. They had never watched movies at the abbey, Diesel was for vehicles, not for creating electricity. They sat in silence as they watched a wispy-thin woman live her life in Paris.  As the knights watched the movie, Owen zip tied the vampire to the chair. He then duct taped a silver nitrate grenade to its chest and tied a length of cord to the pin.
“Sleep tight now” he said.
Owen unrolled his sleeping bag, away from the other knights and tied the grenade cord to the foot of a desk. If the vampire broke free while they were sleeping, the grenade would kill it. In the unlikely event it wakes up, sees the grenade, and throws it away, Owen was between him and the apprentices. The vampire would get him first. He looked over at his team watching their movie and didn’t mind giving his life for theirs. Alone, for the first time in days he thought of Alice. He always loved her, and now he couldn’t believe he had lost her again. In a way, he was happy she turned her back on him and Lily. Perhaps he could finally let her go.




CHAPTER 20

“Why is he still asleep?” Lily asked.
“Maybe that’s what final ones do. Just sleep all the time. It doesn’t sound too bad to me” Harry said.
“Can we kill him yet?” Florence asked.
“Shut up Florence. I wonder how he has stayed alive down here, maybe he’s hibernating.” James said.
Owen reached forward and flicked Johnson on his face. He didn’t stir.
“He probably needs blood” Harry said.
“Are you volunteering, if so, put your arm right there” Owen said, pointing at the man’s mouth.
Harry held his hands behind his back and stepped away.
Owen reached into his bag and pulled out a large first aid kit, inside was a canula and tubing. He put the canular into his hand and blood raised up the tube and dripped out the end. He covered the end of the tube with a finger and walked over to the vampire. Doctor Johnson’s eyes flicked as he approached, smelling the blood. He placed the tube into its mouth and watched for movement. Unable to measure how much blood he had lost, he counted for thirty seconds then pulled out the canula. When he looked back at Johnson, two luminous blue eyes stared back.
“What did you do?” Johnson asked.
“I gave you some of my blood” Owen replied.
“I’ve... shit that makes sense. I have been down here for forty years and never drank blood.” He said.
Owen stepped back from Johnson and watched the man change with each breath. He no longer looked like he was dying of an autoimmune disease. His skin flushed and the grey circles under his eyes disappeared. The knights were transfixed. Nobody at the abbey had ever seen a final one, they were fascinated and terrified in equal measure.
“Feeling better?” Owen asked.
He sat casually on a desk in front of Johnson, his rifle rested on his lap, his finger caressing the trigger.
“I haven’t felt myself in so long. I can see in colour again, it’s been so long I forgot about colour!” Johnson replied.
He laughed and licked his lips.
“I can’t believe you fed that thing, like it’s your pet” Florence said.
“Means to an end, Florence. You know the mission” Owen replied.
Johnson shuffled in his chair as the knights talked about him as if he wasn’t there. He tried to stand up but fell back into the chair. He tried to pull his hands apart, but they were zip-tied behind his back.
“I’m sorry about that, I have no idea if you can control your compulsions for... well, us.” Owen said.
“I have no ambitions to eat you or drink your blood. Although I understand your hesitation to trust me” Johnson said.
“A few questions, if we feel we can trust you I'll free you” Owen said.
Johnson looked around at the knights. He turned back to Owen.
“Let me come with you and you have a deal.”
Owen smiled to his knights. Harry, with the worst poker face had to turn away.
“Freedom’s calling, eh?” Owen said, trying to be coy.
Owen leaned back then nodded. Doctor Johnson had been locked in solitary confinement for forty years, of course he wanted freedom. Who wouldn’t. Owen knew that their company was leverage. For one time in his life, things were working out.
“Why did you stay here all this time by yourself?” Lily asked.
“At first it was fear of the world out there. Around ten years ago I went outside. I managed to get back down here before I passed out. After that, I worried what would happen if I fell unconscious outside. I don’t know if sunlight affects me like the other ones, I didn’t want to risk it.” Johnson said.
“Take me back to the outbreak. What happened here?” Owen said.
The knights sat on desks surrounding the doctor and listened.
“I received an email a couple weeks before the outbreak. An asset in Moscow heard rumours of a lab leak at the Socialist People’s Vaccine Research Centre. The SPVRC. It was a joint Sino-Russian biological weapons lab near Irkutsk.” Johnson said.
“We have no idea where Irkutsk is. Is it vital to the story?” Owen asked.
“No, not really. After Covid fucked things up and tanked the economy, we knew our enemies could attack us and claim innocence. Weaponised diseases became more powerful than all the nuclear weapons in the world. The Ministry of Defence took a more proactive role on assessing biological threats. There were rumours floating around the intelligence community of entire towns going dark in Russia.” Johnson said.
“What does this have to do with your current situation?” Owen asked.
“I was part of a team of two hundred scientists who assessed threats all over the globe. If Irkutsk Respiratory Virus-23 was killing people, it wasn’t killing our lab mice. They got sick but recovered. A junior scientist in charge of sample disposal became infected from a broken petri dish. He was fine. We figured it was a hoax, a silly internet rumour that had wasted millions of pounds of taxpayers funding. We turned our attention to a particularly nasty haemorrhagic fever in the Niger Delta.” Johnson said.
“So what started the outbreak?” Owen asked.
“The virus slipped something past our natural defence mechanisms. We realised the Irkutsk virus must have been the transmission vector for a prion that created type Bs.” Johnson replied.
“I’m guessing the scientist that infected himself had type A blood?” Lily asked.
“That is my conclusion” Johnson said.
“Two weeks after testing the virus on mice, videos started to emerge of people dropping dead in the street or tearing each other limb from limb. We received our first sample from the first death in London. By the time we had a look at it in the lab, fourteen million people had died. That’s just in the UK. Worldwide it was reaching a billion.” Johnson said.
He stared blankly and his breathing slowed.
“Everything happened so fast. This facility, and the three hundred employees, were locked down that day. Two days later, a Polish team released a report showing the Irkutsk only killed people with type O blood and found out the vampires all had type B blood. I still remember the frantic eyes of my colleagues as they tried to remember their blood type. I couldn’t believe it, but those with type B blood packed their things and went outside. By the end of the third week, we were down to seventy personnel.” Johnson said.
“I can’t imagine how scared everyone was, down here in the dark.” Lily said.
Johnson flicked his lips into a smile. His demeanour dropped again as he remembered.
“We carried on with our work. After a year and a half, the food ran out. There was three of us left. One morning, I sat up in bed and saw the others had died during the night. I didn’t bother to drag them to the furnace like the others. I knew I’d soon be dead too, so I went back to the lab and initiated the sample destruction protocol. We had some of the deadliest diseases on earth and I couldn’t let them get out. I don’t know why, but I checked the prion samples that we had previously tried to neutralise. It was a miracle. The Irkutsk strain was a different shape, it had folded, seemingly on its own. I swear the sample started talking to me. It wasn’t the first time I had hallucinated from starvation. I would see people walking round this facility knowing full well I was the only one here. I knew my mind was gone, that’s the reason I injected the Irkutsk strain into my left forearm.” Johnson said.
“Wait, so the sample you altered made you a final one? Harry asked.
“Yes. After I destroyed every sample, I locked the lab and never returned. It’s two floors under water now. Years went by and I started to ponder the disease and my apparent immortality. The strain I injected myself with, must have been around long before the IRV-23 virus. Every culture has a vampire myth, I believe vampires were around before the outbreak.” Johnson said.
“Interesting conclusion. Why didn’t that original strain cause an outbreak?” James asked.
“After injecting myself, I had no transmissible symptoms. No coughing, sneezing or sweating. There was no way for the prion to pass on except through my blood. The IRV-23 must have infected a vampire, who must have infected a human. From there the prion spread across the world through coughs, sneezes, and dirty handshakes.” Johnson said.
“Well, this has been a fascinating discussion. Is there a cure?” Florence said.
Her sarcastic tone agitated the vampire.
“Again, with time on my side, I meditated on events during the outbreak. Obviously, the Russian lab would have information on their bioweapon. The team in Poland kept coming back into my thoughts. How could they have figured out so much about the prion so quickly. That is unless they had half the mystery already solved?” Johnson said.
“Final ones?” Lily asked.
“Exactly. Who knows how many there were, how many there still are. The death of all humans would mean the death of their food source. They must have committed resources to fighting the new strain. After forty years they must have something.” Johnson said.
“What do you think Owen, should we take a quick trip to Poland? Maybe saunter on to Irk-whatever-its-called. This guy’s a dead end. Let’s blow his vampire brains out” Florence said.
Owen crossed his arms then leaned forward off the desk. He bent down and cut the zip ties. Florence raised her rifle, and he stepped in front.
“Florence, a knight must always honour their word.” He said. She tutted and walked away.
Johnson rubbed his wrists and stood up. He smiled at the knights to try to put them at ease. He had no urge to kill them, or to exsanguinate them either.
“Thank you. If you want, I can download all our data to a hard drive. I don’t think you should be looking for a cure. You want a bioweapon that will spread from vampire to vampire.” Johnson said.
“Is that possible?” Lily asked.
Johnson shrugged.
“No reason why not” He replied.
Johnson sat at a computer and moved the files to a portable hard drive. The download took two hours due to the full genetic sequencing details of the IRV-23 virus and Irkutsk prion. The knights relaxed in their civilian clothes watching movies. This time they had chosen a film about monsters killing people in a movie theatre. It was strange,  the actors were speaking English but were overdubbed in English. The knights didn’t complain, it was bloody and a lot of fun. After the movie, Florence wandered the storeroom, breaking open crates to see if she could find anything useful. She found boxes of equipment she didn’t recognise, and thought it was best to leave it alone.
At sunset, nobody noticed a blinking red light on a powered down screen. Thanks to having company for the first time in thirty-eight years, Johnson didn’t switch on the screen to check the CCTV cameras. If he did, he would see a small army of vampires amassing in the car park, with a lone figure stood on top of a van in the centre. Hollister had spent the previous night drawing in vampires. He started shouting and firing his weapon, but soon realised he could draw them in further by simply imagining them coming. He lay in the woods with his rifle and watched the building. He almost jumped out his skin when the first of the Eddies showed up. It crouched next to him and watched the building too, mimicking its new master. Hollister focused on the building, he imagined calling out to vampires nearby. They came. They came in their hundreds. Skulkers, Eddies and flyers. An hour before sunrise he left his position and walked to small office building at the entrance of the science park. The vampires followed him. He could barely move in the building, it was so full. Still, it would protect his new army from the tyranny of the sun.
Johnson tried some of the knight’s food, not because it smelled good but out of scientific curiosity. They watched him in anticipation. His stomach started cramping twenty minutes after he ate, and he rushed off to the toilet. When he came back, he wiped his mouth with his shirt sleeve and pushed his plate away.
“So, I can’t eat food anymore.” He said.
“Why don’t you try sunbathing tomorrow?” Florence said.
James couldn’t help but laugh. He hated how her sarcasm sometimes got to a point it was so annoying, it became funny.
“We now know silver and food affects you like other vampires. Intriguing results don’t you agree doctor?” Lily asked.
“I see the irony in being your test subject. Although I don’t find it amusing” He replied.
“Dr Johnson, what does the blinking light mean on that screen? None of the others are flashing.” Harry asked.
Johnson stood up so fast he knocked over the drinks on the table, he rushed over to the screen and booted up a nearby computer. Within seconds half the wall was covered in screens lit up with videos of the outside world.
“Oh shit. Shit, shit, shit.” Johnson said.
“What?” Owen asked.
“It’s the guy who shot your friend yesterday, but he has help this time.” Johnson replied.
The team gathered to look at the screens and saw the army of vampires outside. The Eddies were already hard at work punching the glass entrance. Their wrists snapped as they slammed their fists into the bullet resistant glass. The glass was covered in congealed black blood. Hollister was stood in the car park, surrounded by skulkers that were not trying to kill him. Owen had never seen anything like it. His thoughts turned to the Eddies eviscerating themselves trying to get through the glass. When their arms stopped working, they headbutted the panes until they smashed in their skulls. While they regenerated, they were trampled by their replacement. Hollister stood on top of a van and watched the vampires do his bidding. He looked up at the office windows and a stream of skulkers rushed towards the building and climbed over each other like ants. Hollister aimed his rifle and fired a round at the window. It was made from the same glass as the entrance. The skulkers climbed to the second and then the third-floor windows. They finally reached the roof and the Eddies looked up the ladder of mangled bodies. The ground was wet with black blood. The bottom layers of the mound were being crushed into freshly squeezed vampire juice, extra pulp.
“Go on then” Hollister said.
He ushered the Eddies forward with his hands like he was conducting an orchestra. They climbed the mound of writhing bodies. One climbed onto the roof as the others waited below the lip. It lay down on the roof and Hollister flicked the safety catch on the radio detonator he held in his hand. His home-made hydro charge exploded, creating a hole large enough for a single vampire to enter. Black rain and chunks landed around Hollister and he couldn’t help but burst into laughter. He loved his new toys.
The vampires flooded into the building led by the Eddies. When they reached the lobby, Hollister climbed down from the van and approached the door. He peered into the room and tried to see an electrical access panel. It was barely visible to the right of the door. He thought about punching the access panel and ripping out whatever was inside. An Eddie pulled its giant fist back and threw it straight through the steel cover. It ripped out everything inside the box and the magnetic locks lost power. Hollister pulled out his knife and prized the door open enough for the vampires to pull them apart. He was in. It was time to visit the basement.
The knights threw on their ballistic vests over their civilian clothes, then set up a Rorke’s Drift firing position in the hall with the elevator. Two knights kneeled and two stood a row behind. The vampires had to come down the lift shaft, the stairs didn’t come down to the restricted levels. Owen filled out the back row.
“Take your time, pick your shots. Breath, exhale, squeeze” he said.
He had said the same thing hundreds of times during firearm training. It was oddly, comforting.
The sounds of vampire bodies hitting the roof of the lift filled the hall like a tribal drumbeat. Then the lift door dented as the Eddies rained down punches. They kicked it out into the hall, piled out and ran towards the knights. They took measured shots into the crowd of snarling creatures. Aiming centre of mass, they could kill two or three vampires with a single bullet. As the front row fell, the second climbed over. As one knight changed magazines, another started firing. Two fired while two reloaded. A constant stream of silver bullets filled the narrow corridor.
“Johnson! We need a way out. Can you get the service lift in the storage room working?” Owen asked.
“No, it didn’t work even before the outbreak” Johnson replied.
The last Eddie hit the ground and was immediately followed by Skulkers. They were faster but only take one or two bullets. Someone shot high and took out several fluorescent tubes and plunging the corridor into darkness. The only light was the reflection on the vampires faces as rifle fire tore them to shreds.
“Think, Johnson, how do we get out of here!” Lily shouted.
“Wait... no that’s stupid” Johnson said.
“What is it? We can't keep firing forever, I have two more mags left” Harry said.
“We could start the emergency clean-up procedure. Take as many of them out with us” He replied.
“Christ, anyone else have a less depressing idea?” Lily asked.
“Push forward to the stairs.” Owen said while reloading.
The knights shuffled forward and drove the vampires back.
“Last mag!” James shouted.
Owen handed James a magazine,
“Knights, go down the stairs and swim until you find an air pocket.” he said.
“Wait, why?” Lily asked.
“We’ll barricade ourselves into the main room. I'll wait until all vampires are in the building, then, set of the clean-up procedure.” Owen said.
Before Lily could object, Owen pushed her into the stairwell and into the ice-cold water. Florence patted Owen as she passed him and dragged Lily down into the water. Harry jumped in, then James finished his magazine and dived in after them. Owen and Johnson sprinted back the control room and bolted the door shut. The Eddies would have smashed through the door in seconds. The skulkers tried but couldn’t get through.
“It was nice knowing you Johnson, but it’s time.” Owen said.
Johnson sighed then turned to a computer. He tapped on the keyboard then came and sat down next to Owen. The fire suppression system started spraying a sweet-smelling fluid.
“The fluid will evaporate to the right stoichiometric ratio, then ignite.” said Johnson.
He looked at Owen, as the liquid began to rain down onto him. Fear and resignation showed in his eyes, and he moved his arm up as if to wave. Suddenly, blood spattered everywhere. Owen flinched but didn't look away. He couldn't look away. The final one's body slumped to the ground, headless.
Owen looked back at the door and saw Hollister smiling through the cracked window. Owen dived off the table as Hollister let off more rounds. When he ran out of bullets he reached in through the broken window and unlatched the door. He watched Owen crawl into the storage cavern and kick the door closed behind him. Hollister entered the control room and the Skulkers followed.
Stay here.
Hollister thought. They listened. They had always been listening, waiting for a leader to guide them.
Owen climbed up a crate onto a shipping container. He lay flat and checked his rifle. The magazine was empty. He pulled out his pistol and aimed at the door. He knew Hollister wasn’t dumb enough to look through the glass, but what he did was the last thing Owen expected. The door opened and a rifle slid into the room, followed by a pistol.
“I’m coming in. Don’t shoot I only want to talk.” Hollister said.
His voice echoed in the cavernous room. Owen still thought it was strange they cut the room out of rock, it was a cave full of crates in an otherwise state of the art facility. Owen jumped down from the container and walked towards the door. He kept his pistol aimed as he approached. Hollister slipped around the door and closed it. He held up his hands for a second, then let them fall by his sides.
“All alone?” Hollister asked.
“I see your ear has grown back then.” Owen said.
“Where are your apprentices? I want you to watch as I tear their throats out with my teeth” Hollister replied.
“So what, you’re a final one… when did that happen?” Owen asked.
Hollister looked past Owen into the storeroom, there was no movement in the shadows so they must have been hiding.
“At the golf club.” Hollister replied.
“The one with the cannibals?” Owen asked.
“It was you who lodged the car in the door, dooming those people to their deaths. Is that any better than what they were doing, I mean they were just trying to survive.” Hollister replied.
Owen chuckled.
“No not me, I have my money on Florence though. If I was a betting man of course”
“Where are they?” Hollister screamed.
“Can you not smell them? Or sense their heartbeats through walls like we tell naughty children?” Owen asked.
Hollister punched the door then looked back through the safety glass into the main control room. A moment later the skulkers were whipped up into a frenzy, kicking over the desks and sending monitors and keyboards skittering across the floor. Flyers broke through the melee and climbed the walls. They pulled the roof tiles down and climbed up into the cavity above the ceiling.
“Do you know why we came up with the ‘Final One’ moniker?” Hollister asked.
Owen hoped the fire suppression nozzles on the ceiling were still spraying a thin mist of explosive liquid.
It shouldn’t take this long, maybe forty years of stagnation as ruined the chemical, and why are there no nozzles in here!
“When survivors realised some vampires didn’t become mindless beasts, they let themselves get infected. We tried to scare children with tales of the final few doomed to witness the sun die and the world engulfed by fire. We thought it would make them realise immortality isn’t in fact forever”. Hollister said.
“How are you enjoying your immortality?” Owen said.
He couldn’t help but smile.
“It’s better than wondering if every day is your last” Hollister said.
Owen burst into laughter.
“I bet!”
Hollister cocked his head. He was too focused on Owen to notice the sweet smell of almonds that clung to his clothes. The ignition started in the cafeteria. The hob on the oven sparked and a reaction was triggered that could not be stopped. Hollister briefly felt the all-encompassing pain of his minions in the room behind as they were vaporised before he could react, his body was gone. Pummelled into thousands of pieces no bigger than a golf ball and thrust forward, biological shrapnel shredding Owen limb from limb.
James was last into the water. He switched on the torch on his rifle but couldn’t see more than half a metre in the silt soup he now swam. He switched the light off and ran his hand along the wall to his right as he swam forward. Solid gave way to an abyss.
A door!
He swam through the doorway and could see red light above him. It was the other knight’s identity markers. He emerged from the black water and a hand grabbed the back of his armour, pulled him up onto the pipes and slapped him on the back of the neck.
Thanks for that Harry.
The knights were lying between large silver HVAC pipes and the ceiling, with just enough room to lay flat on their backs.
“Were any skulkers following you?” Harry asked.
“No, I think the water masked our scent. Do we know if they can swim? I don’t think they can...” James said.
He looked over to the doorway submerged under water. He half expected an eruption of bubbles as hundreds of grouping hands reaching out to pull him down into the muddy water.
For now, the entirety of their world was a thirty-centimetre gap in the dark, lit with dim red lights that distorted everything. Lily lay in the dark and cried. Florence reached behind her head and felt for her friend. She patted her on what she assumed was her shoulder.
“What are we going to do now?” James asked.
“I have no idea. There must be very little air in here, and we’ll probably get lost and drown on the swim back.” Harry said.
Lily was shocked to hear Harry being so defeatist. He was an airhead, always lost in his thoughts, but when things got difficult, he was sharp as a blade. It was as if he’d finally had enough and given in to the crushing weight of reality. Lily felt immeasurable guilt. She got her friends into this mess, they shouldn’t be waiting to die in the pitch black, soaking wet and shivering. She hoped Owen had escaped, but she was old enough to know things don’t work out for the better. Not in this world. 
If anyone could have escaped it was him, and he’ll come back for us. He’ll come back and we’ll…
She couldn’t lie to herself anymore.
The knights waited, occasionally turning their weapons lights on to look around the room. The dark was too much to bear. Every so often, they needed reminding they were still alive. Lily flicked off her light and a deafening bang knocked the pipes loose and she plunged into the icy water. Lily remembered her crane training and falling off the bridge, this was nothing. She kicked herself up from the floor and surfaced. She took a gulp then coughed hard. The air was full of strange tasting dust. Lily shook as she cried in the dark. The other knights bobbed in the water, silent. James dived down and left through the door, he returned a few minutes later.
“I’ve found a locker room, we should wait until the morning before we get out.” James said.
Harry hated the idea of sleeping down there. Lily and Florence followed without a word. Florence disappeared under the water, then Lily. Harry looked around the room and had never felt more alone, he dived down as fast as he could.
He followed the red light ahead, on the back of Lily’s armour. They passed a door to the left, then another. Harry panicked, his chest was spasming and his body was trying to breath autonomously. Lily turned right, through a door and Harry followed.
The locker room was bigger than the last, although the ceiling was still the same height. The tops of green lockers sat proud of the water like steppingstones. They climbed on top of the lockers and lay in silence, it was going to be a long, cold night. Lily felt her back start to ache from shivering and looked to the other lockers at her friends, they all looked as miserable as she felt. There was a strange comfort in that.
They waited until nine the next morning. They didn’t sleep and even if they could, they had to check on each other for signs of hypothermia every so often. Florence emerged from the water first. She flashed the corridor with the SureFire attached to the end of her rifle. Charred corpses lined the floor. The infected flesh had burned away to blackened skeletons. The others emerged behind, and they walked into the control room. The clean room full of computers and screens had been replaced with a burned-out hull with the roof caved in. A beam of sunlight was in the centre of the room and James ran to it and looked up, at the blue sky above. Wiring looms hung from the ceiling. James tried to find his backpack, he only found fragments of food tins. The rest was buried by concrete, dirt and bodies.
“Owen!” Lily shouted.
The other knights looked at each other and winced.
“Lily, he’s gone.” Florence said.
The knights stood, silent in respect of Owen. They heard a bang from somewhere in the facility and it brought them out of their remembrance.
“Can we get out of here?” Harry asked.
Lily had spent most the night crying and she had no more tears left for her dead father. She looked at a large concrete slab and ran up it and grabbed a solid piece of rebar.
“Come on, we can climb up here” she said.
The shaft had collapsed in on itself creating a tight, but climbable chimney. With every upward movement, Harry imagined breathing the saccharin late-summer air. The knights hobbled through the hole in the car park and looked back at the building. The reception was filled with type Bs that survived the blast. Lily stopped and watched the vampires as the other knights climbed out of the hole. The type Bs didn’t seem to have the drive they did the other night. Lily knew Hollister was no longer in control of them, they were mindless beasts once more.
They had no plan other than to travel north to the university. Nobody said it but making it through the night was more than they could hope for.
One day at a time.
Lily laughed at the thought, as if she was addicted to death and was trying to get sober.
They walked for ten hours, until shadows crept across the road and reached out to grab them. Without Kate’s blood to ward off the vampires, nowhere seemed safe enough to spend the night. Runing on fumes, they almost missed a moss-covered warrior infantry fighting vehicle that had fallen off the side of a lorry. It had fallen off the road and rolled down an embankment. James pried open the hatch and crawled inside. He stuck his head out, like a turtle, and ushed the others inside. The armoured vehicle would have been comfortable if it wasn’t resting on its side. There were black seats lining the walls and Harry wondered what would happen if he buckled himself in tight, with his back to the ground and his legs in the air. Pins and needles like he would never know again, that was his assumption.
They spent as much time in the fresh air as they dared then locked the hatch behind them. That night they heard footsteps on the armoured vehicle. Lily cried in the dark, the others passed out huddle up with their knees to their chests.
A loud bag woke up the others less than an hour later. Lily pulled her knees up tight to her chest and shook. The single bang was followed by a rhythmic pounding. Something trying to get in.
“Shit, it’s an Eddie.” Harry said,
“Do you think it can get in here?” Lily asked.
James looked at the hatch, the rubber seal had perished and crumbled long ago. He grabbed the handle and shook it to made sure it was locked.
“We should be okay” James said.
He looked back at Lily and could see nothing but fear on her face. They weren’t soldiers anymore but scared teenagers trying to get to safety.
“This vehicle was designed to withstand armour piercing rounds, Eddies are strong bastards but they’re are made of flesh and bone. If the hatch holds, we are safe” James said.
They skipped breakfast, not like they had a choice. Then climbed out of the hatch and crawled out onto the road. Lily used the vehicle to pull herself up, her whole body ached and she watched the others birth from the military vehicle. She looked down at her hands covered in dried blood from the fists of the Eddie and wiped them on the green fringe of lichen falling from the armoured vehicle. Twelve charred skulkers lay around the vehicle like a macabre clock face. When the sun rose thy were so entranced on their meal they didn’t scurry away to the shadows. There was no sign of an Eddie, Lily felt it watching her from somewhere. She couldn’t take her eyes off a forest on the far end of a field.
“Come on, let’s go” she said.
They walked, heads down and silent until they reached the bridge. It was easier getting back across the exposed steel beams without their rucksacks.
Every cloud
Lily remembered her last failed attempt. They crossed slow, one at a time.
They took a different route from here. The threat of type Bs far outweighed that of running across a caliphate supply convoy. Lily had plotted a route to a small town, the largest in the area and the most likely to have a police station. If they could find a jail cell, maybe they could survive one more night.
The town was mostly burned to the ground and reclaimed by nature. The only sign of a settlement was patches of black tarmac hidden between golden stalks of tall grass, then a red brick wall here, a rusted fence post there. In the distance loomed the police station, with a few blackened buildings. Harry thought one looked like a bank, with grandiose pillars and bared windows.
“What happened here?” Harry asked.
He thought the town looked like pictures he had seen in a book about the aftermath of the bombing of Hiroshima. Their moods were already so low he decided to keep this to himself.
Florence stumbled on something and fell to her knees, hard. She had tripped on a rusted army bullpup rifle tangled in the grass. James helped her to her feet. Florence had no energy to be glib and thanked him.
“When they knew it was over, the world was ending I mean, they made traps like this place” Florence said.
“Traps?” Lily asked.
“Get a company of soldiers, about one hundred, give them everything they could need to sustain a siege for as long as possible and drop them out of planes behind enemy lines. They draw some of the type Bs away from populated areas in need of evacuation.” Florence said.
“Why didn’t they just defend the civilians?” Lily asked.
Florence took out her kukri and slashed the grass before picking up the orange-brown rifle. She removed the polymer magazine and handed it to Lily then unceremoniously threw the rifle away. Lily turned the magazine over to see the rounds inside.
“They didn’t know about silver yet” Lily said.
“Exactly. Napalm worked though.” Florence replied.
“Sacrificing yourself with no guarantee it would mean anything. Damn.” Harry said.
The knights walked along the main road to the police station. Each wondering what it must have been like fighting an unkillable enemy with the sole purpose of bringing as many in on your position as you can before ordering an airstrike.
“Hang on, where did you hear this?” James asked.
“Knight Campbell.” Florence replied.
“Ayuh that’s what I thought.” James replied.
“What do you mean?” Harry asked.
“Well, it’s just like his hospital story. The black liquid was up to his navel the last time I heard it.” James said.
“Are you calling Knight Campbell a liar?” Lily asked.
“No, an embellisher.” James replied.
They arrived at the police station and cut the chatter. With weapons ready they stepped through the doorway, its door blown in from the battle outside. They checked the building and together put down a single, fat skulker. James kicked the body into a store cupboard before it started to dissolve into a fetid pile of foam and bones. He closed the door so the smell would be contained then they made their way to the back of the building, to the custody suite.
Lily fished around in the drawers behind the booking in desk and she threw them over to James. The police station was old, the small hallway to the jail cells was blocked by an old-fashioned steel bar door. James unlocked the door and gave a firm shove to get it moving on its hinges. He thought it would screech, but instead it made a gritty noise like walking on sand.
The knights checked the cells. Two of the three had skeletons on the floor, poor bastards left to die. The final room had a foul-smelling blue mattress, and they decided this room would be the toilet. Lily and Harry left the custody suite and came back a few minutes later with a handful of curtains and cushions from a sofa. They arranged them on the floor in the cell hall, against the wall furthest from the door. Their improvised camp looked like a poor impression of a Bedouin tent, but it would do for one night.
“So, your interior design skills are better than your soldiering skills. Interesting.” Florence said to Harry.
He held up two fingers at her and laughed.
With no windows, the hall was pitch black before sunset. James locked the door and came back to the knights, sat with their backs against the wall. They stared forward at the bars and created monsters in the shadows behind.
“James, touch my tongue” Harry said.
“What?” He replied.
“It feels like a burnt steak. I’ve never been this thirsty in my life” he said.
“Thanks for reminding me, Harry. You arse” Lily said with a smile.
“He’s got a point. Another day without water and we’ll die” James said.
A crash of furniture cut through the dark. Heavy footsteps echoed through the halls. Not the skittish taps of skulkers, like an excited dog on linoleum, but the slow, steady footfalls of something with a calm agency. It roared a long shout that petered out to a groan. Lily reached out in the dark and clutched James’ thigh. Florence grabbed her unloaded rifle and turned the SureFire torch towards the bars.
It clutched the bars, and veins bulged on it gargantuan forearms. You would be forgiven for thinking the beast was smiling as it clenched its teeth. The bars creaked, but held. The Eddie panted and looked around the bars, searching for any weakness. Harry wondered who this person was before they turned. It was wearing mud and blood-stained John Deere coveralls and green wellington boots.
He was one son of a large, inbred brood, with a thyroid problem caused by the chemical runoff from his father’s chicken farm.
Harry laughed at the thought and then brought his hands to his mouth like he could shove the sound back in.
The Eddie reached one of its arms in between the bars and it exhaled hard like an exhausted horse. A loud crack made Lily jump and she let go of James and brought her kukri close to her chest. The creature kept pushing forward, its chest was now touching the bars.
“What is it doing?” Lily asked.
Nobody answered.
The beast pushed further forward and the cracks and pops of its ribs breaking echoed around the hall like a bag of dropped marbles. The Eddie was half in and half out of the hallway. It drove its knee up to the bars, but it’s thick thighs could not fit. It reached down with the hand through the bars and tore it’s quadriceps off. The leg, with navy blue fabric and flesh hanging off and lolling in a sickening dance, pushed through the gap.
“It can’t get us, can it?” Lily asked.
They were too transfixed on the Eddie squeezing itself through a fifteen-centimetre gap to speak. Lily slipped her pistol from its holster, but James pushed it back in.
“Don’t, nine mill bullets won’t do anything” James said.
Lily remembered Owen telling her why they use six-point-eight rounds over the standard five-five-six.
The Eddie slammed its head into the gap between the bars and brought it back. It’s deflated skull swayed for a moment then it shot forward again. It cracked and slid through the gap. The creatures body went limp. It was dead, but not for long.
“Now’s our chance” James said as he unsheathed his sword and moved towards the bars. 
Lily reached out to stop him, but her nerve returned when she felt Harry and Florence surge forward. Lily lay Florence’s rifle down on the ground, so the light was aimed at the Eddie then she ran forward with the Kukri raised above her head.
Harry screamed. He would later say he shouted, but the others heard a scream. The creature had regained enough of its brain to jolt it back to consciousness, and it swung one giant arm towards Harry. It hit him in the arm, and he bounced off the wall to his right. His tomahawk skidded across the floor and he scrambled after it. James brought his sword down on the arm and it caught in the bone. Desperation kept him clinging to the hilt as the pommel bashed him in his cheek. His eyes filled and he fell back with his sword still stuck in the Eddies bicep. Lily and Florence hacked at the arm as it flailed. A finger flew off and started to fizz on the floor. Lily struck a forearm and a fillet of muscle peeled off. The Eddie roared again and the knights stepped back. This monster, in its brutal utility was awe inspiring.
James helped Harry up and they grabbed the sword still stuck in its arm. Harry slashed at the creatures face and James pulled the blade clean from the bone. The Eddie opened its mouth to shout, and James thanked God for the opportunity. He thrust the sword forward, into the maw and out the back of its throat. Harry raised his tomahawk then swung it down as hard as he could into the top of its skull. James wrenched his sword as Harry split its skull and the Eddie stood there, with nothing above its lower jaw. It reached one hand forward and grabbed Harry. Before it could pull him through the bars, his friends slashed and stabbed and gauged the beast.
Harry clenched his eyes shut when the vampire grabbed him, fully expecting to meet a painful death, but when it loosened its grip, and he could hear a fizzing sound, he knew he had somehow cheated death.
The Eddie slumped down in the bars and with the two halves of its head it started to dissolve. Unlike skulkers, it wasn’t a dramatic reaction, but it was a gradual reduction, like a tooth in cola. Florence went back to the cushioned corner and lay down. James patted Harry on the shoulder and hugged him. Lily stared blankly at the dead Eddie.
They followed the road north, to the picturesque village bisected by a babbling stream. Last time they were here, as a full team it seemed a wonderful place. Now it seemed oppressive, with too many places for vampires to hide. Without Kate they needed to fortify the hotel. James and Harry used tomahawks to destroy the stairs. Florence and Lily searched the basement for a hammer and nails. They found a dusty box of nails but no hammer. A nearby house had a ball peen hammer in a kitchen drawer. While in the kitchen they grabbed a pan and an extra-large mocha pot. As they came back to the hotel, Florence filled the mocha pot and the pan with water from the stream. Lily slipped around to the back of the hotel and picked bracken. On her way back to the front entrance she noticed a wood store and she dropped the armful of damp wood she had collected. Florence had already placed the mocha pot and pan by the fireplace when Lily came in and dumped an armful of wood into the stone hearth then went back out for more.
When the mocha pot was hot enough, the river water evaporated and filled the top chamber with clean water. They repeated this process until all the water was filtered. Lily set out a bowl of water for each of them. The knights sat, transfixed on four bowls of steaming water. They couldn’t wait any longer and burned their tongues as they drank. It was going to be a damn hard week, but with the mocha pot they at least had drinking water. Now they had two and a half weeks to get to the university before starvation.
When they retired to the loft, Harry grabbed as many clean duvets and towels he could find and made makeshift beds on the wooden floor. The loft was full of giant house spiders and rat droppings, but it was a five-star experience compared to the past three nights.
Nightfall came too quick, followed by a howling wind.
The knights listened with their heads cocked, trying to pick out the slightest sound and when they heard nothing, their minds were more than happy to create auditory illusions. The pulse in their ears became the footsteps of Eddies, the slightest rustle of a duvet became a flyer beating its wings as it flew above the village. A breath became a demonic presence in the dark of the loft, watching them and waiting for them to fall asleep.
Lily rocked back and forward, with a manic look on her face then she leaned over and kissed James. Stress had pushed her onto the spectrum of insanity. The smell of his neck pulled her back onto the right side. Harry and Florence looked at each other, squinted and nodded towards their kissing friends.
“The fuck?” Florence mouthed silently. 
James stared at Lily for a moment, leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead.
“We’re not dead yet Lily. Keep it together” he said.
She tried to smile but it wouldn’t come, so she shuffled over to James and lay her head on his lap.
“I just wish we had more time, you know?” Lily said.
“I know.” James said.
Lily felt his tear hit her cheek.
Harry shuffled over and put his arm around James. Florence tutted loud enough for everyone to hear, and she crawled over and held Lily’s hand.
The unmistakable screeching of flyers came a couple hours after sunset. They landed on the roof and scratched the tiles. Had they smelled the knights or were they resting? The knights racked their pistols, they each had a magazine left.
They looked at each other.
"I don't know about you guys, but I'm going out fighting" Florence said.
James and Harry hesitated, but Lily got to her feet.
"Me too," she said.
James and Harry look at each other and shrugged.
"Us, too" James said, pulling Harry up with him.
A loud crash came from somewhere downstairs, and they all froze. Lily felt Florence’s shaking hand and she squeezed it. Lily had never seen Florence afraid of anything, even when she was shot in the face. Something clicked into place in the complex machinery of her brain, and she steeled herself for the sake of her friend. Lily breathed and was calm.
"Let's go," Harry said.
Harry was the first one down into the hallway. A flyer knocked over a cabinet as it climbed the wall and crawled along the ceiling. He reached for his gun but found it wasn't there. Two shots rang out. Blood exploded from holes in the flyer, and it crumpled to the floor. Florence looked around her pistol, keeping it raised to fire again.
"You all right?" She asked.
Harry only nodded.
“I think I left it upstairs” Harry replied.
In any other time, Florence would have smacked him on the head with the butt of her pistol, but she could see he was genuinely upset. James came down the stairs next and handed Harry his pistol. Lily was last.
Florence emptied her magazine into another flyer and it fell to the floor in a cloud of dust, melting flesh and bones. Behind it, four more came from the gloom. The knights fired all their remaining bullets into the scurrying creatures. More came towards them, snarling and pulling themselves forward with bone spears against the walls.
“So, this is it” Lily said.
“This is it.” Florence replied.
A door opened between the knights and the remaining flyers. A man dressed in black stepped out and closed the door. The flyer’s faces morphed from ferocious anger to submissive smiles like chimpanzees in the court of the alpha. Their muscles relaxed and they dropped to the floor. The man pulled a small knife from his pocket and drove it into the first vampire’s throat. The other two backed up and disappeared down the hall and smashed through a window to escape.
“They’re mine” The man said.
The knights were mute with shock as Hollister licked the blood off his knife and sheathed it in his belt. The knights backed up the hallway without taking their eyes off him.
“What, did you think fire would kill me?” Hollister said as he twirled like he was showing off his new outfit.
He stepped forward towards the knights. They backed up into a room and James kicked out the window. He lowered Lily and Florence to the ground. Hollister came around the hotel room door and leaned against the frame.
“So your plan is to run out into the night? That’s not exactly what I’d call pragmatic” Hollister said.
Harry didn’t climb but dived out and bounced off a holly bush onto the grass.
“The longer this takes, the more I'm enjoying this. Perhaps it’s anticipation” Hollister said.
He licked his teeth and laughed.
James climbed down from the window and ran down the stream with Harry the girls. They looked back and saw Hollister catching up to them in the moonlight. He dived onto Lily and the others grabbed their edged weapons. Hollister slammed Lily to the ground. She went limp. He stood up in time to dodge James’ sword and punched him in the back of the head. James folded like one of Lily’s maps. Harry lunged forward with his tomahawk and Hollister swung at him. Harry fell and landed on his back. A moment later Hollister raised his head and back to Lily. She looked up and saw Hollister was on her again. He sniffed her neck and brushed her hair out of the way. She closed her eyes.
Hollister stopped caressing her throat and looked up. A moment later Lily was dragged from underneath him, James and Florence were pulling her away. The fight was frantic and unseemly. Hollister had just about had enough. Lily wiped mud and blood out her eyes and looked back at Hollister and saw him turn to face a hooded man. The man punched Hollister in the chest and kicked him into the stream.
Icy water splashed Lily and brought her back to reality. Her ears were ringing, there had been an explosion. After a light rain of cool water, chunks of pink meat rained down. Lily heard the chunks fizzing as they hit the ground.
“Good plan sir. Fire didn’t work, but that silver nitrate grenade sure did” Florence said.
“Dad?” Lily asked.
She wiped the last of the mud from her eyes.
Owen turned and approached the knights. Florence flashed her light across his face and two ice-blue eyes stared back with poppy seed pupils. Owen held his hand up to shield his eyes from the light. He was made for darkness now. He was a final one.
“You ok there James?” Owen asked.
James got up on his knees, still winded, and held a thumbs up.
“How did you survive the explosion?” James asked.
“I didn’t. Technically. My guess is the explosion blasted Hollister’s inflected flesh through my body. I was further into the storage cavern, close enough to kill me but it left my body pretty much intact, I guess. When I woke up, and realised I could see in the dark, you guys were gone.” Owen replied.
He looked down at his adopted daughter and he swore he could hear her adrenal gland producing epinephrine. She lowered her hand slowly to her kukri.
“Lily?” Owen asked.
She grabbed the blade and stood up, holding the silver blade out towards him.
Lily stepped away from Owen and held the handle of her Kukri tight.
“Can we trust you?” She asked.
Before Owen could answer, a bloody gargle made them look over to Harry. Where he had been anyway. She looked around and saw Harry on the floor. He had backed up onto a grass lawn, trailed by a streak of dark blood.
“Harry’s down, grab a med bag!” Lily said.
Her eyes darted like she was reading.
Florence was silent. Lily remembered their gear was destroyed back at the lab.
She went to the lawn and hunkered down on her knees next to Harry. He was covered in blood, she couldn’t tell where he had been hit. She pulled the emergency release on his plate carrier and his armour dismantled in her hands.
“Oh shit Harry” she said.
Lily pulled his legs, laying him flat on the ground, then she dug her knee into his stomach, above the wound.
“Harry, I think Hollister nicked the artery. I know this hurts but we need to cut off the blood flow” she said.
Harry was pale and starting to go into shock.
“Oh Harry, we were so close. We were so bloody close” Lily said.  She wiped a fleck of mud off his face.
Florence flew into a rage and started stamping on the largest chunks of Hollister.
James pulled off his belt, placed it around Harry’s waist and cinched it tight. It stopped the bleeding a little. The pool of blood was still growing. Lily pulled her hand from the puddle and wiped it on her side.
“The tourniquet isn’t holding. We can’t place it any higher” James said.
“Owen can help him” Lily said.
She looked back at her father and pleaded with her eyes.
“Do you think Harry would want that? I sure as shit wouldn’t.” Florence asked.
“We can ask him when he is alive” Lily said.
“Shit Lily. Ok, I hate it, but I think you are right.” Florence said.
“Owen!” Lily shouted. 
“Owen!” Florence shouted.
They turned around to see Owen, in a brown overcoat and green hood, pilfered from a suitcase in the back of a car. The driver didn’t need it anymore.
“Owen. Harry’s dying. You need to turn him” Lily said.
Owen kneeled to Harry and checked his pulse. He wiped his wet hands on the grass.
“Christ, he’s lost a lot of blood.” 
“We tried a junctional tourniquet, but he was hit too high.” Florence said.
Her countenance was blank, her eyes were distant.
Owen pulled out his knife, then remembered it was coated in silver. He sheathed it then pulled out his pistol and checked the magazine for silver bullets. He placed the magazine in a pocket and pulled out one with copperheads. He loaded his pistol, placed it to his wrist and pulled the trigger. 
“Gah!” Owen said.
Blood coursed from the wound and ran down his hand.
“God I hope this works” he said. 
Owen moved his hand so the blood trickled into Harry’s mouth.
“Sorry lad”.
The stab wound on Harry’s stomach stopped bleeding, however, there was no telling how much damage his organs had sustained. Owen thought his chances were good, but he had no idea how Harry would take it, knowing he could never go back to the abbey.  Harry lay still on the long grass, gasping for air like a dying fish. Owen picked the boy up and slung him over his shoulder.
“Will he be okay?” Florence asked.
“I don’t know how any of this works. I gave him a chance, can't ask for more than that.” Owen said.
“What are we going to do now?” Lily asked.
“We keep going” Owen said.
He slipped a black box out of his pocket and held it up. It was the hard drive with the virology data. “We need to uphold our side of the bargain”.
Lily looked past Owen to the head laying like a weed in the grass. Hollister’s skin bubbled and fell away from his skull, a moment later his hair fell out and now a brilliant white skull was all that was left. Silver did what total immolation could not. He was dead.




CHAPTER 21

Harry was still unconscious when they reached Birmingham. Owen carried him the entire way slung over his shoulders. His strength was the same as before, but his muscles didn’t fatigue. The knights scavenged an army reserve centre on the way and found enough medical equipment to bandage properly treat Harry’s wound. A cache of weapons would have been nice, but beggars can’t be choosers. The fact Harry was still somehow alive after a severed artery was a good sign.
When they were a few streets south of the university, Owen kicked down the door on a small, terraced house and laid Harry on the sofa. The boy’s lips were blue, and he breathed fast and shallow, like a mouse. Owen reached into the deep pockets of his coat and pressed the hard drive against Lily’s chest. She reached up and grabbed it.
“Get this to the Chancellor” Owen said.
He brushed past James and sat down by Harry.
“What should I say to Alice about you, or Sita for that matter?” Lily asked.
“Tell them the truth, I died in the lab” Owen replied.
Lily nodded. The thought of going back there without him filled her with dread. It was stupid, after all they had been through to be worried about Alice, but she did anyway.
Lily, Florence and James walked through the arched gate and headed straight to the main administration building. Students and teachers stopped their conversations to look at the knights. They had left the university in the finest gear with the most advanced weapons. They returned in ragged coats and, even from a distance, they were noticeably gaunt. If the world outside the university could do this to people trained for war, what would it do to academics?
Chancellor Sita Acharya sat behind her large desk surrounded by stacked bookshelves. She wore a crisp white blouse and an elegant gold necklace sparkled from her neckline. She looked up from her work when the knights entered and thought for a moment before speaking.
“Is it just the three of you?” She asked.
Lily nodded.
“How did Kate die?” Sita asked.
“A final one shot her. Headshot. It was quick.” Florence lied.
“Thank you, I will, relay that to her parents.” Sita replied.
Lily held out the hard drive and hesitated for a moment before placing it down on a stack of papers on the desk. Sita looked down her nose then back at the knights.
“It’s all the data from Porton Down on the Irkutsk Prion. The Russian’s were messing around with viruses, and one got out of their lab. The virus infected a final one and was transmitted to a victim. The victim must have escaped, or perhaps the vampire fed on them at night when they were sleeping. Anyway, the victim must have had type A blood as they then went on to infect more people. The Virus mutated the prion to create type B’s and it spread across the world. That’s how everything ended” Lily said.
Sita sat back in her chair.
“Thank you, you have sacrificed a great amount for this. Time will tell if we can create a cure.” Sita said.
“Please, keep trying. We met a scientist at Porton Down who modified a sample that made him a final one” James said.
“Modifying a sample in a petri dish is one thing. Modifying the genetic code in a subject, then making the mutation transmittable is completely different.” Sita replied.
Lily nodded and held her hand out to Florence. She held it and put it down on her lap.
“What will you do now? My offer still stands, if you can bring peace back to your home, I will send our geology professor and a cohort of students north. But you can stay here, we could always use more security.” Sita asked.
“We keep going. I want to see galena flowing from mines, securing our future for generations.” James replied.
Sita nodded.
“Get a hot meal before you leave. It’s the least I can do” She replied.
The knights left and headed straight for the cafeteria. Florence picked up two backpacks hung up in the corridor on the way and dumped the contents into a bin. She threw the pink one to James and held the navy-blue bag under her arm.
It wasn’t lunch time yet, so the cooks were busy preparing food for hundreds of students and lecturers. The kitchen staff didn’t notice the knights break into the pantry. The rooms were wall to wall with industrial racking and covered in boxes and tins. The room would have been an indoor tennis court before the outbreak, now it was a warehouse for long shelf-life food. The knights grabbed tins and foil packs as they walked down the aisles. They hurried to fill the bags and left the storage room and headed back to the cafeteria.
They ate lunch with the backpacks hidden under the table, then left the university as fast as they could. Lily looked up at the windows of the medical building and wondered if her biological mother was watching. She wondered if she even cared enough to watch her daughter leave.
Fuck her.
Lily didn’t turn to look, there was nothing for her at the university.
When they got back to the house Harry was awake and smiled a little when they came into the living room.
“Harry!” James said.
Harry bobbed his head and feigned a smile.
“What’s wrong with him?” Lily asked.
“I think I'm doing pretty good for someone who died a couple days ago” Harry said.
“You look like shit mate” James said.
Owen sighed.
“His wounds haven’t healed. Should’ve by now. He needs blood” he said.
Lily sat between Owen and Harry. She took off her faded blue hoodie and held out her arm to Harry.
“I started your first aid so I may as well finish it. Take what you need” she said.
Harry leaned forward and started to drink. Lily winced and breathed staccato breaths.
“Ffff Harry, Jesus that hurts” she said.
Lily gritted her teeth and she tried to pull away but couldn’t.
“Harry, stop!” She said. 
She punched him in the eye with her free hand.
Harry let her go and she got off the sofa and sat next to James. She rubbed her wrist. Harry looked at James. No. He looked through James and licked his lips. Lily held her wrist to her stomach.
“I can’t believe how much that hurt. I think you nicked a tendon” she said.
“I’m sorry Lily.” Harry said with a blood-stained chin.
“It’s okay. Jesus Christ that hurt so much. Next time we’ll use a canula or something” she said.
Owen stared at James and his daughter, sitting too close for his liking.
“Do you need to drink too?” James asked.
Owen shook his head. The idea made him feel strange and he thought he had another week or two before he would start to starve.
“What’s the plan then?” Harry asked.
His eyes changed from milky white to bright blue, and his lips became flushed and red.
“We are going home. Going to take back the abbey and Ravendale.” Owen said.
“How?” Florence asked.
“I don’t know. We will figure it out on the way. My current plan is to procure us some weapons.” Owen replied.
“Simple, concise and to the point. I like it” Florence replied.
“Where are we going to find weapons, the people at the university are not armed.” James replied.
“The Silverskins are usually armed when they venture from of the university. Remember in the pub when the woman told us of the caliphate, they were armed to the teeth in there” Lily said.
“How will we persuade them to give us their weapons? I mean it’s not like we have anything to trade.” James asked.
“Who said anything about persuading them” Owen Said.
They headed west, to the outskirts of Birmingham then found a large mosque with a minaret. The knights climbed to the top of the tower and looked out for any sign of scavengers. Lily was focusing on a large supermarket when she spotted movement.
A Silverskin caravan was heading back to the university, with a donkey pulling a cart loaded with goods. There was one driver and three guards. Owen knew they would need the element of surprise to pull off the heist.
“James, Florence, do you see the road below us, with the red post box?” Owen asked.
They looked over the ledge.
“Yes, between this building and the red-brick office building?” James asked.
“That’s the one. I’m confident they will take this road to the university, the others are jammed with cars. The cart will never make it through” Owen said.
“Agreed.” Florence said.
“I want you both to hide behind a car each, on either side of the road. Let the cart and the front guard go past then grab the two at the rear.”
“What about us?” Lily asked.
“Hide behind that white van, when I whistle, I need you to grab the front guard and secure his weapon. Harry, try to stay in the shadows as much as possible, and keep your hood up”. Owen said.
“I don’t like our chances. Shit I hope they don’t have silver rounds.” Harry said as he almost nicked his face with his tomahawk.
The knights made their way back down to the street and took their positions. Owen watched the caravan as it approached and hoped his plan would work. If it failed, he would have a birds eye view of the disaster.
The cart trundled past James and Florence and they waited for the guards to pass. Lily and Harry were hidden behind a white van in front of the cart and would grab the driver and the first guard.
As soon as the donkey passed Lily, she jumped up and grabbed the guard, pinning his weapon to his chest and she held her Kukri to his throat. The white of his eyes were overwhelming and he loosened his grip on his weapon. Lily heard shouting and then a gunshot. She felt warm blood splash across her face and the man fell face first on the ground. Further down the road, one of the guards had kneed James in the groin and raised his rifle towards Lily.
Owen took a step, then dived off the tower. He fell forty meters and landed on the man aiming the rifle, killing him instantly. Owen didn’t fare much better. His leg burst across the road, and he was bleeding out of his nose and ears. Lily watched in shock and the other guards dropped their weapons and held their hands behind their heads. Owen used his remaining strength to drag himself on top of the dead guard and lunged for his throat.
Florence gestured to the Silverskins and they ran away. She picked up the police issue SIG carbine and made sure a round was in the chamber. James picked up an ornate Beretta over-and-under shotgun and Harry grabbed the other SIG. Lily grabbed an old Browning pistol from the driver’s pocket and let him slump onto the road. Weapons procured, they stood and watched Owen feed on the man. Harry hung back, in the shadow of the mosque.
When he was finished feeding, Lily and James pulled Owen into the shadow with Harry and waited. It didn’t take long for the regenerative properties of the blood too take effect. His bones snapped back into place. The bleeding stopped. His collapsed lung gasps became quite as his breathing returned to normal. No less than five minutes later, Owen pulled his hood over his head, slipped on a pair of black wayfarers, and went out into the light. He bent down to grab a scoped blazer rifle off the ground.
“What are you waiting for?” He asked.
The neat fields and hedgerows of farmland became intertwined with patches of forest. The sporadic patches thickened and became a giant forest. The knights carried on north. Lily marked a village she thought would be a decent place to sleep and they reached it early in the afternoon. She knew the next rest stop would be on the other side of a forest and didn’t want to risk being caught in the tangled woods at night. Somehow, Owen kept the vampires away, but he could not control them like Hollister.
Harry thought each village was like an alien planet. The forest was outer space, he was an astronaut hurtling through the void to find shelter. Many of the towns were enveloped by the trees, as if the midlands were one giant sentient forest reclaiming itself from the scourge of humanity.
After two days of walking in near constant rain, Owen was soaking wet and fed up. They came across a tower three kilometres south of a small village. Owen told the knights they were making camp until the rain stopped. Nobody argued. The rain pelted their hoods so hard Owen wouldn’t have heard anyway. The tower looked like an alien spaceship had landed on a Victorian factory chimney. When they got closer, they could see there was a second, lower observation deck with boarded up windows. Lily thought it was an odd place for viewing platform, or whatever it was.
The entrance to the ground level was open to the elements. The three-meter-high glass doors had been smashed so only the aluminium frames remained. Owen and Harry brought their rifles up and jumped through the doors into the darkness beyond. A suppressed gunshot was followed by a crow flying out and into a nearby tree.
“Clear!” Owen said.
Lily, James, and Florence came out of the rain and into the lobby, being careful to keep away from the jagged glass shards like teeth in the door frames. The Lobby was empty, with tables pushed up against the boarded-up windows. In the centre of the room was a spiral staircase, painted in thick black paint. Lily brushed a pile of leaves as she walked and saw something drawn on the floor. As the others cleared the floors above, she brushed the leaves and debris out of the door, revealing the entire floor.
A circle was drawn in white paint, following the circumference of the room around the staircase in thick paint strokes. Inside the circle was a strange set of shapes. There were letters around the circle and Lily used her foot to sweep leaves and blown dirt to reveal the word. The letters were faded but moving left from the door, Lily read: HASMALP.
Harry came down the stairs and Lily could hear the others laughter echoing down the stairwell.
“What is this?” Lily asked.
She pointed her rifle to the ground, flashing her SureFire over the drawing.
“Weird. It looks like a circuit diagram.” Harry replied.
“What are the others laughing about?” Lily asked.
“I was startled and shot at a crow.” Harry replied.
Lily laughed. The cylindrical shape of the building made the laughter sound hoarse and otherworldly.
“Come help me close the shutters” Harry said.
Without power, they had to use a small wheel by each door which required hundreds of revolutions to close the shutter. By the time they had taken turns to close one shutter, the others had come down the steps and were making cawing noises.
“Careful Harry, there’s a feather by your foot” Florence said.
“I’m surprised you can see it, cyclops” Harry replied.
Owen pitched forward and slapped his leg with his free hand. His rifle shook in the other. Florence placed her rifle upright on the stairs and sauntered over to Harry. She feigned a right hook and grabbed his armour with her other hand. She pulled him over her hip and before she knew it, Harry had grabbed her by the waist and lifted her over his shoulder. He could have slammed her head onto the ground, but loosened his grip and tapped her on her thigh. She climbed down and stepped back from him. She had always been able to beat him, on technique alone. He was much stronger than he was last time they sparred; his short twitch muscles modified by the Irkutsk Prion.
“Jesus Harry. Have you been practicing?” James asked.
Harry looked scared and his cheeks flushed.
“No. I’m sorry Florence, I almost couldn’t stop myself” he said.
Owen leaned back against a step with one brow raised.
“Good counter Harry. Florence, remember there is a small part of him that wants to drain you, so don’t antagonize him”.
Florence stormed out of the lobby into the rain. Harry picked his rifle off the ground and set off after her. Lily pushed him back.
“It’s your turn on the doors” she said.
It took twenty minutes of frantic winding to close the four doors. The fifth was a meter away from the ground. James was at the wheel when a crow slid through the door and stopped in the middle of the floor. Florence crawled under the door and smiled.
“You’re not getting any more blood from me. If you’re hungry eat that” she said.
She pushed past Owen and walked upstairs.
James wound the wheel until the last steel shutter was down.
“She can be a real psycho sometimes. Is it just her or is she… well you know?” James said.
“Know what James?” Lily asked, “Go on, enlighten us with your knowledge of the female reproductive cycle”.
“Jesus Christ! What is going on with you guys?” Owen asked.
“You heard him. We are all crazy once a month, is that it, James?” Lily asked, prodding him with her words.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean…” James said.
“Hang on, Owen’s right. We’re biting at each other because we haven’t been dry in five days. Let’s just chill and dry our gear. I bet the sunset looks amazing on the top viewing platform” Harry said.
Owen sat in silence, like he was in an audience watching a play. The characters were past a scene of conflict and soon a character would reveal a dark secret, or if he is unlucky, break out into song. Owen laughed at the thought and beckoned his knights up to the first observation platform where he had taken all the bergens.
Harry was right. The view from the top was amazing. They could see so far that the colours of the forests and hills blended into the grey blue sky. There were forests bisected by fields. Towns, villages, hills and white windmills. They sat in silence as the sun became orange. A crow perched on the handrail surrounding the open viewing platform and Florence turned to Harry but he was already looking at her.
“Don’t” he said.
“Friend of yours?” Florence asked.
In the open air and dying embers of the day, Harry couldn’t help but laugh. They walked downstairs and got into their sleeping bags before the amber light gave way to darkness.
“Guys!” James shouted from downstairs.
They jumped out of bed, slipped on their trainers, and grabbed their rifles. Lily almost fell down the stairs as she descended.
James was stood in the lobby looking at the doors. One was two thirds of the way open. Florence took cover to the side of the door and checked outside.
“Can you open these from the outside?” She asked.
“I don’t think so” James replied.
Owen came down the stairs, straight from the top observation deck. He walked outside and looked for a way to close open the doors. There was none. He came back inside.
“Grab your waterproofs and check the perimeter” He ordered. The knights nodded and raced back up the stairs. Florence was last and stopped when she noticed the dead crow was gone. She followed the others.
The knights checked outside but it was difficult to see through the thick forest. With no cover they backed up into to the lobby and Owen closed the shutter and checked the others were completely shut. He tried to lift one by hand, but due to the mechanism of the shutter it was impossible without turning the wheels.
“Check for any way someone could have been in here with us. Look under the pile of tables, check for any hatches in the floor, ceiling, and walls. Check all your gear, make sure nothing is missing.” Owen said.
They checked the entire tower, tapping every surface with their shoes and rifles in case of a hidden hatch they couldn’t see. There was nothing. James checked the stack of tables and chairs. A person could have hidden in the tangle, and seeing how well armed the knights were, they could have ran away in the night. It would have been a dumb plan, especially with vampires outside, but it was the only thing that made sense.
“Why didn’t a skulker find us. If there are any within a square kilometre, they would have sniffed us out. Did you keep them away Owen?” James asked.
Owen shook his head.
“I haven’t felt their presence in this forest.” He replied.
“Harry, did you see anything on your watch?” Lily asked.
“No. wait, you’re right. I didn’t see anything, no skulkers and the only flyers I saw were far away” Harry replied.
Everyone came back to the first observation floor and returned to their breakfasts. Owen sat by the stairs and watched the humans eat.
“Whoever was in here is long gone now. If me and Harry feed today, we’ll have the energy to keep watch all night. I’ll stay downstairs, Harry will stay here.” He said.
Lily sipped cold tea and couldn’t help but feel violated knowing someone was there while she slept. Paranoia crept into her mind. Could it have been one of my friends, skulking around at night? But why would they, what did they have to hide? Unless Florence is jealous of me and James, trying to split us up, or taker him for herself.
Lily stared into her cup, confused at how the thought of infidelity had entered her mind. Lily and Florence were best friends, she knew it was ridiculous.
It rained heavier than the previous days. Florence walked around the tower perimeter and every so often she aimed her rifle into the forest. She could barely see through the thick curtain of rain, but she was driven by compulsion. She wanted to look for any tracks and was glad to put herself forward for the task. James went with her on Owen’s order. It was Florence’s turn to give blood, but Lily volunteered. She knew Harry felt weird asking after the fight the day before. Lily laid on her sleeping bag while Harry took her blood. He handed Owen a cup first and then filled a second. Lily removed the needle and boiled it while they drank. Compared to Harry’s teeth, she barely felt the needle. The shutter closed downstairs.
Florence ran up the stairs with wide eyes and an astonished smile. She was holding a black puppy. It looked like an Alsatian but had no brown patches. It wagged its tail and licked her hand.
“He followed me back here. I told him to go away but he kept following me” she said.
“How do you know it’s he?” Harry asked.
Florence turned the puppy over.
“Oh. She” Florence said.
Lily shuffled forward from the boiling pot and reached out to stroke the dog. It barked and tried to bite her. Florence pulled it back from Lily and it licked her face. Lily held her hand as if it had been bitten and frowned.
“What the hell Florence, keep that feral thing away from me” Lily said.
“Oh he just loves his mum” Florence replied and stuck out her tongue.
James came up the stairs, looked at the dog and said nothing. He sat on his sleeping bag and stared at Florence holding the puppy. His hand drifted up and he stroked one finger against a small gold crucifix wedged in the webbing of his plate carrier. He got back up and went downstairs. Everyone was too busy looking at the puppy to notice.
“She only seems to like me, but that’s okay I will look after her and in return she will be my guard dog. I’m going to call you Liquorice!” Florence said.
At lunch, Liquorice lapped up a small plate of noodles with powdered egg. Florence made sure Owen wasn’t looking and poured a little more of her food onto the dog’s plate. James spent most of the morning downstairs and only came upstairs to grab a small notebook and a pencil from his bergen. After lunch, he came back upstairs and sat on his sleeping bag.
“You don’t know if you are coming or going today huh?” Harry said.
He peered over his notebook.
He had sketched a pretty accurate tower and was finishing the shading on the top observation deck.
James didn’t reply and scribbled in his journal, he crossed the words out after he wrote. Owen noticed and reassembled his clean pistol, before holstering it.
“James, can I speak to you upstairs?” He asked.
James nodded.
“Yessir”
They walked up the tight spiral staircase and came out to the open observation deck. The sky was still filled with cloud, although the rain had lessened a bit. James breathed the cool air and the words repeating in his head became quieter.
“Are you ok lad. You've been acting weird the past few days. Since we’ve been in this forest.” Owen said.
“I have been bad today, not going to lie. I didn’t touch my lunch. I couldn’t get the thought out of my head it was somehow contaminated. I can’t get a word out of my head, it keeps repeating” James said.
“What word?” Owen asked.
“Tower. Tower, tower, tower. Over and over again. But every now and again it is not my voice in my head, but a strange, croaky one.” James said.
“I know you have… issues. But you need to sort your head out. See if Lily has anything she can give you.” Owen said.
“Yessir, sorry sir.” James replied before heading back downstairs.
Owen remained upstairs, watching out over the forest canopy below.
“Hey Lily. Owen said I need to speak to you about…”
Lily crawled forward on her sleeping bag and kissed him. He lost his train of thought but felt a little better already.
“Owen said you might have something to sort my head out” he said.
Lily frowned.
“Well, what’s wrong?” she asked.
“Oh the usual. I can’t stop these thoughts, and I feel like a coiled spring that’s about to bounce around the room” he replied.
“What thoughts?” Lily asked.
His face flushed and the back of his neck felt hot.
“That doesn’t matter” He replied.
“Oh, so you know about medicinal herbs do you, it all matters James, you can tell me” She replied.
“Well, it’s about you I guess.” He replied.
“About me how exactly?” Lily asked.
James laughed, “Please Lily, I get these obsessive thoughts that don’t get unstuck. I don’t mean to think them they just occur out of the ether and nine times out of ten they are really embarrassing.” He replied.
Lily felt she had pushed enough but a part of her enjoyed watching him squirm.
“Brother Mathew was a psychiatrist before the outbreak. He helped me with my nervous attacks, you should speak to him when we get the abbey back” Lily said.
“You really think we’ll get it back, that everything will go back to normal?” James asked.
Lily furrowed her lip and look at the floor, then pulled a small glass jar from her bag. It was a saltshaker, stolen from the university and repurposed. The salt was gone and replaced with a green shoots that looked a little like straw.
“Try this, it’s the best I could do with what I could find. Mostly skullcap. Don’t let the name fool you, it is quite harmless. One teaspoon in boiling water, let it cool then drink it quick” Lily said.
James unscrewed the lid, poured some out into his hand and ate it with a swig of water. Lily rolled her eyes.
“What does it do?” He asked.
“I made the blend for your obsessive thing you have going on.” Lily said.
“You made this for me?” He asked.
She smiled and nodded, proud of her gift.
“I’m not crazy, I’m not some sick, weak little thing you need to look after” James replied.
He threw the bottle at her and walked away. Lily grabbed the bottle and looked at James like he had spoken another language. She thew the bottle across the floor. James punched the circular wall surrounding the stairs and everyone looked at him.
“Something is very fucking wrong here guys. I could have punched you in the face then Lily. I’m sure Florence and Harry know what I mean, you guys never fight and all you have done is bicker. And Lily, I…” James said.
He went back to his bed and picked up the notebook. His eyes darted at the words and started saying what he read.
“The letters on the floor downstairs, I have rearranged the letters, they spell…Hasmap. No that’s not right. Alphasm. Phasmal. Wait, maybe Malphas” he said.
A squawk made him drop the book and he fell backwards over his bergen. A crow stood on the steps to the top observation deck, staring at James with its lifeless black eyes.
“Malphas?” James asked.
The bird turned its head but kept its eyes set on James.
The knights were silent. Owen cocked his pistol and raised it to the bird. It hopped up a step, then another and another until it was gone.
“Downstairs. It’s a demonic sigil. God help me please it’s a sigil isn’t it!” James said.
“What?” Lily said.
Her anger had turned to worry.
“Downstairs on the floor, it’s a sigil to trap a demon. Malphas must be its name. The crow Florence shot, it must have thought it was some kind of offering. “James said.
“Cut the shit lad, I know you believe in that stuff, but it’s not real.” Owen said.
James grabbed his rifle and made sure it was loaded. He was too focused on the rifle to notice Owen coming around him and slipping an arm around his throat. Within seconds James was flopping around and Owen loosened his grip. He turned him over and zip tied his hands behind his back. Owen opened his first aid kit and pulled out a syringe. He clipped on the needle and injected James.
“Owen, what was that?” Lily asked.
“Ketamine, it was in the medical supplies we found at the army reserve centre. It’s old, so I gave him more to compensate.” Owen said.
“I have been pushing you guys too hard and he has snapped. This is my fault. I am so sorry.”
“Will he be alright?” Florence asked.
“I don’t know what we’ll do if he’s lost his mind. Let’s hope a good night’s sleep will sort him out” Owen replied.
“Lily, are you ok?” Florence asked.
Lily watched Owen drag James’ lifeless body onto his sleeping bag. Owen went and sat down on his bag on the other side of the room.
“I don’t think James is wrong. There is something off about this place.” Lily said.
“I know. We will be out of here soon, we need to relax. I mean, there are vampires outside for Christ sakes. A spooky crow shouldn’t concern us” Florence replied.
Lily laughed and wiped her face with the corner of her sleeping bag.
“If Owen see’s you two kissing he’s going to kill James, you know that right?” Florence said.
That night, Lily had the best sleep of her life. When she awoke, she fell. The shock rendered her mute. She looked over at the others and they were all standing up, but asleep somehow. Even Harry, who didn’t need to sleep every night, especially after feeding. She looked around the room and could see the contents of their bergens had been removed and were stacked in small towers. Lily tried to scream but she made no sound. She crawled over to James and stood up. She shook him and his eyes rolled around in his head to meet her. He dropped, but she caught him.
“Gah!” He said.
A wordless noise Lily agreed with totally.
They woke the others and threw everything into the bergens, they could sort it later but for now they were in sheer panic. Lily donned her armour and rolled up her sleeping bag and shoved it into the top of her bergen. She almost fell down the stairs but caught herself on the railing. Owen stood, staring at the front door. He was talking in his sleep, but it was nonsense.
“Sir, we are getting the fuck out of here” Lily said.
He didn’t answer. Lily grabbed him from behind and shook him. He woke up and dropped. Unlike James, Owen was too heavy to hold up. Lily let him drop. He lay on the floor and looked up at the knights dressed for war. James was free and somehow the calmest of the group.
“We’re leaving” Owen said.
James started to wind a wheel to open a door. He spun it as fast as he could and watched the light creep under the door. The other knights kneeled in the lobby and aimed their weapons at the spiral staircase. Lily could see the pile of tables and chairs where now neatly stacked. She was shivering so hard she worried she would discharge her weapon.
James opened the door enough to crawl through the gap. The knights scrambled out and ran out in front of the building. Florence had Liquorice in the front of her hood and rested her chin on the soft black fur. They travelled west and, in a clearing, Lily looked back at the tower. A black winged figure watched them from the top observation deck. She looked forward, to her friends, and west to safety.
They reached a road on the outskirts of the forest. Beyond were fields and a town in the distance. The oppressive psychic weight of the forest had lifted, and their minds became clear once more. Lily felt a wave of relief when she saw the road. She looked over to Florence and smiled, a little embarrassed they had both been so scared. Her smile dropped when Florence held up the puppy, now dead.
“Owen, we need to stop” Lily said.
He was kneeling by a tree, aiming down the road, looking for danger. He looked like a Ringwraith with his thick hood and covered face. He jumped up and crouch ran to the girls.
“Oh shit. I’m sorry Florence. Poor thing must have had a disease” Owen said.
They buried the puppy in the ground opposite the forest. Florence insisted they didn’t bury it in the forest. Nobody argued, the ground under the trees was tainted. The knights stood over the fresh mound of dirt, drank tea, then followed the road north.




CHAPTER 22

They moved slow and methodical, still an hours hike from Thompson-on-Swale, a small village on the eastern edge of the burn zone.  Owen lowered himself onto his haunches and watched for movement.
“Anything?” Lily asked.
“Not that I can see. It would be foolish to take the direct route, instead of the main road we need to cut through gardens. The rubble of houses should obscure us enough” Owen replied.
They crawled across a field and arrived at the first remains of brick structures. They crouched and made their way past piles of rubble that had once been houses. Weeds and small trees had sprouted from the blackened mounds, in need of maintenance by a burn team. The largest houses were on the west side, by the river. As they walked through the village, the mounds became small and closer together. Next to the cheaper houses was an overgrown graveyard with black gravestones coming out of the grass like poisonous looking mushrooms.
“Wait, listen” Lily said.
Everyone stopped moving and tried to hear over grass swaying in the gentle breeze.
“I hear it. Doesn’t sound like a truck.” Harry said from the shadow of a gravestone.
“What do you think Owen, patrol or a burn team?” James asked.
Owen moved past the knights and peered over a thigh high wall. The sound was getting louder, coming from the east.
“Keep moving, we can ambush them at the industrial estate.” Owen said.
The knights kept low and moved forward. The sound of the engine died. Whoever it was, they had stopped. The knights kept moving and Owen pointed for them to split up. The estate was concrete, there was no new growth. They made it through the burned-out industrial units to a car park that had once been a car dealership. Reliable cars for the hardy people of North Yorkshire. A few of the abbey’s pickups were scavenged from the stock. The rest were torched and left to rust.
Two burners emerged, dressed in thick leather coats with hoods covering respirators. The heavy coats soaked in flame retardant chemicals were standard uniform for burn teams. They had saved more than a few people from the home-made flamethrowers malfunctioning. Still, they weighed a tonne and became unbearable on hot days. They also made situational awareness next to impossible. This was why a third person, who Owen recognised as knight Hacket, was trailing behind the burners in uniform armed with a shotgun.
A stream of orange flame flew across the car park, at a silver birch sapling that had somehow sprouted from the concrete.
Hacket took a long drag from a blunt, pulled down his gas mask and exhaled. Some smoke escaped, but most remained in the mask. The burners looked back at him, then to each other and shook their heads. They came closer to the knights, who were hiding among the cars. Hacket was carrying a camouflage Winchester pump at his hip. A real duck hunter’s special loaded with three-point-five-inch shells.
“You two, split up and burn anything green.” Hacket ordered.
He aimed his shotgun directly at the two people.
The burners split up and walked through the maze of cars, aiming their flamers as they walked.
“I’ll take Hacket. Keep well back from the burners, they may be our friends” Owen said.
The though hadn’t occurred to the knights and they felt hobbled now stealthy kills were off the table. Owen disappeared. He slithered around the skeletons of burned vehicles towards the guard. Lily heard the distinctive hollow blast of a shotgun. She looked around and Hacket was gone. By some divine luck, she saw a burner close to her raise their flamethrower and she dived behind cover. The flame burst over their heads and the knights squeezed their faces into the cool tarmac and screamed. Even though the flames bounced off the car, the heat was incredible. Florence raised her SIG rifle over the roof of the car but kept the rest of her body low. She fired, fully automatic, spraying bullets all over the car park. Another burst of flame shot out over the top of the car and Florence threw herself down on the ground.
“Shit, help!” She shouted.
Lily dived on top of her and smothered the flames on Florence’s arm. The intense heat of the flames reduced her cognition to its primary functions. She became a creature controlled by her amygdala. Fight or flight. She chose fight. Lily jumped up and aimed the old Browning pistol. The burner was gone. Flames still licked the tops of cars in a perfect circle where he had been stood. Lily walked over to where he had been and she saw him lying on the ground. Florence had blown the top of his head clean off.
A scream rang out from across the car park. The knights ran over and saw the second burner, thrashing on the ground, patting out the last of flames. The suit did its job, saving their life and the burner tried to sit up.
Florence put her foot on the burners chest and held her rifle at his head.
We’re clear!” Lily said.
Owen wiped blood from his stubble and sat in the shadow of a silver Isuzu. The other knights came and stood around the burner.
“Come on Owen. Finish him” Florence said.
“No. See who it is first” Owen said.
Lily reached down and ripped the mask off the burner. Florence moved her weapon when she saw who was underneath.
“Jess!” Florence said, throwing her weapon away and diving onto the woman.
“Shit, who was the other one?” Harry asked.
Jess leaned up on her elbows.
“A guy from town. Stupid bastard almost killed me. Sprayed me with his bloody flamer” She replied.
Lily dropped her Kukri and lay on top of Jess, hugging her to within an inch of her life. Lily got off and the knights helped Jess stand. She slipped off the leather coat and checked for burns. Her shoulder was pink, it would most likely blister, but she was alive.
“What are you guys doing here?” Jess asked. “I never thought I’d see you guys again.”
“We fucked up our mission. Got the only person who could find a cure killed. We thought we would come home and ask the Abbot for forgiveness.” Harry said.
Jess laughed.
“You let your apprentices talk like this?” She asked.
Owen shrugged.
“They are not apprentices anymore. Knights now” he said.
Lil walked around Owen and helped him up. She made sure to face him away from the sun.
“A lot has changed since we left” Lily said. Jess didn’t understand.
“Yeah, Owen is a final one. It’s all very transgressive” Florence said with a flourish of her wrist.
Jess looked down for her flamethrower. It was a way away.
“How is that possible?” She asked.
“ Hollister accidentally turned him” James said.
“Are the STG all dead?” Jess asked.
“No idea about the others, but it was only Hollister pursuing us” Lily said.
A thrashing sound made Jess jump. Florence’s face lit up as if she had forgotten something and ran off. Jess watched Florence run over to where Jess last saw Hacket. Florence raised her kukri, glinting high in the sunlight and hacked it down, taking the top of his skull. When she finished the grisly deed, she stood up curiously erect and slicked her hair back with her free hand.
“Florence is still crazy, huh?” Jess asked.
“Yes, but she’s got her part to play.” James replied.
James picked up the Winchester and pumped the forearm. A super magnum shell flicked out. He reached down to the deflated leather trench coat full of bones and grabbed a bandolier. He slung it over one arm and wore it diagonally across his chest.
“What time are you getting picked up?” Owen asked.
“Why?” Jess replied.
“I have a plan.”
The pickup returned and the driver gave the burn team a thumbs up. Jess loaded her flamethrower into the back and helped Florence with hers. Lily was too short to stand in for the other worker, and she was glad she didn’t have to wear the respirator lined with blood and brain matter. Harry was wearing Hacket’s overcoat and respirator. Owen pulled the driver out the window and tore into his throat. Jess watched in horror, not at the violence but at the nonchalance of the knights. They were still kids, yet the violence left them unfazed. Lily waited for Owen to finish his meal then she drove her kukri deep into the dead man’s forehead. Florence fished around in his pockets and grabbed his pistol. It was a custom SIG P229. Smaller than her service pistol, designed for competition. She slipped it down her crotch.
“Jess and Florence. Give me a little time before you get to the church. When the battlements are clear, get down to the under croft” Owen said.
“Copy” Jess said.
“Harry, there will be guards by the armoury entrance wearing full sentry gear. When I take out the church guards, aim for their necks.” Owen said.
“Jesus. Er, yessir.” Harry said.
“When you’re in the armoury, fire at anything that comes through the door.” Owen added.
Harry nodded.
“James and Lily, take the caves into the under croft when you hear gunshots. Jess and Flo should have the prisoners out. In the confusion, you should be able to get to the Abbot’s house. James, it’s your choice what we do about the Abbot. Doesn’t feel right to tell you either way.” Owen said.
James tried to smile but only managed to lift one side of his mouth.
“Yessir” James said.
“Lily, be careful. We have come this far, would be a shame to take a bullet now” Owen said.
She nodded and jumped into the back of the pickup.
Owen took the drivers position and drove west to the abbey. When they were a field away, Lily and James jumped out and crawled towards the river. Owen carried on driving up the road to the abbey’s main gate.
“Poker faces everyone. Especially you Harry.” Owen said.
The guards at the main gate walked around the vehicle, looking at the knights dressed head to toe in hard boiled leather and cold war era gasmasks. One of the guards came to the passenger side window and Harry lowered it.
“Any trouble out there?” He asked.
Harry blew a long cloud of cannabis smoke from his mask. The guard shook his head and waved them through. Owen looked over at Harry and wondered if he was still fit to even hold a shotgun.
The gate opened and they drove through to the main courtyard. Owen steered the vehicle into the motor pool and found a spot between two refuse trucks. Good cover from prying eyes. They got out of the vehicle.
It was slow going, but once they made it past a small field of wheat, Lily and James climbed down and embankment and walked up the pebbled sides of the river. They no longer needed to worry about snipers but of patrols on the river road between the town and the abbey. Lily thought she heard footsteps on the ledge above and she froze. James looked at her in silence but all they could hear was their heartbeats. They crossed the dirt road and up the bank to the cave, one final check they were clear then went inside and waited. James held new shotgun across his lap. Lily turned over her kukri and tapped it against a limestone ledge.
“What are you going to do?” She asked.
James exhaled through quivering lips.
“I don’t know”.
“He’s become a tyrant” she said.
“He’s my dad” he said.
Lily stood up and cross the cave to him. She sat down and their shoulders touched.
“Kill him, give him to the people, exile him.”
“Well, I’m not going to kill him.” He replied.
“Didn’t think you would” she said.
“And if he’s arrested, it will be the death penalty.” James said.
“Him and his knights.” Lily replied.
“He will be grabbed by a flyer as soon as he leaves the burn zone. My choices are death, death and death. Not much of a choice” he said.
“The outcome may be the same but it’s still a choice.” She said.
“hmm” James replied.
“I have a theory about life.” Lily said.
James looked up at her. Lily’s cheeks were pink, and her blond hair hung wild across her face. She was nothing but lovely. He couldn’t help but listen.
“There are crossroads in your life. When a choice of several paths is before you. Each path takes you to a completely different reality. I believe your fate is only written to these moments, and when you walk down a road, the universe panics and writes your path to the next crossroad.” Lily said.
“I think my entire life has already been written. It’s part of the reason I’m confused and scared all the time, I guess. I hope the author of my life knows what he's doing” James replied.
“So, what is there to worry about. Your fate is either loosely written or has been written, edited and proofread. Either way, the only thing you must do is choose. Your choices are the most important thing in the world.” Lily said.
“I don’t know if I’m ready” James said.
“That’s ok, I know you are” Lily replied.
She leaned over and kissed him. He still looked lost in thought so she brought her hand to his face and lifted his chin. James returned her kiss, and then some.
They heard the distinctive hollow slam of a twelve-gauge shotgun as it echoed through the river valley.
“Let’s go” James said.
James and Lily left the cave to a courtyard barely large enough for the two of them. Lily looked up, trying to figure out which buildings penned them in. Opposite them was an ancient oak door that led to a corridor. James opened another door and was met with the back of a bookcase. The smell hit him before the sound of the prisoners.
“Can someone help me with this?” He asked.
The room went silent, and the bookcase creaked as it was slid across the floor.
Knight Campbell appeared in the crack as he moved the bookcase, he pushed it out of the way and hugged James. When Campbell saw Lily, he pushed James out of the way and squeezed her for longer.
“What’s going on?” Someone asked.
“We are stopping my dad. Get to the armoury and grab a weapon” James replied.
“Why should we trust you. Fucking reason we’re in here” Someone shouted.
Lily pushed Campbell off and slid past James into the room.
“This has nothing to do with James. We are here to deal with the Abbot.”
Before anyone could reply, a fist reached out and hit James in the jaw. More arms emerged from the mass of emaciated bodies and smacked him against the damp stone wall of the makeshift prison cell. Someone grabbed his hair and slammed him, over and over into the wall. Lily raised her kukri and sliced. A hand writhed on the floor in spasmodic bursts.
“Touch him again and I’ll fucking kill you all.” She screamed. James shook off his concussion and looked at the hand on the floor. He reached back to his first aid kit on the back of his plate carrier. He stepped forward and helped the man sit. He was in shock, the colour had run from his face and his eyes were wild. James wiped the wound with alcohol wipes then wrapped it up tight. The cell door clunked and swung open. Jess looked in and ushered the prisoners out.
Harry fucked up. Thanks to Hackett’s high THC hybrid, he took out the armoury guards before Jess and Florence got to the church. He was baked out of his mind. Owen watched him stumble into the armoury and the door slam three times before it was closed properly. He turned and aimed his ornate hunting rifle to the church and looked through the scope. His crosshair lulled, centre of mass on the left guard. Under the centre of the reticule, the built in rangefinder read eighty meters. He fired. The steel core bullet passed through two ballistic plates and lodged into the church wall behind. The second guard turned, and Owen fired again. This bullet went through both arms, lungs, and his heart. Not a bad way to go in this world.
Jess and Florence got to the church, and they grabbed the dead guards’ rifles. Florence slung the SIG, hoping she could keep it as a trophy. They went inside the church. Owen checked the battlements were still clear. Bodies littered the walls. A guard came from an alley and rushed to the dead guards outside the church. Owen put one in his head.
Florence came out first, the rest followed. A great mass of people ran to the armoury. Owen felt like a Valkyrie, watching an epic battle below. Florence shouted something and Harry opened the door. They all went inside. Moments later, they came out with rifles, pistols, shotguns, and Knight Campbell sprinted out holding an L82A1 Anti-Material Rifle. It somehow looked small on him. Gunshots rang out. The unsuppressed blasts of Campbell’s rifle shook dust from the ground.
Owen looked to the left of the church, to the alley that led to the Abbot’s house.
“Good lass, keep your head now” he said.
He watched Lily and James peek around the corner to make sure the alley was clear.
James grabbed Lily’s hand and squeezed it for a moment.
“Go help the others. I need to do this alone.” He said.
This time, he kissed Lily.
“Please, be careful. I’d be pissed off if you died” Lily said, using humour to mask her fear.
“Don’t worry, I’d be pretty annoyed if I died too.” He said.
James turned and ran down the alley, the archways opened out to a courtyard with only one building. The Abbot’s house. Lily wanted to follow him, but she knew this task was for him alone. She ran the opposite way down the alley to the main courtyard and then to the armoury.
The armoury was full of weapons, from the prototype bullpup rifles to the older British Army bullpups. There were military sniper rifles and scoped hunting rifles. Magazine fed shotguns and beautifully made break action shotguns that were more art pieces than weapons. The emaciated mass of people grabbed the closest weapon and began loading.  Campbell picked up a fifty Cal rifle.
As they left the armoury, the shatter of glass alerted Lily.
“Everyone to the barracks, cover all directions!” Lily shouted.
A stream of people left the armoury and a flow of angry knights rushed to the barracks. Lily, Harry and Florence went back through the main chapel and out the east door, then across a small courtyard and down a tight alleyway. Florence kicked down a side door to the barracks and took cover behind a sofa. Harry shot a knight struggling to put on his body armour. He felt like it was a cheap thing to do but decided to feel guilty after the battle. Lily came in and slammed against the sofa next to Florence. 
“Now this is what I call a good time!” Florence shouted.
Bullets whizzed over their heads and created a terrifying drum beat on the wall behind. In unison, Florence and Lily stood up and fired at two men behind a kitchen counter, spraying blood over the clean plates in the drying rack. The prisoners came in through the main door and peeked around the frame. Florence, Lily and Harry changed positions so they could cover the stairs. Three prisoners came in and took cover behind the kitchen counter. They set up a belt fed machine gun on the counter.
A flashbang bounced down the stairs and it exploded before the knights could look away. In an instant they were blind and deaf. All they could do was stay behind cover and hope for the best. Their hearing returned twenty seconds later they could hear an ear-splitting roar of the general purpose machine gun in the kitchen. They looked back at the stairs and saw a growing pile of bodies.
“Stop!” Florence screamed. 
The room was full of acrid smoke from the sustained machine gun fire. Lily waved a hand in front of her face to clear the air.
Knight Campbell ran across the ground floor, being careful not to step on any of the bodies. He reached the stairs and looked up.
“You’re outnumbered and out-gunned lads. I’ve had a shite day, so can you please chuck your weapons down and let’s end this wi’out more blood.” Campbell said.
His request was answered by a hand grenade. Campbell kicked it to a clear corner of the room. This time the knights were ready and held their ears. Lily felt like a needle had been thrust into both her ears and driven deep into her brain.
“Aye, if that’s how you want to play” Campbell said.
He aimed the fifty-calibre rifle at the ceiling and fired at random points in the ceiling. Lily couldn’t imagine the horror above, the rifle was designed to blow chunks off an engine block, it was even more brutal to the human body.
“Okay! Christ, okay.” Someone shouted from upstairs.
A moment later five rifles bounced down the stairs followed by around ten pistols.
“Harry, they’re surrendering” Lily said.
He popped up behind a sofa and gave his goofy smile.
“We sure showed them.” Harry replied.
James stood in his dad’s garden and looked at the grey stone cottage. Once a place of happy memories and childhood innocence, it had now become twisted in his mind. He remembered his mum in her navy-blue house dress, pulling weeds away from her pride and joy, a beautiful rose bush. Back then, the abbey was a small community and his dad had somehow found himself in charge.
The first rattle of automatic fire pulled him from his daydream and he up the crooked steps and tried the door handle. To his surprise it turned, and he pushed the door. James went inside and looked around the open plan ground floor. Paladin Klein lay on the floor with a surprised look on her face and her pistol in her hand. A pool of blood was growing around her head. Apart from Klein, the living room was empty, as was the kitchen. It smelled of coffee and something delicious baking in the oven. The violent scene of suicide mixed with the delicious smells from the kitchen confused his senses. James looked down at the Persian rug he used to stage battles with his toy soldiers when he was a child. For some reason, the memory smelled of roast chicken. He went upstairs and could see the bedroom doors were open. His dad’s office door was closed. Light flooded from underneath. 
“Dad, are you in there?” James asked.
“Yes son, you can enter” The Abbot replied.
James opened the white-painted oak door to the office and went in. His dad wasn’t sitting in the chair behind the desk, but in a leather chair by the window. His reading chair.
“I picked the last of the raspberries this morning. I’ve made a pie. It’s in the oven if you want any.” The Abbot said.
James came around the large desk and kneeled in front of his dad. 
“I don’t know what to do” he said, almost without sound.
“Why do you look…?” 
The Abbot couldn’t find the words.
James turned over his dad’s hand and held it. The frail white claw shook in a slight vibrato. James took his free hand away from his holstered pistol. The Abbot smiled and went back to looking out the window. James felt his chin tighten and fought back tears.
“What are you looking for dad?” He asked.
“Your mother should be home soon. look, she will come through the front gate any minute” He replied.
“Mum died five years ago.” James said.
He came closer to the Abbot and stared into his eyes. James froze.  One eye had a large black pupil and one just a pin prick. He had found the reason for his dad stumbling over his words the past few months.
“Dad. How long have you not been feeling yourself?” James asked through tears.
The Abbot chuckled.
“Don’t worry about me lad, your mum will be back any minute. Her chicken and potato soup will fix me.” He replied.
Automatic gunfire pulled James from his concern. James walked across the room and sat on a red crushed-velvet day bed. He wondered what would happen if his friends got to the Abbot. The townspeople, who lost friends and family would tear his dad limb from limb. The Knights of St Agatha had modelled themselves after a medieval order, and their punishment will be just as archaic. James let tears flow down his face. He sat. He wiped his eyes. He wondered if his mum was watching. If God was watching.
“She will be home any minute.” The Abbot said.
James wondered what had happened to his father. He knew different sized pupils was a sign of brain damage. For knights this was usually through acts of violence. One too many knocks to the dome and you were kicked out of the order, destined to beg on the streets of Ravendale or live in a cave up in the Dales. James knew the cause of the Abbot’s madness was more sinister. He wondered if he could manage losing two parents to cancer. The world had been taken over by monsters, humans were killing and eating each other, and then there was cancer.
James stood up, unholstered his pistol. He pulled out the magazine. He knew it was loaded. He reinserted the mag, it was still loaded. He checked there was a round in the chamber. Yes. It was ready to fire. He leaned over the desk and held the gun to the back of the Abbots head.
“I love you” James said as he pulled the trigger.
THE END
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Until next time dear reader, I wish you well in these dark times.
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