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      Stephen Barkley struggled against the handcuffs around his wrists and wondered how his world had fallen apart so drastically in the last seven days.

      It was dark, but he had no idea whether it was day or not. He was locked up inside some storeroom, tied to some pole. Again, he didn’t know where, not exactly. All he knew was that one second, he’d been walking down the road, doing whatever he could to survive. The next, he’d been surrounded by an armed group and bundled into the back of a van.

      And yeah. That’s a working van. A van that was up and running.

      Which was of course a mystery in itself, just one Stephen hadn’t got his head around just yet.

      And one that he knew he wouldn’t stand much of a chance of getting his head around at all if he didn’t get out of here. Fast.

      He looked around, but he couldn’t see anything in the darkness. There was a strong smell in this room. The smell of sweat. But also the rusty smell of blood; a tang that clung to the nostrils, so much so that he could almost taste it on his tongue.

      He wasn’t sure if it was his blood or not. Probably not, in all truth, even though he’d been shoved around a bit by this group. All he could think was that this group were from somewhere else. He didn’t know where. He couldn’t place their accents.

      But he knew one thing, now. Or at least, he suspected one thing very strongly.

      This group was a foreign army.

      Which meant the EMP that people speculated had struck the power from the streets of Britain wasn’t just a freak of nature. It was part of some kind of invasion.

      But none of that knowledge helped him right now, trapped in here, hands wrapped around his back, handcuffs tight around his wrists. All that mattered was finding a way out of this place. Because time would run out. And when it did… well.

      He’d seen what happened to people who didn’t comply.

      Because he wasn’t the only one who’d been captured.

      The family on the road. Man. Woman. Child. The little boy kept screaming. He saw what the leader of the group did. Saw the way he went over to that boy, grabbed him and threw him into the woods, leaving him behind.

      He saw the way those parents cried out for their son. Saw the way they fought and kicked and screamed.

      He saw the armed group put them down. Man. Then woman. Child still screaming in the woods.

      And at that moment, Stephen made a promise to himself that if he ever got out of this mess, he’d go back, he’d find that kid, and he’d make sure he knew exactly who took his parents’ lives.

      He tugged against the cuffs around his wrists. They were tight, and they were hard. Metal handcuffs, standard issue, no doubt about it. They weren’t the kind of handcuffs people just broke free of. They weren’t the kind that snapped under any force, under any pressure.

      But there had to be something. Stephen had to find a way out of these cuffs. There was no negotiating about it. He just had to find a way—or face whatever came next.

      He’d heard what’d happened to those who were in here with him originally. One by one, they were taken outside. Then there were shouts and screams.

      And then there was a gunshot, and nothing.

      His heart pounded as he pondered the possibilities. He pulled harder at his cuffs. He couldn’t think what else to do, even though he knew it was in vain. Everybody would tug at their cuffs. Everyone would try to get out that way, and it would never work. In the many, many years of people being imprisoned, just how many had actually managed to break free of cuffs like these?

      He struggled nonetheless. Even though it was wounding his wrists. Even though it was making the bones in his arms feel like they were going to break. He closed his eyes. Felt tears building up in them, sadness and desperation taking over him. Because he couldn’t see a way out of this. He couldn’t see a happy ending ahead.

      He thought about Lucy. He’d only met her six months ago, but they’d had some amazing times already. They met at a charity shop one day, when he’d just bobbed in to get some books. She was working behind the counter. One thing led to another, and bingo: six months later and they were even talking about moving in together, something Stephen never thought he’d consider after how badly his relationship with Stephanie ended.

      He wondered where Lucy was now. When the EMP struck, he’d been stuck in traffic on the motorway, on his way to see her.

      He hoped she had what it took to survive. She was strong… but he wasn’t sure if she was strong enough. Because it wasn’t just about being mentally or physically strong. It was about being morally fluid too, even in the face of all this horror, all this terror.

      Stephen wasn’t sure Lucy had it in her to be morally fluid enough to be willing to do the things this world required. To sink to the depths this world demanded.

      He just hoped she hadn’t ended up in the kind of mess he’d ended up in.

      He closed his eyes, took a deep breath. He couldn’t hear anything outside. In his mind, he pictured it was night, but that wasn’t really based on anything beyond a hunch.

      But if it was night, it surely meant there were fewer of his captors awake. It surely meant there were just three or two or even one of them on guard, so more of a chance to escape.

      He yanked his hands against the pipe he was tied to. And at that moment, he felt something.

      The pipe. It was loose. Wobbly. No doubt about it.

      Excitement picked up inside Stephen. If the pipe was loose, there was a chance he could raise his arms to the point where the weakness was. He could yank them through that weakness. And with a little luck… voila. He would be free.

      Easier said than done, sure. But if he didn’t try, he’d be dead in no time. Talk about pressure.

      He started to lift his arms, to raise them up. They were tied behind his back. But if he could find a way to lift them high enough… just maybe there’d be a way to get himself out of this mess.

      He started to raise his arms, stretching his shoulders.

      He reached as high as he could.

      They seized up, right there.

      He stopped. Took a few deep breaths. Concentrated further. He could do this. He had this. He just had to find the weak point in the pipe, then he could get out of here.

      He pulled his arms higher. Lifted them further up. This time, he had to go further. Even if he dislocated his shoulders in the process, he’d have to do it. Because it was agony versus death. And regardless of what anybody told him, no amount of agony was worth giving up for non-existence.

      He bit into his lip, tasted blood. He kept on going, heart pounding. He sensed he was getting closer, felt excitement creeping up and through his body.

      But no. He had to stay calm. He had to stay measured. He couldn’t get ahead of himself.

      He pulled his arms higher. As he yanked against the pipe behind him, he could feel that weakness in it getting closer. If he could just get a little further. If he could just get a little higher…

      He reached the weakness.

      Pulled against it.

      But something happened.

      Right as he reached it, two things.

      First, a pop.

      His shoulder blades yanked out of place. Agonising dislocation.

      And then something else happened.

      Something uncontrollable. Something unavoidable.

      He let out a cry of agony.

      He fell forward, which made the pain even worse. He whimpered as he lay there on the floor, heart pounding, sweat pouring down his forehead. He was lost in the agony, lost in the pain…

      And then it struck him.

      A glimmer of light in the dark.

      He was free.

      He was free of the pipe.

      He struggled to his feet. His vision was blurred, but his focus was solid. He had to get through this door. He had to get out of here.

      And then he had to face whatever followed next.

      He went to stand up, his knees weak and wobbly, the pain in his shoulders unlike anything he’d ever experienced.

      Then he heard something.

      Saw something.

      Light.

      Light searing through the door ahead of him, burning his tired eyes.

      He looked up higher.

      And when he did, he saw someone standing there.

      Rifle in hand.

      Smiling.

      “Well, well,” the voice said, thick foreign accent. “Where do you think you’re going?”
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      Mike opened his eyes.

      The sun shone down brightly from above. He could hear the birds singing in the trees, smell the freshness of the leaves. And at that moment, Mike couldn’t deny its beauty. He couldn’t deny how grateful he was to be experiencing it.

      Especially after what’d happened five days ago.

      He looked down at his chest. Saw the gunshot wound there. Really, the fact that he’d survived it in these circumstances was nothing short of a miracle.

      But in this world, sometimes you needed a miracle. He was going to need a lot of miracles, and so was Holly. They were both going to need miracles to survive.

      Mike leaned over, looked to his side, under the makeshift tent that he’d built out in the woods. It was a pretty simple design, really. He’d strung some paracord up between two trees, then balanced some old tarpaulin he’d found in a nearby village over it. There were downsides, of course—the tarp didn’t extend to create a floor, which meant he’d had to throw some sheeting down, not exactly ideal for keeping insects away. It also meant there was an opening on either side of the tent.

      But it was something. It was a shelter.

      That had to count.

      Holly was lying there, fast asleep. He watched her chest rise and fall with her breaths. And he felt so grateful that she was here. He felt so relieved that he’d been reunited with her. That he’d gone in pursuit of that group who captured her—the group who were clearly a part of some kind of foreign invasion—and he’d rescued her from that place.

      Except that wasn’t exactly how it went down.

      Holly had saved his life. She’d used her initiative. Then one of the people she and Mike had freed had taken out the bullet, stitched him up. Told him he needed a lot of rest, and that he was prone to infection.

      But also, that he was lucky.

      Lucky that the bullet hadn’t hit anywhere crucial.

      Lucky to still be alive.

      And sure, he had been lucky. He’d been able to stave off infection so far. The wound seemed to be healing already. But the way Mike saw it, it was only partly luck. Most of all it was that will to survive. That will to fight. That’s what had got him and Holly through.

      He stood up, left the tent slowly. Stepped outside. He stood there in the summer breeze, taking deep breaths of the warm air. He listened. Listened for any sign of presence. Any sign of life. Because as much as he trusted in his daughter and as much as he was grateful for the person who’d saved his life… he didn’t trust anybody out there.

      Not after what had happened. There was no room for blind trust anymore.

      He lifted the AK-12 rifle he’d taken from one of the troops. He didn’t have a lot of ammunition for it, and he knew ammunition for a foreign-made weapon wasn’t exactly going to be in abundance. Still, guns were an absolute luxury in this world. They were going to take him very far. Not many people could say they had them. Even without ammo, a gun could strike fear.

      But with it… well, it made hunting a hell of a lot easier.

      He crouched in the grass, shuffled forward. He could hear movement in the distance. Movement that no doubt belonged to some kind of animal.

      He shuffled forward. Edged further through the grass, getting closer and closer to this movement.

      When he brushed the next few plants aside, he saw the source of the movement.

      A deer was standing there. It was eating grass, not a care for the world around it. It looked so happy. So peaceful.

      Sadness filled Mike’s body. Because this deer, sure, it looked so happy, so peaceful.

      But at the same time, it looked like a good meal. A good few meals.

      And meals like this were hard to come by in this world.

      He moved the rifle. Steadied his grip. Held his breath. This was just a part of the sadness of the world. This was just a part of the detaching of morals he had to do—that everyone had to do—if they wanted to survive.

      He steadied his grip, eased his focus, and slowly tightened his grip on the trigger…

      And then the deer looked around.

      It looked at him. Looked right into his eyes.

      And at that moment, as it stared back at him, it was like it knew what he was doing. It was like it understood.

      He tightened his grip around the trigger.

      But it was already too late.

      The deer shot off into the distance.

      He released the trigger, namely because ammo was important, and conserving it was more important than anything.

      He stood up. Shot off in pursuit of the deer. Because he didn’t want to let this opportunity pass. He didn’t want to let it go.

      He rushed further into the trees, knowing damn well he was probably on a wild goose chase to say the least. He kept on going, keeping his hope, keeping his optimism. He didn’t see the deer as a living thing anymore. He just saw it as a source of food. As a way to help his daughter survive.

      He went to throw himself through the trees when he saw something else.

      There was a group of people up ahead. Camping, just like he had been.

      For a second, he thought he recognised them. He thought it was Alison, and he felt a spark of hope rise in his chest. She’d been lost. So too had Kumal, Gina, and Arya. Their paths had diverged—and it didn’t feel like they were ever going to meet again.

      But as he looked closer, he realised this wasn’t Alison. It wasn’t anyone he knew.

      But whoever it was… they had the deer.

      The deer had run right into their trap. One of them was standing beside it, holding a knife. The deer was bleeding out.

      He looked at them. And he felt determination. He felt an urge. He lifted his rifle, almost instinctively. Because this was a meal. This was his meal. And it didn’t matter who these people were: they were getting in the way of his survival right now, and his daughter’s survival.

      But then he saw them.

      A little girl, standing in the background.

      She looked at him. Looked right into his eyes, just like the deer had looked at him before.

      He felt a knot in his stomach. A guilt for even considering what he’d been about to do.

      And at that moment, he lowered his rifle.

      At that moment, he turned around.

      At that moment, he disappeared into the woods, back towards the tent.

      The world had changed.

      He had changed.

      And he’d do anything he could to stay ahead of it.

      Just not today.
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      Alison staggered through the grass, Arya by her side, and had never felt more alone.

      It was morning. Another scorcher by the looks of things. She used to love the weather like this. Used to enjoy getting up early, getting her weekend chores done as quickly as possible and spending the rest of the day out in the garden reading a book or something like that.

      But since the EMP struck… Alison hadn’t viewed these days in the same way anymore. She didn’t get the same positive vibes from them. If anything, she just got an unshakable, nagging, sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.

      Because every day was the same.

      Every day was lonely.

      Every day without Mike and the others.

      She stumbled further through the grass. Because today, she was optimistic. She’d found the road that she’d strayed from a few days ago when she was in search of the extraction point. The supposed safe haven that turned out being anything but. That was hard to swallow, hard to deal with. She’d spent some time searching for Kumal and Gina after that, without much in the way of luck. But after that, she’d just sat there in a shocked stupor. Because the realisation had hit her. The realisation had hit her strong.

      There was no getting out of this world. There was no happy ending. It wasn’t fiction. It wasn’t a story.

      And reality didn’t work in narratives, as much as people kid themselves; as much as they try to lie to themselves to believe they do.

      But this was different. There was optimism. Alison had found a trace of the road where she’d strayed from after leaving Mike to try and rescue Holly. She wished she’d stayed with him. She wished she’d helped him. Hell, she wished she’d gone down with him if that’s what’d happened.

      Whatever it was, it was better than the last two days.

      Alone. Stranded. Lost.

      She stopped walking. Her legs were shaky, her body was weak. She’d been getting by on scraps, but that wasn’t easy. She’d eaten some bad berries a few days ago, and that’d only gone to dehydrate her even more.

      She used to think she could make it in a world like this. She used to think she could survive, adapt, even thrive.

      But she realised now that she’d been ambitious when she thought that. Hell, not even ambitious—she’d been deluded.

      She’d got her strength from other people. And that strength had now been taken away.

      She heard a whine by her side.

      She looked down. Saw Arya look up at her. She was panting. There was no doubting the weight this poor dog had lost in the last few days. She hadn’t had anywhere near enough food, especially not for a big breed like her. It was sad to think she probably got more care when she was accompanying a homeless guy on the streets.

      Alison crouched down. Ruffled her fur. “I’m sorry, girl. We’ll… we’ll find somewhere soon. We’ll find somewhere… somewhere better.”

      She didn’t listen to the voice in her head telling her she was living in a dream world.

      She went to stand back up. Because she had to keep going. If she’d found the road, then she was close to the camp where Mike had gone to rescue Holly. She wanted to find them there, safe. But even so… if she found them there dead, at least she had her answer. At least she had her closure.

      She stepped onto the road. She’d tried to stay off the road until this point, not wanting to bump into anyone else, to attract any unnecessary attention. But she couldn’t hold back anymore. She couldn’t wait any longer.

      She stumbled down the road, the sun beaming down on her burned forehead. She could see something in the distance. Something that looked like the place Mike had been heading to. Something that looked like the caravan Holly had been kept in.

      She went further, knees weak, chest tight, throat dry. She wasn’t walking in a straight line. She could be walking past anyone, attracting any attention, but she didn’t care anymore. She just wanted to get to her destination. She just wanted to find Mike and Holly.

      When she reached the front of the caravan, she noticed it was silent. And that made her heart skip a little. Did it mean the people here had gone?

      Or did it mean…

      Then she saw it, and her stomach sank.

      There were bodies. Charred remains of bodies right before her.

      Unidentifiable. Bits and pieces all over the place, flies buzzing around them.

      One thing was for sure.

      Something had happened here.

      And Alison had no idea what.

      And no idea who.

      She walked towards the caravan, lump in her throat, and knot in her stomach. The closer she got to it, the more she found herself not wanting to go in there, not wanting to find out the truth.

      But she climbed the steps.

      And when she stepped inside, she saw it.

      The caravan was empty. The cuffs had been cut.

      This place had been cleared out.

      She felt a smile tug at her cheeks. Because that was all she needed to know. That was all she needed to see. Just knowing that they’d got out of here was enough for her.

      She went to step outside the caravan, went to head back outside, to whatever lay on the road ahead, Arya by her side.

      “Come on, girl. It’s time to go.”

      But then her eyes closed.

      She felt the weight of her body toppling over.

      Then she fell to the ground, crumbling the remains of one of the charred bodies with a crack.

      At least Mike and Holly weren’t here.

      But them not being here meant she was alone.

      Them not being here meant she had to keep going on.

      Her head went fuzzy.

      A smile tugged at her face.

      Tears rolled down her cheeks.

      Then everything went blank.
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      Kumal sprinted as fast as he could, the sound of shouting and footsteps racing after him.

      It was sunny, and he felt exposed. All around him and Gina, who ran beside him, he didn’t have the safety net of trees. He only had caravans. Caravans that people were still staying at. Caravans people were shacking up at, riding out this EMP fallout in their own way.

      And a caravan in particular that he’d just stolen from.

      He had to find a way to survive after all, right?

      Everybody did.

      Even if the method wasn’t exactly… well. Morally sound.

      He looked over his shoulder. He could see movement somewhere behind, but he couldn’t really make it out properly. He didn’t have to. He knew enough. He and Gina  had sneaked into the garden of a caravan and stolen something.

      What had they stolen?

      The cooked remains of a deer.

      That’s the kind of desperation this world led you to.

      He felt a punch on his arm. Looked to his side and saw Gina. She was pale, and she looked tired. But then he had to assume he didn’t exactly look in his best shape, either. He didn’t have the luxury of a mirror to sort his hair out in. Looking after his appearance was always something he’d prided himself on. Strange just how much real problems and real shit could force you to adapt to a whole new way of being in such a short space of time.

      Gina pointed ahead as the voices raged behind. “Can’t afford to look back,” she gasped. “Got to keep running. Got to keep on going.”

      Kumal nodded, kept his focus up ahead, as much as nerves kept on biting away at his stomach. He didn’t like stealing. His parents had brought him and his brothers up to respect the law at all costs. Dad even shouted at him when he committed the slightest indiscretion.

      Which made it all the more strange when Kumal learned his father was being arrested on charges of money laundering back when he was only thirteen.

      It wasn’t something he spoke about much. But it’d confused him. He was convinced it was wrong. That there had to be some kind of mistake. After all the values his father instilled in him, things were really going to end the way they did? His dad wasn’t the hero he’d looked up to all those years?

      He’d strayed from his dad after that. Even when his dad got out of prison. Even when his dad insisted it really was all a mistake. That was a moment of change. Nothing was the same, ever again.

      And now here he was. After trying his best not to go down the path his dad went down, after doing all he could to uphold the values he’d been raised to honour and respect, he was breaking them.

      But this was different.

      This was in the name of survival.

      He couldn’t help that he was just plain rubbish at setting up traps, after all.

      “Just keep on going,” Gina said. “We can’t slow down now. We can’t…”

      Her voice faded.

      Because he felt something.

      His foot giving way.

      Then his body flying across the ground, surging down towards the road.

      He hit the road with a slam. There was nothing slow motion about it, nothing glorified about it. Just a smack against his teeth, the taste of blood, the numbness of an ache crippling his forehead.

      He struggled back to his feet, heart pounding, and chest tight.

      But he could hear something.

      The footsteps behind him.

      The footsteps getting closer.

      He knew what Gina had said. He knew what she’d told him about moving forward, about not looking back.

      But instinct took hold, and he found himself looking around.

      The people were so close. Six of them. All of them holding blades.

      And between him and them… the deer.

      The deer meat he’d stolen.

      The deer meat he’d dropped.

      “Just… just leave it,” Gina said.

      But Kumal felt something growing inside him. An urge. He’d come this far. Both him and Gina had come this far. They couldn’t just give up now. They couldn’t just accept defeat. That deer meat could last them for days. It could be the difference between surviving and falling.

      They’d got what they’d come here to get.

      He couldn’t give up.

      He surged back, back towards the group, back towards the deer remains, even though his ankle was on fire, even though the taste of blood was filling up in his mouth.

      “Kumal!” Gina said.

      And he didn’t understand the urgency. He didn’t realise why she sounded so desperate. Not at first.

      Not until he looked to the left and saw more people running down the sides of the nearby caravans.

      More people with blades.

      He froze, then. Froze, metres away from the deer meat. And perhaps that’s what changed things. Perhaps that’s what swung the odds against him.

      Whatever it was, he could see it. He could see the truth, and it broke him apart.

      Because he knew that he wasn’t going to make it to the deer meat.

      He knew he had failed.

      But he looked again. Stretched out a hand. Tried to figure how long it’d take him to get there.

      “Kumal!”

      And then he remembered a video his dad had shown him. A video from back home, where they were from. Something that happened to one of his uncles. Hacked in the street for his beliefs—or lack of beliefs.

      And Dad told him that’s what happened if he ever did wrong. That’s what happened if ever he was bad.

      He remembered the screams of his uncle, the unnatural sounds as his body was hacked to pieces, and he felt a lump building in his throat.

      “Sorry,” he gasped. “Sorry.”

      Then he stepped away and hobbled off into the distance.

      He felt the group getting further behind. He felt them slowing their pursuit, realising he’d given up the goods he’d tried to steal. He felt them losing their interest, conserving their energy.

      But all the time as he stepped out of the camp, he couldn’t deny how he felt, as he left empty-handed.

      He’d tried to do bad.

      He’d failed.

      And where did that leave him in this world anymore?
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      Mike walked through the woods, Holly by his side, knowing full well that they had to find some food—fast. If they didn’t, tensions were going to rise to say the least.

      It was still morning. The sun was bright, rising through the trees. Mike listened as his and Holly’s feet crunched across the branches on the ground. There was spaciousness to the air. Freedom. The smell of freshness of being so far out in the open.

      And Mike knew it was peaceful. He appreciated it.

      But at the same time, he found it eerie. Because he knew damn well there were other people out here, just as quiet as he was, watching, waiting…

      It was a few weeks in. There were no signs that electricity or power was being restored. The only sign of authority was from a foreign group, who were heavily armed and seemed intent on giving the citizens of this country hell. It added fuel to the fire of the invasion theory that Mike had suspected for some time.

      But then Mike hadn’t seen them for a while, so their presence couldn’t be as widespread as perhaps he’d first feared. Then again, he’d been keeping a low profile, staying out of the way.

      Perhaps they were out there, somewhere, waiting…

      It would be easy to start feeling sorry for himself. It’d be easier to just give up and admit defeat than it was to keep on surviving.

      Perhaps if he was alone, Mike would’ve given up by now.

      But not while his daughter was by his side.

      He thought about the deer. The one that’d got free, and then ran right into the path of that other group. The guilt he’d felt for considering killing them to take it for himself.

      He was caught up in a world of twisted morals, and he wasn’t sure he was ever going to come out the other side the same.

      If there even was another side to come out of.

      “Maybe we should think about going back into one of the villages,” Holly said.

      Mike’s stomach sank the moment she spoke. He stopped. Looked at her. “What?”

      Holly brushed back her long, dark hair. “I’m just saying. We can keep camping out here, but it’s not going to be nice forever. Especially not when the winter comes. The tent’s barely even good enough now and it’s summer.”

      The mention of winter made Mike’s stomach descend even more. He cleared his throat, shook his head. “We think about survival in the now. And right now, being out here is best. The tent’s not ideal, but we’ll improve it when we need to.”

      “We’re not having any real luck hunting,” Holly said. “We’re going to bed starving ’cause we’re worried about burning through our rations—and we’ve barely got any left anyway. How can finding a quiet village be any worse?”

      Mike thought about the scenes back in the town of Garstang. The burning. The chaos.

      And then he thought about all the things he’d read about what would happen to a society in the days and weeks after an EMP event, and he didn’t want to risk that. Not for his daughter. Not for anyone.

      He crouched opposite her. Took her warm hands in his, and then looked into her eyes. “Holly, I know you want to believe there’s a better world out there somewhere. I know you want to believe that. But… but we have to go off facts. Everyone’s just finding their way in this world. Everyone’s doing whatever they can to survive. There’s going to be bad days. Days that make you want to give up. But there’ll be better days. I truly believe that. And us, staying alive, that’s what this is about. It’s about us getting to those better days. About us making sure we’re around to see them.”

      He stroked some of her greasy hair off her forehead.

      “I’d do anything for you, angel. Just not this.”

      She sighed. And Mike stood up then. He turned around, held out a hand.

      “Come on,” he said. “Time to go check the traps.”

      They walked another couple of miles off into the woods. Mike was surprised just how quiet it was in here, in all truth. Of course, he’d seen the occasional group of survivors. But it really did seem like many people were struggling to leave their homes behind. They didn’t know how to make it in the wild, so they didn’t even begin to try.

      Little did they know, failing to try to adapt put them at a strict disadvantage. Because the sooner they learned the ways of survival in this world, the better the chance they had of surviving long term. It went without saying.

      Ninety per cent. That’s what the predictions said. Ninety per cent of the population, gone in the click of a finger in the grand scheme of things. People unable to adapt to the change in circumstances. People unsure how to hunt their own food or unwilling to leave their own homes—or unprepared about just how nasty they might have to get to keep themselves alive.

      Ninety per cent. Gone.

      He didn’t want to become a part of the statistics of the new world. He wanted to be a voice that gave the history lesson—the history lesson to make sure the world never took power for granted ever again.

      Or at least, that’s what he wanted for his daughter.

      They reached the first of their traps, and a smile crept up Mike’s face.

      There was a squirrel trapped in the deadfall trap. One that Holly had set. It was pretty simple in principle: you grab a large, flat rock and hold it up using three sticks. Throw some bait underneath it—peanut butter in this case. Then assuming the rock’s heavy enough, it’ll kill the animal upon contact.

      Sometimes these traps weren’t quite effective enough to kill the animals right away, which made it a cruel way to go.

      Fortunately in this case, the squirrel was dead. Wouldn’t have known a thing.

      Mike looked at his daughter, smiling. “Good job.”

      She frowned like she was brushing off his praise, even though he could tell from the flushing of her cheeks that she was secretly proud, too. “Good job? Don’t patronise me.”

      She walked over to the squirrel, removed it from the trap. She looked at it for a few seconds, that connection between animal and food clear to see before her.

      “I can do it,” Mike said. “If you’re not ready. I can…”

      She stuck the knife into the squirrel’s neck and started skinning it on the spot.

      Mike felt a couple of things as he headed back with his daughter, who was covered in squirrel blood. Pride. But also, discomfort. He’d seen his angel commit an act of violence. An act that just weeks ago—maybe even less—she wouldn’t have even contemplated.

      What would the next weeks bring?

      Just how much further were she—and everybody—willing to sink?

      “I sometimes wonder what Mum would say,” Holly said.

      Mike stumbled a little. Her words surprised him. “About… about what?”

      Holly half-smiled, staring up into the distance. “About this world. About the things that have gone on since the EMP. I wonder whether she’d have been able to adapt? I wonder if she’d have been able to kill?”

      A bitter taste filled Mike’s mouth. He thought about Caitlin lying there on her death bed, deep in the depths of a medically induced coma, never to come out. “Never underestimate the power of the human condition to find a way,” Mike said.

      He stepped back through the trees, and that’s when he saw it.

      “Shit,” Mike said.

      He rushed over towards their camp. Stepped around it. Tried to figure out what to do about it.

      But it was too late.

      Their makeshift tent had fallen to the ground.

      The props holding it up had burned away.

      Their supplies had been stolen and ransacked.

      They were homeless and back at square one all over again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment Alison woke, she knew she wasn’t alone.

      She shot upright. Her head span. Her mouth was dry. Her vision was blurred. She had no idea what time it was, no idea how long she’d been out. She could barely recall what’d happened before she’d fallen unconscious.

      She looked around, and then it struck her.

      The caravan. The caravan that Mike had gone to; the one that Holly was being held captive in. She’d headed all this way here, only to collapse on the doorstep upon failing to find them.

      But she had found something. The bodies. The charred remains.

      But no trace of Holly in those remains. No trace of Mike.

      She stood up. Her legs were shaky, and her stomach rumbled with hunger. She heard movement by her side, saw Arya sitting there. She looked at Alison like she didn’t understand what was happening. Poor girl. She must’ve been sitting there wide awake all this time. Talk about loyal.

      She walked back inside the caravan, her head spinning, and her body weak. She sat down again, took a few deep breaths, tried to steady herself.

      And then she heard it.

      Shuffling outside. Saw Arya beside her, ears pricked up, growling at something out there; at someone out there.

      She looked out into the distance, and she froze.

      There were footsteps. Definite footsteps heading towards her and Arya.

      Her body seized. She didn’t know who it was, and she wasn’t keen on finding out. She stood up, slowly, even though her legs were wobbly, and then she hid behind the caravan door as the footsteps got closer and closer.

      She didn’t want to run into anyone out there. She just wanted to keep as low a profile as possible before continuing her journey to… well. Her journey to nowhere, now. That’s what it was, after all. There was no end in sight. Just survival.

      Survival was the only target she had in mind.

      She pressed herself back against the wall of the caravan. Arya was beside her, still growling. She lifted a finger, hushed her, but it didn’t seem to work. Arya was interested in whoever was outside. She was threatened by whoever was outside. Alison just had to hope this poor dog behaved long enough to…

      Right on cue, Arya did something that changed everything.

      She let out a deafening, booming bark.

      The footsteps stopped. Silence. Just the sound of the birdsong. The sound of the breeze against the trees.

      And then the sound of the footsteps picking up again, heading in the caravan’s direction.

      Alison’s body went still. Options and possibilities spiralled around her mind. She had a choice: keep on laying low and wait for a perfect moment to strike. Or step out. Reveal herself right away. Get a measure of whoever was coming her way.

      Anything but just standing here.

      Anything but just mulling over the possibilities.

      She looked over at the other side of the caravan, and she saw something.

      A piece of metal. It looked like debris of some kind. Big enough and heavy enough to defend herself with at least.

      She crept over to the other side of the caravan, the footsteps getting closer. She could only assume they were further away than she’d first thought, probably because everything else around her was silent.

      She picked up the piece of metal debris.

      And when she turned around, she saw him.

      A man was standing there. He had his hands by his sides. In his waist clip, a knife.

      He looked into the darkened caravan at her, the windows boarded up. She couldn’t make out his eyes properly. But the way he was standing there silhouetted by light, and the way he was looking at her… not to mention the way Arya was growling… all of them added to the sense of unease.

      She stood still, holding on to the debris, heart racing. The man stood still, too. It was like a silent game of chess, the pair of them trying to figure out the next move.

      Only there was a problem. Alison couldn’t make the next move. She was trapped.

      If she had to fight, she would.

      If she had to kill, she would.

      That’s the reality she had to face up to now.

      The silence went on a little longer.

      And then the man started walking towards her, slowly.

      “Hello, princess,” he said, his voice unusually high-pitched. “Are you lost?”

      A sickening taste washed through Alison’s mouth. There was no doubt about it—this man wasn’t well, mentally. She could tell from the way he spoke. She could tell from his demeanour. Might sound stupid, but she’d dealt with enough cases of wandering patients from mental health facilities that she knew what one looked like when she saw them.

      They were usually nice people.

      It just looked like, right now, she’d stumbled upon a bad egg at the worst of times.

      He kept on walking towards her. Arya growled beside her. Her heart pounded, her chest tightened.

      “Stay back,” she said, lifting the debris.

      The man did stop. Just for a few seconds.

      Then he started walking again. Only this time, he’d reached into his pocket and lifted out the knife. “Cat got your tongue?” he said. “I like tongue. Tongue, tongue, tongue. Mummy used to always feed me tongue.”

      Sickness built in Alison’s body. Not just because of the way this man was coming towards her, the things he was saying, but also because of what she knew she was going to have to do to keep him away. “I’m warning you,” she said. “Stay back. Or I’ll… I’ll crack your skull.”

      The man stopped again. And even in the darkness, she saw the glow of his smile. “You aren’t going to crack anyone’s skull,” he said, lifting the knife. “Now let’s see what your tongue tastes like.”

      He lurched towards Alison.

      She pulled back the debris. Went to slam it over the man’s head.

      But it didn’t matter.

      He fell onto her with all his weight.

      She pushed back, kicked back, and struggled. Arya was by her side, but she didn’t seem to be helping. She was still just kicking her back paws, still just growling.

      And as she tried to fight back, as she tried to struggle free with her weakened body… something struck her.

      The man. He wasn’t fighting anymore.

      And she could feel something, too. Something warm on his back.

      Blood.

      She looked over his shoulder, and she saw it.

      There was an arrow sticking out the back of the man’s neck.

      She looked beyond it and saw someone else standing by the door.

      There was a woman. She was holding a bow and arrow. Staring right in at Alison and this fallen man.

      “Sorry about that,” she said, stepping inside. “I’m really going to need that arrow back.”
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      Kumal sat in the middle of the abandoned park and tried to come to terms with just how silent this place was.

      Warm days like this usually made parks packed out. There were usually kids on the fairground rides. Ice cream vans serving cones that were running and dripping away in the heat. The smell of hot dogs, the sound of laughter and joy and paddling pools splashing in the distance.

      But today was different.

      Today, the rides were empty. The ice cream vans were still there, windows open as if they’d been abandoned in the middle of their shift. There were no smells of hot dogs, or of laughter and joy. Just the breeze. Just silence.

      As Kumal stared down the main walkway of the park, he thought back to the incident at the caravan site nearby. He’d been so close to stealing that deer meat for himself. But he’d failed. He’d failed, and it was beginning to make him question his survival instincts.

      He knew a thing or two about how to be measured in a situation like this, sure. But survival itself was a whole different thing completely. You could know the kind of animals you were supposed to catch, the kind of diet you were supposed to eat. But it had to go beyond that. You had to know the best ways of catching them. You had to be able to weigh up when a situation was worth pursuing and when it was worth abandoning.

      He remembered the way that group had raced towards him as he made a final lunge for that deer, and he wondered if he’d just taken the risk, he might’ve left there with it whole.

      “We’re going to have to start thinking long-term,” Gina said.

      When Gina spoke those words, Kumal’s stomach sank. “Isn’t that what we’ve been doing?”

      “We’ve been out here for days now, barely getting by,” Gina said. There was frustration and irritation to her voice. “We’ve stolen scraps. We’ve been lucky with some of our finds. But it isn’t going to always be this way, Kumal. We… we have to face the truth. We don’t know enough about survival to make it on our own.”

      She was silent, then. A pause that suggested there was more to be said.

      “So?” Kumal said.

      “So… I think we should be doing everything we can to find another group to join.”

      Kumal scratched his chin. “That’s not going to be easy.”

      “Maybe not. But at the end of the day, what’s the alternative?”

      “The alternative is maybe staying alive.”

      “I know there’s been some bad shit with other groups,” Gina said. “And I know that shit’s gonna take a while to get over. Believe me; I got captured by one of them. But I can’t just sit here and accept all groups are suddenly bad people. There’s good people out there. People like you and me. People just trying to get by. Even the people at the caravan site. How do we know they aren’t good people? We were the ones trying to steal from them, after all. That makes us the bad people in their eyes. Shouldn’t we be trying something else?”

      Kumal thought back to the group that abducted Gina. He thought back to the group that did whatever they’d done to that poor mother and her baby; the ones that hung from the tree. And as much as he wanted to believe there was goodness still out there—as much as he wanted to believe that there had to be people out there that were just like him and Gina—that lens of the past was clouding his present and making a positive future hard to see.

      “So what do you suggest we do?” Kumal said. “Wander back into that caravan site? Apologise and say we didn’t mean to steal from them, we were just desperate?”

      “I’m suggesting exactly that,” Gina said.

      Kumal shook his head.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “No, go on. That headshake. What’s that all about?”

      “It’s just… Gina, I think you’re living in a dream world, that’s all.”

      She did something, then. Something Kumal hadn’t been expecting.

      She slapped him.

      “I was captured by a group right at the bloody start of this mess. I was pulled away from you and from everyone. I thought I was going to die. But I’m still here. And I still have faith that there’s goodness out there. If I can have faith, what’s stopping you?”

      Guilt welled up inside Kumal, then. They wanted the same thing, at the end of the day. They both wanted to find safety. Kumal just wasn’t sure he bought into this “everyone’s in it together” philosophy anymore, not after the things he’d seen.

      “You’re right,” he said. “And I’m sorry. I just… Forgive me for being skeptical. I just don’t want to see either of us caught up with the wrong people, that’s all. Not after all this time. Not after all we’ve been through.”

      Gina reached out a hand. She put it on Kumal’s arm. When she made contact with him, the hairs on his arm stood on end. They felt like they were on fire.

      He looked away, his cheeks flushing, as Gina spoke.

      “We’ve got each other,” she said. “And that isn’t going to change. No matter who we end up with… we’ve made it this far like you say. We’re not going to let anyone get in our way. Not now. Not after all this.”

      Kumal looked back at Gina, her hand still moving up and down on his arm. He smiled.

      And at that moment, he wanted to tell her she was the most beautiful person he’d ever seen. That he’d always had feelings for her, but they were getting stronger and stronger by the day. That he wasn’t sure he was going to be able to hide them from her for much longer.

      “We push forward,” Gina said. “We find another group. Okay?”

      Kumal went to nod and agree.

      But then he saw the movement behind Gina.

      And he knew right then that they weren’t going to have to wait long to find their group after all.

      Because they were already here.
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      Andrei listened to the begging man’s cries as he held the gun to his daughter’s head.

      It was a pretty day, in all truth. Not the kind of day you usually hear about in Britain. Britain was hardly known for its weather. It was one of the reasons he was pissed when he was deployed here. Not only was there shit weather—the power was down, too.

      Although that latter part was the very reason he was sent here after all.

      The very reason his government had deployed his people here.

      Restoring order. Getting the power back online.

      But the truth?

      Establishing a military presence that by the time the power was back online would already be too significant to topple.

      And establishing order sometimes required a little… heavy-handedness.

      “Please,” the man begged as he stood there. Andrei’s colleagues were holding his arms. He was a mess of a man. Typical Brit. Bald, sun-tanned, with a big pot belly. Football shirt, too. Back in the day, Brits used to be the pride and joy of the football world. Their fans were renowned for their brutality, for the way they’d fight to the death. True hooligans.

      But every dog had its day, and Britain had clearly done so. Especially since it’d pulled itself out of the European Union, it didn’t have the same international clout anymore. And it didn’t have the same sort of protection against advances like this.

      Which made Britain all the more appealing to his nation now he was here.

      He looked down into the little girl’s bright blue eyes. She was cute. That innocent look on her face that she must’ve learned from so many movies. The one that says, ‘you’ll be let off the hook if you just give it your best “innocent” expression.’

      But Andrei didn’t buy into those movies. He didn’t buy into those myths.

      Andrei’s goal was to make people afraid of him. Afraid of his people.

      And the best way to do that was to threaten to take away the thing they cared about most.

      “Why are you doing this?” the father begged. “My—my girl. She’s just like your daughters, back home. There’s no difference between them. Don’t do this. Please.”

      Andrei turned to the father. Although he didn’t totally agree with him—he didn’t think his daughters back home were anything like this filth—he could see where he was coming from. What had the kid done, after all?

      He lowered his gun. “You are right,” he said.

      He walked over to the father. Looked right into his eyes.

      “Our children should not have to pay for the mistakes of their parents, no?”

      The father breathed heavily and shakily into Andrei’s face. He smelled like fish. Something that rubbed him up the wrong way even more. “Please,” he said.

      “Oh, stop saying please. Is that all you say? Is that all the fight you Brits have in you?”

      He turned around. Walked over to the little girl. Pushed the gun right between her eyes.

      “Stop!” the man shouted.

      “I want to see you really fight.”

      The father shoved and tried to break free of the people holding him. But it was pathetic. Too emotional. Too defeatist.

      He looked at the little girl. Tightened his finger around the trigger. Smiled at her.

      “I want to see you give it your all,” he said. “To show her how much she means to you.”

      He tightened the trigger some more.

      “No!” the father shouted.

      Andrei saw something, then. In the corner of his eye. The father punching out at one of the men holding him, elbowing him in his face.

      Then he saw him kicking free of another, racing towards him, towards his daughter.

      Andrei stepped back, lifted the gun in the air. “Good,” he said. “That’s what I like to see.”

      The father held his daughter. Tightened his grip around her. Whispered things to her. “You’ll be okay, Emma. I promise. I promise.”

      She just kept on looking over his shoulder, that innocent gaze to her eyes.

      Andrei sighed. He crouched behind them as they held one another. The men who had been holding the father had their rifles raised, now.

      “You know, it’s a shame,” Andrei said. “I like to see fighting spirit. It’s a shame we’re not going to see much more of that.”

      He put the gun to the back of the father’s head.

      And before the father could do a thing, he pulled the trigger.

      The man’s head popped right there. A few small fragments of his skull and brain splattered over his daughter, who kept on holding his body as it fell to the ground.

      Andrei stepped back. Wiped the tip of his rifle. And then he held it out to the little girl, Emma. “You’ll need this,” he said. “It’ll help you get by in this world.”

      He put it in her hands.

      Patted the back of her hands.

      “If anyone asks where you got it… you tell them your new leaders gave it you. And that they’d better obey, or their daughters and sons will be next.”

      He stood up, then. Walked away from the little girl, away from her dead father, away from this entire scene.

      He looked over his shoulder one last time.

      Looked at the mass of dead bodies. Thirty of them in total. Men, women, and children. Just one of them left standing.

      He took a deep breath of the humid air, and he smiled.

      “Come on,” he said to the rest of his people. “We’ve got work to do.”
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      Mike stared at the wrecked remains of his and Holly’s tent, and he didn’t know how to react.

      The sun had gone behind the clouds, a chill coming through the air as the morning rolled into afternoon. All around, there was nothing but silence. No trace of the people who’d been here. Just that wreckage.

      And their lack of supplies.

      He felt tension building inside. All kinds of things flashed in his mind: why had they been complacent? Why had they left this place unguarded? They were only weeks in, and they were letting their guard drop. Mike knew they should’ve known better.

      But then it was easy for complacency to slip in. After all, the woods seemed so safe. So serene, even. They hadn’t run into any trouble yet. It seemed secure.

      He’d been foolish to fall for the myth that it was safe. Foolish to fall for that lie.

      But there was one thing the group who had taken from him hadn’t counted on.

      And that was just how determined he was to get his things back.

      That was the very fact that he wasn’t the kind of guy who screwed around. Never had been, and especially wasn’t anymore.

      In a way, he knew storming after the group and threatening them wasn’t ideal. After all, they’d only done what he’d have done if he’d encountered a find like they had. And it wasn’t even like he had his rifle left—whatever little ammo remained—anyway.

      But at the same time… that group hadn’t just taken supplies from him—supplies he knew were going to be very useful down the line. They’d outright trashed his tent and ransacked what he called home.

      There was no need for any of that. They’d done it out of pure spite, clearly.

      And if he caught up with them, he’d make sure they knew what a bad mistake they’d made.

      “We’re just going to have to start again,” Holly said.

      Mike frowned when she spoke. She sounded so calm about it. Defeated, almost. “What?”

      She stood there, arms wrapped around her chest. She shrugged. “I mean, it’s not great.”

      “No, it’s not great. Those people took everything we’ve worked for.”

      “There’s always going to be setbacks.”

      “They trashed our tent.”

      “We were always going to be moving on from it, eventually.”

      Mike shook his head, puffed out his breath. “I can’t believe how calm you are about all this.”

      “I don’t see I’ve really got a choice. The stuff’s gone. There’s not a lot we can do. Moping’s not going to take us very far, anyway.”

      Mike shook his head. He looked back at the makeshift tent, the torn tarp and the burned wood holding it up. Then he looked at the trees beyond. “I just don’t like seeing people get away with…”

      He stopped.

      He stopped because right then, he saw it.

      Over on the tree just up ahead.

      He frowned. Walked over towards it.

      And when he reached it, he saw it clearly.

      “What is it?” Holly asked.

      Mike wiped the red mark from the tree. It was still damp. “Looks like one of our friends was bleeding.”

      He looked further ahead, and it felt like the whole world was opening up in front of him; like a path was forming ahead of him. He could see more specks of blood.

      And they were leading right ahead.

      He felt his body tense. An urge to see out justice. He gripped onto the Becker BK2 blade he always carried with him, and he went to take a step.

      “Don’t.”

      The voice sounded like it came from somewhere else. Mostly because it was so unexpected.

      But when he looked to his side, he realised he already knew the source of the voice well. Very well.

      It was Holly.

      She was standing there, eyes wide, staring up at him. She was shaking her head.

      “Holly—”

      “You don’t have to do this. You don’t have to go down this path. Not again.”

      He crouched opposite her. Took her hands in his. “Sometimes, there’s things we just have to do. Things we just can’t let go.”

      “But I’m asking you to let this go,” Holly said. “For me. Please.”

      He heard the desperation in her voice. And for a moment, he wanted to honour her. He wanted to follow Holly’s wishes. She’d seen enough chaos. She’d seen her dad kill people. She’d killed people herself. They were things that were unimaginable just a fortnight ago; even less, perhaps.

      But things were different now.

      The world had changed.

      A balance had to be restored.

      “You stay here.”

      “Don’t tell me to stay here,” Holly said. “If you’re going, you’re going. But… but I just want you to know I don’t like this. I don’t like it at all. This—this is a mistake, Dad. Please.”

      Mike went to say something else to Holly.

      That’s when he heard it.

      The shuffling.

      The shuffling, right in the distance.

      Right down the path of blood.

      He looked around.

      He could see movement.

      Something possessed him, then. Something tensed his body, made him seize up.

      He heard Holly saying things to him. Heard her asking him—pleading with him—to show composure, to keep it under control.

      But it was too late.

      Mike saw an opportunity.

      He was already on his way.

      He raced through the grass. Threw himself forward, towards whoever was there. He heard Holly’s footsteps following closely behind.

      The further he got, the more the specks of blood seemed to change. The more they seemed to turn into full blown puddles. And Holly was right. It didn’t feel right. Something didn’t feel right.

      That’s when he saw it.

      Almost fell over it.

      Or rather, him.

      There was a man on the grass below him. He was bleeding from his ankle—badly. Dragging himself along. Sweating. Total fear in his eyes.

      He looked up at Mike, holding his knife, and he looked like he’d just seen a ghost.

      “Run,” he said. “Get—get away. Just—just…”

      Mike lowered down by his side. That’s when he saw something else. His wounds. They were worse than just a bleeding ankle. On this man’s body there were loose flaps of skin. It looked like he’d been tortured. Cut.

      Sickness engulfed Mike. The birdsong seemed to have stopped. Everything was still.

      “Run,” the man gasped. “Just…”

      That’s when Mike heard it.

      That’s when everything changed.

      A scream.

      Mike spun around.

      Movement in the bushes just behind him.

      Movement where Holly was.

      Except she wasn’t there anymore.

      She was gone.

      Holly was gone.
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      Alison watched the woman yank the arrow out of the fallen man’s neck, and she wasn’t sure how to react.

      Her head spun. She felt sickness and nausea in the pit of her stomach. Her heart pounded; her eyes ached with the exhaustion, and her body shook with starvation and malnutrition. She wondered if perhaps this was all just a hallucination; if perhaps she’d really been attacked by that guy who’d come marching in here and invented her saviour in her mind after all.

      But the more she blinked, the more she tried to tell herself that she couldn’t have been bailed out—that this couldn’t be real—the more she realised perhaps it was true after all.

      Especially with Arya staring over at the woman with suspicion, too.

      The woman stepped up. Walked out of the caravan, almost like Alison wasn’t there at all.

      “You want to watch what kind of shit you get yourself caught up in,” she said. “Next time, you might not have someone around to bail you out.”

      Then, without turning to look at Alison, she walked away.

      Alison sat there, totally stunned. She still hadn’t got her head around what’d just happened. Part of her was just grateful that she’d been bailed out.

      But the other…

      The other wanted to know who this woman was.

      She wanted to know who’d saved her.

      And she wanted to go wherever she was going.

      She stood up. Clambered her way out of the caravan, even if she was disoriented.

      In the distance, she saw the woman walking off, not even looking over her shoulder, not even turning back.

      “Hey!” Alison called.

      The woman didn’t turn around.

      Alison staggered down the caravan steps. She realised just how weak she was, now. Everything was catching up with her.

      “Please!” she shouted. “Just… just wait.”

      The woman stopped, then. She turned around, rolled her eyes. And for the first time, Alison got a good look at her in the light. She was ginger and slim, with a distinct birthmark on her neck. Her face was mean, and she didn’t look like the kind of person anyone wanted to cross.

      She shook her head when she scanned Alison from head to toe then back again. “Look at the state of you. Probably would’ve done you a favour by letting you die.”

      Alison stood there, shaking. She’d always thought of herself as a strong woman. Always thought of herself as independent; as someone who could stand up for herself and fight her own battles.

      But now, she hadn’t felt weaker in her entire life.

      “I just wanted to thank you,” Alison said, her voice shaking. She realised how long it’d been since she’d spoken to anyone. “If you hadn’t—if you hadn’t done what you just did, I wouldn’t—”

      “Save the sentimentality,” the woman said. “It won’t get you far in this world.”

      She turned away and went to walk again.

      Alison felt desperation building up inside. She’d never felt loneliness before, not like this. But now, it had reared its head. Now, it was strong.

      She didn’t want to let it win.

      She didn’t want to let her moment of human contact drift off into the breeze.

      “I was with a group,” she said. “We… we got separated. I found a safe zone. And then…”

      She trailed off. She didn’t know why she was telling the woman this. Mostly just that longing for connection; that urge to make some kind of bond in a world that had rapidly become so lonely.

      She saw something, though. A shift in the demeanour of this woman. A change in the way she was looking at her. A sigh.

      “So you’ve met our new overlords, too.”

      She stumbled in Alison’s direction, then. She stopped, right in front of her.

      “Look,” she said. “I mean, maybe I was wrong to write you off too easily. You made it this far, after all. But all I can say is… well, just keep your head low. And if you see those guys? Yeah. You run. You run for your damned life. Because they don’t hold fire. They don’t hold back.”

      A bitter taste filled Alison’s mouth. She remembered what she’d seen at the supposed safe zone—those people all lying there, dead. People who had been looking for salvation. People who had been looking for safety.

      And then she remembered what she’d found in the woods, too. The discovery she’d made when she was still with Mike and the others—what seemed like an eternity ago.

      The people. Hanging.

      The woman. Pregnant.

      “Least you’ve got a nasty-looking dog with you. She’ll take you far.”

      Alison looked down at Arya. She was sniffing at this woman now like she was far too trusting.

      The woman went to turn away, and Alison felt the moment slipping through her fingers once again.

      “At least tell me your name,” she said, her voice shaky.

      The woman stopped. Paused. “My name doesn’t matter. Neither of our names matter.”

      “Well, I’m Alison,” she said. “And I want to thank you. I want to thank you for saving my life. At least you can allow me that, right?”

      The woman turned around again. Scanned her from head to toe. This time, though, she had a different look on her face. A look of sympathy. A look of concern.

      “How long have you been on your own again?”

      Alison went to respond, out of pure reaction more than anything.

      That’s when she realised she didn’t know. Not exactly.

      “A long time,” the woman said, filling in the silence. “I can guess that much.”

      “I’m struggling,” Alison said.

      The woman visibly swallowed a lump in her throat like it was something she really didn’t want to hear. “I can see that, too. And it worries me.”

      “I’m struggling now,” Alison said. “But I was doing well. I—I was part of a group. We made it this far. And then… I just need someone to give me another chance.”

      The woman looked back at Alison, tears glistening in her eyes. “That’s the problem, Alison. I don’t do things with other people. I do things on my own. The world’s weak enough as it is, and I can’t afford to be propping other people up myself. Not after…”

      She stopped, then. Her gaze drifted off into the distance. And Alison found herself in a strange position. A position she wasn’t expecting.

      Alison found herself begging.

      “I just can’t do this anymore,” she said.

      The woman turned around. Specks of rain started to fall. “You’ll find a w…”

      She might’ve said something else.

      She might’ve continued.

      She might’ve said a whole lot else.

      Alison didn’t know.

      She fell to the ground.

      Darkness filled her vision again.

      And then, nothing.
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      Kumal watched the group walking towards him, and he wasn’t sure how to feel.

      The clouds had gathered overhead. It felt like afternoon, although it could’ve still been morning for all he knew. A deep hunger gnawed inside him; a hunger that hadn’t even nearly been satiated since the beginning of the EMP outage. He’d already switched belt sizes, and he wasn’t a big lad in the first place by any stretch of the imagination.

      Watching this group of people—twelve strong at least—march towards him right now… that was almost enough to make him lose another damned stone on the spot.

      “What do you think?” Gina asked.

      Kumal felt even sicker when Gina spoke. Mostly because her acknowledging the group coming their way really highlighted and drove home that they really were heading in their direction.

      They’d seen Kumal and Gina, too. So there was no walking away now. There was no turning away.

      This was it.

      “I say we see who these people are,” Kumal said, as contrary as it was to his feelings. “See… see what they have to say for themselves.”

      Gina was quiet. Which was weird. She was usually the one that was proposing the idea that they found a larger group; that they couldn’t survive out here on their own.

      “Gina?” Kumal said.

      She looked back at him. Blinked a few times like she was weighing it up. “I’m not sure.”

      “You’re not sure? But I thought—”

      “I’m just—”

      “Hey!”

      The voice came from up ahead. Kumal looked around. Saw the leader of the group, heavily bearded, standing there, hands on his sides.

      He was looking at them both with a smile on his face.

      Kumal was still. Gina was, too. He could feel his own heartbeat racing hard in his chest, and he’d harbour a guess Gina’s was going off at a similar level, too.

      “We don’t mean any harm,” the man said. “Quite the opposite, friends. We’re a family here, you see? One big happy family, the way it should be in this awful world. And we’re going to keep on getting bigger. Keep on spreading the good word!”

      Kumal couldn’t lie. This man seemed pretty friendly. He couldn’t deny that he seemed… decent. And the people around him, they didn’t look like savages. They didn’t look like escaped prisoners or anything like that. And they especially didn’t look like they were here by any other means than choice.

      So what was stopping him approaching this group?

      What was causing his reluctance?

      Too many movies, probably.

      Too many movies where when things seemed too good to be true, they usually were.

      “Kumal?” Gina said.

      Kumal snapped back into the present. Because as much trepidation as he felt; as much reluctance as he felt… he just put it down to uncertainty. He put it down to nerves. That’s all he could do.

      The movies were movies for a reason.

      This was reality.

      He had to at least weigh this group up.

      He took a deep breath, and he stepped forward.

      The man smiled at him as he got closer. His smile did falter, just a little bit. And his gaze seemed more concerned with Gina than it did him.

      But then he looked back at Kumal and held out a hand. “Hello, friend. My name’s David. And may I say it’s an absolute pleasure to meet you.”

      Kumal took his hand—somewhat reluctantly, albeit. “Kumal,” he said.

      David shook his hand a while longer before turning his attention to Gina. “And you, my lady? Aren’t you an absolute figure of beauty?”

      The way he said it brought a bitter taste to Kumal’s mouth. But again, he put that down to watching too many films about situations like this going wrong. This wasn’t a film. This was reality. And in reality, there had to be goodness. There had to be positivity. He had to believe that the values his father instilled in him hadn’t just gone away with the power.

      “Gina,” she said, taking David’s hand.

      “Gina,” David said like he was pondering her name. “Well, may I just say it’s an absolute pleasure to meet you both. I understand any cynicism. Really, I do. I’m sure you’ve seen some… unholy things in your time in this world. We all have. But you don’t have to worry about us. We’re friends. Hell, you can be a part of our family too if that’s what you want. We’ve got a nice home. Food. Shelter. Sure is better than being stranded on the road like this.”

      Kumal looked at the group around this man. He saw the smiling women, many of them gloriously pretty. He saw the men, most of them bearded, jovial.

      But he couldn’t help being struck by one detail.

      A minor detail, perhaps. But one that bothered him.

      “Any reason I’m the only Asian dude here?”

      David’s face dropped. He looked back at the others, and then looked back at Kumal. “Isn’t that so? Honestly, now’s the first time I even realised. I’m colour blind, truly. Well, we’d be happy to have you aboard, friend, if you want to put a change to those demographics.”

      He smiled again. That reassuring smile. But that smile Kumal couldn’t get his head around; that he couldn’t judge.

      The smile he just couldn’t weigh up.

      “Who are you people, anyway?”

      David chuckled. “Who are we? Well, we don’t have a name. I suppose you can just say we’re friends. Friends of humanity. Friends of God.”

      The hairs on Kumal’s neck stood on end with that. “Friends of God?”

      “Are you not a believer, friend?”

      “It’s not that I’m not a believer. It’s just… I don’t know. Too many movies.”

      David laughed again. “Too many movies indeed. All we want? All we want is for people to be happy again. All we want is for humanity to make the most of these awful circumstances. All we want… all we want is if we can’t get things to how they were, at least we can give it a damn good shot at not letting the world around us swallow us whole, right?”

      Kumal looked at Gina. He wanted to turn around. He wanted to take his chances on the road. Even if he was struggling, he just wasn’t sure about David and his big happy family.

      “So what do you say, friends?” David asked. “Ready for an adventure?”

      Kumal turned to Gina again. Opened his mouth to discuss it.

      But then she did something unexpected.

      She looked at David, smiled and nodded. “I guess we are,” she said, without Kumal even having a say.

      “Good!” David said. He slapped Kumal on the back, pushed him towards his group before Kumal could even do a thing to resist. “Welcome to the family,” he said.

      Kumal told himself he was just giving himself the creeps unnecessarily.

      But he couldn’t shake the feeling, deep down, that he’d just made a terrible decision.
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      Mike looked at the space where Holly was, and he felt his whole world falling apart right in front of him.

      Emptiness filled the pit of his stomach. He felt shivers covering his arms, sickness engulfing him, ears ringing. Because this felt too familiar. He’d lost Holly before. And now he’d lost her again.

      He had no idea where she’d gone.

      No idea who’d took her.

      Only that she couldn’t be far away.

      She just couldn’t.

      “Holly!” he shouted.

      He raced away from the man who was bleeding out on the ground. He threw himself back in the direction he’d come from, back towards where Holly had to be. His body ached. He was shaking all over. Because his daughter. She’d gone. She’d gone—again.

      “Holly!”

      He rushed through the trees. Looked left, looked right. He thought he could see movement all around; thought he could hear footsteps and voices, but he wasn’t sure how much that was for real and how much that was in his imagination.

      He just wanted to know where his girl was.

      He stood still. Shaking. Looked all around. He’d lost sense of where he was. He’d lost his bearings. He had no idea where Holly’s captors had gone. In truth, he had no idea whether there were any captors at all—just that he’d heard her scream. One second she’d been behind him; the next, she’d been gone.

      There’d be no other reason for her scream. There’d be no other reason for her to react like that.

      Only…

      He stopped.

      He stopped because he saw it.

      The movement.

      The movement right up ahead.

      Someone running through the trees.

      He lifted his knife and launched himself in the direction of that movement. He pointed his knife towards it. Thought about closing in on them, stabbing them without even hesitating, but then wouldn’t that be the biggest twist of fate of all? Come down on them heavily, knife in hand, and take out his daughter in the process.

      No. He couldn’t be rash here.

      He had to keep going, sure. But he couldn’t be stupid.

      He raced further on. He was driven by nothing but that primal urge. The urge to make sure he didn’t lose Holly again. They’d had their tough times. They’d had their troubles in the early days. Holly had walked away from him at one point, but she’d saved his life when they’d been reunited.

      And in the days since, things had been good. They’d been close. Closer than they’d ever been.

      It couldn’t end now.

      She couldn’t be gone forever.

      Not after how far they’d come.

      He reached the area where he’d seen the movement and stopped.

      There was nobody around.

      No voices.

      No footsteps.

      Nothing.

      His heart raced. His breathing was rapid. He wanted to close his eyes and wake up and find that this was all just a nightmare. Because that’s all it could be. This wasn’t supposed to happen. It wasn’t supposed to be how it went down.

      He was supposed to be by her side, no matter what.

      He looked around. Looked in every direction. Took one step in one direction, then one in the other. Because there was no knowing, now. There was no knowing where his Holly had gone.

      There was no knowing where her captors had gone.

      So he could only do one thing.

      “Holly!” he shouted, right at the top of his voice.

      Nothing. No response. Just an echo. His voice drifting off into the distance.

      He felt tears building in his eyes. Tears of rage. Tears of defeat.

      And all this time, those words Holly had said to him echoed around his mind. The final words she’d said to him before her disappearance.

      “I don’t like this. I don’t like it at all. This—this is a mistake, Dad. Please.”

      He was about to shout Holly’s name again.

      That’s when he heard it.

      “Dad!”

      The second he heard her voice, he looked right in its direction.

      He didn’t even think, not anymore.

      He just ran.

      He didn’t look. He didn’t stop. Because nothing was getting in his way now. Nothing.

      He pummelled further forward, getting closer to where he’d heard that voice, getting closer to Holly. He wasn’t stopping. Not for anyone. Nothing was getting in his way.

      If he’d been less urgent, he might’ve noticed the trap in front of him.

      Instead, he felt it.

      A sharp snap, right around his ankle.

      Searing pain as he went flying face first to the ground.

      Then, agony.
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      When Alison opened her eyes, she had no idea where she was.

      She was lying on her back somewhere. Except… it seemed like the sky above her was moving. She could see the treetops drifting in and out of her gaze, and she was so drowsy that she found it remarkable rather than scary. How odd. How damned strange.

      But then she felt a sickening punch right in her gut.

      The EMP.

      The blast.

      The amount of time she’d spent out in the wild, all on her own.

      And then…

      She blinked a few times and realised something that made a shiver creep right down the length of her body.

      The sky wasn’t moving.

      The trees weren’t moving.

      She was moving.

      She went to turn over, to shuffle free of whatever was moving her, when she saw something ahead of her.

      Or rather, someone.

      “Arya?”

      Arya was walking ahead of Alison. It seemed like Alison was on some kind of surfboard that Arya was dragging along. Which didn’t make sense. She tried to place what’d happened before she’d fallen unconscious. She’d just fallen to sleep as normal, hadn’t she?

      And then it hit her.

      The woman.

      The woman with the bow and arrow who’d saved her life.

      She’d been desperate for that woman to give her a chance. Just something to end the monotony and the torture of being out in the woods surviving on her own.

      Had she done this? Had she tied her to Arya to drag away? Alison wouldn’t put it past her. She’d made it pretty clear that she wasn’t interested in making friends, after all.

      She went to clamber off the surfboard when she saw someone else.

      The woman was right behind her. She was looking at Alison and Arya with narrowed eyes, holding a rucksack over one shoulder and the bow over the other. “Sleep well?” she asked.

      Alison got to her feet, a little unsteady at first. “What the hell have you got Arya pulling me along for?”

      The woman rolled her eyes. “She’s a Siberian husky. Dragging things along like that is in her nature. Wolves. Common ancestors, right?”

      Alison looked at Arya. Admittedly, she didn’t seem too fussed. If anything, she looked like she was enjoying it.

      “Besides,” the woman said, walking to Alison’s side. “I couldn’t exactly leave you back there to fend for yourself. Not with the state you were in. Here.”

      She handed Alison an ominous-looking piece of meat. Alison wasn’t sure what it was, only that this woman had caught the animal herself. She wasn’t too fussed either way, especially not when she bit into it. She was just so hungry. So hungry that she felt sick.

      “Take it slow,” the woman said. “You’re pretty weak. I think you’ve got some sort of infection. You’re running a sky-high fever. Probably contaminated water and a bit of dehydration in there too. But fortunately for you, I’ve got some antibiotics. Stay on those, and I’m sure you’ll be feeling better in no time.”

      Alison nodded as she ate the meat. She had to admit she was feeling a little better already.

      The woman walked slightly ahead, leaving Alison behind. Then she stopped. Looked back.

      “Oh, and I’m Jenny. Wish I could say it’s a pleasure to meet you, but I’d be lying.”

      Alison looked at the antibiotics Jenny had handed her. Her head spun. All of this was just getting too much.

      But the main thing here?

      Jenny had accepted her. She’d allowed her to come along with her. Hell, she’d saved her.

      Alison had to view that as progress.

      “Hey,” Alison said. She went walking after Jenny, eager not to lose her now, eager not to get left behind, not after all this.

      “No time to stick around and chat,” Jenny said. “There’s somewhere I need to be. Somewhere very important.”

      “I just wanted… I just wanted to thank you. Truly.”

      Jenny stopped. She smiled at Alison. “You won’t be when you find out where I’m going.”

      Alison swallowed a lump in her throat. She wasn’t sure she wanted to ask.

      “But anyway,” Jenny said. “I figure an extra body could help me with what I’m trying to do. If that’s what you want, anyway.”

      Alison saw no choice now. “And what’s that?”

      “I’ve been living in the wild since the outbreak. Fortunately, I know my stuff. Let’s just say I did my research and spent enough time on shitty camping holidays with shitty men to know a thing or two about how to stay alive out here. But anyway. Group of men stole from me when I was sleeping. They took some supplies from me. But more than that, they took something that means something to me. Something very precious. I’m going to pay them a visit and take it back.”

      “What did they take from you? And—and who are these people?”

      “Average thugs,” Jenny said, air of disgust to her voice. “Five of them. But nowhere near organised enough to stop me.”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Alison said.

      Jenny looked at the ground. For the first time, Alison got an air of vulnerability about her.

      Then she took a deep breath and looked back at Alison, strength returning to her expression. “They took a drawing my son did for me before he… before he…”

      She stopped, then. Once again, that vulnerability took over.

      But in a matter of seconds, it was gone again.

      “I’m going to go in there, and I’m going to make sure they know damn well who they messed with.”

      Alison felt a wave of nausea come over her. “Yeah, you were right when you said I’d probably not be too keen on joining you.”

      Jenny stopped. Smiled. Pointed off into the woods. “Then there’s always a chance to turn back. Always.”

      Alison looked into Jenny’s eyes. She saw a scar, right across her face. There was something different about this woman. Something… authentic. That’s the only word she could think of. Like she was suited to this crazy world in some way; a way that Alison couldn’t put her finger on, couldn’t define.

      “I’ve tracked the group to a small bunker a couple of miles from here. Derelict place. Cold war shelter. Not as locked up and stocked up as it would’ve been once upon a time. Anyway, I was tracking them when I came across you. I appreciate you slowing me down, but there’s no more time to waste.”

      “So you’re going to go to this—this bunker? You’re going to take their stuff?”

      Jenny laughed a little. “Honey, I’m going to take their goddamned bunker. Consider it interest for all the shit they’ve put me through.”

      Alison stood there, then. She watched as Jenny walked off into the distance, Arya annoyingly by her side.

      “So are you coming or are you going?” Jenny asked. “There’s a bunker in it. If it goes to plan, of course.”

      Alison thought about the safe zone, the extraction point. She thought about the hope she’d had about getting out of this chaos… but then how unfounded that was in the reality of everything she’d seen.

      She thought about this bunker, and what it might offer, what it might mean.

      She took a deep breath. Looked over her shoulder.

      Then she looked back at Jenny.

      “I’m in,” she said.

      Jenny nodded. “Good,” she said. “Then we’d better get started.”
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      A whole day of travelling with the “Friends of God” and Kumal still felt like he knew nothing about them.

      The frustrating thing? Whenever he felt like he was getting close to learning something about their backstory and their history, Kumal ran into a roadblock that he wasn’t sure he was going to be able to get past.

      Because whether you were fooled by this group’s promises or not, one thing was for sure.

      Kumal didn’t feel comfortable with them.

      It took them a few hours to reach the place they were staying. It was a church just outside of town, in one of the smaller villages called Woodbridgeton.

      “This place was never busy,” David said. “Always sleepy as hell. But two days after the event… the place was just deserted. Some people stayed, of course. A few of them ended up with us. Some of them stood their ground, dug their heels in, and stayed home, God bless them. But most of them, they just left this place. Probably figured there was a better chance of surviving outside the villages. Big mistake, seeing the things we’ve all seen.”

      Kumal looked around the grounds of this church. He’d seen people digging in the cemetery, planting things. A few small shelters had been constructed. It looked like they were getting this place ready for the long-term, especially with the sheep so close in the fields beside the church. He couldn’t deny being impressed at the spirit these people had shown to get this far so early into the end-times. They’d buckled down, pulled together, and focused on the resources that were most important, and it looked like it was taking them far.

      But still. There was something uneasy about all of this.

      And he had to talk about it with Gina.

      The day passed by. He ate tender, juicy mutton with the group—killed Halal, as promised by David. And he found himself for the first time in the entire day sitting with Gina inside one of the quieter rooms in the church, just the two of them.

      Except there was a problem.

      She looked happy. She looked content.

      “What do you think?” Kumal asked.

      Gina smiled. “I can’t fault it,” she said.

      A knot in Kumal’s stomach. “Really?”

      “Well, can you?”

      Kumal scratched the back of his neck. “Well, not on the surface. But… but don’t you at least get the feeling that something’s going on here? Something… unseen?”

      Gina frowned. “I think you’re just scared, in all truth.”

      “Scared? Thanks. Good to know you have faith in me.”

      “It’s not a criticism. It’s just… We’re bound to be scared. The things we’ve seen. The things we’ve been through. We wouldn’t be alive if we weren’t a little afraid. But… but you need to see this place for what it is. You need to open up to the possibility that perhaps, just perhaps, there is some good in this world. That there doesn’t always have to be questionable motives behind everything.”

      Kumal looked outside the window. He looked at the grounds. The grounds where they were planting things. The grounds where they were laughing. Where things were getting back together.

      He looked outside, and he tried to convince himself that everything was okay.

      “Just have a little faith, Kumal,” Gina said. “Just… just try to see the good. Just see what happens. And if it doesn’t work out… well, you heard what David said. We can just leave.”

      Kumal turned over. Took a deep breath. Closed his eyes.

      “I’ll give it a try,” he said.

      He waited until he was sure Gina was asleep.

      Until he was absolutely sure the whole place had gone quiet.

      And then he opened his eyes.

      He had things to do.

      

      The village of Woodbridgeton was never as quiet as David made out.

      That was something that stuck with Kumal. David had claimed it was a sleepy village. Which to an extent, it was, but only in the same way that any village was less crowded and populated than a town or a city.

      But at the same time, this place was a community—and a bubbling one at that. There was a park where people were always walking their dogs. There was a pub right in the middle where the locals all gathered. Really nice place, great food, which Kumal had visited with family a few times.

      And the little road through town was always bustling with life. It was idyllic, in truth. The kind of suburban paradise where everyone wanted to live.

      It was never a ghost town.

      Except now.

      A bitter taste filled Kumal’s mouth as he stepped out into the street. The darkness and the silence were suffocating. He felt like there was something lurking, something just out of sight. Secrets.

      He looked back at the church. He’d sneaked out of there quite easily, which added up with the whole idea that he could just leave at any time.

      And he wasn’t sure what he was looking for. Not exactly.

      Just that there had to be something out there. Something that solved the puzzle. Something that gave him the answer he was looking for—whatever that answer was, and even if he didn’t know what the question was.

      He walked down the street, not seeing anything, not hearing anything. Which was weird too because David had claimed that there were locals who had stayed here. So they were just staying out of the way of David’s group? Keeping such a low profile? Why?

      He walked a little further down the street, hairs on the back of his neck standing on end.

      And that’s when he looked at the pub.

      It caught his eye a few minutes ago. But he’d kind of overlooked it at first. Now, he was looking back at it again.

      Something was drawing him towards it.

      Something about it was igniting his curiosity.

      He looked over his shoulder. Took a deep breath.

      “Stuff it,” he said.

      Then he started walking over towards that pub.

      The closer he got to it, the more his tension started to grow. The more his urgency to see what was inside built. Because he felt like that pub had the answer, somehow. That there was some kind of clue in there. Some kind of piece of the puzzle he was so desperately looking for.

      He reached the pub, and he noticed something.

      The windows were boarded up. The doors were locked shut. It looked like someone had holed up in here.

      But then why was everywhere so quiet?

      Why was everything so silent?

      He walked around the back of the pub, and he saw something.

      There was a gap. A gap between the top of the boarded-up window and the rest of the wood.

      Kumal’s heart started to race. He walked over to that gap. Reached for it. Went to pull it away. He felt like he was so close. So near.

      He just had to go inside.

      He just had to see what was—

      “You okay, Kumal?”

      His body froze. Every muscle inside him went numb.

      He turned around.

      David was standing there in the dark. Smile on his face.

      Kumal’s mouth went dry. His throat tensed up. He didn’t know what to say.

      David walked over to him. Hand raised. And everything inside Kumal’s body told him to get away. Everything within told him to run; to get the hell away from here.

      Then David just planted a hand on his shoulder, squeezed.

      “Come on,” he said. “It’s late. And the pub… it’s not a place you want to go. Not unless you want to disturb the landlord. The last person who did that… let’s just say it wasn’t pretty.”

      Kumal felt David pulling him away. He started to walk, too. And as he walked, he looked back at that pub. Because maybe David was right. Maybe the landlord really was in there, defending his territory.

      But what if?

      What if?

      “You should get some rest,” David said when they reached the church. “Wouldn’t want anything to happen out here in the dark.”

      He looked back down the street, back at the church.

      The next day, he didn’t notice the gap in the wood had been boarded up already.
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      Mike felt the agony split through his right ankle, and he knew he was in deep shit.

      He yelped and let out an agonised cry. There was nothing he could do about it. No adaptation to pain, nothing could stop the way his reactions were flowing right now.

      He’d stepped right into some kind of trap. It looked beefy like a large spiked jaw fox or wolf trap that had slammed shut around his ankle.

      And now he was stuck, and Holly was out there somewhere.

      He turned around. Looked at his leg as he gasped for air, the burning sun beaming down from above, making him sweat—as with the pain.

      When he saw the state of his leg, his stomach lurched.

      The trap was slammed shut around his leg.

      It was wrapped right around him, its teeth deeply stuck in his flesh.

      He was bleeding. Badly.

      He knew he was screwed. Like he was under no illusions about the kind of shit he was in right now. He was caught in a trap that was going to be very damned hard to get out of. And even if he did, he was bleeding. Badly. In the woods. On his own.

      And Holly was out there, somewhere.

      Holly was with a group. Or maybe she was with someone alone, he wasn’t sure.

      He just knew that the odds were stacked against him.

      But he couldn’t just stay here. He had to make a choice.

      If he didn’t do anything, he’d die here. He’d bleed out. No debate about it.

      But if he managed to get out of this trap… well, it wouldn’t be ideal. But it would at least give him an opportunity to do something. It would give him a chance.

      So he was going to have to try.

      That’s the only option he had.

      He reached down for the trap. The closer he got to it, the more his tension and uncertainty grew. He didn’t want to do this. He didn’t want to move it because he knew it’d turn out much more painful than it was already.

      But he had to do something.

      He just had to get out of this.

      He wrapped his hands around the sides of the trap. Winced right away. His hands were shaking. His body felt like it was going to crumble under the pressure.

      But again… he knew it would be nothing compared to what would happen if he didn’t act.

      He closed his eyes. Took deep breaths. Thought of Holly, and what might be happening to her; what might happen to her if he didn’t act fast.

      And then he wrapped his fingers around the trap and began to pull.

      Splitting pain spread up his leg.

      He stopped, letting go right away, making the intensity of the pain grow even further. He gasped. Tried to keep his composure as well as he could. But it was pointless. He wasn’t going to be able to do this. He was stuck.

      He closed his eyes again. Took a deep breath in, right through his nostrils, out through his mouth. He remembered a technique he’d learned when he was in the military. A mindfulness technique. The idea was just to observe the sensation rather than get caught up in it. Don’t try to fight it. Don’t try to resist it. Just allow it, let it be… but keep on going.

      Easier damned said than done.

      But still something that needed to be done.

      He closed his eyes again. Took a few breaths, adrenaline surging through his body. He was going light-headed. If he didn’t act fast, he’d pass out, and then he’d have no chance to even get out of this trap.

      He needed to embrace the pain.

      He needed to lean towards it, let it be.

      He needed to act.

      “Screw this,” he said. “Screw this.”

      And then he yanked the trap apart with all the strength he had.

      The pain was excruciating. The trap was solid. Every instinct in his body screamed at him to stop pulling it, to give up, but he couldn’t. He allowed the pain, as terrible as it was. He allowed it, and he let out a cry.

      And then as he kept on pulling, fingers bleeding now, convinced he was going to have to give in and stop soon… the trap came free.

      He fell back when it did. Collapsed onto the grass. Relief washed over him.

      But he knew he couldn’t allow that relief to last too long. He couldn’t rest in the euphoria of being free.

      Because now he was free, he arguably had even bigger problems on his hands.

      He looked down at his leg. The wounds from the trap were deep. The blood was flowing heavily. He had to get it wrapped up. He had to get it covered.

      And then he had to hope his damnedest it didn’t get infected.

      He shuffled upright. But as he did, he noticed the blood started flowing even more heavily. Shit. It was bad. If he applied any pressure on the leg, it was going to bleed out even faster. He needed to think. Fast.

      He reached into his rucksack. He was so woozy from the pain and the urgency of the situation that he’d forgotten it was even there. There wasn’t much in it, the bulk of his supplies being taken, but there were a few things that would help him while out on the road. He rummaged around it, found some dental floss, then some bandaging. He tightly wrapped the floss around his leg to ease the flow, and then bandaged it up as well as he could with such shaky hands.

      The blood seeped through the bandages right away.

      Shit. It was worse than he thought.

      He stood up, though. Limped through the woods. Because he wasn’t going to get anywhere by just staying here. At least if he got out of the woods, he’d have a chance at finding somewhere he could gather some supplies to help the wound. He’d have to beware of bleeding out. He’d have to beware of infection.

      He’d have to beware of so, so much.

      He stumbled further through the woods, further in the direction he knew Holly had gone. Although even that was becoming uncertain, becoming blurry. He’d lost all sense of location, of time, of everything.

      But he had to keep going.

      He had to keep pressing on.

      He saw the edge of the woods up ahead. And he swore he heard something. A voice. A few voices. Or was that just his imagination? Was that all in his head?

      “Holly,” he said.

      He staggered forward. Fell to the left a little, then to the right. He felt something trickling down his ankle, saw it was blood, leaking down the side of the bandage. He looked back up. Sounds were distorting all around him. He was losing his sense of smell—his sense of everything.

      But he had to keep pressing on.

      He had to keep going…

      He felt his legs weaken. And as much as he wanted to carry on, as much as he wanted to continue… falling flat on his face felt the much better choice.

      So he fell down.

      Felt the seductive pull of sleep wrapping its arms around him.

      He took a deep breath of the warm air.

      Felt the warm blanket of comfort covering the pain, covering everything.

      Then he let out a sigh, and he smiled.

      As he did, as everything went blurry, as everything went fuzzy… he swore he heard a voice right above him.

      “Take him.”
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      “You sure you’re ready for this?” Jenny asked.

      Alison nodded. “I’m ready.”

      “I mean, there’s a chance,” she said. “Like I said. There’s a chance you can turn around. That you can walk away. You’ve got your antibiotics now. You should be on the right path. Hell, you look a shitload healthier already.”

      Alison swallowed a lump in her throat as she crouched there in the darkness. She could still see, as clear a night as it was, but visibility was distorted just enough to lean in her and Jenny’s favour. “I’m not walking away,” she said. “Not after what you told me about the bunker. Not after what you told me about what these people took from you. And… and not after everything you’ve done for me already.”

      Jenny shrugged. “Fair enough. But don’t just stick around here ’cause you think you’ve got some kind of sentimental attachment to me ’cause I helped you out. Do it because you think it’s the right thing for you.”

      “For someone so selfless, you’re actually pretty selfish.”

      “Selfishness keeps people like me alive. Anyway. No more time to waste. You know what you have to do.”

      Alison looked at the bow and arrow in her hands. Jenny had given her a crash course on using one. After all, she’d used one in the past on archery trips with work, and she’d actually been pretty good. The instructor told her she had a knack for it.

      But this was different. This was actually using a bow and arrow with its original intention and purpose.

      Alison wasn’t sure how she’d react when she was faced with whatever situation lay ahead.

      And now here she was. Standing over this weird old bunker, waiting to intercept it, not only so Jenny could get her stuff back—but so that they could take this bunker for themselves.

      The bunker was strange. It was landscaped into the grass. The metal looked rusty and worn down. It didn’t look like this place had been used in years.

      But then Jenny had good reason to want to take a place like this. Even without electricity—even with the generators out of order—a bunker provided a real safe place. It was somewhere they could lock down, somewhere they could defend.

      Which was what made Alison nervous about this whole idea of going in and taking it.

      “There’s five of them,” Jenny said. “Five that I saw. We go down there, take out the two on night guard. We raise some kind of alarm, get a panic going. Then before they even know what’s hit them, we take them out. Okay?”

      Alison had to admit she was nervous about this whole thing. After all, she didn’t even know who these people were. Maybe they’d had good reason to steal from Jenny. Maybe they had children. Maybe they were just doing what they had to in order to get by, in order to survive.

      “There can be no room for sentimentality,” Jenny said. “It’ll only get you killed. It’ll get your dog killed. It’ll get all of us killed. Okay?”

      Alison looked over her shoulder at the tree where Arya was tied. She looked worried like she feared she was being abandoned. But the truth was, they couldn’t go taking her into what was potentially a dangerous place. Especially not if they were taking it by force.

      “Are you ready?” Jenny asked.

      Alison swallowed a lump in her throat.

      And then she nodded.

      “Then it’s time.”

      They crept down the side of the hill. Crept slowly, in the darkness, more of the bunker being revealed in the process. And when they got midway down the hill, that’s when Alison saw them. The night guards. Sitting on plastic chairs on the sloped side of the bunker. Neither of them looked like they were particularly “heavy.” They didn’t look like they were doing their best job of defending this place.

      They didn’t look particularly nasty, either.

      Alison heard the stretching of Jenny’s bow.

      Her stomach turned. Because this was becoming reality now.

      She looked at Jenny.

      Then she looked back at the person sitting there, book in their lap, flask by their side.

      She wanted to warn him.

      She didn’t want this to descend into conflict.

      She didn’t want—

      It happened in a flash.

      The arrow flew from Jenny’s bow.

      It surged towards the man sitting there on this hill.

      And with perfect precision, perfect accuracy, it flew into his neck.

      Alison watched him struggle. She saw him try to gasp something, try to shout.

      But all he could do was tumble out of that chair.

      All he could do was roll down that hill.

      “This is where we get to work,” Jenny said.

      She started to jog closer to the bunker. Alison joined her. Right in time, the man’s body slammed against the concrete.

      The other man stepped up and looked over at his friend. “Danny?” he called.

      Again, the tension built up inside Alison. She raised her bow. Went to fire.

      But then she saw it.

      She saw the way this man’s eyes met hers.

      The way he looked at her.

      The total fear.

      She held the bow there, hand shaking, not sure whether she was going to be able to do this.

      Then another arrow flew past and slammed into his throat.

      She watched him fall. Heard him shout out. And when he hit the ground beside his fallen friend, who was still twitching, she looked at Jenny, and she couldn’t believe any of this was happening.

      She heard footsteps approaching the bunker door, as the pair of them sat there, bows and arrows in hand.

      “Ready?” Jenny asked.

      Alison went to respond.

      She didn’t get the chance.

      The door opened.

      And the second it did, she didn’t even think.

      She released the arrow before even Jenny could.

      The arrow slammed right through the man’s eye.

      He cried out. Fell to his knees. Blood drooled down his face.

      “Shit,” Jenny said.

      She released another couple of arrows, silencing him as fast as she could. Then she pulled him out of the way with the help of Alison. The door to the bunker was open.

      “Three down,” Jenny said. “Two to go.”

      They stepped inside the bunker. The damp smell hit Alison immediately in a way that made her wonder whether this place was ideal to live in after all. They ran down the narrow, dark corridors. Jenny kept her bow raised. She looked totally focused, totally alert.

      The further they walked, the more uncertain Alison grew. “You sure there were five of them?”

      “I know what I saw,” Jenny said. “They’ll be in here somewhere.”

      “We… we’ve made our point,” Alison said. “We can always just try to negotiate, now.”

      Jenny stopped by the door to their left.

      Raised a finger.

      That’s when she heard it.

      The whispering.

      Jenny lowered her hand towards the handle. Signalled Alison to raise her bow.

      “Jenny, we don’t have to do this.”

      “You didn’t have to come here. You didn’t have to help me.”

      “But—”

      “I’m opening this door.”

      She lowered the handle.

      Pushed open the door.

      Immediately, instinctively, Alison lifted the bow.

      She saw him.

      But it was already too late.

      The arrow flew out of the bow.

      She wanted to stop its progression. Wanted to halt it in its tracks.

      But it was already too late.

      The arrow hit its target.

      She saw the horror. Saw the nightmarish stare on their face.

      And then she felt her whole world crumbling around her.

      She didn’t even see the two other people in the room jumping to their feet.

      She didn’t even acknowledge Jenny putting them down, one by one.

      All she could see was the person the arrow had hit.

      All she could see was the way they looked at her, total fear on their face, and then went totally still.

      “No,” Alison said.

      Because there was a sixth person.

      That sixth person was a boy.

      A child.

      And that child’s eyes closed, and his body fell onto the floor, bleeding out.

      Alison’s arrow in his throat.
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      Kumal didn’t get much sleep that night.

      When the day broke, he realised he must’ve dozed off because he felt sick and groggy in that unfocused way that always followed inadequate sleep. He was covered in a thick film of sweat. The room of the church he was staying in with Gina—segregated from the rest of the residents until they felt more comfortable—was poorly insulated. And just seeing all that religious iconography peering down at him as he rested within its confines… it made him feel uneasy.

      He looked over at Gina. She seemed to still be asleep. He sat up, rubbed his eyes. Outside, he could hear birdsong and chatter already. Peaceful chatter.

      But nothing about this felt right.

      All of it felt wrong.

      He’d gone out last night. He’d gone to investigate the small village of Woodbridgeton to try to find some kind of sign of what might’ve gone down here.

      When he’d reached the pub, he’d seen how boarded up it was. Something had intrigued him about that place. Something had made him want to see what was inside.

      But he’d been stopped before he could make any progress.

      Stopped by the man who claimed to be the peaceful leader of this group, David.

      Kumal felt himself at a crossroads. It was a crossroads he’d been at all night, pondering as he tossed and turned in the dark. He could stay here and enjoy the apparent surface comforts that this place and this group had to offer. Or he could get out of here. He could leave.

      Because one thing was for sure.

      His gut was telling him there was so much wrong with this place.

      And nothing was reassuring him otherwise.

      He looked at Gina again. Felt his throat welling up. She looked so peaceful. So at ease. She’d been through so much already. He could hardly blame her for wanting to believe in the goodness of this place.

      Perhaps he was just being paranoid. Perhaps he was acting irrationally.

      It didn’t change a thing.

      He had a bad feeling about this place.

      And he was going to leave.

      The second Gina woke, Kumal knew it was time.

      “Sleep well?” he asked.

      Gina yawned, rubbed her eyes. “Best sleep I’ve had since all this started. You don’t look too great yourself.”

      “Ever the charmer.”

      “Sorry. I just meant… Are you okay, Kumal?”

      Kumal stared into Gina’s eyes. He knew he couldn’t hide the truth from her for much longer. “Gina, I… I can’t stay here.”

      Gina frowned. “What?”

      “I went out last night,” he said. “I went out into the village, just to see what was going down. To try and bring myself some comfort that I’m just being paranoid. That things really are in order here.”

      “And?”

      “I went over to the pub. The Bull & Royal. I went to break inside it because there was a gap in the boarding over one of the windows. Only David stopped me. He—he told me there were still people living in there. That they weren’t keen on outsiders. He told me to stay away. But I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

      Gina narrowed her eyes even further. She looked like she was pondering everything Kumal had said. “So what’re you going to do about it?”

      Kumal swallowed a lump in his throat. He knew he had to be honest. I knew he had to be straight. “Like I said. I can’t stay here, Gina. Not while I feel this way.”

      Gina shook her head. Her cheeks flushed. “You can’t leave.”

      “I have to—”

      “No, you’re being paranoid. You’ve been out there for so long, seen all the reasons not to trust other people, and you’ve bought into them. Believe me, I’ve bought into them too. But these people. David, and the rest of the group. There’s nothing on them. Don’t you see that? They’re just trying to help.”

      “And that’s what bothers me.”

      “What? It bothers you that they’re trying to help?”

      “It bothers me that there’s nothing on them. That—that they seem so damned perfect. But they can’t be, Gina. Nobody can be. They’re hiding something. And as long as I know that—as long as I’m living with it, deep in my bones—I can’t stay here.”

      Gina shook her head. She covered her face with her hands. “So, what? You’re going to go it alone?”

      “I was… I was hoping I wouldn’t have to be alone.”

      Gina looked into his eyes. He saw tears. “Don’t make me choose between this place and you, Kumal. Don’t make me do that.”

      He stood there. Looked into Gina’s eyes. And as much as it tore him apart, he knew the truth. “I think you’ve already made your choice,” he said.

      He walked over to her. Opened his arms. Went to hug her.

      But Gina didn’t even look back at him.

      She just turned away.

      He lowered his arms. Sighed. “Don’t let it end this way. Please.”

      Gina didn’t turn back to him. “You’re the one who decided to leave. You made this choice.”

      Kumal stood there. And for the first time in a long time, he felt totally worn down. Totally defeated. Not least because he had feelings for Gina. He’d felt a bond between them, right from the start. He’d felt a connection.

      And now it felt like that connection was tearing apart.

      “I’ll miss you,” Kumal said.

      Gina didn’t look around. She didn’t even glance at him.

      He took a deep breath. Sighed.

      He knew she was hurting. Reality hurt, after all.

      But it didn’t hurt half as much as the thought that she was choosing this place over him.

      “I want you to come with me, Gina,” Kumal said. “I don’t like this place.”

      “Then leave,” she said.

      She did look at him now. But there was something different to her eyes. Something about them that Kumal didn’t like.

      Anger.

      “Just go,” she said.

      He knew she was upset. He could hear the pain in her voice. He could see the loss in her eyes.

      But right at that moment, Kumal couldn’t walk over to her. He couldn’t comfort her.

      He took a deep breath.

      Turned away.

      And he stepped outside the room, into the church.

      It was time to gather his things.

      It was time to leave.

      It was time to see what awaited on the long, lonely road ahead.
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      Movement.

      Light, shining down, bright in his eyes.

      Voices.

      A gnawing tension, right at the centre of his chest, eating away.

      Then, silence.

      When he opened his eyes, he was alert to the danger right away.

      He expected darkness. He expected cuffs around his wrists. He expected to be trapped in some kind of garage; somewhere he was going to struggle to get out of.

      There was something weird, though. A few things weird, in fact.

      First, the light.

      He was in a room. A bedroom. Sunlight shone in through the window. He could see a bird outside on one of the trees, singing to its heart’s content.

      The bedroom was bright and well aired. Mike looked around it, head spinning, still a little woozy. His mouth was awfully dry. What had happened?

      Then he saw his leg.

      He saw it first. Which was the thing to note above anything, here. He didn’t feel any pain, which seemed weird considering just how much agony he’d been in so recently.

      Then again… how recent even was this?

      How much time had actually passed?

      And what about…

      “Holly,” he said.

      His daughter. She’d been out there, captured by somebody.

      But then if she was out there, and if time really had passed by… where was she now?

      He clambered out of the bed. Stood up. His leg was surprisingly stable if a little wobbly. He felt like he was using his feet for the first time. Everything was so muddy, so out of focus.

      He stepped across this cool wooden floor towards a door at the other side of the room. He could hear something downstairs. Come to think of it, he could smell something, too. Bacon. Delicious, mouth-watering bacon.

      Which made him ask the question. The question that needed to be asked.

      What was this place?

      Where in the name of hell was he?

      He went to step out of the room when he saw something.

      There was a professional looking medical kit on the dressing table. Bandages. Cleaning alcohol.

      But the things he noticed ahead of anything were the strong sedative pills.

      Strong enough to knock him out for some time.

      Just how long had he been out?

      And who had knocked him out.

      He staggered out of the room. He could hear the voices downstairs clearly, now. The sound of forks and knives clinking against plates. The sound of laughter. The sound of humanity.

      He went to walk across the landing area, keeping as quiet as he could. He wanted to be a step ahead of whoever these people were. He wanted to plot his way out of here; his method of escape.

      But when he reached the edge of the staircase, he saw something else.

      Outside. Outside this large bay window.

      Fields.

      Fields of cows. Of sheep. Of pigs.

      Free range animals.

      Except this wasn’t just an ordinary house.

      This looked to be some kind of—

      “Yeah,” a voice behind him said, taking him by surprise. “Welcome to the Grey Lodge mental health facility. It’s not as daunting as you’d imagined, I hope?”

      Mike turned around. He saw a woman standing there. She was small, with short dark hair and piercing green eyes. She was holding a plate with a bacon sandwich on it.

      “What…” Mike started.

      The woman walked over to him. Went to grab his arm. But Mike yanked his arm away before she had the chance.

      “What is this place?” Mike said.

      “As I just said. It’s—it’s a mental health facility. Although, as you can see, we’ve kind of… expanded a little bit. Made use of the local produce to build something sustainable. Turned the grounds into places where we’ll be able to cultivate crops and raise animals. It’s already well on the way. Far from the finished product, sure. But we’re working towards something much bigger, anyway. How’re you feeling?”

      Mike rubbed his eyes. He wanted to run. He wanted to fight. But he could barely string a sentence together. “My… my daughter.”

      The woman’s face turned. “I’m sorry. But you were alone when we found you. Seriously, it’d be a good idea if you had a bite to eat—”

      “How long have I been out?”

      The woman cleared her throat. “Three days, in and out. You’re a drifter, that’s for sure. But…”

      She kept on talking. Mike could see her lips moving. But he wasn’t taking in anything she was saying. Not anymore.

      Because she’d said the only thing he had to hear.

      He’d been out cold—or at least drifting in and out—for three days.

      Three days since his daughter went missing.

      Three days of trying to find her in this crazy unpredictable world… gone.

      “…So we figured you’d better get your strength up and—”

      Mike pushed past the woman. “Get out of my way.”

      She stumbled to her left. “I’m sorry, but that’s not a good—”

      “My daughter’s out there,” Mike said. “My—my daughter’s out there, and I need to find her. I need to. Please.”

      The woman just looked at Mike, pity in her eyes. “We’re miles from where we found you. From where we helped you. I’m sorry. Truly.”

      Mike ignored her words. He couldn’t listen to her. So instead he just stumbled further down the stairs. He looked to his right. Saw people sitting around a table, food in front of them, bellies well fed.

      And he wanted to believe in this world. He wanted to believe that there really was a place where people were sorting themselves out; where things were pulling back together.

      But not while his Holly was out there.

      Not while she was going through whatever she was going through.

      “I need to find her,” Mike said.

      He went to open the door. Lowered the handle, tried pulling it open.

      But that’s when he noticed something.

      The door. It was locked.

      He turned around. Breathing intensifying. Paranoia spreading. All these eyes staring back at him. All of them judging him.

      “Let me out!” he shouted.

      “I’m sorry,” the woman said, stepping right up to him. “But you’re really going to get some more rest.”

      “But I don’t want—”

      She slammed a needle into his neck.

      Injected.

      He went to kick out. Went to fight. Went to drag the needle away and snap it in his hands.

      But he felt his body growing weak.

      Felt his knees buckling.

      Felt himself drifting away.

      And as he fell to the floor, all he could think about was Holly.

      He’d find her.

      He’d…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Three days later, and Alison still couldn’t get the memory of that poor boy out of her mind.

      The summer had taken a turn for the worse. It hadn’t stopped raining here ever since that fateful moment of stepping into the bunker with Jenny, it seemed.

      And even if it had, a dark cloud had been hanging over her ever since.

      The memory of what she’d done.

      She was outside gathering water. One of the methods Jenny had taught her, of the many things she’d taught her in the last few days. They’d placed a steel sheet on the roof of the bunker and were capturing it via a filter before it fell into the buckets below. Jenny advised boiling it anyway for absolute certainty, but at least they had a good thing going—at least they had a plan. Alison was currently bottling some of it up while it was fresh.

      Alison liked the whole learning thing. It kept her mind off what had happened; off the circumstances of her arrival.

      But it was at night, lying in the dark where Alison’s memories really haunted her, robbing her of sleep.

      At least now she was outside. At least now she was focused.

      After gathering the water, Jenny had given her a job for the day. Something different while she tended to the bunker. She was to go out into the woods and check on the traps. Set a few up while she was out there. After all, without the ability to trap, she wasn’t going to survive this mess long-term.

      She had a choice. She could stay in here, adding to the cabin fever that had slowly crept in these last few days. Or she could get out there. Stretch her legs. Prove her worth—to herself more than anyone.

      She took a deep breath as she stood at the gates of the bunker. She hadn’t seen anyone at all in the last three days other than Jenny and Arya. Arya hadn’t left her side. Probably sensed there was something wrong with her; something getting to her.

      Which there was. Of course, there was.

      But that wasn’t going to get in her way. Not anymore.

      She stepped out of the gates, out into the outside, out into the unknown.

      She walked for a while, Arya by her side. Even though it was rainy, and the grass was slushy, she found it less alarming than she’d expected. She had the equipment to set the traps with under her arm. The birds were still singing. Everything was so peaceful.

      She looked at the trees up ahead. The trees she’d emerged from just days ago. She remembered how rotten she’d felt then; how she felt like she was never going to recover from the infection coursing through her bloodstream. But she had. She’d found a way, and here she was, feeling much better.

      Physically, anyway.

      Mentally… well, that was a whole different story.

      She walked into the woods. Right away, when she stepped inside, the smells of the fresh leaves hitting her, the echo that always accompanied rainfall, she felt like she was much more at ease. Like this had been a good decision; a decision she wasn’t going to regret.

      Even if the traps she set were hopeless, she was out here, and that was progress.

      As she walked, she tried to remember where the traps were that Jenny had laid. She thought about going back, asking her, but no. She was out here now. She might as well keep going.

      But the further she got into the woods, the more her uncertainty grew. There was no sign of them. They couldn’t be that hidden, right? After all, Jenny said they were out there; that she’d find them if she looked.

      She looked around. Looked at the tall trees. At the branches. At the space between them. Nerves started to creep through her. She rubbed her arms, throat tightening. She backed away, sensing somebody nearby, somebody watching.

      And then she saw it.

      A flash.

      A flash of that child’s terrified eyes staring up at her, blood dripping from his neck.

      A flash of his body being buried in the damp earth.

      The worms eating away at his flesh.

      A flash of him coming back, grabbing her, dragging her down with him.

      Then, nothing.

      She stepped back. Started to leave the woods. She was wrong. She didn’t have her shit together enough to be out here. She had to get back to the bunker. She had to…

      That’s when she saw something else.

      The trap.

      She’d found it.

      And there was a dead rabbit caught in it.

      Alison felt a wave of relief. At least she didn’t have to go back empty-handed. At least she could say she’d achieved something out here.

      She walked over to the trap. Crouched down beside the rabbit.

      She saw that its eye had popped out, and that its neck was bloodied from the snare.

      She recoiled. Staggered away. The memory of the child. The child whose name she didn’t even know. She’d just gone in there and killed him, just as Jenny killed the others.

      She swallowed a lump in her throat, took a deep breath. She had to keep her shit together.

      She removed the rabbit as carefully as she could. Then when she’d done that, Arya sniffing around, she got to work at setting up a new trap. It was quite a complex one, something Jenny had taught her that went beyond simple snares and deadfalls. It made use of the arrows that Jenny seemed so adept at making. It was a spring spear trap, where a long flexible piece of wood was tied to five other vertical, sturdier sticks, four of them on one end of the longer piece of wood and the other at the other end. A spear is attached to one end of the longer piece of wood, and a thin piece of wire is wrapped around it, which releases when the animal walks through it, impaling it right away.

      It was messy. It was dangerous. And Jenny had a few close calls with the spear.

      But eventually, with perseverance… she did it.

      When she was done, she stood up. Brushed her hands together. She felt a sense of achievement. As hard as this was, she’d conquered it. She’d stepped over the hurdles, and she’d done what she had to do. She could go anywhere from here.

      She went to turn around, to walk away, when she heard it.

      There were voices.

      And they were heading towards her.

      She froze. Went totally still. The eyes of the woods were on her. The trees were spinning around her. She had to run. She had to get away.

      “Arya,” she said. “Come on.”

      But Arya didn’t come.

      She was focused ahead.

      Growling at something.

      “Arya,” Alison said. “Come on. Right this second.”

      And then it happened.

      All in a blur.

      A shout right ahead.

      Arya running from Alison’s side, barking, leaping through the air like a wolf.

      “Arya!”

      Moving through the trees.

      Panicked voices up ahead.

      Alison wanted to move. She wanted to go after Arya. She wanted to get to her and get her out of trouble.

      But then she heard it.

      The loud barks.

      The muffled, scared struggle of people.

      And then the worst thing she could possibly imagine.

      Alison heard Arya’s pained yelp.

      Then the barking stopped.
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      Gina had felt at home in David’s camp. She had felt like she could get used to this new sense of normality.

      But ever since Kumal left… she was starting to wonder. She was starting to question.

      That niggling urge to investigate was beginning to bloom inside her.

      It was grim. The rain was pissing down. She was sitting outside under the shelter with a couple of others from the camp. She was chewing down on some of the meat that one of the group members had salvaged from a nearby field. The most succulent, delicious sheep she’d ever tasted.

      Just strange she’d never actually seen any of the animals being slaughtered or learned where the slaughtering was going down.

      She looked around at this place; at the grounds, at the fields beyond, at the empty little houses that could be re-habited. All of it was so great. All of it had the potential to be idyllic.  A new world that she could believe in.

      But… she couldn’t shake it since Kumal left a few days ago.

      There was something different.

      Something hidden about this place.

      Something just out of sight.

      “You okay, Gina, m’dear?”

      Gina looked around. Saw David by her side, smiling. He was holding out a glass of water.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “For water. For everything. Really.”

      He sighed. Sat down beside her. “I’m sorry about your friend. Really, I am. If he has any sense about him, he’ll come back here.”

      A bitter taste in Gina’s mouth. Caught up in two ideas: one, feeling the same suspicion as Kumal. Another, wanting to believe in this place. Because everything she’d seen was good. She hadn’t seen anything to the contrary.

      And yet…

      “I hope so,” Gina said. “I really do.”

      David rose to his feet. He started to turn away. Then he stopped.

      “Did he say anything?”

      Gina frowned. “About what?”

      He looked at her. And it was a look she hadn’t seen from David before. Like he was scanning her for the truth.

      “About why he might be leaving?”

      Gina swallowed a lump in her throat. “Just that he wasn’t settling in. That this life wasn’t for him.”

      “And that’s all?”

      Gina paused. Thought about what Kumal had told her. The uncertainty he’d felt.

      The pub.

      The Bull & Royal.

      “That’s all,” Gina said.

      David half-smiled. He patted Gina on her shoulder.

      “Whatever happens, you’ve got us now. We’re your family. People come, and people go, but families never do. Don’t you forget that.”

      He walked back inside the church, leaving Gina sitting on that step, staring off into the rain.

      But as she sat there, as she stared, she knew deep down she couldn’t sit around anymore.

      She couldn’t just blindly believe in this place anymore.

      She looked over at the pub, all boarded-up in the distance.

      She knew what she had to do.

      

      She waited until night before she did it.

      It was still raining heavily, which was on her side. She got up, grabbed a crowbar from the supply shed, and then looked around to make sure she was totally alone. It was pitch black, but her eyes were adjusting. She thought she could see movement, but she wasn’t sure.

      She just put it down to a trick of the night.

      She had to be quick.

      She had to act fast.

      She stepped out of the grounds of the church and onto the quiet main street of Woodbridgeton. And as Gina walked, she had to admit that Kumal was right. This place was eerie. It was weird how empty it was.

      And it was especially weird and unlikely believing there was just somebody living in that pub, alienated from the rest of this community.

      She walked closer towards it, feet drenched with the rain. She saw the cars that had been abandoned in the pub car park, their final visit to a place of such comfort. She walked across the yard, towards the window around the back.

      That’s when she saw it was boarded up totally.

      Kumal had said there was a gap in that window. Had the people inside boarded it up?

      And if so… why had nobody seen anything?

      Gina looked around again, just to make sure all was clear.

      Then she stepped up to the window, and she pressed the crowbar against it.

      Funny thing happened.

      The door opened right away.

      It wasn’t locked.

      She frowned. Froze a little. Stood there, totally still. There was a smell coming from inside. A smell like… burning. Not fire burning. More like meat burning. A barbecue.

      She walked inside, slowly, trying her best not to make a sound, trying to keep her footsteps as quiet as possible. She didn’t want to alert anyone inside. At the same time, she was just as cautious about alerting someone outside.

      She stepped further within. Saw tables unoccupied, the seats barely moved, pints unfinished. Flies were buzzing around plates of food, which had been left half-eaten. She walked further through, into the main area. Saw pints sitting at the bar. A game of pool, unfinished.

      She was about to walk into the main area when she saw them.

      They were sitting by the back of the pool area. And at first, Gina thought they were just watching her, or sleeping, or something.

      But they weren’t sleeping.

      They weren’t dead, but they weren’t sleeping.

      But something was wrong. Very wrong.

      She went to back out of the room when she saw another.

      She saw another. And another.

      And it dawned on her.

      The truth dawned on her.

      The reality dawned on her.

      Because the people in this pub weren’t dead.

      At least, not all of them.

      She looked at the dismembered leg, partly cooked, and she hurled up the contents of her stomach on that pub floor.

      In her vomit, she saw the meat.

      She staggered back. Kumal was right. She saw the pieces now; saw what they meant.

      She had to get out of here.

      She had to warn the others.

      No—she had to just get away. She had to escape.

      David did have a secret. A secret he was covering up.

      And it was the worst secret of all.

      The place he was getting his meat. His “prime stock.”

      No wonder she’d never seen the sheep being slaughtered.

      No wonder she’d always wondered why it didn’t taste anything like the lamb she was used to.

      It was people.

      These people.

      She went to step out of the pub, frenzied, when she saw someone standing opposite her.

      She stopped. Went to cry.

      Then a smack over the head, and she hit the floor.

      And all she could think about was the sickening truth; the bitter reality.

      Kumal was right about this place.
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      One moment, Holly had a bag over her head, total darkness surrounding her, screams muffled by the dirty sock in her mouth.

      The next, the bag was dragged away.

      And then there was light.

      At first, her vision was blurred. She wasn’t sure how long she’d had that bag over her head. She wasn’t sure how long ago she’d been grabbed in the middle of the woods and dragged away. She just knew that she’d been travelling for a long time.

      Some of the journey she’d made on foot. Other times, she’d been carried. She had no idea who the person with her actually was, only that they smelled of sweat. They must be male, too. She could tell that much.

      She wanted to cry out for her dad this whole journey.

      But she knew damn well her dad wasn’t going to find her.

      She was weary. She’d barely eaten, barely drank. Whenever the man pulled the sock from her mouth, she tried to scream, to which he hit her, and then forced her to drink. It seemed like he was trying to keep her alive. Trying to keep her alive for something.

      She dreaded to think what that something would be.

      She’d stopped for a while a few times. Gone out to walk some more. She didn’t know whether she was walking anywhere in particular or just around in circles to disorient her. She just didn’t know.

      But now the bag had been lifted from her head, and her eyes were finally adjusting to the light. She was surprised to find that she wasn’t in the woods. Far from it. She was in the middle of a town.

      The town she didn’t recognise. It was hilly. The streets were like the streets of most towns—abandoned cars, smashed windows, graffiti sprayed on the walls. She even saw dead bodies in the distance, which flies buzzed around, and skinny dogs racing around the streets, stray now, wild now.

      But there was something different about this town.

      There was a small group of people in the streets. But they weren’t scrapping. They weren’t fighting. Nothing like that.

      In fact, they all looked like they were on the same page. United.

      Holly tried to speak, but the sock was still in her mouth. She tried to shuffle free, but she was weak, tired, and her ankles ached. She looked around, adjusting to everything around her. She was on some kind of bridge. A bridge that rested over the town below.

      And then she saw him.

      The man beside her was strange. He had flaky skin and hair that was patchy. His eyes looked wonky. The kind of guy that she’d do all she could to avoid back in the old world—and especially so in this new world.

      “I have good news and bad news,” he said.

      The group below—all of them looking up at her—muttered amongst themselves. But one thing was clear. They were all in awe of this guy. They were all believers in him, whoever the hell he was.

      “The good news is… I found a new hunting ground!”

      Whoops amongst the crowd. Cheers. Claps. Holly’s throat tightened. Her heart picked up. She knew the bad news was coming, and she had the feeling it had something to do with her.

      “But the bad news…” the man said.

      He put a hand on Holly’s back. She went numb. She sensed whatever news this guy had, it was coming. And she’d better be ready for it.

      “The bad news is this girl here was a part of a group who torched our supplies. Who killed one of our people.”

      Holly looked at him. Frowned. That wasn’t true.

      She heard boos amidst the crowd. She heard hisses. Looked down, saw all these people looking up at her, shouting at her like she was some kind of demon.

      “I wanted to show mercy,” the man said.

      “No mercy, Paul!” someone in the crowd cried.

      The man—Paul—looked like he was enjoying this, slight smile to his face. “I wanted to give this girl another chance.”

      “No more second chances!”

      “But I suppose I do have to leave it to you.”

      Holly heard the cries erupt, then. She felt things being thrown at her. Bottles filled with warm, smelly fluid. She heard the curses. She heard the cries.

      And then she saw something.

      There were bodies. Bodies hanging below the bridge. Bodies with nooses around their necks, swinging from side to side. Some of them looked fresh. Some of them looked older.

      But one thing was clear.

      If she didn’t get out of here, she was going to be next.

      She looked around at the man. Saw the half-smile on his face, as the crowd demanded justice. And she saw something clear, then. This guy was sick. He was using other people—innocent people—to further his grip of power over these others. She hadn’t done a thing to hurt him. She could only assume nobody else hanging here had done a thing, either.

      But that didn’t change matters.

      It didn’t help her right now.

      Knowledge did nothing but torture her even more.

      “Sorry, little girl,” he said. “Looks like my mercy is lost on my people.”

      Holly held still.

      And then she booted the man in his balls.

      Hard.

      She spun around. Ran across the bridge. She heard the crowd erupting with anger. Behind, she heard the man’s footsteps getting closer.

      But she had to keep on going.

      She couldn’t stop for anyone.

      She looked at the buildings up ahead. Looked left, and then looked right. She didn’t know which way to go. She didn’t know how to escape.

      She just knew she had to try something.

      She reached the turn in the road and went to run right.

      That’s when she saw two people emerge up the steps, chasing after her.

      She turned to her left.

      The rest of the people were coming from that direction.

      She looked back.

      The man—the leader—was right behind her.

      She stood there, shaking. Stood there as this mad town surrounded her. And at that moment, she felt fear. Total fear.

      She went to throw herself through the window ahead of her.

      But then the man behind grabbed her.

      Dragged her away, kicking, trying to scream.

      He put her at the edge of the bridge. The crowd below shouted, booed.

      The man put a noose around her neck. Pushed her right to the edge.

      “Today, another sacrifice is demanded,” he said.

      Holly struggled. Tried to kick free. Tried to fight back.

      The man pushed her further to the edge. “Today… another warning to anyone who stands against us.”

      The sock came free. Just a little. “I didn’t,” Holly shouted. “I didn’t—I didn’t do anything. Plea—”

      She didn’t finish her words.

      The man pushed her from the bridge.

      The noose tightened around her neck.

      And then she stopped in mid-air, and everything went silent.
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      The next time Mike woke, he had a much better idea of where he was and what was happening.

      But that didn’t put him at ease in any way.

      It was late. The sky outside was dark. He wasn’t sure what time it was, not exactly. Nobody did anymore, after all.

      But he could feel the pain on his neck where the sedation needle had pierced his skin, and he knew he’d been forced into staying here.

      He thought about the fact that it was dark. He didn’t feel as woozy now. He could only assume—and hope—that it was just the night of the same day. After all, that meant Holly wouldn’t be much further away, wherever she even was.

      He didn’t know where she was. He didn’t know who she was with.

      But he’d be damned if he stayed here and waited while she was out there.

      He went to drag himself from the bed when he saw there was somebody sitting by his side.

      It was the woman. The dark-haired woman from earlier.

      She looked at him and smiled. “Awake already?”

      Mike’s gut tensed. He wasn’t interested in who these people were anymore. He wasn’t even slightly interested in what they had to offer him. “I need to get to my daughter.”

      “You keep mentioning this daughter of yours,” the woman said. “Even when you were asleep… you were saying a name. ‘Holly.’”

      The hairs on Mike’s arms stood on end when she said her name. “Don’t say her name.”

      The woman got up. Walked to Mike’s side. “I can’t help feeling like we got off on the wrong foot—”

      “I don’t care what foot we got off on. I’m not remotely interested in you or anything you have going on here. All I want is to—”

      “Get to Holly. Right.”

      The woman stopped, right by Mike’s side. She looked down at him. She didn’t look remotely intimidated by him or scared in the slightest. Probably had some extra sedatives hiding behind her back.

      “I want to introduce myself,” she said. “I’m Claire.”

      “Nice to meet you, Claire. I’m Mike. Now can you—”

      “You were wounded when we found you out there. Badly wounded. Your leg was in an awful state. We cleaned it up. We helped you back on your feet, so to speak.”

      “What do you want? A thanks?”

      “I want you to hear me out. I want you to understand what we’re doing here. Who we are. And why we saved your life.”

      Mike sighed. “I was hoping it was just your altruistic streak revealing itself.”

      “You can believe that if it helps put you at ease.”

      “But …”

      “But… as with every group, we have a purpose. We’re building towards something. Building towards a future.”

      Mike looked around the room. He couldn’t hear anyone downstairs anymore. He felt like him and Claire were the only people awake in this house.

      “And how’re you planning on doing that?”

      “It’s simple, really,” Claire said. “Humanity isn’t going to get anywhere by tearing itself apart. We have core psychological needs. A roof over the head. Materialistic urges. Things that can’t just go away because there’s no power.”

      “Hate to say it, but the lack of power’s a real knife in the heart of those materialistic urges you’re talking about.”

      “It doesn’t have to be. We want to build a nationwide community. We want each community to specialise, just how it used to be. Some will specialise in farming and agriculture. Others will specialise in construction, in manufacturing. Eventually, we’ll build a network. We’ll build back, back to the way things were.”

      “And what are you hoping to specialise in?”

      The woman smiled. “Isn’t it obvious? We want to specialise in comfort. In care.”

      “Like a post-apocalyptic rehab,” Mike said.

      “Call it whatever you want. We have food. Shelter. That rehabilitation has got a lot of people through these early days. And we want to keep on building.”

      Mike wanted to know more about this place, now. He had to admit, this woman wasn’t all that bad. She had nice ideas. “Just two weeks into the end, and you’re talking about this way of life is how it’s always going to be.”

      The woman smiled. “Don’t fool yourself, Mike. You know too well it’s how it’s going to be from here on. The military are gone. The towns are ransacked. So many people are dead. If the power was going to come back on… well, it’d already have come on by now.”

      Mike didn’t tell her about the rival military group. He didn’t tell her that there was a chance that one day, the power would be back online—but that his hopes of that had been scuppered by that foreign military power. Because it seemed like they were occupying territory. And in turn, it seemed like they wanted to keep the world in the dark for as long as they could.

      “The world needed reinvigorating,” Claire said. “It was failing at happiness. Failing at kindness. We can change that. We have to change that. Or this will be the end of our society.”

      Mike sat up. He looked this woman directly in her eyes. “I believe in what you’re saying. I respect you for what you’re doing. But when I say my daughter’s out there, I’m serious. And when I say I’ll do whatever it takes to get her back… I’m serious about that, too.”

      The woman sighed. “I understand. I feared that the first time we brought you in. I hoped you could stay here. Help out. But if it’s not to be, it’s not to be.”

      She stood up. Held out a hand.

      “You’re free to leave.”

      Mike stood up. Still a bit weak on his feet, but much better than he was. He started to walk past Claire, started to leave.

      Then he stopped.

      “If I find my daughter. If I find my Holly. I’ll bring her back here. We’ll—we’ll help you.”

      Claire smiled. Nodded. “I’ll take that as a promise.”

      Mike went to leave, then. But as he walked, he saw something.

      There was a little girl on the landing, standing just outside a bedroom. Short. Dark hair. Looked a little pasty and snotty.

      “Kelsie? What’re you doing up at this time?”

      She looked at Mike and then at Claire. “I can’t sleep.”

      Claire picked her up. Carried her back towards her room.

      But as she carried her, Mike saw something.

      He saw the photograph this little girl was holding.

      The photograph of someone he recognised.

      Someone familiar.

      Kelsie.

      Kelsie’s father.

      Mike saw it now. He saw it clearly, right back in the early days. Mike killed him. He’d killed him back on the road when he was begging for his life. He’d tried to kill Holly, so Mike had done the only thing that seemed clear to him—even if he knew deep down how wrong he was.

      He watched as Claire carried that little girl back into her room. And even though he felt deep sadness and guilt at what he’d done… at least this girl was okay. At least she’d found someone caring.

      At least she’d fallen into the right hands.

      He took a deep breath. Walked down the steps.

      And then he gathered his things, opened the door, and stepped out into the night.

      He didn’t know where Holly was.

      He didn’t know where he was going.

      But he was going to find her.

      If it was the last thing he did, he was going to find her.
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      The second Alison heard Arya’s yelp, she felt her body go numb.

      The rain fell heavily through the trees. She could hear voices up ahead still—muffled, out of focus. She couldn’t figure out whether those voices were getting closer or moving further away. Only that she had to get to Arya. She had to know she was okay.

      She couldn’t face the possibility that something had happened to her.

      Even though she knew the evidence was stacking up—and it didn’t look good.

      She ran through the trees, ran in the direction Arya had gone. She wanted to stop. She didn’t want to go further. But she knew she had to make this run. She knew she had to see. If there was any chance Arya was still okay, time was running out.

      She had to get there.

      She had to help her.

      She felt a tear roll down her cheek the more she progressed into the woods. Arya was such a good dog. Such a loyal dog. That one moment, it’d changed everything. The moment where she thought she was looking out for Alison—thought she was protecting her—had changed it all.

      She went to keep on running when something stopped her.

      Arya was lying in the grass.

      There was nobody else around.

      But Alison could see Arya was bleeding.

      Her stomach sank. She stumbled towards Arya, to her side.

      And when she reached her side, she realised it wasn’t good.

      Arya was bleeding from her top right. It looked like a blade had pierced through the top of her leg where it linked to her torso. She was bleeding. Heavily.

      She looked around at Alison. Panting heavily. When she looked into her eyes, she whimpered.

      “It’s okay, girl,” Alison said, stroking Arya’s fur, scuffing it up around the neck.

      But the way Arya looked at her. The way she panted. The way those big blue eyes stared at her, begging for her to help; for her to take the pain away.

      Alison knew it wasn’t okay.

      She cried. Went to hold Arya, to cuddle her. Because this wasn’t good. They were out in the woods, and Arya was in trouble. She was bleeding out. She had to get help. Immediately.

      But the people who’d hurt her…

      Where had they gone?

      She couldn’t risk bumping into them. Not now. Not after coming this far.

      She held Arya closer. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you,” she said. “I—I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you.”

      Arya let out another pained, struggled whimper.

      But then something sparked inside Alison.

      She’d fought so hard to get this far. And Arya was a part of that fight, too.

      She wouldn’t give up on anyone else. She wouldn’t give up on herself.

      So why would she give up on Arya?

      Why was Arya so different to any person?

      She kissed Arya on her head. Then she stood up. Took a deep breath.

      “I’ll be back for you,” she said. “Just—just wait here. Promise you’ll wait here.”

      Arya looked at her like she didn’t understand. Of course she didn’t.

      She just hoped she did what she said.

      Alison turned around, then. Looked back out the woods, back towards the bunker where Jenny and she were staying.

      They had medical supplies there. They had things that could help.

      She had to get there. Fast.

      She ran. Ran as quickly as she could. She didn’t hear the footsteps of another group. She didn’t hear a sound. And she didn’t see anyone, either.

      She just kept on running, kept on going.

      She looked over her shoulder. She couldn’t see Arya anymore. And at least she wasn’t howling. That was something. Something she couldn’t take for granted.

      She turned ahead, and then she heard it.

      Gunshots.

      One. Two.

      Then nothing.

      She slowed down, heart pounding. Because she could make no mistake about where she’d heard those gunshots.

      They were at the bunker.

      She slowed further. She was shaking all over. She crept over towards the hill that led down towards the bunker. She was on edge. She didn’t know what she was going to come across, or what she was going to find.

      Just that she needed to get inside.

      She needed to get the supplies.

      She needed to help Arya.

      And then she needed to get the hell away from here and get back to Arya, before finding out how Jenny was.

      She went to descend the hill when she saw them.

      And when she did, her stomach sank.

      That black body armour. Those rifles.

      There was no doubt about it.

      They were the foreign military group.

      Alison saw them looking around, rifles in hand. One of them was smirking. A couple of them were talking about something; something Alison couldn’t hear from here.

      She sat still. Waited. As much as she wanted to go down there and get the supplies, she couldn’t. She just couldn’t.

      Then she saw it.

      Jenny was dragged out by her hair.

      She was bleeding from her knees.

      Looking up at one of these men with defiance on her face.

      The men shouted something at her, rifles in hand.

      Alison went to call out. Because if she distracted them, maybe that would help. Maybe that would be enough. Maybe a distraction was all she needed.

      But then she saw what causing a distraction more likely meant.

      Jenny would die.

      Then they’d hunt her down, and she would die.

      And then Arya would die.

      She had to bear Jenny’s words in mind.

      “There can be no room for sentimentality. It’ll only get you killed. It’ll get your dog killed. It’ll get all of us killed. Okay?”

      And then there was her bow and arrow, too. She lifted it shakily. Aimed it at the men.

      But then those words echoed around her head once more.

      “There can be no room for sentimentality. It’ll only get you killed. It’ll get your dog killed. It’ll get all of us killed. Okay?”

      She watched as the man put the rifle to Jenny’s forehead. She watched Jenny look up at him. Total hate in her eyes.

      She watched as Jenny spat at him, and she wanted to go down there, she wanted to stop her.

      But then something else happened.

      One of the men unbuckling his belt, walking up behind her.

      Jenny closed her eyes then. Alison almost did. Almost.

      But she didn’t.

      Instead, she heard Jenny’s words again, as the man pushed her down onto the ground, as he tore away her trousers.

      She heard her words as all of them gathered around her.

      Then she closed her tearful eyes, and she let the arrow fly.

      It slammed into the side of Jenny’s neck.

      She turned away, then. Ran off into the bushes, into the trees. She couldn’t stand and watch anymore. She couldn’t wait.

      But at least she knew she’d done one final good act.

      At least she knew she’d spared Jenny unavoidable misery with the one arrow in her bow.

      She heard shouting. Gunshots. Movement and chaos around the bunker.

      And all she could do was curl up behind a tree.

      All she could do was squeeze her eyes shut.

      All she could do was cry.

      Jenny was gone.

      She’d killed her.

      She was alone again.
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      Kumal wasn’t sure how long he’d been walking when he realised what a cock-up he’d made.

      He was still in the countryside. He’d been on his own for a few days, travelling on foot, living on limited scraps with no real purpose and no real direction in sight. He’d even taken a detour home at one stage. It was strange, going back there, seeing it as it used to be. Even though his relationship with his parents and his family was strained to say the least, he’d still felt hope deep inside. Hope that he’d find them there. Hope that someone would be there, waiting.

      But he hadn’t. His home had been broken into. The place was trashed. Most of the supplies that had been stocked up in the cupboards—canned foods, things like that—had gone. The fridge reeked of sourness, flies buzzing around the off milk and the rotted meat.

      There was one thing for sure. One thing abundantly clear.

      Home wasn’t home anymore.

      He’d stayed there a night, but he’d got straight back on the road the following day. Camped out at night. Anything was better than being stuck back home. Anything was better than being haunted by the ghosts of his past.

      Anything was better than being reminded that what he used to have was so much better than what he had now.

      Night was drawing in. He’d passed a few farms and a few houses that looked like they were set up for the time being. The farms looked like they were getting on with things—aided by the extra provisions they had.

      But the further Kumal walked, the more he began to doubt his decision.

      And it was all because of Gina.

      It was strange. After all, he was sure that he’d made the right call walking away from David and his gang of hippie weirdos.

      But walking away from Gina… that wasn’t right. He might be unsure about David. He might be convinced of some sort of secrets that were buried in that place.

      But that was even more of a reason not to make sure Gina got caught up in it.

      He had to be by her side.

      Whatever they faced.

      He turned around. Looked back. As much as he wanted to keep going on the road ahead… he knew he couldn’t. Not anymore.

      So he turned around.

      He had to go back.

      He had to find Gina.

      And he had to make sure he was by her side.

      He walked down the road for a long time. He slept. He ate some of his provisions. He dodged a few suspicious looking characters, took a few detours as one day blended into the next. He started to question whether he’d made the right call, heading back towards the church. After all, he felt like he’d stepped out of the jaws of danger, and now he was walking right back into whatever chaos he’d left behind.

      But still he had to keep on going.

      Still, he just had to get back.

      It was after another few dehydrated hours of walking that Kumal finally fell to his knees.

      It wasn’t anything physical that did it. Not initially.

      It was a little bridge he was crossing. A place he used to visit with his family. One of his mum’s favourite places.

      And as he kneeled there, he found himself crying inexplicably. Because he’d done so well to cordon off his emotions. He’d done so well to keep them under wraps, in check, for so long.

      But now they came flooding out.

      He cried for a while. Wished he had someone there with him. Because this loneliness, it wasn’t good for anyone. This lone ranger thing, it wasn’t for him.

      But he had to pull himself together. He had to keep on going.

      It was when he stood up that he saw it in the distance.

      At first, he wasn’t sure what it was. Not exactly.

      But then he smelled it.

      Smoke.

      A fire.

      His stomach turned. His whole body wrenched. Because he could see where that smoke was coming from. He could see it, and he knew what was in that direction, roughly.

      It was Woodbridgeton.

      The place where David’s church was.

      The place where Gina was.

      He started to run, then. Because he didn’t know what was going down there. He couldn’t.

      Only fire was never good news.

      Not a fire that big.

      He jumped over fences. He raced through streets. He didn’t stop to look left or right. He knew he was acting recklessly. He knew he should be more cautious, more careful.

      But there was no time to waste.

      He thought about Gina. The way he’d felt when he’d walked away. He did have feelings for her. He had feelings, and he wanted her to know. He was wrong to leave her alone there. He had to make her know the truth.

      When he got closer to Woodbridgeton, it was dark.

      He stopped right at the top of the street. Looked down at the church.

      Because there was something off.

      Something very wrong.

      The church wasn’t on fire.

      But somewhere else was.

      The pub.

      Kumal tensed his fists, then. Because as much as he wasn’t sure what was going on, he knew there was something with that church. Something hiding. A secret.

      He just hoped Gina hadn’t gone in there.

      He just hoped she hadn’t tried to find out what he’d tried to find out.

      He moved further through the village. Those flames, they brought back memories. Memories of being trapped inside that burning cabin with Holly and the others. He missed them. Missed their company.

      He just had to hope that Gina was okay.

      He reached the pub. People were gathered outside, surprise on their faces, fear in their expressions. They were people he recognised. People who’d been a part of David’s group.

      But Kumal didn’t see David.

      And he didn’t see Gina.

      He could feel the heat from the flames inside. He swore he could see movement, too. Movement, behind the wooden board, which had been torn down.

      He moved towards it, looked inside.

      That’s when he saw her.

      Gina was lying on her back. She was holding up a hand.

      David was standing over her.

      “Gina,” Kumal said.

      He went to step inside the pub. Because whatever was going on in there wasn’t good. David. The way he was standing over Gina. The way he was looking down at her.

      He got inside the pub. The heat was intense. The smoke was making him cough and heave. But he had to keep going. He couldn’t give up.

      When he got inside, that’s when he saw Gina wasn’t the only problem.

      There were others in here. Except they weren’t standing. They weren’t the landlords David had spoken about.

      They were chained up.

      And some of them had parts of their bodies cut away from them.

      Some of them weren’t even dead.

      Yet.

      Kumal felt sickness wash through him. He went to heave, realising what this was—realising what this awful secret was.

      “You’ve done it now, girl,” David said, still focused on Gina. “You’ve buried yourself. You’ve dug your own grave, and now you’ll lie in it.”

      And then Kumal saw her.

      Gina looked right over at him. Blood trickling from her nostrils.

      “Kumal,” she said.

      David stopped. He turned around.

      Looked at Kumal and then smiled.

      “Oh, hello,” he said. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      And then he brought his fist cracking down towards Gina’s skull.

      There was a flash, then. A huge bang and eruption of light as one of the wooden beams from above went crashing towards the floor.

      Kumal’s knees went weak. He felt himself tumbling down.

      Because as the flames formed a barrier between him and Gina, all he could do was watch.

      All he could do was stare.

      Gina was on the ground.

      Trapped behind the flames.

      Trapped in the burning confines of this building.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was at its midpoint, and Mike still hadn’t found a single trace of Holly.

      He’d been walking all night and all morning. His feet were sore and blistered. His leg, which had only recently been stitched up after his horrible encounter with a wolf trap, was aching like mad, something the painkillers Claire had left him with weren’t doing much to help. But nothing was going to get in the way of his search. Nothing was going to stop him. He might be alone. She could be at the other side of the country to him for all he knew.

      But he wasn’t going to get anywhere by sitting around and just hoping.

      He was only going to get somewhere by being proactive.

      He looked at the street he was walking down. It was a quiet street, just outside a village. It was always a pretty quiet place here compared to the towns and the cities, he knew that. But now, it was different. There was a different kind of silence to this place. An eeriness that was unmatched and could only be a part of this new world.

      He looked at the buildings. Wondered if there was anybody at home here. Even if they were, what was he going to say? “Have you seen a sixteen-year-old girl with long, dark hair?” He was being ridiculous.

      The best thing to do would be to back down and admit defeat.

      The best thing to do would be to…

      He took in a sharp inhalation. No. He wasn’t going to admit defeat. He might be on a wild goose chase. He might have to explore every single damned part of the country in hope of finding his daughter.

      But if that’s what he had to do… well, he’d do it.

      Holly was worth it.

      He wasn’t going to be away from her forever. That just wasn’t going to happen.

      The further he got down this street, the more his tension and trepidation started to rise. Because he swore there were people in the windows. People looking at him.

      And with a rucksack like this over his shoulder, he knew he was pretty much advertising himself to be robbed.

      He walked further down this street, picking up his pace. He’d been getting bad feelings for a while now. That madness that came with travelling alone, sparking up all kinds of fears, all levels of paranoia.

      He took a deep breath. Looked all around. Reassured himself that he was okay. He was alone. He was going to be just f…

      He stopped, then. He stopped because he saw it, right up ahead.

      And when he saw it, he wasn’t sure what to say; what to think.

      There was a pub in the distance. It looked like it had burned out.

      And then there was something else.

      A church.

      Except there were people outside this church. People speaking to one another. Survivors.

      Mike felt his fists tense. He had no idea who these people were or what their deal was. All he could gather was there was some kind of community here. Some group of survivors that had pulled together.

      But the burned-out embers of that pub…

      Mike started to back away. He was caught in two minds, in all truth. One of them wanted to go over to these people, to ask them if they knew about Holly… but then, they could be the people who had captured Holly. Which meant that maybe the better option was just to hold back, wait and analyse the situation before intercepting this group himself.

      He went to step away when something else caught his eye.

      Or rather, someone else.

      Mike couldn’t believe what he was seeing at first. He couldn’t believe who he was seeing. He put it down to sleep deprivation. Because this wasn’t possible. It was too much of a coincidence. Far too unlikely.

      But the more he blinked, the more he focused, the more he realised the person he was looking at was real after all.

      It was Kumal.

      He started to move towards Kumal. He was sitting amongst this group of people. Except he was… well, he was distant from the others. Detached from the others.

      The closer he got to Kumal, the more he started to wonder. The more he started to doubt. Something didn’t seem right here. Something seemed very wrong.

      He started to move past the burned remains of the pub when he heard footsteps behind him.

      He turned around. And when he looked, he saw someone standing there, police baton in their hand.

      “You’re going to turn around,” this man said—although he was barely old enough to be called a “man” in all truth. More a lanky late teen boy. But hey. Everyone had to be a grown up in this world now. You wouldn’t still be here if you hadn’t grown up. At least this guy looked like he was defending what was his.

      Mike lifted his hands slowly. “I don’t want any trouble.”

      “Us neither. Which is why you’re going to pretend you didn’t see a thing here, and you’re going to walk away.”

      Mike could hear shakiness to this guy’s voice. And it made him wonder… it made him wonder whether there was a way he could reach out to him.

      “I know one of the people in your group,” Mike said. “Kumal.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed. He looked like he wasn’t sure whether to believe Mike or not—but at the same time, he must know that Mike couldn’t be bullshitting about Kumal. “How do you know him?”

      “He’s a friend of my daughter’s,” Mike said. “We got split up on the road a few days back. All of us did. He—he was with two other people. A woman called Alison and a girl called Gina. There was a dog with them, too. Do you know anything about them?”

      The man lowered his baton and sighed.

      “The woman and the dog, I can’t answer for.”

      Mike narrowed his eyes. “And the girl? Gina?”

      The man looked at the burned out pub, sadness to his face. And Mike didn’t understand. Not at first.

      Then it clicked.

      The burned-out pub.

      The look of regret on this guy’s face.

      The way Kumal was sitting there looking so lost, so distant.

      “No,” Mike said.

      “I’m sorry,” the man said. “But by the time we got in there, it was already too late.”

      Mike felt the ground open beneath him.

      He felt it swallow him up.

      Gina was gone.

      Another of his fellow survivors, gone.
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      Alison didn’t move from her spot looking down at the bunker for quite some time.

      The day was surging on. The rain had stopped falling, but there was that earthy smell to the air. A smell she always used to love, back in the day.

      But a smell she’d never stop associating with death. Not after what she’d just watched happen to Jenny.

      Not after what she’d done to Jenny.

      The armed group had moved on from the bunker. They’d searched for her for a while, but then they’d taken supplies with them from the bunker and just kept on walking off in the opposite direction. Alison had wanted to go down there. She’d wanted to make those bastards pay for what they’d done to Jenny—or what they’d forced her to do to Jenny to spare her the terror of what they were going to do to her in her final, awful moments.

      But she couldn’t.

      She just stayed here. Unmoving.

      She’d barely known Jenny, but it felt like she’d just lost a dear, close friend. After all, she was the closest person she’d been to these last few days. When she’d been alone for so many days prior, that really did mean something.

      But now she was gone.

      She was gone, and Alison was alone again.

      She was…

      Tension right in her gut.

      “Arya,” she said.

      She stood up. Rushed back towards the woods. Because she’d forgotten. She’d got so caught up in the situation that went down with Jenny—the horror that had unfolded—that she’d allowed herself to forget about Arya.

      She felt so bad. So guilty. Because Arya had been wounded. She’d told Arya to stay put. Begged her not to go anywhere, just hoping she’d comply.

      But time had passed. A lot of time had passed.

      So who was to say the worst hadn’t already happened?

      Who was to say Arya hadn’t gone completely?

      Alison shook her head. She couldn’t think that way. She couldn’t afford to speculate like that. She had to just hope—pray—that Arya was okay. She had to hope she hadn’t left it too late to help her.

      She wasn’t sure what she’d do if she had.

      She ran into the woods. Lost all regard for her surroundings, for who might be nearby, for the fact that she could bump into anyone out here.

      The further she got, the more she lost sense of where she’d actually left Arya. Her heart pounded. Her chest tightened. She was in here somewhere. She wasn’t far from the woods where she’d left her.

      Or was she? Had she actually gone further into the woods than she’d thought?

      Or had she got up? Had she tried to find Alison only to end up getting herself in more trouble?

      She didn’t know.

      She just needed to find her.

      Alison kept pushing on. She was lost. She was disoriented. She felt pain inside over her change in circumstances.

      She just had to keep her shit together a little while longer.

      Just until she found Arya.

      Then she could think about the next step. Then she could worry about what she was going to do; how she was going to progress.

      She was about to keep on going when she saw it.

      There was a bloody patch right in front of her.

      She could see in the patch of grass that something had rested here, too. Not long ago at all.

      And then it dawned on her that this was where she’d left Arya.

      She looked up. Looked all around. Silence, except for the birds. No sign of Arya at all.

      She called out her name.

      Her voice only echoed through the woods.

      Silence.

      She stood there, then, bottom lip shaking. She’d told herself to be strong. She’d told herself to try and hold everything together. To remember what Jenny told her about survival—she had to own it. If she couldn’t own it, nobody was going to god-damned own it for her.

      She looked ahead and saw something.

      The blood. There were patches of it further ahead.

      A path.

      She tensed up. Because she knew what this was. And she knew that as horrible a thought as it was, she was going to find something at the end of this dark tunnel.

      Arya had walked away.

      She’d walked off into the woods.

      Bleeding.

      And she wasn’t going to make it.

      Alison took a deep breath, told herself to be strong. She’d suffered so much loss already, and that should have broken her. It should have rendered her frigging unable to do anything.

      But she’d found a way to push forward.

      She’d found a way to fight through.

      She could take another loss.

      She could deal with another tragedy.

      She had to tell herself that.

      She had to believe it.

      She followed the trail of blood, fully aware of what she was going to encounter, fully braced for what to expect. She thought about the first time she’d met Arya. The way she’d sat beside her poor, deceased owner. The way she’d looked at her, right from the off. Like she trusted her.

      She’d given Arya a chance.

      And Arya had been her loyal companion through all this chaos.

      She wasn’t sure what she’d have done without her.

      She moved further along. She saw the bushes ahead, thickening. She couldn’t have made it far, not with a wound like the one she had.

      She had to be close.

      She…

      She saw the movement in the bushes.

      Rustling.

      What sounded like a whimper.

      And at that moment, Alison knew.

      She wiped the tears building in her eyes. Then she forced herself to step forward.

      “It’s okay, Arya,” Alison muttered, her throat tight and her voice shaky. “I’m here for you now. It’s okay.”

      She stepped beyond the bushes.

      And when she looked, what she saw wasn’t exactly what she expected.

      Arya was there.

      And she wasn’t alone.

      “Gina?” Alison said.
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      Mike sat in front of the church and tried to wrap his head around everything Kumal had told him.

      It was late afternoon. He’d managed to grab a bit of sleep, thanks to the generosity of one of the guys running the show here. Apparently, things had changed very quickly. There used to be a guy called David running this place.

      But something had happened. Something that changed everything.

      “I left because this place gave me the creeps. When I got back, I saw the pub was burning. I went in there. Found… found this David standing over Gina. I tried to go for him. Tried to stop him. But it was already too late. The flames and the smoke were too thick.”

      Mike felt so uneasy when he heard those words. Mostly he felt pure sympathy for Gina. She’d been through so much already. She’d survived so many times—proven her survival instincts, repeatedly.

      But in the end, she’d found herself taking a step too far. She’d survived too many times.

      Nobody had nine lives.

      “Some of the guys here dragged me out,” Kumal said. “I was lucky to survive. But—but I told them the truth. I told them what I’d seen in there. I didn’t trust anyone here but… but they made a promise not to let things go south again. They insisted they didn’t know what was happening behind their backs, what David was doing. At least… most of them didn’t know, anyway.”

      “And the ones who did?” Mike asked.

      Kumal nodded in the direction of the graveyard. “They aren’t going to be bothering anybody again.”

      Mike brushed his hand through his hair. Hearing that groups were resorting to cannibalism wasn’t all that surprising. After all, human flesh was probably one of the most abundant sources of meat there was—and the easiest to catch. For animals, you needed detailed, elaborate traps, and a bit of luck to boot. Humans? You just needed to make them trust you.

      The weirdest thing here, though?

      There were sheep in the nearby fields. It wasn’t like they didn’t already have another option—a better option.

      But for some reason, David and a few of his right-hand men were resorting to these depraved depths rather than just utilising the resources they had.

      Why?

      Some people were unpredictable.

      Some people just wanted to make other people suffer.

      That was a harsh truth that not many people wanted to stare in the eye; that not many people wanted to admit.

      Trust is the most dangerous weapon in a world where everybody must be questioned at all times.

      “And you?” Kumal asked. “The last we saw you, you were going after Holly.”

      Mike swallowed a sickly lump in his throat. “Like I said. Holly… she’s fine. Or at least she was fine. We were surviving out there in the wilderness. Ran into some guy who was in a sorry state. After that, she went missing.”

      “And your leg?”

      Mike looked down at his leg. It’d been remarkably pain-free for the last few hours despite all his walking; probably something to do with the painkillers Claire had given him. “It’s holding up. It’s a long story. And we don’t have all the time in the world.”

      “What about Alison?” Kumal asked.

      Mike sighed. “I was hoping you’d be able to answer that.”

      Kumal told him about them reaching that supposed extraction point, and then finding nothing there but bodies. He told Mike about how they’d got split up with Alison and Arya and hadn’t seen either since.

      Mike thought about them both. He cared about them dearly. But he knew Alison was strong. And he knew Arya was in good hands, too. They were going to get each other through whatever problems they ran into.

      “So what next?” Kumal asked.

      Mike knew there were two options. Staying here, eventually heading back to Claire’s place to help out with this new society she was supposedly building. Or keep on going. Keep on searching for Holly.

      And when he put it like that… he knew there was actually only one option.

      “I have to find Holly,” Mike said.

      Kumal sighed. “This place you told me about. It sounds like the sort of place we shouldn’t pass up on. The kind of place where things could actually start to get better.

      Mike nodded. “And they will get better. I believe that. But only when I find Holly.”

      He stepped up to Kumal, whose head was lowered.

      “I’m sorry about Gina. I knew how much she meant to you.”

      “She… she was a good friend to all—”

      “No, I know how much she meant to you.”

      Kumal looked back up at Mike then, and Mike saw it. That expression of grief on his face. A grief that was only going to get worse.

      “But a grief you have to believe you’ll get through,” Mike said.

      “What?” Kumal asked.

      Mike shook his head, realising he’d thought aloud. “Nothing. You just… you look after yourself.”

      Mike turned. Walked away from the church. As much as his feet were blistered, he couldn’t hold off anymore. As much as he was slipping into dehydration and hadn’t had enough to eat, there was no more time to waste.

      “Wait,” Kumal said.

      Mike turned. Saw Kumal walking after him.

      “There’s nothing that can stop me, Kumal,” Mike said. “You have to understand that—”

      “And I’m not trying to stop you. I’m getting some stuff for both of us, and then I’m coming with you.”

      Mike frowned. Shook his head. “It’s not safe—”

      “Holly’s my friend. I’ve seen the rest of my friends fall. Benny. Harriet. Gina. I… I can’t see Holly fall too. I just can’t. I’ve turned my back on people I care about too many times. I can’t do that again.”

      Mike wanted to argue. He wanted to tell Kumal to start making his own way back to Claire’s place, where he’d come from. He could be happy there. He could be safe.

      But in the end, he couldn’t deny what Kumal was offering.

      He smiled. Nodded. “Then we’d better get started.”

      They packed their things. Kumal said his farewells to the remaining group members—many of them shell-shocked.

      And then when he’d got his stuff, he stood with Mike at the church entrance, looking down at the abandoned streets, which he knew would lead back down towards the woods where he’d lost Holly.

      “Ready?” Kumal asked.

      Mike took a deep breath. Pulled back his shoulders. “Ready.”

      It was time to find his daughter.

      No matter what.
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      Holly felt herself falling, rope around her neck, and braced for the moment when everything came to a sudden and violent end.

      She’d read about hanging, once. One of her schoolmates, Brett, hung himself, and the thought of it haunted her. So she spent late nights Googling the topic, researching it, finding out how long it took to die, that kind of thing.

      When she learned that death wasn’t instant—that it could take minutes to die—she hadn’t slept. She hadn’t slept for a long, long time.

      All she could do was lie there, staring up at the ceiling, thinking about how awful those final moments must’ve been, especially if Brett changed his mind when it was already too late.

      All of this happened in a flash. The memory of her schoolmate. The memory of the horror she’d felt.

      Because she was falling, now.

      She was falling, and she knew her time was coming to an end.

      She closed her eyes when the rope started to tighten. Held her breath. Went to cry out.

      Then, something happened.

      First, a slight tug around her neck; a tug that she thought would be the last thing she ever felt before she slipped into unconsciousness.

      But then something else happened.

      The rope. It snapped.

      She fell to the road below.

      Landed with a thud.

      She lay there a few seconds. She could taste blood, and one of her teeth had chipped and gone sharp. She looked at the hard ground below, and she couldn’t believe she was interpreting these signals; she couldn’t believe she was actually, somehow still alive.

      But then she heard the shouts from above. She heard the voices.

      And she knew she was running out of time.

      She got up. Stood up, her knees wobbly and her body shaking all over. She looked ahead, her vision blurred. She knew the people who’d tried to hang her would be after her. She knew they’d chase her.

      But she had to keep on going.

      She had to get out of here.

      She wouldn’t be quite as lucky the next time.

      She turned. Looked down the street and went to run.

      Then she saw them.

      Two people coming her way.

      Her instinct was to turn the other way; to flee.

      But then there was something else sparking inside her, now. Another desire. Another urge.

      The urge to fight these people.

      She might be smaller. But these people had tried to kill her. And if she didn’t send them a message, they were going to keep on trying to kill her.

      She looked around. Ran over to the car to her right. Grabbed a shard of glass from its broken window. Behind, the footsteps were still powering after her.

      And the two people running at her. They were still going. Arms opening, readying to grab her.

      She tightened her grip on the sharp shard of glass.

      She wasn’t going to let them grab her, no matter what happened.

      They were just feet away now. And Holly started to wonder if she was making a mistake here. She started to wonder whether the fall had given her delusions of grandeur; made her overestimate her abilities, her potential.

      But there was no time to speculate.

      There was only one way to find out.

      The man moved closer towards her. Went to grab her, arms closing in.

      She lowered the shard of glass.

      Then she rammed it into his belly, and she sliced.

      She saw the look in the man’s eyes. She saw the way his body opened up; the way blood drooled from the hole she’d shredded in his skin and muscle.

      She saw the way his friend stopped, slowed down. The way people behind shouted out as this man stood there, trying to hold his flesh together.

      She watched as he fell to his knees, staring up at her, blood spilling from his lips now.

      And she didn’t feel any regret.

      She didn’t feel any guilt.

      These people had tried to kill her.

      She’d do it again in a heartbeat.

      She looked over her shoulder. Looked at the people who’d tried to kill her. Looked at the other hanging bodies, and the rope that had snapped; the luck that had favoured her.

      She wanted to go back there. She wanted to kill them all, one by one.

      And maybe she would.

      Maybe, one day, she would.

      But instead, for now, she found herself taking a deep breath.

      Turning around.

      Stepping past the man who was dying on the road, and his friend, who was comforting him.

      She looked at the surviving man, saw the way he looked up at her, and she thought about stabbing him in the neck.

      But then she dropped the shard of glass, and she ran.

      She was on her own.

      But she was alive.

      And that was the most precious thing of all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Alison stared at Gina as she sat there, Arya by her side, and she’d never felt more grateful to see someone again.

      A couple of hours had passed since Alison had found Gina in the bushes, Arya beside her. She’d wanted to ask her all kind of questions about where she’d ended up, and what had happened to her, but in the end, getting Arya back to the bunker to stitch her up was their priority.

      They’d carried her back through the woods. And of course Alison had felt tension over whether she was going to run into the armed group back there. Of course she’d felt nervous about the possibility of running into those awful people again, especially after what’d happened to Jenny.

      But she’d made it back. Gina had made it back.

      They’d cleaned and stitched up Arya’s wound. And as much fear as Alison felt for Arya, she knew she was going to be okay, because she believed in her.

      Two hours later, Arya was lying at their feet.

      She wasn’t bleeding anymore.

      She was okay.

      Limping a little, whining a little from time to time, but okay.

      Gina looked back at Alison. She hadn’t said much yet. Neither of them had, really. She half-smiled. “At least you found somewhere nice to stay,” she said.

      Alison swallowed a lump in her throat. She hadn’t moved Jenny’s body yet. She was still outside, still waiting to be dealt with. It wasn’t going to be easy. And at the same time, that’s what made her cautious about Gina’s return. She didn’t want Gina to befall the same fate that everyone else she knew seemed to be succumbing to.

      “It’s good enough,” Alison said. “But the last few days… they haven’t been—”

      “Ideal,” Gina said. “Tell me about it.”

      Arya looked at Gina closely. She saw marks on her arms. Burns, no doubt about it. And a large bruise on her head, too. “What happened to you?”

      Gina glanced back at Alison. “Let’s just say I probably should be dead. But I’m not. I’m here. Only…”

      She stopped, then. Looked away. Alison felt a question welling up. A question she needed to ask.

      “What about Kumal?”

      Gina sighed, then. And it was a sigh that had Alison fearing the worst.

      “I don’t know how Kumal is,” Gina said. “That’s the truth. We were in a burning building together. This lunatic who ran the group we ended up in, he was standing over me. Knocked me down. Then—then Kumal caught his attention. I got a chance to escape. I didn’t look back. I—I just kept on running.”

      She paused then like she was coming to terms with all that had happened; all she’d done.

      “I knew I should’ve gone back for Kumal. But after seeing the things I saw… after knowing what was going on at that place… I just couldn’t.”

      Alison put a hand on Gina’s arm. “You did what any of us would’ve done.”

      Gina looked back at her. But she didn’t seem too certain. “What about you two, anyway? How’d you roll up here?”

      Alison told her about her lonely travels on the road. She told her about Jenny, and about that foreign military presence.

      “Bastards,” Gina said. “Whoever they are… we’re going to make them pay someday. I don’t know when, and I don’t know how, but we will.”

      They were both silent a little while longer.

      And then at the same time, they both said the words.

      “How about Mike and Holly?”

      They looked at each other. Then away. Neither of them had to respond to that. The very fact that they’d both asked the same question meant that neither of them knew the truth.

      “The good thing is, the camp where Holly was being kept was in a real state,” Alison said. “I mean, a real state. And I didn’t find… I didn’t find any trace of Holly or Mike. Good reason to believe they found their way out of there.”

      Gina nodded. “That’s got to count for something.”

      Alison nodded back. There was a pause between them then, as they sat inside this bunker. Because as nice as it felt here—as secure as it felt—Alison’s meeting with Gina had sparked something within. A desire. An urge.

      “You said something about leaving Kumal without him knowing you’d made it,” Alison said.

      Gina nodded. “I had to run. This man, David… I don’t know what happened to him, but I just felt like I had to run. I’d just about escaped with my life. I wasn’t going to risk losing it, not after that. So I kept going and going, and I didn’t stop. Not for anyone.”

      “And you have a rough idea how long it’d take us to get back to this village?”

      Gina’s face turned. “I’m not sure that’s such a great idea.”

      “You said it yourself. We don’t leave each other behind.”

      She stood up, then. Held out a hand.

      “We go and search for Kumal. We bring this group back together. And if we die trying, we die trying. But surely anything’s better than solitude. Anything’s better than loneliness. Believe me. I’ve felt it.”

      Gina paused. She looked at the hand Alison had outstretched like she was pondering her offer.

      “I just don’t want to lead you into something you can’t come back from,” Gina said.

      Alison stretched her hand out further. “Then let me lead the way. I’ve got this. And so do you.”

      Gina shook her head. She sighed.

      And then she half-smiled.

      She took Alison’s hand.

      Alison pulled her to her feet.

      They stood there, inside this bunker, inside this place that so many people would stay in because it was safe, and they prepared for the impossible.

      “Let’s pack up and get out of here,” Alison said. “Let’s find Kumal.”

      

      If only they knew what awaited them on the road ahead, maybe they would’ve done things differently.
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      Mike walked with Kumal by his side, and he truly felt like today was the day he was going to find Holly.

      As much as that belief wasn’t based on anything but pure hope; pure optimism.

      The sun was back out again. The rain clouds of the last few days had passed over, and summer had returned in full stead, a late bloom of beauty. Maybe it was that sunshine that gave Mike the optimism he was currently experiencing. Because, as he said, his hopes of finding Holly again were just that: hopes.

      But there was something about today that made Mike wonder. There was something about today that made Mike feel there was positivity in the air.

      And that something was the fact that despite all the odds against it, he’d managed to reunite with Kumal.

      He looked to his left. Saw Kumal walking alongside him. He was quiet, but that was understandable, especially after everything he’d told him had happened to Gina. Especially with the bond he had with Gina.

      It was hard. Of course it was hard.

      But at least he had Mike with him now.

      Their goal was simple: to find some trace of Holly. Mike had led Kumal back in the direction he’d lost Holly. He was amazed just how far he’d been taken from that location when he’d ended up at Claire’s place. It’d taken time to find his bearings again, but he was back on the right path.

      There might be no Google Maps anymore, but it was a good job he was a guy who knew where he was going.

      Holly had to be somewhere along this path.

      Or perhaps she wouldn’t be. Perhaps she had been taken off the path by whoever had taken her.

      And that was the problem. She could be anywhere…

      But he had to keep going. He had to keep trying.

      He had to keep hoping.

      They walked through a quiet little village. Saw a couple of people in the distance, who disappeared upon sight of Mike and Kumal.

      “You’re going to have to speak to people,” Kumal said.

      Mike gritted his teeth. “Not if I don’t have to.”

      “If you want a better chance of finding Holly, you’re going to have to speak with people who might’ve seen her. You know that.”

      Mike sighed. He knew Kumal was right.

      “So how about you start with these people up ahead?” Kumal asked.

      Mike wasn’t sure. But hell—he was going to have to try something.

      He went to walk towards the people who’d disappeared when he saw something.

      There was a group of people standing in the road ahead.

      They were holding knives.

      Mike’s skin recoiled. He reached for his Becker BK-2 right away, instinctively. Because these people were dangerous. These people were a threat. And he was going to have to do everything he could to survive.

      “Wait,” Kumal said.

      Mike frowned. “Wait? Really?”

      “These people are—are just as scared as you and me,” he said. “But we don’t want trouble. We just want to speak. Make that clear to them.”

      Mike wasn’t sure about Kumal’s proposal. But at the same time… he sensed truth to his words. Sure, this situation could explode into something nasty. But it didn’t have to.

      He could try.

      The people walked towards him, towards Kumal. There were six of them. They didn’t look like they were messing around.

      “Brave move walking down this road,” one of them—face covered by a balaclava—said. “What’ve you got for us?”

      Mike thought about standing firm. He thought about holding his ground.

      But then he thought about the kind of trouble this situation could descend into, and how he had to avoid it at all costs.

      “We’ve got food,” Mike said. “Water. Weapons. We’ve got a lot.”

      He took off his rucksack. Dropped it on the ground. Gestured for Kumal to do the same.

      Despite seeming keen earlier, Kumal didn’t look too enthusiastic anymore.

      But eventually he complied.

      The group looked at them with curiosity like they weren’t used to this kind of response.

      The leader of the group walked towards them. Opened the rucksacks, checked inside. Then he nodded, gesturing the rest of his people to take the stuff while some of them kept an eye on Mike and Kumal. “Either you’re stupid, but that wouldn’t have kept you alive this far. Or you’re cowards… but again, that wouldn’t have got you this far. So I can only harbour a guess that you’re doing this for a reason.”

      Mike thought about turning back on his actions. He thought about standing his ground and fighting.

      But he was in too deep now to turn back.

      “My daughter,” he said.

      “Ah. Always a loved one involved.”

      “Tall. Dark hair. Holly, she’s called. I lost her not far from here. She got taken from me. Last thing I heard was her screaming.”

      “And what does this have to do with anything?”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. “If you know anything… I’m willing to offer all my stuff—all our stuff—for that kind of information.”

      A few whispers amongst the group. A few glances.

      Then the leader looked back at Mike. “And if we don’t?”

      “Then I guess you’ll just have to take our stuff anyway, right?”

      Again, Mike got the sense his words had caught this guy and his people off guard. They were used to fighting for supplies. They weren’t used to this kind of gesture of goodwill.

      “So you actually are stupid,” the leader said.

      “Maybe so,” Mike said. “But that’s what my daughter’s worth to me.”

      The man looked back at his people. He nodded.

      And then something unexpected happened.

      They threw their bags back towards Mike and Kumal.

      Started to walk away.

      Mike frowned. “What—”

      “We don’t know where your daughter is. But we do know about a group near here. Real nasty. Kidnap people. Kidnapped one of our own. Seem to go for younger girls and women.”

      Mike’s stomach turned. “What do they do with them?” He wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

      “Nobody really knows. But I will say one thing.”

      He walked right up to Mike, then. Beneath his balaclava, he looked into Mike’s eyes.

      “I’m offering your stuff back because I think you’re a genuinely decent human being, which is rare in this world. And because I want to soften the blow of what I have to tell you next.”

      He told Mike.

      The blow wasn’t softened.

      Everything changed.
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      Holly walked off down the road, totally alone, but feeling more optimistic and more positive than she’d felt in a long time.

      Or at least as optimistic and as positive as someone on her own out here could.

      The afternoon was warm and humid. Her neck still ached. She’d no doubt she’d probably done some pretty bad damage… but she still felt fortunate and grateful, mostly because anything was better than the alternative.

      She didn’t have any real goal in sight anymore. Just making it to somewhere safe. She had her dad in mind. She didn’t know where exactly she’d lost him—in the woods somewhere, sure, but she wasn’t sure exactly. Attempting to go back there was futile. Besides, she knew Dad. He’d have come charging after her.

      Only problem was, she wasn’t sure which direction he’d headed in. She wasn’t sure how long he’d followed her, or who he might’ve bumped into on the way. She knew nothing.

      All she could do was make her own path—as hard and bitter a pill as that was to swallow.

      And hope she ran into someone and somewhere on the road that would help her find a new place she could call home.

      She was surprised by her own commitment to this. After all, she had plenty of reason not to trust people, especially after what’d happened in the town a few miles back.

      But she was fast realising that she couldn’t do this alone. Nobody could. People needed each other if this world was to survive; if it was to push forward. People couldn’t keep on doing their own thing, going their own ways.

      She had to try and find somewhere. She had to try and find someone.

      And if she didn’t… then that just went to show the sorry state of this world.

      She walked further. She hunted. She gathered water. She went through all the “silly” things Dad taught her in her mind, over and over again. She was thankful for her dad, of course. He’d taught her so many things, trained her in so many ways. She wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him—she knew that too well.

      But she couldn’t keep clinging to the idea of him. If she wanted to survive, she had to find her own path; find her own way.

      That was the only way she could truly honour him.

      But beyond that. She had to be willing to do the things not even he had been willing to do.

      Because people would look down on someone like her. People would frown at someone like her.

      She had to be something even darker if she wanted to survive in this world.

      

      She’d been walking for some time when she saw a village up ahead.

      It was quiet. There weren’t many people around. There was a church, and some kind of pub although that didn’t look in the best state.

      Holly stared over at it and wondered if maybe there could be something building there. There were a few people; maybe they were the start of something.

      But that caution remained.

      That hesitation.

      She went to turn around when she saw a man standing there.

      He was tall. Bulky. He looked dishevelled, but in a way that suggested he had looked pretty good not long ago at all.

      His eyes were red. His shirt was torn. He looked like he was burned in several places—and quite badly.

      He looked at Holly in a strange way. A way that she couldn’t describe. Not at first.

      Then it struck her.

      The word for it.

      Desperate.

      “Please,” he said. “You… you have to help me. Please.”

      Holly’s hackles rose up right away. She wanted to help this man, but at the same time, she was cautious. She was hesitant.

      He staggered closer towards her, arm outstretched. “You—you have to help me. Please. Please.”

      “Okay,” Holly said. “Okay.”

      She was surprised at herself that she’d actually said the word to be honest. She still wasn’t sure about all this, about any of it.

      But then what was she going to do?

      Leave this guy on his own?

      Leave him to fend for himself?

      He was clearly in a bad way. In need of help.

      And there was something about him.

      Something that drew her towards him.

      She wasn’t sure what it was, but she found herself following her instincts anyway.

      “Thank you,” he said. Then he staggered further towards Holly, and she wasn’t sure what was happening, not entirely, not until he fell down in front of her, wrapping his arms around his body and shaking.

      “Can I… can I get you some food or something?” Holly asked. She didn’t know what else to suggest. “I got some berries when I was on my way here.”

      She handed the man some berries, and he took them, gratefully. He ate them, appreciating every bite.

      And when he’d done, some of the juice dribbling down his chin, he looked up at Holly, and he smiled. “Thank you. You’re an angel, truly.”

      “I’m just helping.”

      “Not many people help these days. Trust, it’s a dying commodity.”

      Holly helped him sit back up. When he was upright, she sat next to him. She didn’t know why, but he made her feel comfortable. He made her feel okay.

      “What’s your name, anyway?” he asked.

      Holly felt her tongue swelling in her mouth. She didn’t want to say the truth. Something was still holding her back.

      But then she found herself saying it.

      “Holly.”

      The man smiled. Leaned closer towards her. “Holly,” he said.

      He held out a hand.

      Holly hesitated. Just a moment.

      Then she took it. Shook it.

      “Pleasure to meet you,” he said, smile stretching across his face. “My name’s David.”
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      Alison felt like everything was going well for her, Gina, and Arya until they reached the small village of Goosnargh, where everything changed.

      The day was stretching on, flying by far too fast. They’d been walking for quite some time now. Arya was doing particularly well considering she’d been stitched up not long ago. But still, Alison was worried about her. She was worried that she was going to push herself too far.

      She had to hope she was going to be okay. She wasn’t sure how far she could push, how much she could take.

      But they’d made it this far. That had to count for something.

      But things had changed. They’d reached Goosnargh. And at first, everything seemed good. At first, everything seemed quiet.

      Gina walked by Alison’s side, head lowered. “You know, sometimes I can’t help feeling like I’m a liability.”

      Alison frowned. “Don’t feel that way. Don’t be hard on yourself.”

      “Right from the beginning, I know how my friends see me. They see me as the timid one. The worrier. But I don’t want to be that person. Not forever. And escaping David, escaping that pub… I don’t know. Even though I put all my faith in it, it made me feel stronger. It made me feel better.”

      Alison felt her stomach knotting as they walked. There was something she wanted to say. Something she’d wanted to say for a long time.

      “I’m sorry about what happened to your friends.”

      Gina lowered her head. “That’s okay—”

      “But it’s not. It’s never okay, what you’ve been through. And you don’t have to feel like you’re sensitive, or a liability, or anything like that. You’re a survivor. And you’re going to keep on being a survivor.”

      Gina looked into Alison’s eyes. She smiled, then. And Alison felt a connection between them. She felt a connection strengthening.

      And then just as they were walking down the main street, Alison heard a scream.

      She froze at first. Went totally still. Because that scream, it was the unfiltered sound of someone in fear, or in pain, or in agony.

      Then Alison saw the person in the window.

      Saw them standing there, gun in their hands.

      Her body went numb. Because there was no doubting who this was. It was the foreign military group.

      “They’re here,” Alison said.

      Gina went quiet, too. Arya went still. And as they stood there, Alison heard another scream.

      And with that scream, she knew they couldn’t wait around anymore. She knew they couldn’t stall.

      “We have to get off this street,” Alison said.

      She ran. Right away, she made a break for the houses at the side of the street. Just somewhere to lay low, somewhere to shelter.

      Then she saw the movement to her left.

      “They’re coming,” Gina said.

      Alison threw herself into the alleyway down by the side of the houses. Once she was down there, she kept on running, kept on going towards the end, Gina and Arya following closely behind.

      But she could hear someone else, too.

      More footsteps. Footsteps heading in the direction of the alleyway.

      Footsteps heading quickly in their direction.

      She threw herself even quicker down the alleyway, even faster towards the end of it, when she saw something that made her stomach sink.

      The alleyway came to a dead end.

      There were bricks stacked at the end of it; a solid wall.

      There was no getting past it.

      “Shit,” Alison said. She went to turn around, went to head back.

      Then she saw the shadows.

      There were a few moments that bordered on the horror movie-esque that Alison had encountered since the EMP struck. A few moments that would live in her psyche for the rest of her life.

      But there were few as pertinent; as prominent, as this.

      The way the shadows of this armed group lit up in the setting sun—the shadows that headed in the direction of the alley.

      Alison felt her stomach sink. There was no way they were getting out of that end of the alleyway. But there was a dead end, so there was no getting over that wall either. There were no windows either side. There was nothing. They were trapped.

      “What do we do?” Gina asked.

      And it was a question that stayed with Alison, as she watched the shadows get closer.

      It was a question she found herself asking repeatedly, as the tips of those rifles appeared, as the group reached the top of the alleyway.

      It was a question she asked as she stood there, facing up to the reality that there was no way out of this, no matter what she thought of, no matter how much she tried to mentally manoeuvre her way out of this.

      The group emerged at the top of the alleyway.

      They looked down in Alison, Gina, and Arya’s direction.

      There was a pause. Just for a moment.

      And then the group lifted their rifles.
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      An hour had passed since the leader of that rival group told Mike those fateful words, and still he just couldn’t accept them.

      It was night. Mike and Kumal were sitting around a fire. They’d walked off the road, off into the fields. It was quiet around here, but Mike swore he could hear the murmurings of speaking somewhere off in the distance, which was keeping him alert even if it was one of their turns to grab some rest soon, while the other stayed on lookout for a while.

      But Mike might as well take lookout all night. Because there was no way he was sleeping anytime soon.

      Not after what that man had told him.

      He’d told him of a town in the distance, about seven or eight miles from here. A town where they’d heard a group were holding down, kidnapping random strangers, forcing some of them into work, torturing others.

      But the hardest part of what he’d said?

      This group were supposedly hanging people, too.

      And the man had seen a young girl hanging.

      A young girl matching Holly’s description.

      “It might not be her,” Kumal said.

      Mike looked over at Kumal, his face illuminating in the glow of the fire. He wanted to believe him. But at the same time, he was scared. Scared of what he might find. Because sure, there was a good chance it wasn’t Holly. After all, there were so many girls matching her description.

      But there was also a chance it was Holly.

      It was somebody’s Holly after all, so why not his?

      Whatever the case, Mike wasn’t sure how he was going to react if it was.

      “At the end of the day,” Kumal said, stoking the fire. “I’d say we have a choice.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “We go to that town. We find out for ourselves.”

      “Or?”

      “Or you’ll never know. You’ll never have the closure you need right now.”

      Mike didn’t like what Kumal was saying. This talk of “closure.” Because he didn’t want closure. He wanted Holly, alive, safe.

      But at the same time… he knew where Kumal was coming from, and he knew what he had to do.

      “We get up first thing,” Mike said, as hard as it was to say the words; as hard as it was to accept. “We have some food, prepare ourselves. Then we leave. We’re going to find my daughter. Or we’re not. But one way or another, we’re going to that town, and we’re finding out the truth.”

      Kumal smiled. “That’s the spirit.”

      If only he knew what was coming next.

      

      Mike woke to the smell of burning.

      Except… wait. He hadn’t intended to fall asleep. He’d been on watch. He wasn’t supposed to drift off. What’d happened? What’d gone wrong?

      He opened his eyes, saw it was still dark. And that smell of burning, it wasn’t there anymore.

      But it was replaced.

      It was replaced by something else.

      Shouting.

      Kumal’s shouting.

      Mike sat up. Looked all around, disoriented. The last thing he’d known, Kumal was here, sleeping beside the fire.

      But now he was gone.

      Now he was nowhere to be seen.

      He stood up, grabbed his knife, ran in the direction of the screams, fully aware of just how dark it was; how suffocatingly jet black it was.

      “Kumal!” he called.

      But nobody responded. In fact, Kumal’s shouts seemed to have stopped, now. He’d lost sense of where he was. Lost sense of all direction, all time.

      But he couldn’t leave Kumal out there.

      He had to find him.

      He kept on running in the direction he’d been heading in, eager to just get a sense of where Kumal was again; eager to just find some trace of him.

      And then he heard it.

      The struggling.

      The struggling just ahead.

      When he stepped forward, he realised exactly what was happening.

      There were three people surrounding Kumal. One of them was holding a torch—a torch that must’ve been kept in working order via the means of a Faraday cage or something.

      There were two men and one woman.

      Kumal was on his knees in the middle. Hands tied behind his back with barbed wire. Eyes bloodshot, head bleeding.

      The woman pulled back her fist, knuckle-dusters wrapped around her fingers.

      “Frigging piece of shit,” she said.

      Her fingers cracked against Kumal’s head. He bobbed to the side, eyes wandering, then spat out some blood and a fragment of tooth.

      Mike stepped forward, knife raised. As much as this group looked well equipped, he’d fight them. He’d do everything he could for Kumal.

      The woman pulled back her fist again.

      “Please,” Kumal begged.

      “It’s your kind’s fault that all this shit’s happening,” she said. “All your people coming in, using up all the power, draining society. If it wasn’t for people like you, we wouldn’t be in this mess. My Sophie would still be here.”

      She pulled back her fist again.

      “I don’t think you should do that,” Mike said.

      She turned around, then, as did the rest of her people. They all looked at Mike, alarmed.

      “You stay out of this,” she said. “Our problem’s with this rat, not with you. We’re all brothers and sisters, after all.”

      “Actually,” Mike said, stepping forward, knife in hand. “If you’ve got a problem with him, you’ve got a problem with me, too.”

      She looked disgustedly at the two men with her. “He’s one of those sympathisers,” she said. “One of those snowflakes. Well, shall we show him what snowflake blood looks like?”

      “Not a snowflake, exactly,” Mike said. “Just somebody who doesn’t have a big appetite for scumbags.”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed.

      For a second, she went to launch herself at Mike.

      But then something else happened.

      Something Mike wasn’t expecting.

      She grabbed Kumal by his long, dark hair and pressed a knife—a knife that Mike hadn’t seen before—right to his neck.

      “I was hoping to hold off the slaughter for a while. But I guess we’ll rush it, just for you.”

      Kumal’s eyes widened. “Please,” he said.

      And then something else happened.

      Something Mike hadn’t prepared himself for.

      Something he didn’t even have the time to stop.

      The woman pulled back the knife and jammed it into Kumal’s neck.

      His eyes widened. He gargled, blood drooling down his neck as he struggled for air. He twitched from side to side, shook as more of that blood oozed out.

      And all that Mike could do as Kumal bled out was stand there.

      All he could do was watch.

      The woman pulled the knife out.

      The blood streamed out like a waterfall.

      Kumal choked.
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      Holly didn’t sleep much that night, not with this stranger called David beside her.

      Whenever she drifted off, it was as if her mind was reminding her that she was in unfamiliar territory, so shocked her back into wakefulness right away. But every time she did wake back up, she realised that she was okay. That David was still sitting there, right beside her, not even paying any attention to her.

      And that had to count for something.

      As reluctant as she was to trust anybody new in this world, David hadn’t shown any signs that he wasn’t to be trusted. So she had to honour him that.

      They ate breakfast together. Holly had set up a simple snare trap and caught a squirrel in record time. David seemed impressed by how adept she was at surviving out here, especially all on her own.

      He didn’t ask many questions. And Holly liked that about him. So many people seemed caught up in the past; obsessed with how people used to be or what they used to do when in fact the main thing was who they were in this world.

      But eventually, he did ask one question. And it was a question that sparked a change between them completely.

      “What’re you doing out here all on your own, anyway?”

      Holly thought about David’s words. And it dawned on her that she wasn’t sure how long exactly she’d been separated from her dad, and from the wider group, anymore. The days were blurring together. Before they knew it, winter would be here, then summer, then winter again.

      Unless the power came back online. Which it didn’t seem like it was going to do. It’d been too long already for sure. Holly would be stunned if anything radical changed anytime soon.

      “I wasn’t alone,” she said. “I was with people. Good people. People I cared about.”

      David smirked.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Didn’t sound like nothing.”

      “It’s just… well, young Holly. I’ve come to learn that the people you think you care about can be the most problematic of all.”

      Holly pondered what David was saying as he tucked into some more of that squirrel. “Sounds like you must’ve been through some weird stuff yourself to have views like that.”

      David stopped chewing his squirrel. He smiled. “You’re an inquisitive girl, you know that?”

      She looked away, blushing slightly. “My dad always said I was too nosy for my own good.”

      “Well, hey. You’re still alive. Looks like you were right to be nosy all along, hmm?”

      Holly looked back at David and smiled.

      “I used to be in a group where people looked out for one another,” David said. “Where… where people had each other’s backs. Or at least that’s what I thought.”

      “What happened?”

      “They stabbed me in the back. Some real egos in the group. Egos who wanted to run the show. I mean, I wouldn’t have minded if it was just me. But then my kids, too.”

      He stalled, then. Looked away. And Holly felt her sympathy growing for this man.

      “What did they do to them?” Holly asked.

      David looked back at her, tears building in his eyes. “You don’t want to know,” he said. “Seriously.”

      Holly found herself at a crossroads, then. A crossroads of wanting to help this man, but also of not wanting to get dragged into any unnecessary conflict.

      “What’s your plan?” she asked.

      “My plan? I haven’t thought that far ahead. I guess I’d like to think I’ll run into a new group somewhere. Except… well, I don’t know. The thought of living on while my children’s—my children’s killers keep on going as normal and keep on hurting other people… that’s not something I want to even entertain.”

      Again, a bitterness to Holly’s mouth. Because she wanted to find a new place to live too. But this man, David. She felt bad for him. She wanted him to get his closure. She wanted him to get the vengeance that he deserved.

      “Maybe I can help,” she said.

      David looked at her, frowning. “With what?”

      “These people. Are they the kind that’d chase a sixteen-year-old away?”

      “Quite the opposite,” David said. “They’d probably welcome you with open arms.”

      “Then maybe I can… maybe I can bring you some kind of justice,” Holly said. “Maybe I can help with your closure.”

      David shook his head. But Holly could see something. Just for a second. A smile at the corners of his mouth.

      She wasn’t sure what to read into it.

      “You can’t,” he said, breaking the tension right away. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “You said I’d be safe.”

      “I can’t guarantee—”

      “Let me help you,” she said.

      David sighed. He shook his head. “There’s been so much loss already. Besides, I’m only just getting to know you. You can’t go corrupting yourself with things like you’re proposing.”

      “Don’t worry about me corrupting myself,” Holly said. “I know how it is in this world.”

      David looked away. He scratched the back of his neck.

      Then he looked back at Holly. “I don’t want you to think you have to do this.”

      “I don’t. It’s my decision.”

      “Holly, I—”

      “You’ve been screwed over. I don’t like to see people get screwed over. I don’t like to see people get torn from their families.”

      “But it could get you in trouble.”

      “I’ve been getting into trouble since long before this EMP hit. I’m still here.”

      There was a pause, then. A silence, as the pair of them waited for the other to say something; waited for the next step.

      And it was David who spoke in the end.

      “If you’d do that for me, I’d be forever in your debt.”

      Holly took a deep breath. She stepped forward, took David’s hand.

      “Tell me where I need to go, and I’ll do it.”

      

      David couldn’t help feeling joy when he heard the girl say those words.

      He’d barely even had to manipulate her. He’d barely even had to say anything to her.

      She’d wanted to do what she was proposing doing.

      He smiled when he watched her turn around, watched her look over towards the village of Woodbridgeton.

      She was going to be special.

      She was going to be an ally.

      She was going to be his.
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      Alison held her breath as the armed group raised their rifles.

      There was nowhere she could run.

      Nowhere they could hide.

      They were trapped. Totally out of options.

      But something happened.

      Something Alison wasn’t expecting.

      The group lowered their rifles.

      They started walking down the alleyway towards her, towards Gina, towards Arya.

      And she wasn’t sure whether she felt better or worse about that. After all, she’d braced herself. She’d stared death in the face, and in a morbid kind of way, she’d accepted it.

      But now that inevitability of death had been delayed, and she wasn’t sure who or what was heading her way.

      Just that they were armed. And they didn’t have good intentions.

      “What do we do?” Gina asked.

      Alison’s heart raced. She could hear Arya growling by her side. She didn’t know what to say. Didn’t even know what to think. If she could disappear into a hole in the ground right now, she would.

      But she couldn’t.

      She was here, and she was cornered.

      “Get on your knees.”

      Something struck Alison about the way these people spoke. Right from the off, there was something different about them. Something about their voices.

      And then it clicked.

      “Their accents,” Alison said.

      Gina frowned as she got to her knees. “Their what?”

      “Their accents,” Alison said, lowering down by Gina’s side. “They’re—they’re not the foreign group. They’re someone else—”

      “Hands above your heads!”

      She heard it then, loud and clear. The way these people spoke to her. And she knew that Gina had heard it too. She had to have done. There was no mistaking it.

      These were British troops.

      It wasn’t the foreign group.

      It wasn’t the enemy.

      Her heart started to race. Her mouth went dry. It felt like there were so many things she wanted to say but couldn’t quite manage. More than anything, she just wanted to prove to these people that she wasn’t the enemy; that she meant no trouble.

      “We—we’re—”

      “I don’t give a hoot who or what you are or aren’t,” the man at the front of the group said. “What matters is that you comply. You understand?”

      Alison found herself nodding. Didn’t seem like she had much of a choice.

      “I asked you a question!”

      “Yes,” Alison said. “Okay. Okay. Just… just don’t hurt us. Please.”

      She felt sick, kneeling here, begging. There was something that had awoken inside her these last few days in particular, and that was a sense of self-worth unlike she’d ever had.

      She didn’t like that she was kneeling here, submitting to some man with a gun who was claiming authority all of a sudden. Especially when she didn’t know who the hell he was.

      So she did something unexpected.

      Something even she hadn’t been expecting.

      “No,” she said.

      She stood up. Lowered her hands.

      Gina looked up at her, fear in her eyes. “Alison?”

      The man in front of her—muscular, steroid-fuelled—looked similarly baffled. “I’m not going to ask you again. On your knees and—”

      “Bullshit to sitting on my knees,” Alison said. “I’ve no idea who you are. I’ve been surviving this long. I’m not here to just get on my knees and be subservient to you. Who gave you the authority to tell me to sit on my knees? Who gave you the authority to think you’re superior to me?”

      The man didn’t speak. Not for a moment. He just seemed surprised. Shocked that anyone would stand up to him.

      And then he finally broke his silence.

      “How dare you question my authority.”

      “And how dare you question my independence. We’ve spent so long out here, making it alone. And you just expect to waltz into our lives and have us ‘complying’ because you point a gun in our face? That isn’t how it works.”

      Another pause. More tension growing, building, making Alison question whether she’d made the right call after all.

      And then something changed things.

      The man stepped forward and pressed the gun to Alison’s head.

      “You sure that’s not how it works, lady?”

      Alison was afraid. She wanted to go back to begging; to submitting.

      But she was done.

      She found herself smiling, instead.

      The man looked at her, even more puzzled. The other military people around her looked similarly confused.

      “You can shoot me if you want. But that’ll be on you. And you’ll have to live with the knowledge that you killed a woman simply for asking who the hell her supposed masters are. Is that really the kind of shit you want on your conscience?”

      “You’ve no idea what’s on our conscience already. But we know what’s on yours. Ten seconds, and we’ll fire you into oblivion if you don’t get back on your knees.”

      Alison kept smiling as the man counted down.

      “Nine. Eight. Seven.”

      “Alison,” Gina said, fear in her voice.

      Alison looked at her.

      “Six. Five. Four.”

      She smiled.

      “Three.”

      “He won’t shoot,” Alison said.

      “I’m not kidding,” the man shouted. “Two!”

      Alison looked back at him. Forced a smile. As confident as she was that this man wasn’t going to fire her into next week… she was still beginning to wonder. She was still beginning to doubt.

      “One!”

      “Alison!” Gina shouted.

      There was a pause. A pause, right there, where it felt like everything was hanging on a thread. Reality was hanging on a thread. Time was hanging on a thread. Life itself was hanging on a thread.

      “I won’t ask again,” the man said, voice breaking now.

      “Then don’t,” Alison said.

      He hesitated. His grip on the gun got progressively wobbly. And Alison started to feel him cracking. She started to feel like the game of roulette was being won, and that she was getting her rewards for standing her ground all along.

      Then he lowered the rifle.

      “You really should’ve just complied,” he said.

      Then he nodded, and two of his companions dragged a sack over Alison’s head.

      She tried to struggle.

      She tried to fight free.

      But she was screwed.
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      Mike watched the woman pull the blade out of Kumal’s neck.

      Kumal’s blood darkened as the woman’s torch lowered. Everything went black. But Mike didn’t have to see anything to know what was happening. It was enough to hear it; it was enough to just know.

      Kumal had been stabbed in the neck by these savages.

      And they were going to pay for it.

      He tightened his grip around his knife and made an immediate move towards the woman who’d stabbed Kumal.

      He lifted the knife. Went to slam it into her body.

      But before he could, somebody slammed into his right side.

      He fell to the ground, hitting his head on the ground.

      Someone was on top of him, pressing him down, punching and kicking him.

      He tried to struggle free, tried to kick back. He still had hold of the knife. If he could just use it, he could take a swing. If he could just take a swing, then maybe he’d be able to get to Kumal. Maybe there’d still be a chance.

      He went to slam his knife into the person holding him down.

      But then they punched back at his knife and knocked it from his hand.

      Dread filled his body. There were three of them. He was surrounded. Chaos was building up in this darkness. Time was running out.

      He tried to shuffle back around, just to give himself some ground.

      But before he could do a thing, the man kicked him in his ribs. Hard.

      He winced. Gritted his teeth. He went to spin onto his back again, but then another kick followed, and another.

      And as much pain as he was in, as much as he was struggling, still his thoughts right now were with Kumal; still his hopes were that maybe he could still help him, maybe he could save him, maybe he could be okay…

      Then he felt someone grab his arm and pin him down flat on his back.

      He looked up, heart racing. It was pitch black, and he couldn’t see a thing. He tried to wriggle free of the situation that he was in, but with no success. He was stuck. Trapped. He’d seen what’d happened to Kumal, and if he wasn’t careful, the same thing was going to happen to him, too.

      “You should’ve learned a lesson,” the woman said, flecks of her spit falling onto his face. “Should know damn well not to stick up for those savages. Should know well enough to stick up for your own.”

      “And you’re my own?” Mike shouted. “You’re the kind of people I should be sticking up for? Look at yourselves.”

      The woman tutted, clearly filled with disgust at Mike’s words. “He’s too far gone, boys. Not a thing we can do for him. Calvin, grab that torch. I want to see what colour his insides are.”

      Mike felt a hand loosen on his left side.

      And knowing he had to do everything he could to get out of this situation… he knew that was a big mistake.

      He made a swing at the person to his right.

      His fist connected with their face, loosening their grip on him immediately.

      “Shit!”

      He stood up, then. Looked around, but it was still dark, still suffocatingly dark. He tried to figure out where the knife was, where he’d dropped it.

      Then he saw a glint.

      Just a glint in the torchlight.

      His knife.

      He rushed towards it. Jumped down for it, even though Calvin and the other guy were coming for him.

      He landed on it. Grabbed it. Spun around.

      Calvin slipped on top of him.

      The knife pierced his chest.

      Mike pushed it into him, harder. He felt the warm blood from Calvin’s mouth pour over him. But he kept pushing, kept twisting, feeling no mercy, no restraint.

      When he was done, he pushed Calvin aside and watched the man with the torch standing there, hands shaking.

      He saw the caution in his eyes. Saw the hesitation.

      But again, that wasn’t going to get this guy anywhere.

      He pulled back his knife and stabbed the guy in the neck, again, again, again.

      The guy fell to the ground. And soon it was just Mike and the woman.

      She looked at him in the glow of the torch. Eyes narrowed. Long blade in hand. It looked like she was smiling.

      “You should’ve thought carefully before you did that,” she said. “There’s still time for you, you know? Still time for you to make a change.”

      Mike took a deep breath. Lowered the knife. “I know. But there’s no time for you.”

      He threw the knife right at the torch, triggering total darkness.

      Then he threw himself at the woman.

      He pinned her down as she fell beneath his weight. She tried to stab his back, but he just held onto her arm, tried to pull the blade free from her tight fingers.

      She bit his arm. Her teeth sunk right in, digging deeper. Agony split through him. But he kept on tightening his grip on the blade, kept on pulling it away, kept on trying to loosen her grip on it.

      She let out an agonised cry as her bite drew blood.

      Then her grip slipped.

      He pulled the blade free.

      And for a moment, in the glimmer of the stars, he saw the way she looked up at him, and he thought about holding off. He thought about letting her live. He thought about forgiveness and moving forward.

      Then he rammed the knife down into her throat.

      Her eyes widened. She struggled side to side, reaching for her neck, for the knife, blood drooling down her front.

      Then her head fell back, and she lay there, gasping, gulping.

      Mike wanted to finish her off. He wanted to punish her more for what she’d done.

      Instead, he rushed over to Kumal’s side.

      “Kumal,” he said. “It’s okay. I’m…”

      But as he held Kumal’s body, looked into his glassy eyes, he stopped speaking.

      Kumal was already gone.
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      Holly took a deep breath before stepping up to the churchyard, completely unaware of just what she was walking into.

      But she kept tight hold of the machete that David had given her at all times.

      It was early now. The sun had just risen. She’d slept last night before embarking on her journey. David had wished her luck. But he hadn’t stopped speaking about his children, Abi and Kane. How much he missed them. How much pain he felt for what these people had done to them.

      And she felt his rage.

      She felt like his rage was providing her with an outlet to let her rage out, too…

      Two of the residents of this place turned to look at Holly the second she entered the grounds of the church. Two women. They ran over to her, concern on their faces. Was it concern for her? Or was it concern for themselves?

      Or something else?

      Something else completely?

      She remembered what David said about trusting these people.

      “Are you okay?” one of them asked, stopping at Holly’s side.

      Holly made herself a little wobbly; a little unsteady. She had to make it look like she was weak, so that they didn’t perceive her as a threat, or cotton on to what she was doing.

      “Darling,” one of them said. “Why don’t you sit down and let us grab you a glass of water?”

      Holly sat on one of the steps. She looked around at these churchyard grounds as one of the women disappeared inside. She could see children about. And it made her sick. The thought of what these people had done to David’s children. The thought of what they’d been through.

      “Where’ve you come from?”

      Holly looked. She saw the big-eyed ginger woman staring at her, concern on her face. That implacable concern, there once again.

      And Holly, figuring mystery was the best thing to have on her side right now, decided to go down that route. “I—I don’t know.”

      “She’s confused,” another voice said from somewhere over her shoulder.

      “Looks dehydrated,” another said.

      As she sat there, hearing all these things about herself, Holly started to believe in this myth that had been created around her; the myth that she was weak, and she was lost.

      And for a second, as one of the women brought her a glass of sediment-filled water, she started to actually like it. She started to wonder whether this place really was so bad after all.

      And then she remembered exactly why she was here.

      David.

      She remembered what he’d said to her. The things he’d seen these people do. The way they’d made his innocent children suffer. And no matter what stripes they were wearing now, there was no denying what they were hiding.

      And if they could do that to a man’s children, they could do it to anyone.

      They didn’t deserve to be in this world.

      They didn’t deserve to be alive.

      “Can we offer you any food, dear?” a voice said.

      Holly stood up, tension in her knees. She saw a man standing there, balding, missing a tooth.

      She looked him right in the eye.

      Then she took a deep breath and inside, she felt her emotions switch off, just like that.

      “You can’t do anything for me,” she said.

      Then she pulled back the knife and rammed it into his belly.

      She heard him gasp with pain. But before he could react, before he could alert anyone else, Holly had the knife out of his body.

      She walked over to the woman who’d given her the water and stabbed her in the neck.

      Then she stepped away from her. Moved inside the church.

      There weren’t many people in there. Six, seven. Fewer than David had made out.

      But none of them seemed alarmed. None of them seemed prepared.

      So Holly walked up to the first of them—a ginger man—and stabbed him in the chest before he could react. And as the pandemonium erupted, catching them off guard, she moved onto the next person, then the next, then the next, chasing some of them down, urging the children to get out of here so they didn’t get in the way, so they didn’t have to live with what they’d witnessed.

      And while she was doing this, Holly couldn’t deny something deep within. Some dark, dormant urge. She felt like this was making her better. She felt like it was relieving some of her pain, of her frustration. She felt like she was being cleansed. Like this wasn’t even David’s revenge at all, but hers.

      Then she heard gasping behind her, and she stopped.

      She turned around. Saw one of the women lying there; one of the women she’d stabbed. She was holding on to her stomach. Bleeding.

      She looked up at Holly with total fear in her eyes.

      But it was what she said to Holly that got to her.

      It was what she said that stuck with her, truly.

      “He’s got to you, hasn’t he?”

      Holly frowned. She walked slowly towards this woman. “What?”

      “David. He’s… I knew he’d still be out there somewhere. I knew—I knew he’d come back. He got to you, didn’t he? He made you do this.”

      Holly stood over the woman. She was starting to feel uneasy. “I know what you people did to him. What you did to his children.”

      She stepped over her, lifted her knife, prepared for the next blow.

      “Really?” the woman said. “Do—do you really?”

      Holly stopped. Because she got the sense that something was amiss. The story she’d wanted to believe wasn’t the truth, all along.

      But she had to stay focused.

      She had to do what David had sent her here to do.

      “The pub,” the woman said, tears rolling down her cheeks. “The pub where he killed Gina. That’s the truth. That’s… that’s where the real victims are. Not him.”

      A pause. Holly’s mouth went dry. “Gina?”

      It was a coincidence. It couldn’t be real. There was more than one Gina. There had to be.

      “I…”

      “Well done,” a voice said.

      She looked up.

      David was standing over her. Smile on his face.

      “It looks like we’ve got what we wanted after all, doesn’t it?”

      Then he brought his blade down on the woman’s head and silenced her.
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      Alison wasn’t sure how long she’d been stuck with this sack over her head, only that she was in deep shit.

      It was dark. She didn’t know whether that was because it was night or because she was blindfolded, or in some dark, confined space. She couldn’t tell. Either way, it didn’t matter. She’d ended up cornered by that armed group. She’d stood her ground. Resisted.

      And when they hadn’t been able to shoot her, they’d captured her and dragged her away anyway.

      She tried to turn her head, but it was heavy and sore, and her neck was stiff. She strained to hear something, but there was nothing but a high-pitched humming in her ears, which she could only assume was from the smack to her head they’d given her a few miles back. Her nose was stuffy, blocking her sense of smell, but she could taste a hint of metallic blood on her tongue, some of it congealing in the back of her throat.

      Wherever she was; whatever situation she was in, she could only come to one conclusion.

      It wasn’t good.

      She thought of Gina, who’d knelt by her side. And she thought of Arya, too. She’d worked so hard to save her, especially after the drama of what happened with Jenny. She thought she’d lost everything at that moment. She’d been convinced that after Jenny fell, Arya was going to follow, too.

      But then she’d found Gina, and at the same time, she’d found hope. Because she wasn’t supposed to find Gina. Their paths weren’t supposed to cross. It was the kind of event that was supposed to be reserved for fiction; the kind of thing that didn’t happen in reality.

      But it had. So it did.

      And if that didn’t instil her with a renewed sense of hope, then what would?

      She tried to move her hands, but they were tied behind her back. She tried her feet, but they were stuck, too. She shuffled her sore head from side to side and realised she was blindfolded after all. But despite her senses being dulled, she swore she could feel a breeze. Did that mean she was outside?

      She lifted her head, tried to shuffle it from side to side, to free herself from this blindfold. If she could at least see her surroundings, at least then she’d be able to weight up her situation and do something about it.

      She moved even more, whatever she was tied to rough against the back of her head. It sent a splitting pain through her skull. But she kept on going anyway. Nothing could stop her anymore. Nothing could get in her way.

      She thought about Mum. Thought about the way she’d found her dead like that. And she felt a sudden smack of grief. She’d barely even processed her mum’s death until this point, which was weird considering how long had passed already. But she’d been keeping herself so busy every day, and when she put her head down to sleep, she was usually so exhausted that she just drifted right off into painful, tormenting dreams.

      But now she was alone. And now the silence was kicking in. And with that silence, there were the thoughts she’d been pushing back; the thoughts she’d been trying to repress.

      She thought about the good times she’d had with her mum. The times they did things together: went for walks, went to the beach, went for little coffee and cake trips.

      But she thought of the bad things, too. The times they’d argued. The times they’d fought. The times they’d gone years without any kind of contact.

      She thought of all these times, and she wished she could have them back, warts and all.

      But she knew she couldn’t.

      They were gone.

      Everything about her old life was gone.

      Even the life she’d made in this new world was gone.

      She struggled, shuffling side to side even more, trying to free herself from the blindfold.

      And then she felt the blindfold come free, and she saw light.

      It was bright. It put her in a daze right away. Instinctively, she squeezed her eyes shut, allergic to the brightness, to the searing glare.

      But eventually, she opened them again. Tried to see what was ahead; who was ahead; where she was; where anyone was.

      When her eyes adjusted to the light, she realised.

      Her hands were tied behind a tree. Her ankles tied right in front of her, around another smaller tree.

      She was in a forest.

      Right in the middle of a forest.

      Alone.

      She thought about all the things she’d told herself about staying strong. She thought about how many times she’d told herself to hold herself together, to stay optimistic, no matter what.

      And she felt her bottom lip shaking.

      She felt that optimistic voice in her head fading.

      “Keep it together, Alison,” she said, tears flowing more freely. “Keep—keep it together. Keep it…”

      Then that wave of grief over her mum hit again in full force—everything hit in full force.

      She stopped speaking.

      Her resolve cracked.

      There was no hope left.
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      Mike stood over Kumal’s grave as the rain fell down heavily from the thick clouds above.

      It was late afternoon. A whole day had passed since the chaos that led to Kumal’s death last night. And Mike could hardly face up to the reality. He couldn’t believe it.

      Another good person, gone.

      Only this one was gone for good.

      He thought about the first time he’d met Kumal. Thought he was a bit of a smart-arse at first, but he’d soon seen beyond that. Kumal really was intelligent beyond his years. He saw the big picture. He grounded Mike, grounded everyone, and gave a balanced, thoughtful perspective.

      And now he was gone.

      The moral compass of a group that had long ago fallen to pieces, gone completely.

      Mike looked down into the empty grave. He hadn’t got around to dragging Kumal’s body in there yet. He’d spent the morning doing normal everyday stuff like boiling some noodles he’d got from Claire’s group over a fire. But he didn’t feel like eating. Mostly just like puking.

      Because he’d just been delaying the inevitable. Delaying the reality of what had to be done.

      “Come on then,” he muttered to himself. “Let’s get you to rest.”

      He reached Kumal’s side, and he felt the shock spark inside his chest. Just seeing him in this way ignited horror in Mike. Because it was wrong. So wrong. Not just because this could so easily be his daughter… but because it was someone he’d got so close to. Someone so good.

      Another sign of just how off, how rotten, this world could go.

      He looked away from Kumal’s closed eyes, from that gaping wound on his neck. He thought about how unnecessary his death had been. In the name of what? Some racist pig who’d had an agenda of her own. But pointless. So pointless.

      Mike had no regrets about what he’d done to that woman and her people. Not for what they’d done to Kumal.

      He went to grab Kumal by his legs, to drag him towards the grave, when he noticed something.

      It didn’t catch his eye immediately. After all, it was best not to look at whatever Kumal had in his possession. It wasn’t Mike’s business. And it just made all of this even harder; an even more bitter a pill to swallow.

      But it was when Mike saw the blotchy writing that he actually did look at it. The crumpled paper. The folds.

      He wanted to see exactly what it was.

      He unfolded that letter, and he began to read.

      

      Gina,

      I guess I want to start this letter just being honest. Do you remember the first time we met? I do. We were in History together. I remember we ended up sitting next to each other and we barely spoke a word. I just thought you didn’t like me, at first, but it turned out it was just how you were with everyone at first. Soon broke the ice over a Kanye album. Remember? I loved it. You hated it. The rest is history, I guess. Or History. Ha Ha. Like the lesson. Okay I’m rambling now.

      I don’t really know why I’m writing this. I guess I just wanted to say that I’m sorry. I’m sorry for not being straight with you, sorry for not being honest with you. And if we never meet again, I just want to get these thoughts down on paper so at least they’re out in the open; at least they’re off my chest. Not that you’ll ever read these words, not that you’ll ever hear them, but hell it makes me feel better by feeling like I’m talking to you.

      I want to tell you how I feel. I know a lot of people say I’m a good voice of reason, or whatever, that I’m good at moderating and all that, but truth is I find it really hard to say how I really feel. I found it hard growing up; I found it hard when I lost my dad to crime, and I found it even harder at school.

      But you were different. You were one of the only people I’ve ever felt like I could open up to. The only one I’ve ever felt like I can be my real self with.

      But even then, I never fully opened up. I never allowed myself to be comfortable.

      I just want you to know something, as I sit here on my own writing this now. I was wrong for walking away. But I’m going to come back and I’m going to make things better. I’m going to tell you how I feel. Which I guess invalidates this letter, but screw it, I’m keeping writing it anyway ’cause I feel a lot better if I do.

      It’s no fun on the road alone. Every step I take, I think of you. I know that sounds like a cheesy song, but it’s true. I think I love you, Gina. That came out wrong, didn’t it? There’s no “think” about it. I do.

      I’m coming back for you now. There’s nothing on the road for me without you. I hope you’re staying away from creepy David. Sorry, I know you have faith in him. And maybe that’s why I love you so much. Maybe it’s because you just want to see the goodness in things even when to me it seems so unclear.

      I’m stopping writing now. But thank you. I’ll see you soon.

      —K

      

      Mike stopped reading.

      His eyes welled up, and his throat wobbled.

      He put the letter into his back pocket, and he looked down at Kumal.

      He put a hand on his chest. Sighed.

      “I’m sorry, Kumal.”

      Then he dragged his body over to the grave, pushed it inside—a little less gracefully than he’d hoped—and he began to dig.

      As he dug, he could only think about Kumal’s words.

      There’s nothing on this road for me without you.

      And he knew it was right.

      He threw some soil over Kumal’s body.

      And as he buried him with more soil, rain peppering down, Mike knew a deep, dark truth.

      There was nothing on the road for him without Holly, either.

      But there was no changing that right now.

      There was no fixing that situation.

      Mike was on his own.

      And he didn’t have a clue what he was going to do about it.

      As he buried another of his daughter’s fallen friends, he swore he felt a tear drip down his cheek.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well? You did great, dear. Why’re you looking so grim all of a sudden?”

      Holly looked at the mess inside the church. She listened to the silence. She could smell the rustiness of blood in the air; feel it crusting in her hands, between her fingers.

      David was standing at the opposite end of the church now, after making sure everyone in here was dead. As far as Holly knew, there was nobody else left in here. Certainly wasn’t anyone making a sound.

      And that just went to remind her of what had happened, of how it had gone down, how it had unfolded.

      David walked towards her. He put a hand on her shoulder.

      “I mean, I really didn’t expect you to go through with it quite as successfully as this. But you’ve done a good deed, dear. You’ve cleared the world of some evil types—”

      “The pub,” Holly said.

      David frowned. “What about the pub?”

      Holly didn’t know what to say, what to think. Her mouth was dry, her tongue tied. “Something happened. Something happened at that pub. That woman, she said—”

      “And you believe what she said? You believe what some filthy liar said?”

      “She said a girl called Gina was here.”

      David narrowed his eyes. “Gina, hmm?”

      “I had a friend called Gina. That woman. She said… she said you killed someone called Gina. That you took her there and killed her, at the pub.”

      David’s face turned. Holly could see the facade cracking now. And all the while she felt her stomach sinking further, her world crumbling to pieces.

      “It’s true, isn’t it?”

      David sighed. His face looked meaner. Or had it always looked that way? Was she only now seeing what she’d been denying all along?

      “Your children. Nothing… Nothing happened to them, did it? They weren’t even here, were they?”

      David wiped his knife and sighed. “I had to say what I wanted you to hear.”

      Holly charged at him. “You murdering bastard!”

      “Whoa there,” David said, raising his hands. “You can accuse me of whatever you like, dear. The truth of the matter is, you barely needed any pushing into doing what you did here. And it was you who did this here.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Holly, my love, you truly believe that all you needed was a little suggestion to massacre this place? You wanted an excuse. An excuse to take your frustrations out on someone; on somewhere.”

      “It’s not—”

      “You wanted a reason to butcher these people. And you got it. You got it, and you didn’t even read the lines. You barely even questioned my story. Shit. You must’ve been desperate. But now it’s done, why don’t you just see through the illusion? Swallow the damned red pill. We’re animals, all of us. And the sooner you get in touch with your animal nature, the better.”

      Holly’s heart pounded. The horror of what she’d done kept on hitting her, crashing against her in waves. It felt like she’d woken up from a nightmare only to realise the nightmare was actually real, and she was the monster after all.

      There was no going back from what she’d done. There was no outgrowing how much these horrors were going to stick with her.

      And the hardest thing?

      The bitterest pill to swallow of all?

      Holly knew that deep down, David was right.

      She had been looking for a reason to let out her anger.

      She had been looking for an excuse.

      And what did that make her?

      “You’ve done something awful, Holly,” David said, slight smile to his face. “But you need to own it instead of wallowing in it. You need to embrace it instead of falling victim to it. That’s the nature of this world. We all do horrible things if we want to survive and thrive.”

      “This isn’t surviving,” Holly said. “This… this is murder.”

      David shrugged. “Call it what you want. You did it. Own it.”

      She couldn’t control herself then. She took a swing at David’s stomach, with the knife.

      But he was prepared.

      He sidestepped the swing.

      Tilted his head.

      “Bad move,” he said.

      He smacked her across her face, busting her nose and sending her falling back against the solid floor of the church.

      And then he crouched over her. Lifted his knife.

      “I could finish you right here. But you know what’s stopping me? You know what’s holding me back?”

      “Get—get off me.”

      David moved the knife closer to Holly’s neck. “I see something in you. I see potential. You’re a rough diamond, sure, but you’re a diamond all the same. You just need a little polishing.”

      Holly spat in David’s face. He looked shocked for a second. Stunned.

      But then his smile just widened further.

      He wiped the spit away.

      Put it back on Holly’s lips, his salty fingers entering her mouth.

      She went to bite down on his fingers.

      And he let her.

      He let her keep biting as he drew blood.

      He let her keep going, not seeming to budge.

      Then he smacked her again, and she automatically released him.

      David leaned in close to her ear. He put the knife to her head.

      “You’re going to take some training,” he said. “You’re going to take some changes. But you’re a special kind of girl. And I’m not going to let that go to waste, whether you like it or not.”

      Holly went to push herself up towards David. She went to head butt him. She went to do anything just as long as she was able to defend herself.

      But David put the knife to her hair.

      He started to tug at it, to slice it away.

      “But you need to lose your past before you face your future,” he said.

      Holly wriggled. She tried to struggle free.

      But it was to no avail.

      David cut away at her hair, chopping it from her head, piece by piece.

      The long hair she’d always loved so much.

      The long hair that Mum had always said was so beautiful.

      And all she could do was lie in the blood of those she’d slain and feel nothing but total emptiness.
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      Alison sat and listened to the pouring rain lash down from above as day moved into night.

      She was still in the forest, still tied to those trees. Of course she was. After all, there was no way she was getting out of this situation; no way she was escaping this mess.

      And in a way, in a morbid sort of way, there was a comfort to her predicament. A certainty to it, in this world of few certainties. She’d been walking the tightrope of order and chaos all her life, and only recently had it slipped over into full-blown unpredictable chaos.

      But now an order had returned. It was a grim, twisted kind of order, but it was an order all the same.

      What was that order?

      The certainty of death.

      She inhaled a sharp, deep breath. She was shivering from the rain, which was icy cold. If this was a taste of what winter was going to be like, then she didn’t want to be around for it, that was for certain. She was dodging a bullet. If only she could take a bullet and get it all over with quicker.

      The thought of sitting here, starving, dehydrating… sure, it wasn’t appealing.

      But it was better than going on in this world, especially after everything she’d lost.

      She thought about Arya and Gina, wherever they were. Those people, that military group. The British accents they had, not foreign like the group she thought were the enemy. Was that what things had descended to? Were even their own people working against them now in this mess of agendas and twisted priorities?

      Or was it simply because she’d stood up to them, and they didn’t like it?

      Alison didn’t know. She didn’t even particularly care.

      She just hoped that Gina and Arya were okay, wherever they were.

      She thought about something, then. A memory. A memory of something Gina once said to her.  How Alison was tough. And Kumal—he always said that Alison was the toughest of the group, deep down, and that she’d have the fewest problems surviving out on her own.

      At the time, Alison thought maybe Gina and Kumal were right. Maybe she could make it on her own.

      But that had changed. Surviving out here had changed her drastically. It had challenged her.

      She’d lost her faith in herself. Lost her belief in herself.

      But she could see now that she couldn’t let herself wallow in self-pity.

      She had to pull herself together.

      She had to act.

      She had to fight.

      It was only through fighting that she could ever hope to pull herself back from the jaws of hell.

      She tugged at the ties around her wrists.

      But they were wrapped around her tight, digging deep into her flesh.

      She tugged harder and harder. Kept on tugging for all it was worth. Because it didn’t matter how much pain she was experiencing. She couldn’t just roll over and die. She could just accept defeat. She was a fighter. She had to fight.

      As long as there were people she cared about out there, she had to fight.

      She tried to pull harder against the ties as the rain fell down even heavier when she heard something to her right.

      She stopped. Froze.

      But there was no doubting what she’d heard.

      No denying it.

      Movement.

      She went deadly still. Every muscle in her body tensed up. She could feel her heartbeat bouncing against her ribcage, so loud as it echoed around her skull.

      She started to wonder if maybe she’d just been hearing things when she heard it again.

      This time, it was to her left. Like there was more than one person; like there was somebody on both sides, both of them heading right in her direction.

      She scanned through the options in her mind. It was dark. She just had to lay low. Just had to keep still. She couldn’t see anyone, so they wouldn’t be able to see her.

      Keep still.

      Keep—

      “So this is how you’re trying to get me on side? This is how you’re trying to train me as your little protege? Well, it’s not working. It’s not—”

      A smack.

      A gasp of pain.

      Then another voice. Male.

      “Keep walking, rat.”

      But there was something bothering Alison. Something about that first voice.

      Something familiar about it. Not from recently, not too recently anyway.

      But a familiarity all the same.

      She recognised that voice.

      And then it clicked.

      “Holly,” she said.

      She didn’t say it loudly. She was close to shouting it, close to calling for help.

      But she got the sense that Holly was with someone who she didn’t want to garner the attention of.

      Someone she needed to beware of.

      She waited for the footsteps to disappear further into the distance. She noted exactly where they were. Exactly which direction they went in.

      And when she was sure they were far enough out of the way, Alison yanked at those ties again.

      She gritted her teeth.

      She felt the ties digging so far into her wrists that they were bleeding.

      But she kept on pushing through.

      Kept on tearing them away.

      Because she had to be strong.

      Not just for herself, but for someone else, now.

      Especially for someone else.

      She heard that voice in her head telling her how strong she was all over again.

      And this time, right on cue, the ties around her wrists snapped.

      She was still. Still for a few seconds as the blood pooled down her arms.

      But there was no time to waste.

      She broke out of the ankle ties a lot easier now she had her hands to help.

      And when she was done, she stood up in the pouring rain, wiped her damp hair out of her eyes and stood staring in the direction the voices had taken.

      Holly was out there.

      Holly was with someone nasty.

      And Alison had a duty to protect her.

      She tensed her fists as blood dripped down her hands.

      There was no more time to mess around.

      It was time to stand up and be strong, once and for all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      When Mike reached the next town, his stomach sank completely.

      He’d walked right through the night. He hadn’t slept a wink. He was starting to hear voices; he was growing that hungry and thirsty.

      But all the way, he’d kept on telling himself that this would be worth it.

      That there was a chance—small as it was—that Holly might, just might, be in this town.

      The town was empty. It was much like many of the towns now that people had realised there wasn’t much here for them anymore. Windows smashed. Cars abandoned. Graffiti all over the place and litter blowing across the ground.

      There was something different about this town, though. Something quite distinct.

      And that was the bodies hanging from the ropes at the bridge up ahead.

      Just like the guy back at Woodbridgeton told him.

      When Mike first saw them, he could barely look. Because he remembered what that man had told him about the young girl hanging, and he couldn’t help asking himself whether that was Holly; whether he’d made it this far only to find her in such a state.

      He didn’t even know how long he’d been apart from her now. He’d lost sense of the days and the nights entirely.

      He just knew that he was running low on energy, and he wasn’t sure how much further he was going to be able to push.

      He looked at these hanging bodies. Looked at them, one by one, preparing for the worst.

      But as he moved from one to the next, his optimism started to rise. His hope started to rise.

      Because Holly wasn’t amongst them.

      He saw another rope dangling between them. A snapped rope. He moved over towards it, frowning, curious as to what it was.

      It was when he reached it that he noticed something.

      A ring. The ring that belonged to Holly; the one that her mother gave to her before she died. The one she’d lost before. That damned ring.

      It was here.

      Holly had been here.

      At first, a tension in Mike’s chest. A realisation that Holly had swung from this rope. That someone had attempted to execute her.

      But then… there was a reason she wasn’t here anymore. There had to be.

      He picked up that ring and stood up.

      And that’s when it dawned on him.

      The body he’d passed on his way in here.

      The knife wound in their neck.

      Could that be Holly’s work?

      Had she done this?

      Had she escaped?

      He started to walk back in the direction he’d come from. Because it couldn’t be coincidence. He knew his daughter. She was stubborn. She was a fighter.

      She’d done this.

      She’d got out.

      He passed by the bodies. Reached the bottom of the street. And he couldn’t help feeling hope as he pictured how this might’ve gone down. He couldn’t help feeling proud of his little girl, wherever she was out there.

      He smiled a little. Felt tears rolling down his cheeks. Because she was alive. She might not be here, but she was alive. She might not be with him, but she was out there somewhere.

      She might be in danger.

      But at least she still had a chance.

      He looked out beyond the street. Took a deep breath.

      It was time to go after Holly.

      It was time to find her, once and for all.

      He took a step.

      But then he heard the movement behind him.

      When he looked around, he saw five people standing there, all of them holding knives, all of them looking Mike’s way.

      “Hello,” the leader said. “Looking for something?”
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      Holly walked further into the darkness on her blistered feet, and she wondered when this nightmare was going to end.

      It was pitch black. The night felt like it had dragged on for an eternity. She had no idea how long she’d been walking, David behind her. Only she felt stupid. She felt naive. She’d believed in this person. She’d fallen for his lies, allowed herself to open up, and he’d exploited that and taken advantage of her.

      Her head ached with soreness. Every time she thought about it, she just felt her cheeks flushing red. David had ripped the hair from her scalp. Most of it had scabbed over, but every now and then she felt something warm trickling down her face, tasted the metallic tang on her lips, and she knew it was blood.

      Every now and then, she felt herself slowing down as the weight of her admittedly thinning body pressed down on her blistered feet. But when she did, she felt a push right against her back. Sometimes it was enough to just get her walking again. Other times, it was so heavy that it sent her face flat into the muddy earth.

      Whatever the case, Holly knew one thing for certain.

      This man, David, was evil.

      And she’d made a big mistake falling into his clutches.

      This time, when David pushed her, she felt to fall onto her front only to steady herself right at the last minute.

      She stood firm, heart racing, eyes tired, body shaking. She turned to look at him, his face nothing more than a silhouette in the darkness. “Why are you doing this?”

      He stood still. And even though she couldn’t make out his features, as the rain fell from above, she swore she saw a smile crack across his face. “Don’t you understand it yet, dear? You’re strong. A diamond in the rough. You’ll take some training, but I’ll get you to a point where you’re able to be strong. And then we’ll find others and make them like you and me, too. A strong new group ready to tackle the new world all on our own.”

      Holly shook her head. She was weak—and admittedly she was a little bit scared—but she wasn’t standing down to this guy. She was going to take the best opportunity that arose to get away from him as fast as she could. She knew it wasn’t going to be easy, but then nothing worth doing was easy.

      “I’m nothing like you,” she said.

      He puffed out his lips, let out a little chuckle. “Nothing like me? Holly, you massacred those people back at the church.”

      Holly’s mouth dried up instantly. She tried to move her lips, but they were frozen. “I—I—”

      “You can deny it as much as you like. You can resist your true nature as much as you like. But the more you fight, the more you’re just proving the violence that we both know is within you.”

      He stepped right up to her. Hovered over her.

      “So now, my dear, you are going to turn around, and you are going to w—”

      He didn’t finish.

      Holly kicked him in the balls as hard as she could.

      And then she ran.

      There was a problem, though. She couldn’t see, for one. But her run. It wasn’t as quick. Wasn’t as easy as she’d remembered. She must be weaker than she even realised.

      But she kept on going, kept on throwing herself through the trees. She thought she could hear footsteps behind her, but she wasn’t sure. Only that she had to keep pressing on. She had to get away from David. She couldn’t fall further into his trap…

      Mostly because of the fear.

      The fear that he was right.

      The fear that she was the monster he told her she was all along.

      She went to throw herself through the trees when she saw something.

      There was a light. A light up ahead. A glimmer shining in her direction.

      She found herself slowing down, found herself squinting at that light, not sure what to think, not sure whether it was real, not sure about anything.

      But there was one thing for sure.

      That light didn’t look like candlelight or firelight.

      It looked like the light of a torch.

      She went to move again when something slammed into her back.

      She tumbled down to the ground again. The wind was knocked from her body. Crippling pain split through her back, right into her stomach. David was sitting on her with all his weight.

      She tried to turn around, tried to fight free, but it was to no avail. He was bigger than her. He was heavier than her.

      And he had her pinned down like a pathetic animal.

      She managed to turn a little, managed to look up at David.

      And this time, she really did see his face.

      And the smile stretched across it.

      “That’s it,” he said. “That’s what I like to see from you. Fight.”

      Then he pulled back a fist and cracked it across Holly’s face.

      She tasted blood right away. Felt the jagged edge of a broken tooth against her lip. Dizziness, muffled hearing, and then she looked up and saw David again.

      He shook his head and sighed. “I am sorry. Your education isn’t going to be easy. I never promised otherwise.”

      He lifted his fist again.

      “But the sooner you learn, the better for all of us, hmm?”

      Holly closed her eyes.

      She held her breath.

      She waited for the blow.

      But nothing happened.

      She paused. Kept her eyes closed. Maybe he was just screwing with her. Maybe he was waiting for her to open her eyes before he hit her.

      So she waited a little longer.

      But the longer she waited… the more she realised something was different here.

      Something was wrong.

      She held her breath.

      Then she opened her eyes, just a little.

      She didn’t realise exactly what it was at first. But when she opened her eyes a little more, she saw it.

      There was another silhouette.

      Another silhouette standing over David.

      And they were holding something to his head.

      “Let her go,” the voice said. “Or I bash your filthy brains in.”

      It was then that Holly realised she recognised the voice.

      Someone she knew.

      “Alison?”
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      Mike looked at the man standing opposite, and he knew right away that they knew something about Holly.

      He wasn’t sure what it was. He wasn’t sure whether it was the look on their faces, or just their overall demeanour, as they stood there in the dying light of day.

      But Mike knew whatever the case that these people were trouble. And he sensed deep down that trouble had something to do with Holly.

      “What’re you doing here?” the leader asked. He was tall and slim with flaky skin and crisp blue eyes. He’d look like a creepy bastard in the old world, let alone in this world.

      Mike shrugged, holding his ground. “I didn’t know there was a rule against walking through a town.”

      “Well, you thought wrong,” the leader said. “You know how the new world is. No walking into a town without something to give, anyway.”

      Mike dropped his rucksack. “That’s funny. You see, I was hoping you’d have something to give me.”

      The man looked puzzled. He frowned, looked at a few of his companions. “We have something for you? I think you’re misunderstanding how this works.”

      “And I think you’re misunderstanding what I’m getting at. My daughter. I heard she was here. Goes by the name of Holly. Tall. Dark-haired. Slim. Imagine she didn’t give up whatever you tried to do to her without a fight.”

      The man’s face turned, then. First, a look of disgusted realisation. But then a smile. “Ah yeah. The name does ring a bell, actually. Feisty character, that’s for sure.”

      “You should wait ’til you meet her dad,” Mike said.

      The man laughed, then. His smile was wider than ever, now. “See I guess she does take after her dad. Only problem is, if you’re looking for her, it’s no use.”

      Mike braced himself. He could feel the news coming; the news he didn’t want to hear.

      But then something different happened.

      “She fought her way out of here, little git,” he said. “Killed one of our own in the process. Never got the chance to hunt her down and make her pay. Although believe me when I say we’ve got people out there right now making damned sure she does. And when she does… oh, it will be an event for the books.”

      The man pulled out a knife, then.

      And from the distance, a few more people appeared, joining this man’s merry band of freaks.

      “And I’ll be damned. Her dad’s here now. Her dad’s here to pay for his daughter’s misdemeanours. They do say a child is always grown in a father’s image, after all.”

      He nodded, and the group started to step forward.

      Mike held his ground and pulled out his own knife. He wanted to walk towards these people, to put them down individually. But at the same time, he knew he had to watch out; he had to be careful. Because they outnumbered him. They had more muscle than him alone.

      So he had no choice but to run.

      He sprinted to his left, down towards the alleyway. But right away the group was running after him. He could hear them closing in, nipping at his heels. He’d made a mistake standing his ground. He should’ve fled at the first sign of trouble.

      But then Holly. He’d learned the truth about Holly. Surely that had to be worth much more than anything… even if he did lose his life in the process.

      He looked over his shoulder, shat himself at the sight of how close they were. And there were lots more of them now, too. Fifteen, maybe more. He didn’t have time to get away. He didn’t even have time to think. Just time to keep on running, keep on going, keep on…

      He saw the end of the alleyway then, and he froze.

      He’d hit a dead end.

      There was no way out.

      He turned around.

      The group was blocking the alleyway. There were sixteen of them that he could count now. Too many to even try taking on.

      There was a window by his right side. It was partly open. But it was too much of a reach. Too much of a gamble. Too close to the enemy for comfort.

      “This is the end of the road for you, sir,” the man said, smile widening as the sun set behind him. “The end of the line, well and truly. Any last words?”

      Mike looked at the man. He looked at his knife. And then he looked at the window to his side.

      “No?” the man said. “Then we’d better get to it.”

      He started to walk towards Mike.

      “Wait,” Mike said.

      He lifted a hand. The hand without the knife. And when he did, the man stopped walking towards him. Like he was hearing Mike. Like he was, in a weird way, listening to him.

      “You’d better make it quick,” the man said.

      Mike searched his mind for all kinds of things he could say; all kinds of things he could use to bargain his way out of this situation.

      But in the end, something else happened.

      Honesty.

      “It doesn’t have to end this way,” he said.

      The man smiled. “I think I’ll be the judge of that, don’t you?”

      He started his move again, knife raised.

      “No,” Mike said. But this time, he did something radical. Something he didn’t expect.

      He dropped his knife, and he stepped forward.

      “You won’t be the judge of that. Not you alone. You have people behind you. And they can’t all be on board with this. They can’t all want what you want.”

      The man snorted. “You’d be surprised—”

      But Mike looked past the man now. He was looking at the man’s people, at the ones standing behind him.

      “You don’t have to let someone decide your future for you. You don’t have to wage war. You don’t have to fight. There’s—there’s a future out there. A future for all of us. Not the way it used to be. Because the way it used to be is what got us into this mess in the first place. But there’s a better future. A future where no matter what lies ahead—power or no power—we build alliances. We stick together. We grow. Because winter is ahead. And if we don’t prepare for winter… we aren’t going to survive it. It’s as simple as that.”

      There was a pause, then. A pause where Mike hoped he’d got through to these people; where he hoped they saw what he was offering.

      And he could see it. He could see the looks on some of their faces.

      They were considering it.

      They were actually hearing what he was saying.

      But then the leader stepped forward and looked right into Mike’s eyes, knife by his side.

      “That’s where you’re wrong about my people,” he said.

      He pulled back the knife.

      “This is the future we choose.”

      Then he slammed the knife into the side of Mike’s torso.

      Mike winced. He felt the hot pain split through his body. Felt it stretching through his stomach, burning, searing.

      He looked into the eyes of the smiling maniac as he held the knife inside him.

      And then he mustered up the courage to say the words he knew he had to say.

      “That’s where you’re wrong.”

      The man frowned.

      Mike reached for the window and slammed it against his head.

      He watched the man fall to the ground. And then he watched the wide-eyed look of fear on the faces of his people as they looked from him to Mike, weapons raised.

      But Mike raised a hand.

      “Remember what I said,” Mike said, as the pain stretched further through his body. “Remember… remember what I offered you. There’s a chance. A chance for things to change. A chance for things to be different.”

      They stood there. The leader of the group rolled over, blood dripping down his head and face. He looked up at Mike, manic expression in his eyes.

      “Kill him!” he shouted. “What the hell are you waiting for?”

      Mike looked at the man as he held on to the stab wound at his side.

      Then he looked at the man’s people, who looked back at him.

      “Kill him!” he shouted.

      The people moved in Mike’s direction.

      He closed his eyes.

      Took a deep breath.

      At least Holly was okay.

      At least Holly was…

      He heard something, then.

      A gasp. A gargle. A grunt.

      He opened his eyes.

      That’s when he saw it.

      That’s when he realised.

      That’s when he knew things had changed.

      A smile spread across his face.

      He took a deep breath.

      Then he fell to the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      “Let her the hell go, right this second, or I’ll take your damned head off.”

      Alison stood with a large branch to the back of the man’s head. Of course, he didn’t know it was a branch. The darkness and the ominous nature of the rain were working in her favour in that respect. And she knew this facade wasn’t exactly going to last forever.

      But right now, time was on her side. And she had to make it count.

      It might be dark, but she could see what was happening here. She could see Holly lying on the ground, back to the earth. She could see this monstrous man over her. Only there was something different about Holly. Something that Alison didn’t instantly recognise about her.

      Then it dawned on her.

      Her hair.

      Her hair had gone.

      “And who do you think you are?” the man asked.

      Alison pushed the branch further into the back of his head. “Who I am doesn’t matter. What matters is what you’re doing to that girl. To my friend. And what’s going to happen to you if you don’t get off her right this second.

      The man turned around and looked at Alison. And she could see from the look in his eyes, which reflected against the moonlight, that there was something off about him. Something distinctly wrong about him.

      She didn’t know how Holly had got in with him. She didn’t know what circumstances had brought the pair of them together.

      She just knew that she had to deal with this man. Fast.

      “Not a very nice way to introduce yourself, is it?” he said. “I’m David. What’s—”

      “I don’t give a shit whether you like my introduction or not,” Alison said. “Get off her. Right this second. Or I’ll blow your brains out.”

      David didn’t look fazed. He just raised his eyebrows and tutted. “That’s a shame,” he said as he climbed off Holly.

      He looked right into Alison’s eyes. There was a pause between them, a moment of quiet.

      “I was hoping we’d get to know each other a lot better,” he said.

      “Alison!” Holly shouted.

      But it was already too late.

      David swung something at Alison; something sharp.

      She felt it against her stomach. Felt it like a scratch, only deeper.

      When Alison looked down at her stomach, she couldn’t see anything because of the darkness.

      But when she put her fingers where the scratch had hit her, she felt it.

      Blood.

      He’d sliced her.

      “Alison, quick!”

      Alison heard Holly, and this time she wasn’t too late.

      David lunged towards her.

      Alison fell to her right. She landed on the forest floor.

      David was on top of her.

      He pressed his foot down on the cut along her belly. She cried out right away, the agony crippling her.

      He leaned down towards her. Grabbed her hair. “You should’ve thought better than putting a mere piece of wood to my head.”

      He smacked Alison across her face, hard.

      For a second, a flash. Everything went black.

      And then another punch just as her vision regained.

      Then another.

      Then another.

      When he finally let go of her, Alison’s face was on fire. She could feel it swelling up already. She could feel the bruises, hot and tender.

      And she could feel the blood oozing out of that slice on her stomach, slowly pooling out of her body.

      “You should’ve learned to stay away,” David said, leaning in towards her, knife to her neck. “You should’ve learned to—argh!”

      Alison didn’t know what’d happened, not at first. She just heard the shout, heard the struggle, and felt David’s weight falling back away from her body.

      And then she saw it.

      Holly was on his back. She was sinking her teeth into his neck. Biting down, hard.

      She could see the way Holly was looking at her. See the way her eyes were darting to the knife in David’s hand; the knife that Alison had to grab from him; that she had to get to.

      She went to grab it. Pulled at it.

      But David kept on holding tight, trying to shake free of Holly, swinging from side to side.

      Alison punched his hand. She reached for a piece of wood, went to jam it into the back of his hand.

      And then he punched her again and knocked Holly away from him, onto the ground below.

      He put a hand to his neck, which was bleeding badly. “Bitch!” he said. Then he turned away from Alison, turned his attentions away from her and to Holly.

      She looked at the piece of wood in her hand.

      The sharp edge.

      David walked over towards Holly, knife raised. And despite the pain that Alison was experiencing, despite the blood she was losing, she held tightly onto that piece of wood, and she clambered towards him.

      “You know, I really thought you were the one for me,” David said, crouching over Holly, blood dripping from his neck, knife in his hand. “But maybe I was wrong. Maybe you’re not someone I can control. Maybe you’re not someone whose violence can be tamed and turned into something quite special. Maybe you are just weak.”

      Holly spat at him. He smirked and wiped it from his face.

      Alison edged further towards them both, strength lowered, not much left in the tank, everything spinning around her.

      David put the bloodied knife to Holly’s neck. “Goodbye, angel,” he said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more for you.”

      Alison reached David.

      Holly looked into her eyes.

      David frowned. Started to turn around.

      But it was too late.

      Alison cracked the rock down on David’s head.

      She smacked him to one side. Then she cracked it down again and again. And when she was sure he was unconscious, she dropped it, then went to grab Holly’s hand, to check she was okay.

      But Holly didn’t come falling into her arms.

      It wasn’t the reunion Alison imagined.

      Because Holly grabbed the knife from David’s limp hand.

      “Holly?” Alison said. “Just—he’s unconscious. Leave him to—”

      “It’s not enough,” Holly said.

      “You can’t—”

      But it was too late.

      Holly rammed the blade down into David’s stomach.

      She pushed it. Hard. Listened to him struggle, listened to him gargle, listened to him wheeze.

      She pulled back the knife and stabbed him again.

      And again.

      And again.

      And when he’d finally coughed his last breath, she dropped that knife and looked over at Alison, a glassiness to her eyes.

      Only Alison saw something different in her eyes.

      She saw horror.

      She saw fear.

      She saw emptiness.

      Holly walked over to Alison.

      She fell into her arms.

      But there was no warmth to Holly’s hug.

      There was nothing but detachment.

      Alison held onto her anyway, and she felt herself begin to cry.

      “I’ve got you,” she said as she stroked her torn, broken hair. “I’ve got you.”

      Holly didn’t shed a tear.

      She didn’t say a word.

      All she did was stare off into the distance.

      Empty.
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      Mike opened his eyes.

      He was inside somewhere. It was light outside. There was brightness to the sky, but not in the way that usually accompanied summer. In that crisp, post-summer way, hinting at an impending autumn, followed by winter.

      He pulled himself up and felt a searing pain in his left side right away. He looked down, saw the stab wound. Only it’d been stitched up. Someone had seen to him.

      He looked around, then. He was in a bedroom. The door was closed. He had no idea where he was, only it clearly used to belong to someone else, photographs on the side, jewellery once worn daily never again to be touched.

      He felt a little dizzy, a little dehydrated, as he got to his unsteady feet.

      But when he stood, the reality of what had happened dawned on him in a big way.

      He’d tried to flee the group that he knew had had a run in with his daughter somewhere down the line.

      He’d found himself in an alleyway. Cornered.

      And at that moment, he’d tried to reach out to them. He’d tried to make them see that it didn’t have to be a lifetime of conflict. That they could find a future in each other. Because nobody was going to get anywhere by fighting one another. That was only going to tear this wild west world apart even more.

      The thing that was going to carry them forward was unity.

      The leader of the group hadn’t been keen on Mike’s idea, though. He’d stabbed him in his side.

      But Mike had knocked him to the ground. He’d watched as the rest of his group powered towards him, bracing himself for the end…

      But they hadn’t attacked him.

      They’d attacked their leader.

      He saw the look in their eyes as they picked him up, dragged him away, punching him and kicking him. And as he’d watched that, he’d fallen to the ground, smile on his face.

      Because he finally believed that goodness really could prevail.

      He walked over to the door of this room. He could hear something outside. Voices. He was a little tense. After all, these people could’ve decided to do away with him, too. They might’ve made him their prisoner.

      But they’d saved him.

      They’d saved his life.

      Surely that had to count for something?

      Surely if they had other plans, they’d have just let him die?

      He reached for the handle of the door. Lowered it.

      And when he opened it, he saw what was outside right away.

      The bridge where the hanging bodies were was right in front of him. The bodies that had previously hung there had been cut away.

      However, there was just one there now.

      A new one.

      The old leader of this group.

      Mike stepped outside, down the steps, and he saw someone walking towards him. Walking from a small group gathered in the road, cooking over a fire.

      The man walked over to Mike. He was short and stocky with a tight afro and deep brown eyes. He held out a hand. “Jason,” he said. “And I’d like to apologise for the first impressions we might’ve made. Nobody should have to deal with that shit.”

      Mike reluctantly took Jason’s hand. He shook it, tightly. He was still uncertain about trusting this guy. He was reluctant about trusting anyone.

      But again. One of these people had saved his life. The former leader of the group was hanging from a bridge.

      It was something.

      Mike pulled his hand away, still without speaking.

      “Kelvin didn’t run this place like we wanted,” he said. “At first… yeah, he seemed strong. He seemed like the kind of person who could keep a complex operation like this together. But in time… well, we realised he wasn’t what we wanted. But we were already in too deep to turn back. We didn’t know who to trust. Turns out if we’d just trusted ourselves a little, maybe we wouldn’t have got to this stage.”

      Mike nodded. He could hear what Jason was saying. He wasn’t totally on board. He didn’t like that this group had descended into such violent lows. But he didn’t know what they’d been through. He didn’t know the kind of lies they’d been forced into believing.

      So he could only do one thing.

      “We’ve all done things we regret. It’s about how we move forward. That’s what matters now.”

      Jason nodded. “You’re right. We heard you when you said that. After… after Kelvin stabbed you, we saw things clearly, maybe for the first time in a long time.”

      “Whoever stitched me up, I owe them my life.”

      Jason shrugged, laughed a little. “Put it down to my medical experience.”

      Mike took Jason’s hand again. Shook it. Hard. But there was something else bothering him. Something else getting to him. “My daughter,” he said. “Holly. Can you tell me what happened to her, really?”

      Jason opened his mouth like he was thinking carefully about what to say. But in the end, he was blunt, and he was straight. “Holly fought her way out of this place. We chased her down, but we didn’t get far. Wherever she ran… well, I can’t help feeling she got a long, long way from here.”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. He looked out past the town, towards the woods. Wherever Holly was out there, at least she’d got away. Wherever she was in this world… he had to believe she had the strength to survive.

      Because that’s what she was. She was a fighter.

      And she was going to keep on surviving whatever this world threw at her.

      Mike walked past Jason, then. He walked over to the group, who all sat there; all looked up at him.

      “I know a place,” Mike said. “A place where things are starting to rebuild. A place built on unity and trust. They have a medical centre and a load of other places growing, too. But you have to make a choice. You have to decide if that’s the future you want.”

      The group looked at one another, spoke amongst themselves. Then they all turned back to Mike.

      “We’re in,” one of them said. A few others followed, and before Mike knew it, they were all in, all agreed.

      Mike looked at Jason, who nodded.

      He took a deep breath, and he looked back down the street, back over towards the woods where Holly had gone.

      “I’ll find you again someday,” he said, a lump welling up in his throat.

      Then he turned to the group.

      “Then it’s time we got going,” he said. “It’s time we stocked up and got on our way.”

      “To where?” someone said.

      Mike looked at the road ahead, stretching off into the other direction. “To the new world,” he said.
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      Holly stood at the edge of the woods and watched the sun rise.

      It was cool today. That was the first thing she noticed. It’d been a scorcher of a summer. Even when it’d rained, there’d been humidity to the air. The kind of warmth that usually wasn’t so common in this country. And sure, there’d been cooler nights.

      But today was different.

      Today, it was actually cold.

      She heard footsteps crunching through the branches. A few leaves had fallen from the trees. When she looked, she saw Alison walk to her side.

      Alison was in a bad way. Her stomach had been sliced but fortunately the bleeding had stopped. But that wound still needed seeing to. It still needed treating.

      Her face… that wasn’t in such a good way either. She’d been beaten to within an inch of her life. She was barely recognisable.

      But she was on her feet, and she was by Holly’s side.

      And that counted for more than anything.

      “We should get moving,” Alison said her speech slurry. “Try—try to get some food and water. We—”

      “Alison,” Holly said.

      Alison’s eyes narrowed when Holly spoke, then. She turned away. “We can’t waste any more time. Gina. Arya. They’re out there somewhere—”

      “I killed David because he deserved to die. If I hadn’t, he would’ve done the same to so many others.  I know it’s not nice. I know it doesn’t seem, well, right. But I had to kill him. It was just something I had to do.”

      “You didn’t have to do it,” Alison said. “I could’ve—”

      “No,” Holly said. “He was my responsibility. He was my problem to sort out. And now he’s gone, and the problem is fixed.”

      Holly stepped forward when she said those words. But there was something bothering her. An uncertainty. A vision of the past; of something she’d done.

      The people in the church.

      The people she’d gone in under David’s commands and slaughtered.

      One by one.

      They could’ve been good people. Many of them innocent people.

      But she’d done it.

      She’d killed them.

      That was on her.

      She felt the ground swallowing her whole. But then something hit her. Something stopped her.

      She looked up. Looked to the light of the sky above.

      She’d done what she’d done. And yes, she had to own it. She had to live with it. She had to accept the demons that would no doubt terrorise her for the rest of her life as a result.

      But she was strong.

      She was going to live with what she’d done.

      Because Dad was right when he’d told her that she couldn’t just go blindly trusting anyone. This was her lesson.

      It would haunt her and scar her forever, but good. Because she needed that kind of haunting and scarring to know just how bad people were in this world.

      “What now?” Alison asked.

      Holly looked at Alison. She looked at her, and for a moment, she felt something like disappointment. Disappointment that she hadn’t wanted Holly to kill David. Disappointment that she didn’t see the world quite the same way Holly did.

      But she would.

      She would, and it would change her, at some stage.

      Holly turned to the woods ahead. She remembered the words Dad told her; what he’d said to her all that time ago when none of them knew what the next step was.

      And she thought about her dad. She thought about where he was out there. How he was doing.

      And as much as she missed him—as much as she loved him… she felt stronger now than she’d ever felt before.

      She had him to thank for that, she knew.

      But this was a new world. And things were going to be different now.

      Holly took a deep breath. Rubbed the patchy baldness on her head, where her beautiful long hair once rested.

      Then she stepped forward.

      “We make this world our own.”
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        Three months later…

      

      

      

      Mike looked outside, and dread filled his body.

      “What is it?” the voice asked.

      He swallowed a lump in his throat. Took a deep breath.

      “Snow,” he said.

      The person stepped up beside him. Frowned as they looked outside, too.

      “It’s here,” Mike said, watching the snow fall heavily from above, fear of everything changing all over again building every second. “Winter’s here.”
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