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      Emma walked down the long, lonely road, and wondered if she’d find anyone nice ever again.

      It was light, but not bright like it was in summer. She liked summer. Even when things were bad, the sun had a way of making her feel better, reminding her of times she used to go on holiday with Mum and Dad, or up to her nana and granddad’s caravan in Scotland.

      They were good days. They were the days she remembered most. Never winter. Not even Christmas, which she knew was weird for a kid of fourteen. Christmas was always the best time of year for everyone else in her class at school. She always preferred her summer holidays.

      But this was different.

      Her dislike of winter… it was rooted in something else, now.

      And that was the fact that the power had been out for a long time.

      And the snow was falling.

      Heavily.

      She traipsed through the snow, struggling to keep to her feet. The snow felt bitter cold as it seeped through the sides of her torn shoes. She was freezing, shivering all over, even though she was wrapped in a thick arctic parka. It was the nights that did it—the nights outside, sleeping by the side of the road, waking up with snot frozen to her upper lip, not wanting to move but at the same time knowing she had to move if she wanted to survive.

      She saw a lot of people lying by the sides of the roads. A lot of people who had been pushing on, like her, but who had given up and lost the battle with the cold.

      She knew that if she gave up, if she sat back and allowed herself to get too comfortable in the snow, it wasn’t long before she’d be dead too.

      Her stomach groaned, but she wasn’t hungry. She felt sick. Sometimes she went days without a single bit of food. She’d all but wasted away completely. And that was even though she’d been staying with a group for the last couple of months. And before that, another group.

      But both of them had fallen.

      Both of them had torn themselves apart from the inside.

      Everything had changed after that nasty foreign soldier put the gun to her dad’s head and shot him, right by Emma’s side.

      She tightened her grip on the rifle he’d given her. The one she’d sworn to kill that man with, one day. People had tried to take it off her. She didn’t have any ammo left. But still, she felt stronger with it. It reminded her what’d happened to her dad. And it reminded her what she’d do if she ever came across the man who killed him.

      But back to the world she’d been living in. It was hard, establishing new order. It wasn’t easy for anyone to take the role of a leader and try to steer a group towards peace and unity.

      Emma had seen that.

      But for the last two weeks, she’d been on her own.

      She looked at the road ahead. She was in a small town. Abandoned cars. Smashed windows. The usual sights.

      In the early days, walking through a town wasn’t a good idea. There were looters, then rioters, then groups who were holding down the towns for themselves, establishing twisted communities of their own.

      But now they were just as safe—or as dangerous—as the surrounding woods and countryside. The looters had nothing to loot. The rioters had nothing to riot about. And the groups who were holding the towns down for themselves had got so attached to them that they’d fallen behind in learning key survival and adaptation skills.

      So Emma barely even looked left or right at the buildings as she walked through the town, snow seeping even further through her torn shoes and her ripped, baggy jeans.

      She just kept her focus ahead and shivered.

      She stopped at the end of the street. Scooped up some of the snow. It was falling  heavily, and there was a covering of about six inches on the ground now. She flicked her lighter and melted it in a flask, then drank it. She found she got more out of it when the snow was melted rather than just eating it. It didn’t seem to quench her thirst quite as much.

      She’d had to find a few ways of surviving on her own out here. Tricks that she’d learned from the groups she’d been staying with. Ways of filtering water. Methods of catching animals. But mostly it was a struggle of days without food before luckily straying upon an animal caught in someone’s pre-set trap. Or a house that had been abandoned, a lucky bit of food still left in those rapidly dwindling supplies.

      She got up again, started walking on. She didn’t know where she was going exactly; she was just hoping. Hoping she’d find a group. A good group.

      And hoping she wouldn’t bump into the kind of people who’d killed her parents right in front of her.

      She remembered hugging her dad as those foreign soldiers stood around them. She remembered squeezing him tight, then hearing the blast—the blast that blew bits of him over her face.

      She remembered the way that man had crouched down, put the gun into her hands and told her to warn other people about them.

      But Emma hadn’t done that.

      Instead, she’d had another thing in mind. Another goal.

      She wanted to find that man.

      She wanted to make him pay for what he’d done, one way or another.

      She knew he could be miles away. She knew he might not even be in the country anymore. She knew he’d probably be dead—like the rest of the people who’d walked this country in the early days.

      She’d heard the talk of how it looked like a few foreign armies had come in to try and claim the territory for themselves. But then things had happened. Things had gone wrong. What looked like an initial EMP blast hadn’t actually just been one blast—it was continuous activity, or at least that’s what she’d heard from the grown-ups who always went on about it anyway. Activity affecting the climates. Somebody even said something about a permanent winter, or the poles shifting, or something like that.

      The truth was, they didn’t know. Emma didn’t know. Nobody knew.

      All they had was the now.

      And now, it was winter, it was cold, and survival was getting harder and harder as the days got shorter.

      She looked to her right into the front garden of a bungalow, and her stomach sank.

      There was a dog lying there. It looked like it’d frozen in the cold. It was totally still, totally at peace.

      Emma felt sadness inside. She used to have a dog called Alfie. He was a little Border, who she loved very much.

      But Alfie had died a few weeks before the EMP.

      She wished he was here by her side.

      She wished she had a friend.

      She wanted to leave this poor dog to rest.

      But at the same time, animal instinct was taking over.

      At the same time, she knew she had to eat.

      And everything was food now.

      She walked over to the dog. Crouched over it. She pulled out her knife, tapped its side.

      It was cold. But there was still warmth underneath.

      It’d only died recently.

      Emma swallowed a lump in her throat. She felt sad for this dog. It’d had a nice life, then the EMP struck and changed everything.

      It’d fought. It’d survived all this time.

      And in the end, it became the same thing as everyone when they died.

      Food.

      She moved the knife further towards the dog. Her heart raced. She didn’t want to do this. She’d done it before, and she could never get those images out of her head; she could never un-remember the things she’d done—the things she’d had to do—to survive.

      But she knew she had to eat.

      She pushed the knife against the side of the dog and went to press down, hard.

      Then she heard the footsteps.

      She turned around. Reactions triggered, heightened ever since the start of this new world.

      She didn’t see anyone. Not at first.

      She went to turn back to the dog, to get back to what she had to do, when she heard the footsteps again.

      And this time, when she turned around, she saw them.

      She saw her.

      “Hey,” the person said.

      She wasn’t alone anymore.
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      Mike sprinted through the thick snow the moment he heard the cry.

      It was late afternoon. The hunting and scouting group had been out for a long time, far longer than they were supposed to be. It’d been weeks now, and everyone back at Grey Lodge had been on tenterhooks about their potential return—made even worse by the fact another group had gone missing a while back. It was snowing heavily, but that wasn’t abnormal anymore. It was reality. The new reality that wasn’t even so new anymore.

      The winter had hit early, the snow falling in November and the cold arriving even earlier than that. Sure, Mike had lost sense of the days—all of them had lost sense of the exact day it was. But he knew from estimations that the snow had fallen early, and the winter had been constant. A constant winter, harsh in a way he’d never seen it before.

      He could only conclude the weather changing had something to do with the EMP, and that there really had been some kind of solar event after all.

      Or perhaps some foreign group was using advanced weather manipulation technology to rein hell on the citizens of this country.

      Nobody really knew.

      Whatever the case, winter made everything difficult.

      Which was why alarm bells rang when he heard the cry.

      He crunched through the snow. Grey Lodge was behind him. He’d been there for a few months now, helping with the everyday running of the place. They’d formed bonds with communities nearby—did trade with farmers, with other small communities, that sort of thing. They had a few doctors on board, which meant they could provide medical services, but mostly it was just a place of comfort and counsel.

      It wasn’t perfect. But it was something.

      The cry echoed through the woods again.

      Mike stalled when he saw the woods ahead. His heart raced. He always had the same reaction whenever he reached wooded areas like this. It brought back too many memories. Memories of the early days. Memories of the pain, of the loss.

      Memories of the day he’d lost his daughter, Holly.

      He saw it replaying in his mind for what must be the millionth time.

      The way he’d seen the wounded man lying on the forest floor.

      The way he’d taken his attention from Holly, just for a moment.

      The way he’d heard her scream.

      He looked over his shoulder in the present day, instinctively more than anything. He hoped he’d see her there. Hoped he’d find a chance to go after her, to stop her disappearing, to stop her slipping away from him once again.

      But all he saw was snow.

      He reached into his pocket. Pulled out her ring. Then held it, tight.

      Wherever she was out there, he hoped she was okay.

      He heard the cry ahead of him again, and he knew he couldn’t waste any more time.

      He ran into the woods, between the trees. He could tell that the cry was coming from a guy. If he could place a bet, he’d put it on Fred. Fred had been with the hunting party who went missing weeks ago. He wasn’t all that competent—he was pretty much surviving on the generosity and competence of others, which wasn’t an ideal situation in a world that relied on everyone pulling together.

      But they didn’t leave people behind anymore. They didn’t let people fall. Mike knew he’d had his spell of distrust. He knew he’d had his moments where he’d been unable to trust anyone but his inner circle. And he’d done horrible things in the name of self-preservation.

      But things had changed, now.

      He had changed.

      Everyone deserved a chance to prove they were better than they first appeared.

      He got further inside the woods when he realised he was disoriented. He hadn’t heard the cry for a while. And that worried him. It took him back again to when Holly went missing.

      If the cry had stopped, did that mean there was someone out here?

      Or did that mean that the person had died already?

      He tried to take a few deep breaths, tried to steady his thoughts. He was still paranoid about outside groups even though he rarely bumped into them anymore. And those he did bump into were usually good people who were surviving in similar ways to him and the rest of his group back at his base. They formed alliances. Shared information. Traded.

      It was a tough world, but it was a good world.

      A world that had eroded a lot of his cynicism.

      Just a world with an uncertain lifespan.

      He was about to take a right when he heard the cry to his left.

      Close by.

      He stopped. Turned around. Walked slowly in the direction of the cry.

      “Fred?” he called. “It’s Mike. Is that you?”

      Nothing.

      Which made him more cautious, more uncertain.

      He stepped closer towards the cry, closer towards whoever had fallen. Right up to an evergreen bush, which he knew there was something behind.

      “Fred?”

      And then a hand shot out and grabbed his ankle.

      He kicked out, staggered back. He lifted his knife and went to attack out of instinct more than anything.

      But then he stopped.

      He saw who was grabbing him.

      “Fred,” he said.

      Fred was on his back. He looked like he’d fallen—badly.

      But then Mike saw the blood seeping through the snow, and he realised something else was going on here.

      “What’ve you gone and done, Fred?”

      “Leg,” he said, gasping his words. “My—my leg.”

      Mike wiped some of the snow away from Fred’s leg, blood clinging to his hands.

      And when he’d moved it away, he saw what had happened, and another flashback hit him at once.

      There was a trap wrapped around Fred’s leg. It was a thick bear trap, no doubt about it. Its teeth were deep in Fred’s shin. The bones in his leg had snapped, crushed under the weight and force. He was trapped.

      Mike remembered being caught in a fox trap, and the pain he’d felt. But it was nothing like this. Someone had obviously laid it before the snow had come… or perhaps not. Perhaps they’d buried it in the snow on purpose.

      Mike didn’t know.

      He just got the sense that someone was close by.

      That someone was watching.

      Probably just imagining things.

      “Please,” Fred gasped. “Help—help me. Please.”

      Mike felt sick just looking at Fred’s leg. But he knew if he didn’t help him fast, he was going to bleed out.

      “You’re going to have to keep really calm,” Mike said. “This… this isn’t going to be nice.”

      Mike grabbed the sides of the bear trap.

      The second he applied even the slightest bit of force, Fred screamed.

      Mike stopped. Moving the trap had only made the bleeding worse. This wasn’t going to work, not like this.

      He looked around for something to use to ease the pain or to make removing the trap easier, or even just to cover the wound for the time being.

      When he looked back, he saw that the light in Fred’s eyes had faded.

      He tapped the side of his face. Shook him. Performed CPR, tried to bring him back to life. Because he couldn’t lose him. They couldn’t lose someone else.

      Ten minutes later, Mike fell back into the snow.

      Fred was gone.

      Another victim to the winter.

      Another victim to this world.
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      Holly raced through the trees after her prey, knife in hand.

      It was afternoon. The snow wasn’t as thick here as it was in other parts of the country. The thing she had to watch out for was the ice. It helped that she was wearing a pair of spiked shoes which she’d stolen from somebody she’d killed a few weeks back. There was no real reason for killing her—she just liked her shoes, and they were pretty much the right size for her.

      There was no room for morals in this world anymore. There was no room for making friendships, only to watch them rapidly fall apart and deteriorate.

      There was only room for surviving.

      And that involved punishing those who had stolen from her.

      She heard a voice behind as she raced through the trees. A voice calling out her name. It was Alison. She heard her, and her stomach sank. Alison was too weak. Holly had been telling her as much for a long time now. She was too forgiving of other people. Too understanding of other people.

      And sure, in the early days, Holly might’ve been an idealist. She might’ve been the one trying to hold her dad back from judging people before he knew them—before she was separated from him, and then everything changed.

      But she was different now.

      And as far as she saw it, she was still here. She was still alive. Nobody was getting in the way of that.

      Why fix something if it isn’t broken?

      She heard herself getting closer to the footsteps up ahead; heard the breathing of her prey get more and more strained, and she felt a dopamine surge. She was closing in.

      She got the same feeling whenever she was hunting an animal. Although to be honest, hunting an animal was always tinged with sadness. Because animals were innocent. Animals hadn’t allowed a world as cruel as this to destroy itself. Animals didn’t show greed or irrational hate. They just got along with their lives, even when things had so drastically changed.

      Humans were the problem.

      So Holly didn’t feel anywhere near as much sympathy for this man as she chased him down.

      He’d stolen her stuff.

      He had to pay.

      “Holly!”

      She heard the voice again behind her as she ran through the trees, and she rolled her eyes. Alison was getting annoying. Her inner weakness was holding her back. She wouldn’t make it without Holly. Wouldn’t have made it anywhere near this far.

      The sooner she realised that, the better.

      She stepped through a muddy puddle of frozen water, felt a shot of cold right up her left leg. She brushed past the trees. She heard a voice up ahead—a voice cursing. She saw the figure of the man running away from her.

      And she knew she had him now.

      She knew she’d got him.

      She took a left past the trees and looped around ahead of him.

      She waited until he’d stopped. Kept very still. Watched him, standing there, her rucksack over his shoulder.

      When he put his hands on his knees, Holly stepped out.

      At first, the guy didn’t seem to notice her. Not until she stepped right towards him, knife raised. Not until she cracked the icy ground right ahead of him.

      Then he looked up, and his eyes widened.

      First, Holly saw the bemusement. Because that’s how men always reacted to her. Seeing a young girl, skinny as anything, hair torn away (by choice now)… it bemused them. Because they were still attached to their old-world ideas of young women. They were still under the illusion that girls were weaker. That they couldn’t carry out the awful actions that they could.

      And maybe in some cases that was true.

      But not all cases.

      Not Holly’s case.

      “Give me my stuff back right this second,” Holly said.

      The man—in his early twenties, spots of alopecia over his head, teeth yellow and rotting—stepped upright and pulled out a sharpened screwdriver. “I’d step back if I were you.”

      Holly sighed. “That’s how you want to play this? Really?”

      “It’s everyone for themselves now. You know that damn well, girl. So turn around. Walk away. That way, you won’t have to get hurt.”

      Holly shook her head. She lowered her knife. “You know, I really thought that maybe we could get along here without any mess.”

      Then she surged forward and stabbed the man right in his groin.

      He let out a yelp. Swung the sharpened screwdriver at her.

      But before he could hit her, just before, she dodged him—and the stupid bumbling idiot only went and stabbed himself in his other leg.

      He fell to the ground, Holly’s rucksack still over his shoulder. He let out a cry as blood spewed out of both his legs. He looked up at Holly as she stood over him, less with bemusement now, less with authority, but more with fear.

      Holly crouched opposite him. Looked into his eyes. Smelled his wretched breath. “You’re going to hand that rucksack over now, aren’t you?”

      He shook, both with the pain and the cold.

      Then he spat right in Holly’s face. “Bitch. Little bitch.”

      Holly barely reacted to the spit. She just wiped it away and smiled. Then she reached for the rucksack and took it away from the man’s shoulder. “Not a very nice way to thank me for not killing you already.”

      She put the rucksack over her shoulder.

      Then, behind the man, she saw Alison appear.

      She looked at Holly, fear in her wide eyes.

      Holly looked back at her as she crouched there, holding the knife.

      “Don’t,” Alison said. “You don’t have to do this, Holly. You don’t have to do this.”

      Holly looked back at the man. He was whimpering with pain now. Tears filling his eyes. His strong facade dropping.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “But I really don’t like being called a bitch.”

      Then she slashed the man’s throat.

      She stood up as he struggled. Turned around. Wiped her knife on her towel as she headed back to Alison, leaving the man to gargle and lurch around on the ground.

      When she reached Alison, she handed her the rucksack, and she smiled.

      “I got our stuff back, at least,” she said.

      The man went quiet.
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      Ian tucked Corey into bed and sat on the chair beside him, ready for his favourite part of the day.

      It was night. Corey always loved Ian reading to him at night, before bed. He was nine now and had just entered a weird phase where he had issues with sleeping.

      At first, Ian had struggled with waking up at 2 a.m. to go sit with Corey for a while. But it was the discovery of the good old-fashioned bedtime story that changed Corey’s life—and his life too, in a way.

      Because it was the moment he cherished the most, every single day.

      The moment he never wanted Corey to grow out of.

      “Are we gonna read Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone again, Dad? ’Cause I think we should. I like that one best.”

      Ian smiled when he heard Corey’s excitement. His little brown eyes looked up at his father, hopeful. He had long, curly dark hair, which everyone always commented on. He lay there in his Spiderman pyjamas, and he didn’t look fearful like he used to. He looked excited. All ready for the story.

      “How about we finish the other books first before we jump back to the first one?”

      “Awww, Dad. I want to read that one again. It was so good!”

      “Well, you’re in for a treat. They get better and better.”

      Corey seemed intrigued by this. So he allowed Ian to crack open the Chamber of Secrets and read it to him. Usually, he dozed off after about fifteen minutes, but Ian stayed sat there for a while. Sometimes he’d fall asleep here, by the side of his son’s bed, all so peaceful, all so calm. He’d stay there ’til morning sometimes, when the hectic race of work life began all over again.

      He couldn’t really complain about work, in all truth. He worked for himself. Ran a small business. He’d set up a tea company with his wife, Sofia. A healthy alternative to normal tea, with green teas infused with minerals and the like. They had manufacturers over in China, and they’d hit some of the top supermarkets recently, sending their business skyward.

      But in a way, Ian longed for the humble beginnings of the business. He preferred it when he was making just enough rather than the added pressure extra finances brought.

      It was nice having the freedom of working for himself. But at the same time, he was working for someone else, after all. He was working for his customers. His manufacturers. The supermarkets and the shareholders since they’d gone public.

      It wasn’t just his and his wife’s little pet business anymore.

      It was a real beast.

      He looked up from the book after a while of reading, and he saw Corey was still awake.

      He was looking at Ian. Staring at him with those eyes, smiling at him with that cute little grin, milk teeth missing.

      “I love that you read stories to me. I love you, Daddy.”

      When Ian heard those words, he felt his heart melt. He leaned over, kissed his son on the head, then sat back in his chair beside the bed. “I love you too, son.”

      “I’m not scared of sleeping anymore,” Corey said, squeezing his eyes shut. “I’m not even scared of anything anymore. Look. See. Not scared.”

      Ian couldn’t help smiling as he saw his son tighten his eyes shut, show off how brave he was.

      He couldn’t help letting out a little laugh as he felt proud—both of himself and of his son.

      He read a little more of the book.

      Within minutes, Corey was asleep.

      

      Six months later, Ian held Corey’s hand as he lay there on the ground, blood pooling out of his back.

      He looked into those eyes, looked at that curly brown hair, as he lay there in the snow.

      “I’m not scared anymore, Daddy,” he said. “I’m okay now. See. See…”

      He closed his eyes.

      This time, he didn’t open them again.
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      Mike sat by Kelsie’s bedside, storybook on his lap, and he couldn’t get the events of earlier today out of his mind.

      It was dark outside. He could hear the branches of the trees scraping against the window, scratching at the glass like monsters’ fingers. It was bitter cold, too. There was a candle in Kelsie’s room, which was waving in the breeze. Kelsie was tucked right in to her bed. She was a small kid with dark hair and pale skin. She suffered from Type 1 diabetes, which was obviously far from ideal in any situation, but in this world where medical supplies were stretched as they were—and where no new medical supplies were being made… it was pretty much a death sentence.

      Fortunately, they had insulin supplies at Grey Lodge. They were keeping her alive… for now.

      He didn’t want to think about the day they ran out.

      “Are you going to keep reading, Uncle Mike?”

      Mike heard Kelsie’s voice, and his insides felt like they were melting. He smiled at her, shuffled closer to the edge of his chair. “Of course. Sorry. I just got carried away.”

      “Is it about what happened to Fred?”

      Sadness crept into Mike’s body. He felt sad that Kelsie had to live with the knowledge of such horrors. She was only a young girl, after all.

      “It’s best we don’t talk about that,” Mike said. “Now come on. You’d better get snoozing soon. Don’t want your teacher to have a go at me for keeping you up late reading stories now, do we?”

      Kelsie smiled a little. And it was that cute little smile that did it; that sparked a recognition inside Mike. Because he couldn’t deny why he was caring for Kelsie so intently since he’d got to Claire’s camp.

      Firstly, because of the guilt he felt for murdering her father. A fact that he could never share with her, but a fact that slipped into his thoughts every time he spoke with her.

      But also, something else.

      Holly.

      Kelsie reminded him of Holly when she was a little girl.

      “I just think… it’s sad. When bad things happen to people like that. It’s sad that they have people who love them in the world who’ll never know they’re gone.”

      When she spoke these words, Mike couldn’t deny their lucidity and their accuracy for such a young girl. “Yeah, well,” he said, leaning over towards her, tucking her in some more. “It’s not a safe world out there.”

      “But we’re safe in here?”

      Mike was caught in two minds. Telling Kelsie what she wanted to hear and what he wanted to believe: that this place was safe, and they could stay here forever.

      Or telling her the truth.

      The truth that as good as this place was, it would fall.

      It would fall, like everywhere fell.

      He sighed. Smiled. “We’re safe here.”

      She smiled back at him, then. Closed her eyes. “You can read to me now,” she said in a royal voice.

      Mike laughed. “Yes, your highness.” Then he got to reading Kelsie’s bedtime story. It was something he enjoyed, in all truth. Again, it took him back—back to a time when things were good, when things were much simpler, when Caitlin was around, and when everything was just great.

      Before Caitlin’s affair.

      Before Caitlin’s illness.

      Before Caitlin’s death.

      Before everything fell apart.

      When Mike looked up, he saw Kelsie was asleep.

      He stood up as quietly as he could. Leaned over, kissed her. And at that moment, he felt the guilt again. The knowledge that he should be honest. That he should just tell Kelsie the truth about what happened to her father.

      But then the fear of what it would do to their relationship, to their bond, to Mike’s pledge that he’d protect her, no matter what… it was too much.

      And the fear that he’d lose her—this time capsuled memory of Holly—was even more devastating, selfish as that may sound.

      He stepped out of Kelsie’s room, and he saw Miranda standing there, tears in her eyes.

      A bit of context, first. This place, it was an old mental health rehabilitation institution. There were several wards, several bedrooms, kitchen and dining areas, things like that. Most importantly, there were fields outside, filled with wildlife—or at least that was the idea in summer, anyway. For now, they were mostly empty, the animals inside for winter. It went without saying that there were no crops at this time of year, either.

      But it was suitable for the future. It was future-proof. That was something.

      Another bit of context.

      Miranda, who was standing here, tears rolling down her face.

      She was Fred’s wife.

      “Miranda,” Mike said, walking towards her.

      “I told him not to go on those runs,” she said.

      “He was just trying to help.”

      “At least when he was gone there was still a chance. There was still hope. But I told him he wasn’t good enough. I—I told him he wasn’t like the others. And now… and now I have to live without him. And now I have—I have to bring a child into this world without a dad.”

      Mike felt surprise, just for a moment. He didn’t know Miranda was pregnant. And it just drilled home the sadness of this entire situation.

      He leaned in towards Miranda. Hugged her as she fell into his arms, tears flowing.

      “And there’s nothing you could’ve done?” Miranda asked.

      Mike felt a lump in his throat. “Miranda…”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just… it’s just he’s gone. He’s gone, and I can’t believe he’s gone. How many more have to go? How many more does this shitty winter have to take?”

      Mike looked out of the window as he stood outside of Miranda’s room. He looked at the dark skies, looked at the barely visible silhouettes of treetops in the distance. He looked at the snow, still falling, still heavy. And he knew Miranda had a point. Just how many more casualties were going to fall in this winter? Just how many more people had to die?

      “We’re going to make it through this,” Mike said. “We’re going to help you raise that child, all of us, no matter what.”

      The snow fell heavier, the branches scratched against the windows like nails on a chalkboard.

      And somewhere in the distance, somebody watched this place.

      Closely.
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      Holly knew she was going to get a hard time from Alison about what she’d done to the man who’d stolen from them. At this point, it was becoming predictable.

      But she wasn’t expecting things to go quite as far as they did.

      It was night. They were outside, sitting around a fire. Holly was wrapped up in her thick parka, as too was Alison. She was shaking. They were both shaking. Shaking was just the default state of affairs in this EMP-triggered winter.

      And it was serious. Holly knew that. Waking up with snot frozen to her upper lip, never feeling any warmth, she knew how dangerous it was, and just how much it could threaten her life.

      She knew that every time she went to sleep, she might not wake up.

      But hell. Sometimes she wondered if perhaps not waking up might not be such a bad thing after all.

      They’d eaten some rabbit over their fire. Rabbit wasn’t ideal. It was too lean a meat to survive on. But Alison wasn’t all on board with Holly’s idea of cutting the meat from the man she’d killed. It seemed like of all the moral bridges she’d had to cross, cannibalism wasn’t one she was willing to change her mind on.

      Shame, really. It was quite a waste.

      She listened to the silence of the light breeze through the trees. She couldn’t smell anything right now. Her sense of smell seemed to have dropped over the last few weeks. She didn’t know why it was. She could hazard a guess it was something to do with being stuck in the cold for so long, and that it affected everyone in different ways, robbing her senses of their full capacity.

      Losing her sense of smell wasn’t such a bad thing. Not with all the dead bodies she ran into these days, anyway.

      Alison was quiet. She hadn’t really said anything since the incident with the man earlier. Holly knew she was mad with her. She knew she was going to be awkward with her for as long as it took for Holly to bring it up, to apologise.

      And she didn’t really believe in her apologies. Let’s just make that clear. Her apologies were for Alison’s sake. They were for peace’s sake.

      Holly was convinced that she was doing the right thing.

      Maybe not the morally right thing.

      But screw morals. Morals had got people into this situation in the first place. Morals weren’t going to get them out of it.

      But something took Holly by surprise. Something that didn’t usually happen.

      It was Alison who broke the silence.

      “We’re going to have to have a serious talk about you if we’re really going to find ourselves a place to live.”

      Holly didn’t understand her. Not at first. She didn’t know what exactly she was getting at. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean… it’s about time we gave up this bullshit lifestyle. It’s about time we found ourselves a place. And I mean properly gave it a try. Not in the half-hearted way we’ve done before.”

      Holly looked away, dismissive. “We’ve tried adapting to three communities in the last two months. None of them have worked out.”

      “Mostly because of your damned behaviour, Holly.”

      Holly tilted her head. It was a harsh assessment. “The first group turned out to be psychos.”

      “Because you decided to kill one of them.”

      “Sure. I can buy that. Shit happens. The second group, though. The ones at the coast. I didn’t do anything to them.”

      “No. Nothing at all. Just sold me some lies about how they were mistreating you and got us both to leave. By the time we got back there, they’d gone.”

      Holly nodded. She was frustrated that Alison never bought the mistreatment angle. She didn’t say anything about the third group. After all, that was one group they’d fought with that she couldn’t deny her involvement in. She’d got paranoid about their motives. She’d killed a few of them. Her and Allison had been banished. It’s a complex story.

      “The fact stands,” Holly said. “We tried with a few groups. We failed with a few groups.”

      “You need to face up to the fact that you haven't made any real effort to integrate with a group,” Alison said. “For whatever reason, you’ve never even wanted to be with another group. You’d rather be out here. On the road. Freezing.”

      Holly looked away, beyond the crackling fire. “That’s not exactly true.”

      “Then prove it.”

      “What?”

      “We get out of these woods tomorrow. We catch a few hours of sleep then we get out of the woods and onto the road. And then we head to the towns, or out further into the country. We find a farmhouse. We… we just find somewhere.”

      “Not as simple as that,” Holly said. “We have to assess these groups. We have to weigh them up. Case by case basis.”

      “Then you can do what you want,” Alison said.

      Holly frowned. “What?”

      Alison looked away again. And this time, Holly sensed something else was coming. Another development. Another unexpected development.

      Alison glanced back up at her. Uncertainty on her face. “I’m… I’m starting to think we might have to go our separate ways.”

      Holly felt it like a knife to the chest. Or more accurately, to the back. She felt her eyes well up. Felt emotion like she’d never felt it before. “I—I don’t unders—”

      “It’s not what I want,” Alison said. “I want to stay with you. I fought to stay with you. We’ve had each other’s backs for so, so long.”

      Holly swallowed a lump in her throat. She could barely speak.

      “But I can’t go on like this. And neither can you. The sooner you see that, the sooner you accept it, the better.”

      Holly turned away. She didn’t know what to say or how to react. Because as much as she was detached, as much as she strived not to make emotional bonds, Alison was her world. She was her everything. She’d do everything she could to protect her, to look out for her. She wanted to be with her forever.

      And now she was threatening to leave her.

      “I can try and change,” Holly said, hoping it was enough to appease Alison.

      “Don’t try,” Alison said, taking Holly by surprise. “Change. Just change. There’s no ‘try’ about it. Not anymore. Make your choice.”

      As Holly lay there staring at the glow of the fire, she didn’t know what to say, or what to do.

      But she knew one thing for certain.

      She couldn’t change.

      Because change would kill her.

      It would kill Alison.

      And she couldn’t have that happening to the person she cared about most.

      “We’ll look for a place tomorrow,” Holly said, closing her eyes.

      She felt Alison’s hand on her upper arm. “Good,” she said. “That’s good. Night, Holly.”

      Holly didn’t say anything.

      She just lay there with her eyes closed.

      She would look for a place tomorrow. She’d try to find one.

      But one thing was for sure.

      That place wasn’t going to work out.

      Because she couldn’t trust anyone in this world.

      Whether Alison liked it or not, the pair of them were on their own, for good.

      Alison just didn’t realise how little say in the matter she had yet.
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      Ian looked out over the frozen fields and took a deep breath at how fortunate he was to have such a home like this.

      It was early morning. He always liked getting up early, watching the sun rise. Of course, “early” in winter meant something different entirely to “early” in summer. But still, he got up before everyone else in the old world when he was running his business with his wife, and now in the new, in this life of survival.

      One of the best parts of waking up before everyone else was that he got to be the first to hear and to see his son Tommy rise, too.

      He couldn’t hear him yet. Hadn’t heard him. But he looked forward to it. Last thing at night, he’d read for him. First thing in the morning, he’d listen to him rise.

      It was the thing that kept him going. His Tommy was the person that kept him going.

      He hadn’t thought anything or anyone could keep him going when he’d lost his first son, Corey, two years back.

      He shook his head, forced the memory from his mind. It wasn’t a moment he liked to think about or consider. He’d been told he shouldn’t reminisce or lose himself in the past. There was nothing he could do to control the past, harsh as it was. He could only affect the now.

      It had been difficult, though. The way he reacted, the way Sofia reacted. He’d wanted to blame everyone. He’d been blinded by what had happened. Blinded by the urge to find whoever was responsible.

      And someone was responsible. Corey had died crossing the road in a hit and run. Only the police didn’t catch the guy who did it. CCTV was unclear. So Ian found himself down a speculative path that he wasn’t sure how to navigate.

      Sofia tried to rein him in at first. But even she wasn’t acting as lucidly as she used to, as much as she tried to convince herself and everyone else otherwise.

      She was driven by the same rage as Ian; the same bubbling tension.

      But that was the past.

      And right now, he had to be there for his wife, Sofia.

      And he had to be there for his son, Tommy.

      Corey was gone. And there was nothing he could do to change that.

      He heard the movement inside the farmhouse, and a smile spread across his lips.

      Tommy was awake. Which meant he’d be down here in no time to join Ian.

      He stayed there a little longer. Stared out at the fields. Took deep breaths of the fresh, crisp winter air.

      They were lucky, having a home like they had. It wasn’t theirs in an old world sense. They hadn’t lived here forever. It was more somewhere they’d moved into a few weeks into the end.

      They’d had to fight for this place a few times. They’d had to battle to keep outsiders out.

      But for the most part, they were lucky. Because they were out of the way. They had fields where in the warmer months, they could cultivate crops. There were animals. They were fortunate with what they’d inherited.

      They might have lost their old way of living, but at least they had a way of living. Not everyone was fortunate enough to be able to say that. Few people were fortunate enough to even have a fraction of what they had.

      He went inside, and he saw Sofia standing there.

      She was staring at him, long dark hair draped over her shoulders, bright green eyes glistening in the early morning light, making him fall in love with her every time he looked into them.

      But there was something wrong.

      He could tell. A sense of the uncanny simply from the way she was looking at him. The way her eyelids were twitching, just at the sides.

      The way she looked at him when something was wrong. Very wrong.

      “Sofia? What is it?”

      And then she said the words that changed everything.

      “Tommy. He’s—he’s gone. I can’t find him.”

      Ian wasn’t sure what hit him first. The first thing his wife said about Tommy being gone, or the second—the ones that she couldn’t find him.

      But at least those final words still left some hope.

      At least it meant he wasn’t gone gone. Like Corey.

      “What—what do you mean you can’t find him?”

      “I went in his room,” Sofia said. “I went in there because… because I don’t know. I just worried about how quiet he was. And he wasn’t there.”

      “Have you checked everywhere?”

      “I’ve checked everywhere, Ian.”

      “The fields. Have you checked the fields?”

      “Ian, I—”

      He stepped outside. “Tommy!”

      His voice echoed off into the distance.

      And he hoped Tommy would hear him. He hoped he would hear his voice then come back here, wherever he was.

      But something told Ian Tommy wasn’t hearing his voice at all.

      Something told him he was far away somewhere.

      “Where do you think he’s gone, Ian?” Sofia asked. “Why do you think he’s gone?”

      Ian wasn’t sure what to say, not at first.

      But then it dawned on him.

      It hit him.

      The conversation.

      He remembered the way he’d gone to read a story to Tommy before bed. He remembered the words he’d said to him.

      “I want to do more to help, Dad. I want to catch things to eat. I want to help!”

      He’d heard those words, and he’d just dismissed them as childish fantasy.

      But he knew what Tommy was like.

      He knew that explorer nature that was deeply ingrained in his being.

      “The woods,” Ian said.

      Sofia frowned. “What?”

      “The woods. I think… I think he’s gone to the woods.”

      Ian stumbled down the steps of the farmhouse. He stepped out onto the frozen grass, past the dead crops that he’d have to replant in the spring—if this long-winded winter ever came to an end.

      Sofia followed closely behind. “What are you talking about?” she asked. “Why would he go to the woods?”

      “Because… because he wants to help. He wants to help us.”

      Ian ran towards the woods. He could hear Sofia’s footsteps closely behind. Panic engulfed him, surrounded him. He knew one of them should stay at the farmhouse just in case Tommy ended up back there and tried to look for them. Or even worse—someone else could get to the farmhouse.

      He knew all the possibilities were on the table, and all the possibilities were bad.

      But still he kept on going, and still Sofia kept on going beside him.

      Because this was their boy.

      Their boy was walking into a dangerous world, and he couldn’t suffer the same fate as their other child.

      “Ian, what if he’s lost out there?” Sofia said.

      “He won’t be lost.”

      “What if we can’t find him?”

      “We’ll find him.”

      Ian searched the woods. He traipsed through the snow, which was still falling in light clumps. He shouted out Tommy’s name, time and time again. He kept on going, kept on searching.

      But eventually, he fell to his knees, Sofia beside him.

      Eventually, he gave up.

      Because Tommy was gone.

      Tommy was nowhere to be found.

      His second son, lost.
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      Theo looked at the building in the distance, and he knew he’d found his new hunting ground.

      It was dark. Very dark. Not even the moon illuminated things bright enough for him to see properly.

      But he didn’t mind that. He liked the dark. It suited him, and it suited his people.

      The dark was when he emerged. When he acted.

      The dark was when he did the dirty work.

      The dark was on his side.

      He’d always liked darkness, ever since he was a kid. Probably because he used to see it as his opportunity to run away from home. He’d climb out of his window before his drunken bastard of a dad could come in his bedroom and hurt him, and he’d run as far as he could.

      And in that darkness, he felt free. He felt as long as he had the darkness on his side, he was invincible.

      But the sun always rose. No matter how much he kept on running, it always rose.

      And he’d always get caught eventually. There was only so far he could run. There was only so long he could hide.

      The police would take him home, or someone would recognise him and take him home, or he’d just end up going home himself because he was tired and hungry.

      And then the cycle would begin again.

      The drink. The anger. The hate.

      At least Theo didn’t have any of that to worry about anymore. At least now he could truly rely on himself and his people to do what had to be done.

      He sat on his bony knees in the woods. He could smell something nasty, and he realised it was the blood on his body. The blood from the people he’d killed. He’d kept it on his clothes, not with intention at first, but he knew it made people look at him with fear.

      And fear was a commodity you just couldn’t put a price on in this world.

      He saw the flickering candlelight in that mental health facility, and he wondered what the people were like in there. Of course, he’d been watching them through his binoculars for a long time. He’d been weighing up what they were like, assessing their survival methods, things like that. He had to be certain. He had to be prepared. He had to be ready.

      He heard shuffling to his right. When he looked, he saw it was Jack. One of his people. One of his friends.

      One of his followers.

      One of the people who had suffered at the hands of the sickos from this group—the sickos that Fred had led them right back towards.

      At least they’d given Fred a chance to survive.

      Sort of.

      Jack looked at Theo, thick woolly balaclava pulled right over his eyes. He was shivering and shaking violently. “When’re we going to make a move, boss?” he asked.

      Theo liked being called boss. So much so that he wasn’t even going to chastise Jack too much for questioning him.

      “Soon,” he said.

      “Can’t we make it tonight?” Jack said. “It’s—it’s getting colder out here. Cherie’s got—got frostbite. I can barely feel—feel my fingers anymore. I—I’m not sure h—how much longer we’re going to make it out—out here.”

      Theo took a deep breath of the bitter icy air. Of course, Jack was right. They were going to have to make a move on the facility soon. It looked perfect. Not because of the animals. Not because of the land. And not even because of the space.

      “We wait.”

      “How much l—”

      “We wait just a little longer.”

      “And then?”

      Theo took a deep breath as he watched the candle go out and the place fell into total darkness.

      “We make our move. We take this place down. And we make sure these people understand exactly who they’re dealing with. We make them suffer for what they did to us. What they took from us. And we enjoy every second.”
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      The following day, Mike was posed with the chance of heading out to make a trade with one of their fellow communities, but something made him feel uncertain.

      It was morning. It was very still. It took Mike a short while to figure out why things felt so different, and then it struck him. The snow. It had stopped snowing.

      It was a rare sight, seeing the sky so snow-free. Of course, the grounds and everywhere surrounding were still full to the brim with snow, but not to see it falling… it just felt strange.

      Maybe he was reading far too much into it.

      Or maybe not.

      He yawned as he walked out towards the gates of their base, past the kennels, where the dogs barked at him with their ear-piercing greetings. He smiled at them, waved, wishing Arya were here with them—wherever it was she’d ended up. He hadn’t slept much last night. Couldn’t stop thinking about what’d happened to Fred, and the dismay and despair his wife Miranda had felt about losing him.

      Of course, it wasn’t easy. It was never going to be easy. Mike knew that first-hand from losing Caitlin.

      But at least now he had a choice. He could stay around for the funeral, mope about their losses, as sad as they were. Or he could get out early and make his way to the Hopkins’ farm about ten miles from here. It was relatively easy to get there on foot. It’d probably take him seven hours, there and back, so he could be back this afternoon. The run there was always relatively uneventful, if a little hilly in spots.

      But the Hopkins family at the farm were allies. They looked out for Mike’s people just as Mike’s people looked out for them. They provided them with farm supplies, equipment, food, and dairy, and in turn they provided them with manpower and medical supplies.

      It was all part of the new world that Claire and her people were building towards, and had been building towards for some time.

      He felt a crumple in his pocket. Stopped, reached inside. He felt the note there, and sadness washed over him. Kumal’s letter. The one he’d written for Gina. His confession of love to her before he’d died.

      He felt sad for what had happened to Kumal, to this day. It’d been a turning point for him; a moment of realisation that things couldn’t get any more depraved. That he couldn’t get any more depraved. The future of the world depended on reining in those destructive impulses.

      He took a deep breath of the icy morning air as he reached the gates of the community.

      “Leaving without saying goodbye?”

      Mike jumped a little when he heard the voice. Turned around, saw Claire standing behind him.

      She was a short woman, with short black hair. She had really pronounced dimples in her cheeks when she smiled. She was wrapped up in a parka that almost swallowed her whole.

      Mike scratched his head. “Figured I’d get to our trade run early,” he said, tapping the bag of meds by his side.

      “I don’t blame you,” Claire said. “This place is hardly going to be fun today.”

      “How’s Miranda holding up?” Mike asked.

      “Like she’s just lost her husband.”

      Mike nodded. He should’ve known better than to ask such a stupid question, especially after having been through it.

      “You know… you don’t have to do this alone, if you don’t want.”

      Mike frowned. “I’d say I do have to do this on my own—”

      “I can come with you. Nobody should be alone today. Miranda lost, sure. But we all lost somebody. That’s… that’s not the kind of thing we should have to process on our own.”

      Mike felt a knot build in his stomach. He shook his head. “No. You should stay here. The people here, they need you.”

      “They don’t need me,” Claire said. “They’ve got each other. Let me come with you.”

      Mike felt torn in two directions. Because he did want the company, he couldn’t deny that. But at the same time, he didn’t want Claire to leave this place. He wanted her to stay here. He wanted her to keep an eye on Kelsie. He wanted them both to be safe.

      He smiled. “I’m okay. Really. But I want you here. I want you here for Kelsie. She liked Fred. It’s not going to be easy for her today. Dealing with death never is easy for any kid.”

      “You’re a good father, you know?”

      Mike stumbled. He looked away. “I was, once upon a time.”

      “You still are. That girl, she looks up to you. She cares about you so much. Stay safe for her, Mike. I’ve no idea what she’d do without you.”

      Guilt racked at Mike’s body again. Guilt over what had happened to Kelsie’s father; over what he’d done to him.

      He tightened his fists, which were shaking, and he forced himself to look right at Claire again.

      “I’ll make it back here. But until then… you look after her. You look after everyone. You just do what you do.”

      Claire smiled, her eyes lighting up. “Maybe you’ll even buy me that drink we spoke about when you get back.”

      Mike lifted a hand and waved as he walked away. “Look at me. I’m skint.”

      “Maybe you’ll win the lottery on the road.”

      “I’d better check my numbers, hadn’t I?”

      “Gotta be in it to win it,” Claire said.

      Mike banged on the gates then, which opened when one of the guards pulled them apart.

      He watched them open, watched the outside world reveal itself to him, and suddenly he felt like he was in the open. He felt vulnerable like he always did when he went outside.

      He looked back over his shoulder. Saw Claire standing there, waving.

      He smiled. Nodded at her.

      Then he took a deep breath and faced the road ahead.

      And as he walked, he still couldn’t deny how strange the day felt.

      And he couldn’t deny the feeling that somehow, from somewhere, he was being watched.

      Very closely.
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      Holly saw the camp in the distance and felt a knot tighten in her stomach.

      It was afternoon. Her and Alison had been out all day searching for a suitable camp to approach and ask for hospitality. Holly knew it was stupid. People were dangerous and should be dealt with upon first sight. But Alison was insistent. She didn’t want to spend the rest of her life in these woods. She didn’t want to keep on going to sleep at night not knowing whether she was going to succumb to hypothermia or not. She didn’t want what they had.

      And it was naive of Alison to suggest that Holly wanted a life like this. If she could take her old, blindfolded life with the wool pulled over her eyes, she’d take it in a heartbeat.

      But she’d seen reality. She’d seen human nature.

      And for that reason, she had to face up to it, stare it in the eye.

      She had to accept it in all its ugliness.

      And she had to resist being a part of it with all the strength she had.

      But now she could see someone up ahead. She could see a camp. Flames. A group.

      The first thing she realised?

      These people—the four of them she could see—were outside too. They looked frozen to the bone. It wasn’t like they had hot showers and comfy beds; they were surviving, just like Holly and Alison.

      Alison was naive if she truly believed anyone was living a more luxurious life out there. After all, it was winter. Everyone was suffering.

      Immediately, instinctively, Holly did a sweep of this group. She saw the flames. Saw the black coat the dark-haired man was wearing. Saw the hammers and the branches. And she saw the food, too.

      It was the food that really caught her eye.

      Tinned food. Tins of tuna, protein bars.

      Chocolate bars.

      Things that should have gone but were still here, still accessible to this group, somehow.

      She found herself caught in two minds. One of them wanted her to go over there, to hold her hands up and let these people take her as a member of their group. But there was no knowing how trustworthy they were. There was no knowing what they’d do to her or what they’d do to Alison if she came here too. There was no knowing anything like that.

      So there was another choice.

      She could wait for these people to move, and she could steal from them.

      Or, she could find a way to pick them off, patiently, methodically… and she could have their source of supplies, too.

      It wasn’t that she enjoyed taking people out. Quite the opposite. It was just that bonding with people scared her too. Because the thought that she might lose everything all over again just tore her apart.

      She didn’t even have to think as she crouched there, holding her breath so that they couldn’t see it frosting in the air. Not anymore.

      As far as she was concerned, these were other people, which meant they were dangerous and couldn’t be trusted.

      She lifted her knife as the group disappeared, leaving one man left sitting around the fire. She looked at the knife. Saw the crusted blood around its edges. She asked herself why she didn’t feel any guilt for what she was about to do. She asked why she couldn’t just bring herself to try and make some kind of bond with these people or see the potential for goodness that she believed Alison so blindly saw.

      She tried to convince herself that this was wrong, that she didn’t have to do this.

      But then she stood up, knife in hand, and she walked down towards the one man still sitting there, right by the fire.

      The closer she got to him, the more her heart raced. The more she thought of the church where she’d slaughtered those people months ago; where David told her she’d done it because she’d wanted to do it, not because she truly believed in what he was asking her to do or why he was asking her to do it.

      She’d imparted her own meaning onto a situation to justify what she’d, deep down in her bones, wanted to do.

      She didn’t know why.

      She’d never felt this before, not beyond occasional violent impulses when people said mean things at school, or the times she’d been chopping vegetables and Dad had really annoyed her and…

      No. That wasn’t the same. What she was doing now was because of the way the world had crafted her.

      It was this world that had changed her.

      It was this world that had made her into… this.

      It was—

      It all happened so suddenly.

      The man sitting at the fire turned around.

      He looked right at Holly. Then at her knife. And then he looked at where she’d been looking too, over towards their food and supply store.

      He could’ve seen the goodness.

      He could’ve hesitated.

      But instead he did something not even Holly was expecting.

      He shouted for his friends, and he lifted an air rifle.

      Instinctively, she turned, raced off into the trees. She knew she was stronger hand to hand in that her perceived weakness made other people underestimate her. But a gun was a different matter entirely—air rifle or not. A gun could give the weakest person an advantage. It was gold in a world like this—especially in a country like this, which was so gun-light, to its detriment at the end of the world, clearly.

      She heard a blast from behind. Birds flew from the trees around her. She heard footsteps. Shouts. They were onto her. They were chasing her. They were hunting her down. She had to get away.

      She ran further through the woods. She felt her head spinning; felt disoriented. She needed to find Alison. Because no matter how different their views were, Holly cared about Alison. She cared about her more than anyone. And if she didn’t get to her, she could be in danger.

      This was it.

      This was why Holly feared others so much.

      Shit like this happened.

      She heard another gunshot. Heard the people getting closer as she headed further back into the woods. She wanted to look over her shoulder, but she knew it was risky, knew it was dangerous.

      She went to call out Alison’s name to warn her when she saw her standing there, right up ahead.

      She looked at Holly as she raced towards her. Frowned. “Holly? What’s—”

      “Run!” Holly shouted. “Just—just run!”
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      Tommy felt so proud about how much he was going to help Mum and Dad until he heard the bang.

      He’d got up really early. He knew Dad got up really early, and he wanted to be up before him. He wanted to surprise him and come back with some of the catches from the traps. He wanted to build a trap too, to show how strong he was. He heard Dad saying how strong people had to be to survive in this world, and how sometimes they had to take risks. This was a risk, he knew it. Mum and Dad might not be happy he was out here.

      But when he got back, they were going to be so, so happy.

      But then he heard the bang, and it threw him. Somehow, he thought it was a firework, but then he wasn’t sure because he couldn’t see anything above the trees. But maybe that was just because it was day time. And even though it was cloudy, he knew from when his friend’s dad set off some fireworks in the day once that you couldn’t always see them.

      He tried to keep his head down, tried not to worry too much about the bang.

      But then he realised he was lost.

      He hated the feeling of being lost. Even though he liked going on adventures with his friends, wandering off into the woods, he liked to know how to get back if he wanted to. Like he was attached to the outside world by a rope or something.

      But as he looked around now, deep in the woods, he wasn’t sure which way home was. And that scared him. It scared him a lot.

      He sat down by a small puddle of melted snow. It was cold through his trousers, but that would be okay. He’d be able to dry them out when he got…

      But wait.

      What if he never got home?

      What if he was going to stay lost forever?

      He sat there for a few seconds and did what Dad told him to do whenever he was in a bad situation.

      Think it through. Think through every option. Imagine you’re a grown up and ask, “what would the grown up do?”

      He tried to ask what Dad would do in a situation like this. First off, he wouldn’t worry. He definitely wouldn’t cry. He’d probably use…

      That was it.

      The compass.

      A smile crossed his face as he reached into his pocket for the compass he’d brought along with him. He remembered the sun rose over the fields in front of the house every morning, which meant that was east, if his teacher in Year Three hadn’t been lying or making up the “sun rises in the east, sets in the west” thing.

      Which meant he would have to head west as soon as he found it on the compass.

      He lifted the compass.

      At first, he felt relief. Because the needle was pointing clearly in one direction.

      But then something happened.

      It jolted to the bottom of the compass.

      And then to the left.

      Then to the right.

      Tommy felt that tension building again. He knew compasses weren’t supposed to act in this way. He’d learned how to make a compass in the woods at school before, but he couldn’t remember how to do it.

      Besides, compasses weren’t supposed to break. They were supposed to be always right.

      What was making this happen?

      And why was it happening to him?

      He threw the compass to the ground in a fit of temper. He heard it smash against a rock, which he regretted right away. He rubbed his hand through his long, brown hair and looked around, trying to remember exactly which way he’d come from.

      Then he thought of what Dad said again.

      Ask “what would the grown up do?”

      He asked himself what Dad would do.

      And then he took a deep breath and looked ahead at the woods.

      “Got to just keep going, I guess.”

      He went further into the woods. Confidence built as he kept moving. If he found home, then that was good. But if he found the traps Dad had lain, at least he’d know he was on the right track, then he could just head back from there.

      Walking helped him feel better. It stopped him worrying. He’d always liked walking, even when he was younger, going up mountains with his grandparents.

      He wished they were still here.

      He wished so many people were still here.

      He heard something again, then. Another bang, which made him jump. But it was quite far away now. Further away than he’d thought.

      But there was something else he could hear.

      Footsteps.

      People running somewhere in the distance.

      Shuffling.

      And…

      He froze, right then. He froze because he heard it, loud and clear.

      Voices.

      And he saw it, too.

      The bushes right in front of him.

      There was someone in there.

      Someone moving.

      Adrenaline—not that he understood what it was at this young age—surged through Tommy’s body. Part of him wanted to walk away.

      But another part wanted to know who was in those bushes. It wanted to see who it was.

      He walked slowly over towards the bush. He wasn’t sure what to say. He just knew what Dad would say to him if he knew he was walking up to a stranger like this. Don’t. Don’t even think about it.

      And that made Tommy wonder if he was making the wrong move.

      That made him wonder if there wasn’t a better way of going about this.

      But he did keep walking. He did keep moving. And the further he walked, the more he wanted to know who these people were. The more he wanted to know why they were hiding, and what they were hiding from.

      He pulled his kitchen knife out. Lifted it. Because he had to be ready, too. He had to be tough.

      He had to do what the grown-up would do. What Dad would do.

      He had to be strong.

      He saw the bush shuffling some more. Heard the voices. And for a moment, he wondered if it was Mum. It sounded like Mum. Maybe her and Dad were watching him. Maybe they were playing around.

      He felt excitement inside. He walked right up to that bush, heart racing, knife in the air. He smiled as he reached it, barely able to hide his excitement.

      “Got you!” he shouted.

      He pulled the bush to one side.

      There were a couple of things that hit him. A couple of things that happened all at once that he processed, but fuzzily, in a detached kind of way.

      The first was the scream.

      And then there was the fact that these two people—this woman and this… this short-haired girl. They weren’t Mum.

      But there was something else.

      Something that hit him more than anything.

      And that was the pain in his stomach.

      The sharp pain, right in the middle of his neck.

      He looked down.

      Saw the knife pressed there.

      He heard the woman screaming out, shouting out.

      And he saw the girl’s hand holding on to that knife.

      Horror in her eyes.

      Little Tommy saw all these things.

      And as he fell to the ground, he swore he heard his mum and dad shouting out to him, getting closer.

      At least he’d been strong for them.

      At least he’d tried.

      At least he’d…
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      Mike was just two hours from home when everything began to fall apart.

      It was late afternoon, later than he’d intended or expected. The sun was shining, though, which made a nice change, reminding him of the summer that had just gone. Even then, with the power out, there had still been such hope because of that sun; such optimism that maybe things could work out okay after all.

      Of course, it’d all been ill-placed. Winter had arrived early—and it didn’t seem to be going anywhere either. It was early, and it was strong, and it was, quite frankly, torturous.

      But winter had to pass, eventually.

      If it didn’t… he might as well dig his own grave and everyone else might as well join him.

      He’d made a good trade with the Hopkins group. He was carrying with him a load of fresh eggs, some meat from chickens and cows of their own. They had a real good load of stock, dairy, and this would be enough to get Mike’s group by for at least the week. It’d require another visit soon, but that was okay. The Hopkins group had a good number of supplies. And if they didn’t, there were other groups, other alliances.

      Of course, something bothered Mike about what Jim Hopkins told him. He’d said something about a band of looters going around terrorising people. He said they weren’t like the usual bandits. They weren’t looking to gain anything in particular. To quote one of his favourite movies, Jim quite simply said they wanted to watch the world burn, and not a lot else.

      Mike felt a little uneasy about them of course, especially being out here, away from Kelsie, away from camp. But at least he was on his road home now.

      He thought about Claire. What she’d said to him about buying her a drink. He looked into one of his rucksacks and saw a bottle of expensive Scottish whisky he’d traded medical supplies for with Jim Hopkins. He smiled when he saw it. He didn’t even know if Claire liked whisky or not. But at least it was something.

      Claire was interesting, to say the least. She was very committed to what she did at the camp, which didn’t leave a lot of time for chatting in all truth. But Mike liked her, and she seemed to like him.

      It wasn’t like they had something between them, say. But there was definitely unexplored chemistry there. And Mike figured that what better than to explore that chemistry a little more, especially if he was going to be living at Grey Lodge for a long time?

      He thought of Caitlin. Of what she’d think. Of what she’d say.

      Then he thought of Alison, and he stopped.

      His heart beat faster. The image of Alison flickered into his mind. Her hair. Her smile.

      It was months since he’d seen Alison, the officer who had arrested him for drink driving right at the start of the EMP disaster. He knew he should have learned to let her go by now.

      But he couldn’t deny the way she made him feel.

      He couldn’t deny that there was something beyond chemistry with Alison. Something definitely unexplored.

      But it was going to stay that way. It was going to remain unexplored. He had to accept it.

      He took a deep breath and carried on walking through the woods.

      That’s when he saw them.

      There were just two of them, up ahead. They were trying to hide behind trees, but they hadn’t done a very good job of it.

      But Mike just had to keep on going, acting as if he hadn’t seen them.

      All the while reaching for his trusty Becker BK-2 knife…

      But just before he could grab it, he heard the ground behind him crunch.

      “Stop right there.”

      Mike stopped. There was no point fighting, no point resisting, not now he was outnumbered by at least three to one.

      The two people ahead of him—a man and a woman—emerged from behind their respective trees. Both were holding blades.

      “Good,” the voice behind Mike said, as the footsteps got closer. “Now we know where you’ve been. We watched you make that trade with that nice little farm group back there. So don’t even try denying it. You’re gonna drop everything here for us. You’re gonna hand it right over.”

      Mike tightened his grip on his knife, heart pounding as the two ahead of him got closer. Did he have time?

      There was only one way to find out.

      He swung around at the guy approaching.

      Before he could hit him with the knife, he watched as the man knocked the blade free with a long-spiked piece of metal he was holding.

      He watched the knife fall to the ground.

      Mike knew then he was defenceless.

      The man who was talking—gaunt and lanky—shook his head, poking the sharp pole right at Mike. “Bad move,” he said. “Real, real bad move. But that’s okay. You’ll make up for it. We’ll make sure of that.”

      Then he jammed the sharp pole towards Mike.

      “Whoa,” Mike said.

      He dropped the rucksacks to his side.

      He lifted his hands.

      “Whoa,” he said. “Just take it. Take whatever you need.”

      The man smiled. The two people approaching were close behind now. “See. I told you. Things didn’t have to get so dramatic here.”

      They grabbed the rucksacks, all of them. Emptied some things out of them, things they didn’t think they’d need, but for the most part they looked impressed with their haul.

      Mike felt disappointed in himself for letting them just take his stuff like this. But at the end of the day, his survival was more important, because at least then he could get back to look out for Kelsie, to protect her—to warn the rest of the group if needed.

      If his stuff was gone, and he was dead… then there was nothing that could be done.

      “Oh, jackpot!” the man said, as he pulled out the bottle of Scotch. “Why don’t we all have a glass, hmm?”

      Mike felt his fists tightening. “That’s not for you.”

      The man laughed as he pulled out three plastic cups from the rucksack. “Not for us?” he said, pouring the whisky into them. “We need some Dutch courage before we kill you. Ain’t that right, team?”

      They tapped the cups against one another. And as Mike watched them gulp the drink back, he didn’t know how he was getting out of this situation, only that he had to get away. Fast.

      But then something happened.

      The man who’d been doing all the talking started coughing.

      Then the woman started coughing.

      And then the other man.

      And before he knew it, all three of them were on their hands and knees, coughing away, spewing up their guts, then spitting blood, their faces turning pale and purple, their lungs gasping for air.

      And then moments later, just moments, dead.

      Mike stood there, totally silent. He looked, stunned, at the scene.

      And he looked at those cups of alcohol, and that bottle of whisky, running off into the grass.

      He walked over to it. Lifted it up. It looked normal. He couldn’t figure out what’d happened. Had the Hopkins’ spiked it? And if they had… why?

      He went to put the bottle down when he saw something attached loosely to the label.

      A note.

      He pulled it out.

      When he unfolded it, he wasn’t sure what he was looking at. Not at first.

      Then he recognised it as Jim Hopkins’ writing.

      There wasn’t much written there. But what was written was enough to send the hairs standing on end right at the back of Mike’s neck.

      DON’T DRINK.

      GET BACK.

      THEY’RE COMING FOR YOU TOO.

      Mike looked at the bodies. Something told him it couldn’t have been these people who had laced the drink with whatever had killed them. It just didn’t add up.

      But he trusted Jim’s word.

      Someone must’ve got to the drink.

      Someone must’ve made Jim give Mike this specific bottle.

      And Jim had tried to warn him.

      GET BACK.

      THEY’RE COMING FOR YOU TOO.

      Mike grabbed the rucksacks, threw them over his shoulder. He lost a few items in the process, but it didn’t matter. What mattered was getting back. Fast.

      He ran. Ran through the woods, past the trees. He felt his ankle almost give way a few times as he traipsed through the snow. He actually tumbled a couple of times. A stitch almost stopped him after an hour’s running.

      But it didn’t matter. He just had to keep moving.

      He just had to keep on going.

      He had to get back to camp.

      He gasped when he reached the overarching tree in the middle of the woods, a landmark that signalled his proximity to home.

      He told himself he was just being paranoid, and that the note could be wrong. Or even if it was true, that didn’t mean whoever had laced the drink had got to Mike’s people yet.

      He ran past the tree, over towards the buildings, when he saw it.

      The smoke.

      Then, as he got closer, the flames.

      And then something else hit him.

      The screams.

      Grey Lodge was under attack.

      Someone was attacking the camp.

      THEY’RE COMING FOR YOU TOO.
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      “Tommy!”

      Ian raced through the woods in search of his son.

      But he couldn’t shake the growing feeling that it wasn’t going to be a happy ending.

      The early morning sun was suffocated by the trees. The frozen snow made it difficult to run, even if it had melted in some places. It was disorienting, too, the bright white of it. Every time Ian turned, he swore he saw Tommy. But it was just a trick of the light. Just a hopeful deception of his imagination.

      But he was out here somewhere.

      He was out here, and he had to find him.

      He kept on running further through the woods in the direction of the traps that he feared Tommy had gone towards. Sofia was close behind. He could hear her panicked words, and he didn’t want her to worry. He wanted to reassure her that everything was okay. That they weren’t going to lose another kid.

      But he couldn’t. Because he was terrified himself.

      Terrified to the point he wasn’t even sure he wanted to find out the truth.

      He ran further through the woods, his legs achy with running through the snow. He was dehydrated. He was hungry. His stomach ached to the point of agony.

      But all that could wait.

      His boy was out here.

      And it was the thought that he’d come out here simply to help that hurt Ian the most.

      He’d wanted to prove he was tough enough to handle this world, as much as Ian reassured his boy that he didn’t have to prove anything at all.

      But he’d wanted to.

      He’d wanted to, God bless him.

      “How much further, Ian?” Sofia shouted, her voice shaky. “How much further until… until we know?”

      Ian slowed down and stopped.

      Up ahead, he saw the traps. The ones that he’d shown Tommy.

      They were untouched. Tommy was nowhere to be seen.

      There was no sign he’d even been here at all.

      A sense of dread washed over him. Because this changed things. If he wasn’t here, it meant he’d got lost. Which meant he could be anywhere out there.

      He stumbled forward, right over to the trap.

      “What’s wrong, Ian? What—what is it?”

      Ian swallowed a lump in his throat. “He’s not here, Sofia.”

      “But what does that mean?”

      “It means he’s out there somewhere. It means he’s lost.”

      Sofia’s eyes streamed tears. She looked just like she had when they’d lost Corey. And Ian felt that pain rising all over again, even though it wasn’t confirmed, even though he didn’t know what had happened to Tommy.

      He walked over to Sofia. Held her. “We’re going to find him, okay?”

      Sofia shook her head. “I—I can’t do this. I can’t—”

      “You can do this. You have to do this. Tommy’s out there somewhere, and we’re going to find him, okay? We’re going to find our boy.”

      Sofia smiled. Just for a moment, Ian felt hope. He felt like she believed in him. Which since losing Corey, had been few and far between, even in the moments he’d more than proved his worth.

      And then he heard the gunshot.

      His body froze. His thoughts stopped.

      He looked off into the woods.

      “What…”

      And then he heard another gunshot. Somewhere right in the distance.

      He looked back at Sofia. Saw that her faith in him had gone completely. There was only fear now.

      They were still for a second.

      Then they both turned and ran.

      The closer they got to where the gunshots had come from, the more the tension grew. Ian tried not to think about what those shots might mean. He tried not to think about why they might’ve been fired.

      All he could think about was his boy.

      And all he could fear was that his boy had been caught up in those gunshots, somehow.

      He kept his head down, kept on going. He heard another gunshot, but by this point they were just background noise, they were just fodder.

      Just had to keep on pressing.

      Just had to keep on—

      He slipped.

      He fell face first into the snow. Smacked his chin on a rock. He felt dizzy right away and tasted blood.

      But he saw something when he lifted his woozy head.

      Sofia was walking on.

      She was walking on, frowning, like she was worried about something.

      Like she’d seen something.

      “Sofia,” Ian said, getting back to his feet.

      She kept on going.

      “Sofia, wait…”

      That’s when he saw it.

      He didn’t process what he was looking at. Not right away. It didn’t seem to make any kind of real sense.

      But when he stood up properly, steadied himself, it clicked.

      It clicked hard.

      There was someone lying in the snow right in front of a bush.

      Someone small.

      Someone bleeding.

      “Tommy,” Ian said.

      He heard Sofia begin to wail as she fell beside her boy. But as he rushed over to his son, he denied it. He couldn’t face it. He couldn’t accept it. Not his Tommy. Not his boy. Anyone but his sweet boy.

      “Tommy,” Ian said.

      He reached Tommy’s side, and he saw the damage right away.

      His neck was bleeding. His eyes were wide.

      He was dead already.

      But Ian fell beside him. He pressed against his chest, desperate to bring him back. He pushed his lips against Tommy’s, breathed into his lungs, tried to just spark any bit of life back into him that they could work with. And then he tried to close his neck, tried to cover the wound, all the while wailing, all the while listening to Sofia wail, unable to face up to it, unable to accept the truth.

      But no matter how hard he tried, no matter what he did, Tommy wasn’t responding.

      He fell onto his son’s body. Pressed his head against his chest, shaking it, crying, begging this not to be true.

      It had to be a nightmare. He’d had nightmares like this, and this is what it always felt like, only this was worse. This was far worse.

      He looked up into the trees, tears in his eyes, trying to wrap his head around what had happened, trying to understand.

      That’s when he saw her standing there.

      The woman.

      The woman with the short-haired girl by her side.

      Knife in the girl’s hand.

      Blood dripping from the knife.
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      Holly looked at the boy lying across the ground, blood spilling out of his neck, and every muscle in her body went weak.

      The wind blew steadily through the woods. Everything was silent, other than the racing of her heartbeat in her skull.

      She could see that little boy trying to move. She could see him trying to writhe back to his feet.

      But he didn’t struggle for long.

      He smiled. Muttered something like, “Did I do good, Dad?”

      Then he went still.

      Holly heard Alison say something. She looked at her, saw the shock in her eyes, saw the despair. The tears building up. The paleness of her face. And Holly didn’t need to see these things to understand the severity of what she’d done. She didn’t need to see the reactions of others to understand just how bad a situation this was.

      She might believe in taking people out, ruthlessly in some cases.

      But this…

      This was different.

      She saw that.

      “Holly, we—we need to help him.”

      Alison went to move. As she did, Holly grabbed her arm.

      “He’s already gone.”

      Alison yanked her arm free. “We have to at least try. We can’t just give up on him. We can’t…”

      That’s when she stopped. She’d heard it, just as Holly heard it.

      Someone was coming.

      Not the armed people they’d gone to steal from, either. They seemed to have passed by, somehow.

      There was someone else coming from the other direction.

      “Oh no,” Alison said. “Please no.”

      Holly didn’t understand, not at first.

      And then it clicked.

      A man. A woman. Both calling out a name.

      “Tommy?”

      Their parents.

      Their damned parents.

      Holly watched as the mother approached the child with despair. She watched as the father went totally pale, as his shoulders dropped, as the life disappeared from his body.

      She watched as he walked over to his son, crouched beside him, tried to do everything to help him.

      Then she watched as he collapsed onto his son’s body, in total despair.

      “We have to go out there,” Alison said.

      Holly shook her head. “We can’t.”

      “Holly, we—we can’t let them suffer this alone. They need to understand. They… they need to know.”

      Holly felt the guilt running through her. Guilt unlike anything she’d felt in a long time.

      She looked at Alison. Heard the crying. And she wanted to run from this. She wanted to turn away and run.

      But she couldn’t.

      Alison was right.

      She had to face up to this.

      She had to accept it.

      She tightened her grip on the blood-stained knife once again, just in case.

      She took a deep breath, and she nodded.

      “Let’s do this,” she said.

      Alison nodded back, but it was half-hearted. And it was gutting to Holly, in a way. Because she could tell from the way Alison looked at her that she only saw a monster now. She’d been trying to still see Holly for a long time. That had changed.

      She stood up, then. Stepped out from the bush, Alison by her side.

      It was the mum who looked first.

      She didn’t jump like was natural in this world. She didn’t even look so surprised, she was so caught up in the initial shock of grief.

      She just looked at Holly like she didn’t understand.

      Then the man looked up.

      There was something different in his eyes. Something more focused; something she hadn’t seen before.

      But it was definitely there.

      Hate.

      They were silent for a while, both sets of people. And Holly wasn’t sure where this silence was going to break.

      It was the woman who broke the silence.

      “Who—who are you?”

      Holly felt a lump building inside her stomach. She saw Alison look at her. She cleared her throat. But no words came out. She could only look at the knife. She could only look at the boy.

      Alison stepped in. “What happened. To your… to your son—”

      “You killed him, didn’t you?” the man said.

      Alison shook her head. “There was someone chasing us. Someone firing at us. We hid. And he just came out of nowhere. He just… he just came out of nowhere and before we knew it he was lying there.”

      The man stood up. He walked over to Alison. Holly found herself tightening her grip on the knife. Just in case. Just so nothing went wrong.

      Alison stepped back a little. “I’m so sorry. Truly. But—”

      “You killed him!” the man shouted. “You killed my boy!”

      “I—”

      The next few seconds all happened so fast.

      First, the man took a swing at Alison.

      She fell to the ground.

      Then the man was on top of her, wrapping his hands around her neck, tightening his grip.

      Holly’s heart raced. She knew she had to act fast. She knew she had to try something. Anything.

      So she walked over to the man.

      Then she walked over to the woman and put the knife to her neck.

      “I killed him.”

      The man stopped. He looked around. Hands still around Alison’s neck as she lay flat, struggling.

      A frown crossed his head. “What?”

      “I killed him,” Holly said. “It was an accident. It was just like Alison said. But I promise you something. If you don’t let her go, I’ll kill your wife, and then I’ll kill you.”

      The man looked at her with horror. Alison looked at her with horror, too.

      But she had this.

      This was the only choice she had, the only realistic option she could take.

      It was the only way she was going to keep Alison alive.

      The man’s anger returned as he tightened his grip on Alison’s neck. “You killed my Tommy.”

      Holly pushed the knife further into the woman’s neck. It was so close to piercing, so close to bleeding. “Don’t try me. Let her go. Now.”

      The man looked over at her. Anger. Despair. Hate.

      He kept his grip around Alison’s neck.

      And Holly knew how this was. She knew how it was going to go now.

      She prepared to do something she didn’t want to do but something she had to do.

      She prepared to pull back the knife.

      But then something happened.

      The man let go of Alison.

      He stood up. Walked over to Holly.

      She kept her ground. Kept her knife to his wife’s neck.

      “Now you keep up your end of the bargain, you little shit. You little murdering shit.”

      Holly could see two options.

      One was a dark road she didn’t want to take. But she needed a distraction. Only a distraction would get her out of here.

      “Ian, please,” the woman said.

      He stepped further towards her. Fists tightened. And Holly knew that her time was running out. She knew she had to decide now, as Alison stumbled back to her feet.

      She looked into Alison’s eyes as Ian approached.

      “Alison?” she said.

      Alison shook her head. “Holly—”

      “Run,” she said.

      Then she pushed the woman forward, pulled back the knife and stabbed her in the back.

      Not deep.

      But just enough.

      She saw the man’s eyes widen.

      Saw the look on his face of distraction, of horror.

      And it was enough.

      It was plenty enough.

      She ran around the falling woman. She ran past Ian. She ran past the body of Tommy, and over towards Alison.

      And as much as Alison looked at her with horror, as much as she looked at her with hate, Holly knew there was only one thing she could do now.

      Run.
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      Mike looked at the burning building in the distance, listened to the screams, and he felt his whole world falling apart.

      The sun beamed down, melting some of the snow that had fallen. He could see bodies lying by the open gates of the community. Inside, he caught a glance of animals that had been slaughtered. He didn’t know who’d do such a thing. He didn’t know why anyone with any long-term plan would cause such devastation.

      But there weren’t necessarily loads of people with long-term plans.

      Some people didn’t have a plan at all.

      They just wanted to watch the world collapse.

      He stumbled forward, barely able to process what he was looking at. He knew he was walking towards a potential death zone if he went in there; that chances were he wouldn’t survive it.

      But at the same time, Mike knew he didn’t really have a choice.

      There were people he cared about in there. Claire. Kelsie.

      He had to make sure they were okay.

      He stepped towards the entrance to the gates. When he walked inside, he realised this whole sorry situation was even worse than he’d first feared.

      There were a lot of dead animals. Even some of the dogs had been killed, although the bulk of them ran around wildly, primal fear on their sorry little faces.

      There was a trail of dead bodies leading up towards the main building. Mike recognised faces there, as the trail led towards the fire. He could see others in the distance—people with knives and arrows attacking people recklessly. All of these people wore balaclavas. Some of them had various body parts around their necks.

      He could smell the stench off them from here.

      He swallowed a lump in his throat when he walked past one of the children. Because that meant to him that they were going about their killing indiscriminately. It meant they didn’t care who they killed or who got in their way.

      Which meant Kelsie was in danger.

      Mike picked up his pace, distancing himself from the shock and horror of this situation. He had to keep moving. He had to focus. He couldn’t let himself fall behind.

      He was close to the doors of the main building when he heard the footsteps emerging from his right.

      He turned. Saw a man standing there, blade in hand. His eyes met Mike’s through that balaclava hole. And they held their gaze at one another, just for a moment.

      Then the man started running towards Mike, and all Mike could do was run into the burning building.

      When he got inside, the scene was even worse than he’d imagined. There was food on the floors, mixing with the blood of the fallen. Water bottles had been pierced and were seeping out everywhere. Supplies were broken, medical equipment scattered everywhere, going up in smoke.

      It seemed like this had been the work of an army. And yet he’d barely seen anyone in here. A guerrilla movement, that’s all this was. A group who had planned this exceptionally well, then hit this place where it was weakest.

      The most despicable act of all.

      But Mike couldn’t let the scene get in his way, not least when someone was behind him. He looked up the stairs. He had to get up there, get to Kelsie. He had to save her. He couldn’t let her fall.

      He made a leap for the stairs. Threw himself about halfway up.

      When he got halfway, he stopped.

      The steps in front of him were burning.

      He went to take his time, to plot his next move, when he heard footsteps on the stairs behind him.

      He looked around.

      That man was chasing after him.

      He looked back ahead. There were two routes here. One led to certain death, the other led to possible death.

      In the end it was a no-brainer.

      He held his breath, and he threw himself up the stairs.

      The fire nicked his shins, made him yelp.

      But he landed beyond it.

      When he turned back this time, he saw the flames were even higher.

      The man stood at the other side of the flames. He tried to lift his leg over it, but it was too late.

      Mike had made it, just in time.

      He couldn’t dwell on his victory, though.

      He got back to his feet and ran to the top of the stairs.

      When he looked down the corridor, Kelsie’s room right at the back on the right, he saw a sight that brought him almost to his knees right away. Miranda was dead. One day after her husband, Fred, she’d fallen.

      Mike sighed, shook his head. Another good person. Another truly good soul. Gone.

      He walked down the corridor, heart racing, unable to face up to what he might find. When he got to the end, got to Kelsie’s door, he almost hoped she wasn’t in here, so that at least then there was a chance she was still alive.

      He stepped around and saw.

      Kelsie was there.

      She was sitting on her bed, the covers pulled right up to her face.

      But she was alive.

      “Kelsie,” Mike said.

      He walked towards her, pulled the covers away, but she just kept on gripping on to them, totally in fear, in shock.

      “Kelsie,” he said. “Come on now. There’s no time to waste. We have to get out of here.”

      “But I’m scared.”

      “I know you’re scared. Everyone’s scared. But we’re going to get out of here. We have to. Now.”

      She resisted for a few seconds. Then she nodded and let Mike take the covers away.

      He picked her up, went to walk out of the room.

      Then he saw the figure standing there.

      It took him a few seconds to realise who it was.

      Then he processed it.

      “Claire.”

      She’d been beaten. Burned. She looked in a bad way.

      But she was standing.

      She was still standing.

      “Come on,” Mike said, walking to the door. “We need to…”

      But then he stopped.

      He stopped because he could see more people racing up the stairs, over towards them.

      There was no way out.

      He backed into the room. Ran over to the window. Yanked it free with all he had, to failure.

      “We’re not gonna make it,” Claire said.

      “Don’t say that,” Mike said. He lifted an ornament, then he smashed at the window, broke the glass away.

      He looked outside. It was a big drop.

      But it was do-able.

      He could make it.

      He hoped.

      He turned around, waved to Claire. “Come on!”

      But Claire didn’t move.

      She just stood there, ornament in hand.

      “Claire,” Mike said.

      “We’re not all gonna make it,” Claire said. “But you are.”

      Mike shook his head. “Don’t do this.”

      Claire smiled at him. “Keep Kelsie safe. And we’ll have that drink sometime in  another life.”

      He heard the footsteps approaching Claire.

      He wanted to go over there and help her.

      But it was already too late.

      He turned around and, Kelsie in his arms, he stepped to the edge of the window as Claire let out a cry.

      He felt tears building.

      Looked down below.

      “Hold on tight and close your eyes,” Mike said.

      “But what if we don’t make it?” Kelsie asked.

      Mike took a deep breath. “We will. We will.”

      He tightened his grip on Kelsie.

      Then he stepped out of the window and fell towards the ground.
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      Ian held Sofia in his arms and wondered how his world had fallen apart so fast.

      The afternoon was rolling on. The clouds had thickened all over the farmhouse. The farmhouse itself was silent. Without Tommy, there was no character here. It felt lost. Haunted.

      He’d managed to get back here. He’d managed to drag Sofia back here. He hadn’t even had the time to bring Tommy back here yet.

      He’d been too worried about his wife. Too concerned about making sure she survived, making sure she made it.

      Making sure she didn’t leave him too.

      He placed her down on the kitchen table. She was gasping, whimpering, but Ian wasn’t sure whether that was from the pain of being stabbed or just from the shock and horror of losing Tommy, still.

      But she was still here. Bleeding, sure. In shock, sure. But alive.

      He was determined to make sure she wasn’t going to fall, too.

      “It’s okay, love,” Ian said, holding her hand. “I’ve got you. I’ve got this.”

      He panicked, wanting to wallow in the pity of his loss but knowing any hesitation could cost Sofia her life.

      He rushed to the other side of the kitchen. Went into the top drawer and the cupboards, pulled out the medical equipment, then ran back over to Sofia.

      He stroked the hair out of her eyes. Kissed her head, which was boiling hot and sweaty. “I’m going to stitch up this wound, and you’re going to make it, okay?”

      He got to work on stitching the wound up, pouring alcohol over it. It wasn’t that bad. Mostly just superficial. Which made him wonder about the girl’s intentions after all.

      But it wasn’t easy, not with his shaking hands, not with the sense of dread and foreboding that kept on washing over him, nightmarish.

      Sofia grabbed his hand at one point. She looked deeply into his eyes. “Don’t, Ian. Just… just let me go.”

      Ian felt total sadness then, total despair. He could see where Sofia was coming from, and that’s what hurt him most.

      He squeezed her hand tighter now. “I’m not going to let you go anywhere. Not even if you want to.”

      He got back to work. He fought as hard as he could. And eventually, by a miracle, he stitched her up.

      He dabbed some of the wound with some cleaning alcohol, which clearly agonised Sofia. He stepped back once it was bandaged. He knew she’d be okay physically. She hadn’t lost much blood. The wound wasn’t that bad.

      But her mental state.

      That was the main issue.

      She’d just lost her boy.

      They’d both lost their Tommy.

      He stood by the door of their farmhouse while Sofia slept, but mostly she didn’t, she just cried instead. He looked out across the fields, towards the woods.

      And as he stood there, he knew one thing for certain, as a fire burned inside him.

      He walked across the room. Grabbed his hunting rifle from above the fire.

      Then he walked back to the doorway.

      That girl. Holly. She wasn’t going to get away with this.

      She was going to pay for what she’d taken from him.

      And nobody was going to get in his way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      It was at least fifteen minutes later that Holly finally stopped running.

      The clouds had formed overhead, thick and suffocating. It felt like the day had been going on for eternity. All around her, the trees closed her in, the sound of the branches brushing against one another in the wind.

      All of it reminding her of what had just happened.

      All of it reminding her of what she’d done.

      She turned around. Saw Alison sitting against a tree to her right. She’d gone pale. Totally pale. She didn’t look well.

      And as much as Holly wanted to reassure her that they were okay, that things were going to work out between them, and that she’d done what she’d had to do… she sensed the time for peace with Alison was well and truly over.

      “I had to—”

      “No,” Alison said. Her voice was sharp and unforgiving. “Just… just don’t, Holly. Just don’t.”

      She saw the way Alison looked at her. Saw that expression in her eyes. It was an expression she’d never forget; an expression she’d have to live with for a long time.

      Fear.

      “He would’ve—he would’ve killed you,” Holly said.

      “His wife hadn’t done a thing,” Alison said. “She was grieving her son, for God’s sakes.”

      “You hadn’t done a thing either—”

      “We killed their son, Holly!”

      Her voice echoed through the trees right then. And when Holly heard those words aloud, it cut through the denial she’d been holding up to protect her. It cut through the hardness she’d felt about pretty much everything before now.

      “We didn’t kill him,” Holly said. “I killed him.”

      “Yeah,” Alison said, standing up. She walked over to Holly, then. Stood over her. “Yeah, you’re right about that. I shouldn’t feel any guilt for what happened. I shouldn’t take any of the blame. Because you’re right. You killed him. You alone.”

      Sickness swelled inside Holly’s stomach.

      “But that’s just it. That’s the difference between you and me. I feel guilty for what happened. I feel bad that I was even close to being involved because that’s just how it is. I feel bad because I was standing by your side. And I’ve been standing by your side for far too frigging long.”

      Regret inside Holly then. She took in a deep breath, tried to calm herself, cool herself. “It’s on me. But—but it doesn’t have to always be this way—”

      “But it will be, won’t it? It will be because this is who you are.” She was practically spitting now. “You’re a monster, Holly. An evil little monster. You were a spoiled brat when your dad was around. You’ve probably been a spoiled brat your whole damned life. But I’m not standing for it. Not anym—”

      Something happened, then.

      It happened almost instinctively. It even took Holly by surprise.

      Holly launched herself at Alison, knife in hand, and knocked her to the ground.

      “Don’t you ever speak about my dad. Don’t you dare speak about my life before.”

      She saw it, then. As if she was witnessing this whole thing from outside of her body.

      Her knife on Alison’s neck.

      Alison looking up at her. Not just fear anymore. Not just disbelief anymore.

      But the same way all Holly’s victims looked up at her.

      That look of pleading in her eyes.

      She saw it, just for a second, and then she pulled her knife away and climbed off Alison.

      She walked away. Head spinning. Dizziness in her body.

      She heard Alison get up. Heard her stand to her feet. And when she looked over her shoulders, she saw her looking at her in a wholly different way.

      “You’re dangerous,” Alison said.

      “I’m sor—”

      “You’re dangerous, and you’re going to stay the hell away from me from now on. You’re going to stay the hell away from me, and you’re going to stay the hell away from everyone.”

      Holly heard Alison’s words, and she knew what they meant. This was it. This was where their paths separated. The point where they went their different ways.

      And as much horror had ensued between them, Holly still didn’t want that. She still didn’t want to say goodbye to Alison. Not now. Not after everything they’d been through.

      “I can change,” Holly said.

      Alison smiled. She shook her head. “You can’t change. Face it, Holly. Deep down, you don’t even want to change. And I… I can’t stick by someone like that anymore.”

      She turned around, looked into the woods. And then she looked back at Holly, rucksack over her shoulders.

      Holly thought about asking for some food. She thought about asking for rations.

      But she knew Alison could be tough when she wanted to be.

      She knew she wasn’t just going to hand them over.

      “I wanted to stand by you,” Alison said. “I thought… I thought maybe even one day, we could find your dad again. But I can see the truth now. Your dad wouldn’t even want to see you like this. You’re better off on your own.”

      A tingling sensation up the back of Holly’s neck.

      Tightening her grip on her knife.

      Seeing Alison for what she was and that bag of supplies for what they were, too.

      She started walking towards Alison. “You really shouldn’t have said that.”

      Alison reached for her pocket. Took out her knife. And Holly was under no illusions—Alison would use it on her if she felt it would protect her.

      But she had to switch off her sentimentality now.

      She had to switch off her long-standing denial.

      It was Alison or her getting those supplies, and she wasn’t going to let Alison walk without—

      The next thing happened so fast.

      First, a shot.

      A shot from somewhere to the right.

      And then Alison shouted out, turned around, disappeared into the woods.

      Holly froze. She didn’t understand. Not at first.

      Not until she saw him emerge from the trees.

      The man. Ian. The dad of the boy Holly had killed; husband of the woman she’d attacked.

      He lifted his hunting rifle as Alison disappeared into the trees, and he pointed it at Holly.

      “You’d better run, girl,” he said.

      Then he pulled the trigger.
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      Mike stood at the edge of the woods and looked back at the place he’d called home for the last few months.

      Clouds suffocated the winter sun. The snow was beginning to fall again. Or perhaps that was just the ash from the burning buildings. Either way, it filled him with trepidation, reminded him that he was in the thick of winter.

      He looked back at that building. Looked at the window he and Kelsie had jumped out from. He looked at the room he used to call home. Inside, he swore he saw movement. He swore he saw struggling.

      He swore he heard screaming.

      He felt hatred towards the people who’d done this to his people. The savages who had attacked in this way, seemingly for no other reason than to cause chaos.

      He wanted to go back in there. He wanted to slaughter every single one of them without mercy.

      But he felt a tightening grip on his hand and that reminded him he had bigger things on his plate; other things to worry about.

      He looked around.

      Kelsie was staring up at him with those big blue eyes of hers. There were dark circles underneath. And they worried him. They worried him because Kelsie was diabetic. Fatigue and tiredness were two strong symptoms. She was going to struggle out here, now that her medication had been destroyed in the fire, in the attack. He had to get her to somewhere she could be looked after all over again.

      But looking into her eyes, that dread filled him again.

      The memory that she was going to run out of meds eventually. The country was going to run out of meds eventually.

      And when it did…

      He took in a sharp, deep breath. He couldn’t think about that. Not now. It was just too tough to swallow.

      “Is there anyone else going to come with us?” Kelsie asked.

      Mike looked back at the burning buildings. He thought about the way Claire had so bravely sacrificed herself to save him and Kelsie. That was a sacrifice he’d never forget—but at the same time one he had to honour. Because without it, he wouldn’t still be here. Neither of them would still be here.

      He let go of his breath, as much as he wanted to tell Kelsie that the pair of them weren’t going to be going on their journey ahead alone. “I don’t think so, Kelsie. I really don’t think so.”

      Sadness spread across her face as she looked back at her home. She’d been through so much already. This was just another cruel twist of the knife. “So where do we go now?” she asked.

      Mike looked back at the woods. Again, as much as he wanted to stay here and punish this group for what they’d done—for everything good here that they’d torn apart—he knew Kelsie was his responsibility. He knew he couldn’t put her at risk by staying here. That would just be putting Claire’s great sacrifice in vain.

      “We’re going to go out there,” Mike said. “We’re going to find somewhere new to stay, you and me. And we’re going to beat this world. Together. What do you say?”

      Kelsie looked back at her home. Mike could tell there was something on her mind.

      “I know it’s not easy,” he said. “Leaving this place. It’s been good to us. But—”

      “Will I die?” Kelsie asked.

      Mike frowned. “No. No you won’t die.”

      Kelsie looked concerned. “But Claire didn’t think she was going to die. Miranda didn’t think she was going to die. So if they didn’t think they were going to die… what if we die?”

      Mike felt bad for Kelsie. A kid of her age shouldn’t be having existential debates like this. He crouched opposite her. Took her hands in his.

      “We’re not going to die, chicken. I’m not going to die, and you especially are not going to die.”

      “Promise?” Kelsie asked.

      Mike knew better than to make promises he couldn’t keep.

      But he’d be damned if he didn’t keep this one.

      “I promise,” he said.

      Kelsie smiled, then. She leaned in, hugged him. And at that moment, Mike felt himself flashing back, not to the horrors of his past in conflict like he used to, but to a nicer memory. To Holly hugging him, wrapping her arms around him, holding him.

      He let the warmth of Kelsie spread through his body when he heard something behind him.

      Footsteps.

      When he looked over his shoulder, he saw him.

      There was a man standing there.

      He had a spear in his hand and a smile on his face.

      And under his arm, he was holding something.

      Something that made Kelsie scream.

      He lifted it. Threw it over to Mike, as it landed at his feet.

      “Think you forgot something,” the man said.

      Mike looked down at the thing on the ground beneath him.

      His body went numb.

      Sickness crept up into his mouth.

      The wide eyes from Claire’s severed head pierced up at him.
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      Sofia opened her eyes, and for a moment, she forgot about the nightmare that she’d been living for these last few hours.

      It was light outside. She had no real idea if it had been a few hours or a few weeks, in all truth. She’d lost all sense of time, all sense of space.

      All she knew was that it was real. The events, as they’d unfolded… they’d actually happened, and it wasn’t just a figment of her tortured imagination.

      Tommy really was gone.

      She really had been stabbed by that girl. Not too badly, it seemed. She could sense it when the girl had taken a swing at her. She saw that reluctance, that resistance, in her eyes.

      But still.

      All of it was real.

      She felt like crying, but there were no tears left inside her. Now, there was just emptiness. Sheer emptiness right in the pit of her gut.

      An emptiness that would never be filled by anyone.

      She called out Ian’s name, but she knew right away that he wasn’t in here.

      She looked around. She was in bed now. When she went to move, she felt a pain. She looked down and saw her stab wound that Ian had cleaned up and stitched. She didn’t feel too bad moving with it. She was lucky.

      Or it was planned.

      It wasn’t intended to kill her.

      But why?

      Why?

      She sat upright. Thought about Ian. As much as he was skilled and measured, there was one area where he fell quite drastically.

      And that was his inability to forgive other people.

      Sofia got to her shaky feet and walked out of the bedroom, onto the landing. The whole house felt empty without Tommy. It felt like she was living in a bubble; a bubble of grief that hadn’t yet burst.

      She knew she had to get through it. She knew she had to press on.

      Because she knew Ian was in trouble.

      And she knew what he was like when he was grieving.

      She wasn’t talking about blindly forgiving the girl who’d murdered her son then stabbed her. It went without saying that she wanted revenge just as much as her husband did. She wanted that girl to pay for what she’d done.

      And she would.

      But she remembered what Ian was like when Corey died. He was determined to blame people. He held other people responsible. He took his anger out on people in the shops and on the streets. He even got barred from a couple of pubs in town for starting on people.

      He had so much pent up anger, and he just wanted to get it out somehow.

      That was a problem. Because Sofia knew Ian lost perspective when he was suffering.

      And that loss of perspective could tear him apart.

      She struggled down the stairs. Reached the kitchen. She called out Ian’s name a few times, just in case. She only had a feeling he wasn’t here. But sometimes feelings could be wrong. Sometimes intuition could be wrong.

      The more she searched the farmhouse, the more certain she became that her instincts had been spot on all along.

      She struggled across the kitchen floor over to the door, and she saw it.

      The little dinosaur book that Tommy loved. The one that listed all the different types of dinosaurs, the ones he knew the names off-by-heart.

      It was lying on the floor beside a few of his other favourite toys.

      And it almost got Sofia again, then. It almost caught up with her, brought her to her knees.

      And she would allow the grief to take a hold again, when the time was right.

      She would allow herself to go through the hell that she knew was no doubt inevitable.

      But right now, she needed to find Ian.

      Right now, she couldn’t risk the thought that he was out there hunting down someone who was quite clearly dangerous.

      Dangerous enough to attack her.

      Dangerous enough to kill her Tommy.

      She stepped outside. She didn’t want to leave the comfort of her home. She didn’t want to go anywhere right now.

      But Ian needed a rock right now. He needed someone to bring him back from the brink.

      They would get their revenge on that girl. They would get it, in time.

      But not now.

      Not right now.

      They’d get their revenge together, when they had the chance to plan.

      So she grabbed a hammer from the pile of tools in the garage and headed off into the woods—as much as she knew she was risking it.

      She walked through the trees. Walked towards the traps. She retraced the steps she’d made what felt like an eternity, a whole lifetime, ago.

      And as she kept on going, she wasn’t sure she was going to be able to make this.

      Then she saw something.

      There was movement up ahead.

      She felt a knot in her stomach as she walked through the trees. She tightened her grip on the hammer.

      And when she saw that movement again, she realised something.

      It was a person.

      A knot in her chest. Tension in her body. The girl. The girl who’d killed Tommy.

      It could be her.

      And if it was her… Sofia couldn’t hold back.

      She’d have to do whatever she had to do.

      She’d have to do what was right.

      She pulled the branches aside, and she saw who was lying there.

      It was the woman.

      The woman who’d been with the girl. The one who’d killed Tommy.

      She was sitting behind the trees, hiding, peering through the branches.

      She hadn’t heard Sofia approaching yet.

      Sofia heard the shuffling in the distance, then. She heard a gunshot. And she knew. She just knew.

      But then she looked back down at this woman, and something else possessed her.

      Something else took over her.

      She leaned over towards her. Got so close behind her, heard her shaking, heard her teeth chattering.

      Then she pulled back the hammer and pressed the sharp end to the side of her head.

      “Let’s get you back to the farmhouse,” Sofia said. “It’s time we had a conversation about what you’ve done.”
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      Holly sprinted through the woods as the man called Ian fired his rifle at her.

      But all the way, she couldn’t get Alison out of her head.

      She’d watched her disappear. She had to hope she hadn’t taken a bullet. A gunshot at any time was serious, but especially now, out here in the woods.

      All she had, at least, was that Ian was chasing her, which meant Alison still had a chance of making it. She still had a chance of surviving out there.

      Unless she was dead already.

      She’d heard gunshots. She knew it was a possibility. It had to be.

      She swallowed a lump in her throat, convinced herself that couldn’t be the case. She cared about Alison. Even after what’d gone down between them, she thought the world of her, and nothing was coming between them.

      She’d been wrong to react in that way to Alison. She was just trying to get Holly to see the whole picture, after all—just trying to make her see that she was too far gone.

      They could debate morals and ethics later.

      Right now, all that mattered was getting away from the man called Ian.

      Another bullet flew past Holly, missing her by inches. She wanted to turn around and check exactly where Ian was, but she knew doing so would just slow her down.

      She could hear his footsteps, hear him chasing her. And it sounded like the footsteps of a man who wasn’t giving up.

      Why would he, after all?

      She’d killed his son.

      Hurt his wife. Even though she’d not intended to stab her that hard. It was just a diversion tactic. Just a flesh wound.

      But still. She had to see it from his perspective.

      What did he have left to lose?

      She kept on going, kept on running through the trees. She was losing her sense of direction, growing disoriented as this invisible force kept on pursuing her. She was almost relying on Ian’s gunshots and footsteps to remind her where he was, therefore by extension where she was.

      She was about to race though the trees and ahead when she stopped suddenly.

      There was an icy pond right ahead of her.

      The ice didn’t look all that thick.

      She looked to her left and to her right. She’d have to try and go around it. There was no way she was going over it.

      She started to run to the left when she heard the footsteps right behind her, then heard the gunshots.

      She stopped. Froze. Ian was right behind. He was too close. She wasn’t going to be able to make it around the pond. She had to go over it.

      She looked at it. The ice looked thin and fragile. It didn’t look like it’d be enough to support her bodyweight.

      But the alternative was definitely dying at the hands of Ian. Maybe worse, after what she’d done to him.

      She put a foot on the icy pond. She’d felt coldness. But the thought of plunging to the bottom of it went beyond any coldness she’d already experienced.

      But then Ian’s footsteps were getting closer.

      Her time was running out.

      She swallowed a thick lump in her throat then walked onto the pond.

      She heard the ice creaking underfoot as she moved. The more she moved, the more she sensed her own vulnerability. She should never have allowed herself to get into this situation. She’d been foolish. She’d been complacent.

      She reached the middle of the pond, picking up her pace.

      And as she looked down, she saw that this pond went even deeper than she’d first thought. It was a proper bog. The kind of thing she wouldn’t get out of if she fell into.

      She looked up, focused her intentions ahead, when she sensed it.

      She looked around. Heart racing. Body tense.

      Ian was standing there.

      He was holding the rifle. Hate in his eyes. A possessed look across his face.

      He was pointing it right at Holly.

      Holly felt trapped, then. She felt caught between two options. And none of the options sounded good.

      “My boy,” Ian said. “You killed him. You—you stabbed my wife. Why would you do that? Why?”

      Holly opened her mouth. She wanted to speak. She wanted to buy herself some time. But she was exposed. She was out in the open. And her chances were running out.

      “Answer me,” Ian said, pointing the rifle in her direction, finger dangerously hovering over the trigger. “Why did you do it?”

      Holly looked down at the icy pond.

      She gripped her hands tight.

      Then she looked back up at Ian.

      “I’m sorry. Really.”

      And then she slammed her foot down on the ice.

      She heard it crack.

      She felt the icy ground give way.

      And then she plunged down into the water below and felt coldness like she’d never felt before.
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      Mike stared down into the glistening eyes from Claire’s severed head, and he felt vomit creeping up his oesophagus.

      He could still hear the shouts and screams from the Grey Lodge mental health facility—the place he’d called home for the last few months. But they were muffled now. They were distant. It didn’t feel like they were a part of reality.

      Because Claire’s head was lying right before him.

      He could hear Kelsie screaming beside him, too. And he knew she shouldn’t be seeing this. He knew he should be trying his damnedest to protect her from things like this.

      But there was no hiding it away now. There was no brushing it under the carpet.

      This was reality.

      “She looks pretty still, doesn’t she? Like, she’s got a cute look to her face. Why don’t you get on your knees and give her a little kiss?”

      Mike looked up at the man opposite. He was standing there, spear in hand, smile on his face like this was all just some joke.

      And it made him feel sick.

      Sick, and mad.

      “You have no idea who this woman was,” Mike said.

      “I don’t give a shit who she was, quite frankly,” the man said, stepping closer to Mike, closer to Kelsie. “It was worth doing what I did to her just for that pussy look on your face right now, that’s all I’ll say.”

      Tension grew inside Mike. He clenched his fists. He wanted to beat this guy to a pulp.

      But Kelsie…

      Kelsie, right beside him…

      “You’ve made your point,” Mike said. “You’ve had your sick, twisted fun. Let us walk.”

      The man smiled. Let out a little grunt. “Where would the fun in that be, hmm?”

      “She’s just a kid,” Mike said. “A little girl with hopes and dreams. She doesn’t need to suffer.”

      The man walked right towards them, spear raised towards Kelsie. “I dunno. She looks old enough to pick her side to me. Which means she’s old enough to pay for her damned mistakes.”

      It was at that moment that Mike realised something. This man, there was no bargaining with him. There was no making him understand. He was one of the types who just wanted to see things go to shit—and he didn’t care who got in his way.

      This world was an opportunity for him to live out his sick fantasies that he’d no doubt been repressing for many years.

      He lifted the spear. Pointed it right at Kelsie’s head.

      Kelsie stood there, snivelling, shaking, crying.

      She looked up at Mike, tears in her eyes. “You promised,” she said.

      And Mike felt pure unfiltered guilt, then. Because Kelsie was right. He’d promised she’d survive. He’d promised she’d be safe.

      But what was he supposed to do?

      One move and this man would pierce open her neck.

      He gritted his teeth, heart racing, knowing he had to try something.

      He went to lift his hands.

      The man pushed the spear forward.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.”

      The man stopped right away. Fear covered his face. He lowered his spear, turned around.

      In the distance, there was somebody else approaching.

      This man didn’t look as rough as the guy who’d pointed the spear at Mike and Kelsie. He wasn’t wearing a balaclava like the majority of his people. His face was scarred, and his dark hair was wispy and grey in patches. He had a look to his face; a smugness that Mike just wanted to wipe from it.

      There was something about him. An air of calm.

      But it was an air of calm that unnerved Mike more than the frantic ferocity of his companions.

      “What’s going on here?” he asked.

      The man with the spear looked panicked, concerned. “These—these two, Theo. They were threatening to kill me—”

      “Really? This man? This little girl? They were threatening to kill you?”

      “They—they aren’t to be trusted, mate. Seriously.”

      Theo walked over towards Mike. He looked into his eyes, squinting, like he was trying to read his soul.

      Then he looked at Kelsie. Lifted her tear-soaked chin, looked into her eyes in a way that made Mike want to batter him.

      Then he laughed a little. Turned around. “You see, I find that hard to believe.”

      “Theo—”

      “You know our rule. You know what we discussed. If someone escapes… we give them the opportunity to escape. Especially if they’re a child. It looks to be like you breached that rule. And we can’t have people breaching anything, can we?”

      The man went to stagger away. “Th—”

      But it was too late.

      Theo lifted a gun and shot the man to the ground.

      He walked over to him as he bled out. Closed his eyes as he struggled, held them shut until the life finally seeped from his body.

      Then he looked up at Mike, half-smile of regret on his face.

      “I am sorry for my old friend’s manners,” he said. “But at the end of the day, it’s an unpredictable world, isn’t it? Sometimes you’ve got to find unique ways of bringing order to it. Of bringing respect. That’s why we did what we did, after all.”

      He stood up, then. Put his gun away. Smiled much more fully as if he hadn’t just shot somebody.

      “Why are you doing this?” Mike asked.

      Theo frowned. “Why? I could ask your people the same thing.”

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

      “The raid on my camp. Stealing from my people. Killing my… my family. Or, wait. You’re the good guys, right? So it’s okay when you do it, isn’t it?”

      “I—I don’t—”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t have any knowledge of this. Your people put my people through hell. First, there was just a disagreement over supplies. Then it got nasty, and eventually… well, your people showed their true nature when they got the advantage, shall we say. But don’t worry. I made sure they paid for what they did, each and every one of them. The guy with the foot in the bear trap? Fred, right? Let’s just say he got off very lightly. That was his reward for leading us to you. There’s got to be incentive in life, right?”

      It clicked, then. Mike understood. The group. The group of people who’d gone out there. He knew Jimmy was a dodgy bastard. An evil streak, sometimes. But this… slaughtering another group, putting them through the kind of hell Theo was talking about… that went beyond anything Mike thought he or the others were capable of.

      “I can only apol—”

      “But in spite of all that,” Theo said, ignoring Mike completely. “In spite of everything, I’m still a reasonable guy. So I’m going to give you a chance. But on one condition.”

      He looked at Kelsie, and Mike knew right away what he was implying.

      He pushed Kelsie behind him. “Kelsie, get back. No chance. No frigging chance.”

      “You hand the girl over to me; I let you walk. If you don’t… well, let’s just say your final hours—maybe even days—will be miserable, painful ones.”

      Mike’s heart raced. He watched as Theo reached for his pistol, as he raised it and pointed it in Mike’s direction.

      “Mike?” Kelsie said, concern in her voice.

      “Hand the girl over,” Theo said. “Hand her over, or you both die.”

      He felt Kelsie move behind him. Felt her tug his arm. But he couldn’t risk looking around. He couldn’t risk even moving right now.

      But if he didn’t…

      “Don’t make me count down,” Theo said. “None of us would want that, would we?”

      Mike looked down at the ground. He looked into Claire’s eyes, which had glassed over.

      He thought about that drink they were going to have together; about the way he felt about her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Theo frowned. “What—”

      Mike booted Claire’s head right in Theo’s direction.

      And when he’d done that, he grabbed Kelsie’s hand and he ran.

      He heard shouting. He heard gunshots.

      But all this time, he just kept on running towards the comfort of the trees, trying to get over what he’d just had to do.

      He heard Kelsie crying, heard her saying things, but he was just too focused on getting away to hear what she was saying.

      When he’d been running for quite some time, he finally stopped.

      It was then, in their silence and security, that he saw what Kelsie had been crying about.

      “I’m hurt, Mike,” she said, fear in her voice. “I’m hurt.”

      The back of her right arm.

      It was bleeding.

      She’d been shot.
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      Ian watched Holly disappear under the icy water, and he wasn’t sure how to feel.

      The afternoon was rolling on. Evening was approaching. Night was going to be the worst, because it always was, lying there, alone with his thoughts.

      But at least this would give him a sense of ease.

      At least this would give him some comfort, as small a comfort as it might be.

      He watched the air bubbles reach the surface of the water. And as he stood there, heart racing, he wanted to go over there. He wanted to charge over there and hold this girl down. Because that’s what she deserved for what she’d done to his Tommy.

      But instead, he found himself rooted to the spot, just watching, just allowing it to happen.

      Watching her hope drift away.

      He wasn’t sure how long he stood there in the silence of the woods, watching more of those air bubbles reach the surface. But it was long enough to be certain. She couldn’t have survived this. Instinct would’ve brought her up to the top of the water. She must’ve passed out with the cold, or something like that. He didn’t know for certain. Only that he hadn’t seen her emerge from this icy pit, and that could only be good news.

      But there was something else, too. A rival tug pulling at him, making him want to go over there, making him want to drag her out, making him want to prolong it.

      Because it wasn’t fair. He was going to have to suffer for what had happened to his son, just like he’d suffered for what had happened to Corey.

      He would have to live with it.

      So this wasn’t over.

      He walked over to the side of the icy pool, looked inside its crystal-clear waters.

      When he saw Holly wasn’t there, he frowned.

      He moved closer towards it. Scanned it, up and down, checked out its full length.

      And when he didn’t see her anywhere, he began to worry.

      She was gone. She wasn’t here. But that wasn’t right. It didn’t make any sense. How could she have got away? How could she have escaped something like this?

      He gritted his teeth, moved closer to the pool of water. It was so cold he could feel it even when he was right above it.

      He wanted to know for certain. He wanted to see.

      So he took in a deep breath then dunked his head under.

      The iciness of the water was biting. It gave him a crippling headache right away. Every instinct told him to lift his head, to get out of here, but he resisted it, thinking of his son and how this was the smallest thing he could do for him.

      He opened his eyes.

      At first, he thought he saw Holly under the water.

      But then he realised it was something else.

      There was a pipe.

      Some kind of small drainage pipe right at the other end of the pool.

      And then it dawned on him.

      Could she have got through there? Was she small enough to have got through it?

      He looked up, over in the general direction of where the pipe led.

      And then he ran over to it.

      When he reached it, his worst fears were realised.

      There was an opening at the edge of the pond. A pipe opening.

      The cover over it had been pushed aside.

      Ian punched the ground repeatedly. She’d slipped away, the little shit. But she can’t have got far. She’d have hypothermia. She’d be struggling.

      He’d find her.

      And this time, he’d make damn sure she didn’t get away.

      He rushed ahead, trying to think where she might’ve gone, rifle in hand. He fired a few shots off into the distance, hoping to alarm her and bring her out of hiding.

      “I’m coming for you!” he shouted, again hoping it would rattle her enough to draw her out.

      But there was no sign of her.

      No sign at all.

      He fell back to the ground, gun in hand. Listened to the singing of the birds above. He’d been foolish for going after her when Sofia was back home recovering. He didn’t know what kind of a state he was in. He’d rushed out here and allowed his lust for vengeance to blind him.

      He covered his face, let out a cry, the anguish of losing his son still hitting him in suffocating waves.

      Then he took a deep breath, wiping the cold water from his face.

      He had to go back home.

      He had to go back to Sofia.

      She needed him right now.

      They needed each other.

      He went to stand when he heard something up ahead.

      Movement.

      And then he saw it.

      There was somebody in the distance.

      He felt that urge building inside once again. The urge telling him that Holly was so close. And if he could just get to her, he could get what he wanted. This would be over, once and for all.

      He crept towards her, slowly. He lifted his rifle. Tickled the trigger.

      But he wanted to be closer.

      He wanted to look into her eyes when he pulled the trigger.

      He wanted to see her fear.

      He moved closer towards her as she crouched there, struggling, shaking, trying to hide.

      And against his deepest instincts, he felt a smile stretch across his face.

      Because this was going to help him heal.

      This was going to help him feel better.

      He stepped around the side of the tree and went to pull the trigger.

      But when he saw what it was, he stopped.

      When he saw who it was—or rather, who it wasn’t—he stopped.

      The girl looked up at him.

      “Hello,” she said. “Don’t be alarmed. Especially not by the dog. There’s something I have to show you. Something very important. But first off… I have to apologise in advance.”

      Ian frowned. For a moment, he thought he was losing his mind. “What…”

      He didn’t think anything else.

      He felt the dart in his neck.

      The next thing he knew, he was lying back on the ground, that large Siberian Husky by his side…
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      Holly wasn’t sure how long she’d been running, only that she could still barely feel her legs.

      She was cold. Colder than she’d ever felt. Shivering all over, shaking everywhere. Her head ached. Her neck ached. Her spine and her legs ached, and everything ached.

      But she was still here.

      Just.

      But still here all the same.

      She looked over her shoulder. She couldn’t see Ian after her. But she could tell from the kind of guy he was that he wasn’t going to just give up. He’d want to see her dead. He’d want to find her body. He’d want to know her fate for certain.

      But it’d been a long while since she’d heard any trace of him now.

      So she could only keep on going and keep on hoping.

      She looked back again. She kept thinking she could see him chasing after her. She thought she hear things, too. Voices. Voices telling her she was evil, that she was the Devil, that she should give up and end it all.

      But she shrugged it off. She shook her head. She couldn’t believe those malicious lies of her own imagination.

      She could only keep on moving.

      She thought back to the horror of when she’d plunged underwater. The instant shock of the ice, taking the breath from her lungs almost immediately.

      She’d wanted to go back up to the surface. Instinct had kicked in, and she’d started climbing her way upwards.

      And then she’d seen the pipe.

      She didn’t know where it led. But she knew that if she rose, Ian would pick her off right away, so death was the only potential outcome if she lifted herself back in the direction of the way she’d plunged in.

      But that pipe.

      It was her last chance.

      It was her only hope.

      Even though her muscles had seized up, she forced herself to paddle over to it, to drag herself inside its dark, claustrophobic confines.

      She was running out of air. Losing breath.

      But she kept on going.

      Even though the pipe felt like it was constricting her and getting tighter, she kept on going.

      When she reached the end of it, her stomach sank.

      It was a dead end.

      There was no way out.

      She lost more of her breath. She looked back, thought about turning around, every survival instinct just screaming at her to get out of this mess.

      But then she pushed upwards. Something inside her forced her to do it. Something forced her to battle.

      She’d got hold of the side of the opening. Managed to push it aside. Then she’d emerged and gasped for air, dragging herself out of it.

      She didn’t stop to look over her shoulder. She didn’t stop to look back.

      She just got to her feet, barely able to walk, and forced herself to run.

      And now she was still running, still going. She heard gunshots, heard shouts, but she couldn’t figure out how far away they were, couldn’t judge their distance.

      She thought about turning back and taking him out because she knew damn well he wasn’t going to stop for anything.

      Or hiding, waiting, then taking him down.

      But she knew it was too much of a risk.

      And Alison was still out there, somewhere.

      She tried to gather her bearings, looping around. Because as much as Alison told her she didn’t want anything to do with her anymore—as much as Alison was afraid of her now—Holly still cared about her.

      She felt bad for what she’d done. But at the end of the day, it was survival.

      And the hardest thing to admit?

      She’d do it again in a heartbeat if she had to.

      She ran back to where she knew Alison had fallen, gaining her bearings now. She waited in the bushes for a while, hid behind trees, just making sure that Ian wasn’t waiting to ambush her.

      When she was certain, she stood up and made her move.

      But when she made that move… she didn’t find what she expected.

      Alison was gone.

      She was nowhere to be seen.

      Just a trail of blood leading in no direction in particular, then nothing.

      She stood there. Heart pounding. She didn’t know what this meant, but she could come to one conclusion.

      Ian had taken her away already.

      She saw two paths opening up. On the one hand, trying to save Alison, trying to find her.

      And on the other… keeping on going. Keeping on doing what she’d always done. Alone.

      The thought of leaving Alison tore her apart. But she was struggling. She needed shelter of her own. She was in big trouble if she didn’t find some warmth.

      And right now, Ian would be on alert. He’d be on guard. He’d be waiting.

      Holly walked to the edge of the woods and looked down at Ian’s farm.

      She felt guilt building inside. There were so many things she wanted to say to Ian and Sofia. So many things she wanted to set straight with them if only they’d hear her.

      There were so many things she wanted to say to Alison, too.

      But this wasn’t the time. She was strong… but she didn’t know what kind of situation Alison was in. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to know what kind of situation Alison was in.

      She just hoped she was okay.

      She felt a tear roll down her cheek.

      She took a deep breath. Turned around.

      And then she headed off into the woods.

      Alone at last.
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      Mike held Kelsie in his arms as she continued to bleed out, and he tried to keep the pressure on her arm at all times.

      But it wasn’t looking good.

      She was bleeding. Badly. She must’ve taken a passing bullet when that lunatic Theo had fired at them. He’d been so focused and absorbed on getting away that he’d barely even noticed it was happening.

      But he had to do something to help Kelsie. He couldn’t just let her bleed out, let her die.

      Time was running out. Fast.

      Mike slowed down, rested Kelsie on the ground. He looked at the wound and cringed right away. It reminded him of when he’d stepped in that fox trap near to the start of this new world. The agonising pain. The feeling like he wasn’t going to be able to do anything to help himself.

      And he wasn’t. He couldn’t.

      He’d have died outside if it wasn’t for Claire and her group.

      And now they were gone.

      Mike examined the wound, noting the larger pieces of the bullet weren’t present. He tore off some of the material from his shirt, knowing full well it was lunacy considering how cold it was, after cleaning the wound with some melted snow, something Kelsie found particularly tough.

      “It hurts so bad,” Kelsie said.

      “I know. I know. But you’re going to be okay. I’m going to get you somewhere safe.”

      “But—but what if you don’t?” Kelsie asked.

      Hearing her ask these words was enough to tear Mike apart. A little girl Kelsie’s age shouldn’t have these kinds of questions on her mind. She should be thinking about friends and Christmas and school and everything but this.

      “I am,” Mike said, certainty to his voice. “I’m going to get you to safety. I promise.”

      He felt bad for making that promise as he wrapped the shirt around her, as he tightened it, trying to ease the flow of the blood.

      But the blood just seeped through.

      The wound was even worse than Mike had first thought.

      He took off his whole shirt, wrapped it all around her like a bandage. His hands were shaking. His body felt icy cold.

      But he’d do anything to look out for this girl.

      She looked up into his eyes. Her face was turning pale.

      “Please keep me safe, Mike. Please.”

      Mike leaned towards her, kissed her on the head. He thought about how he’d killed her dad, showing no mercy. And he’d done it with reason, sure.

      But maybe there could’ve been another way, after all.

      And maybe if he hadn’t… Kelsie would be somewhere else entirely right now.

      Somewhere safer than this.

      But at least she was with the guy who was going to do his utmost to keep her alive.

      He went to lift her, knowing full well he had to find some kind of safe place, somewhere secure, fast. Somewhere that could help Kelsie. One of the other communities.

      But then the nearest one was the Hopkins farm, and that was miles away.

      It was too far away. Way too far to travel.

      Especially when he didn’t actually know what’d gone down there. They’d had a run in with Theo and his people, after all. Who was to say Theo didn’t have a nasty surprise waiting there for them?

      He wasn’t sure Kelsie was going to make it that far.

      But the least he could do was try.

      He started to get to his feet and move again when he heard it.

      Footsteps.

      Footsteps in the distance.

      And then more gunfire.

      “Theo,” Mike said.

      He picked Kelsie up. Ran off into the trees. He didn’t know where he was going. He’d lost all sense of direction. He just knew that Theo wanted Kelsie. He wanted her for whatever reason; the only reason he could legitimately conclude was that he simply wanted her because he knew taking her away would be punishment for Mike.

      He kept on going, and then he saw them.

      Up ahead. Someone coming his way.

      He stumbled behind a tree. Crouched. Held Kelsie close. He could hear her heart racing against her chest, feel it reverberating into his body, and he held her closer and tighter and thought of little Holly when she was scared of the dark as a child and he just wanted to be there for her again, he just wanted her to be okay again.

      He held her tight, and then he looked around the tree.

      There were two people there.

      Neither of them was Theo. But they were searching the woods for them.

      Mike lowered Kelsie down. He reached for his knife. Pulled it out. Because there was no room for messing around. He had to send out a message. He couldn’t keep on fleeing. Not anymore.

      He crept up behind the first of the men, and he rammed the knife into his back.

      Then he went for the next one.

      Pushed the knife right through their chin, into their mouth, silencing them right away.

      He fell to the floor.

      Mike went to run for Kelsie.

      But then he saw something.

      Someone was picking Kelsie up.

      They were dragging her away.

      She was screaming.

      Mike went to throw himself at the man. He had to. He had to get Kelsie back. He had to try, one way or another.

      But then there were more people emerging. He didn’t have time.

      He landed at the guy’s heels and missed him, just an inch or so away from him, from stopping him running away.

      He looked up. Saw him running away, Kelsie in his arms.

      “Kelsie!” he called.

      He went to stand.

      But then something happened.

      Gunfire.

      Bullets flew into the guy taking Kelsie away.

      They flew into the guys approaching him.

      One by one, they took everyone down.

      Everyone but Kelsie.

      Everyone but him.

      He crouched there. Looked around, disoriented, not really understanding, not knowing who this could possibly be.

      Then he saw someone emerging from the trees.

      Three people.

      When he saw the outfit of the foreign military, he tightened his grip on his knife, prepared to fight for Kelsie with all he had.

      But then the guys lifted their guns.

      The guy at the front—bearded—held up his hands.

      “Whoa there,” he said, foreign accent thick. “We don’t want to fight. This girl here, she looks like she could use some help.”

      Mike stood up. Lifted his knife. “Stay away from her!”

      The man sighed, looked at his friends. “It looks like we’ve got a lot of catching up to do, friend. I’m Yuri. And I’ve got a lot to share with you. About the EMP. About my country. And about the world.”
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      When Alison opened her eyes, she wasn’t sure whether everything that’d just happened was reality or a dream.

      When she felt the pain crippling the right side of her head, where the woman had whacked her as soon as she’d got her back here, she knew she couldn’t have just imagined it after all.

      She was in a kitchen somewhere, lying on a table. It was dark outside, and it was mostly dark in here but for a candle flickering somewhere to her left. She remembered how things had gone down in the woods. The argument with Holly. The way Holly had looked ready to kill her.

      Hiding in the woods.

      Then, out of nowhere, a woman confronting her, forcing her back to the farmhouse where she was from.

      After that, everything got a little blurry, a little muddled. She remembered stepping in here. She remembered the sudden thud to the back of her skull as she fell to the floor. She’d drifted in and out of consciousness a few times as she’d tried to apply pressure to the wound.

      But at one point when she’d woken up, she’d seen a woman above her.

      She remembered the feeling of recognition she’d felt about that woman, but she was so disoriented that she couldn’t initially figure out who this woman even was.

      But now she was lying on this table… she thought she knew exactly who it was.

      Sofia.

      The mother of the boy Holly had killed.

      Alison went to lift her right hand.

      But it was stuck.

      Dread crept up inside. She looked around, saw that it was taped down thickly.

      She went to move the other arm.

      That was stuck too.

      Then she tried her legs.

      Both stuck.

      The dread intensified inside her, then. Because she knew what this was now. Sofia had brought her back here to punish her.

      For what reason?

      Alison could only see one.

      To make her pay for what she thought she’d done to her son.

      She was about to tug some more at the tape around her wrists when she heard footsteps behind her.

      A door creaked shut. The footsteps shuffled into the room, kept on coming until they stopped right behind Alison’s head, just out of sight.

      “Whatever you think I did,” Alison said, voice a little shaky. “I wasn’t involved in that. It… it wasn’t something I wanted. It was something I tried to st—”

      A smack. A smack right across her face. She felt her cheek stinging as long nails scratched against her skin.

      She felt the venom in that slap. The pain in that slap.

      And she knew that whether she’d endorsed what Holly did or not… she just had to take it.

      “He was so good, you know?”

      Sofia’s voice was weak. It was haunting. It sounded like the voice of someone who had lost everything.

      And the voices of those who didn’t have anything left to lose were always the scariest of all.

      Because there was nothing stopping them doing something that perhaps they wouldn’t have done if they had something still left to love.

      Alison tried to tilt her head back, tried to look Sofia in her eyes. “The girl I was with. Holly. She—”

      “Killed my son.”

      “I know what she did. And I won’t try to defend her. She’s… she’s too far gone. And she’s been too far gone for quite some time. I was just too worried about keeping her safe that I didn’t see how far gone she was. Not until she killed your son.”

      Sofia appeared, then. Her face flickered in the candlelight. She smiled at Alison, though there was no happiness in it, no joy. “It’s good to know my son’s death made you reassess your relationship with someone. Really, I’m glad it served a purpose for you.”

      Alison shook her head. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      Sofia shrugged. “Mean it like that or not, you have a choice.”

      She walked over to Alison. And it was only when she got close that Alison saw she had a screwdriver.

      She rested it on Alison’s head wound, which made Alison wince and try to shift back out of instinct.

      “My husband’s out there somewhere. He hasn’t come home. Which worries me. I… We’ve suffered grief before. And he’s easily blinded by it. But still. The fact he hasn’t come home makes me suspect something might’ve happened to him. Something bad. Something to do with that monster you were with.”

      Hearing Holly described as a “monster” still brought a bitter taste to Alison’s mouth. She cared about that girl. She wanted the best for her.

      But she wasn’t lying when she said she thought Holly was too far gone, either.

      “You’re going to get yourself some rest,” Sofia said. “You’re going to get yourself back to full strength. Or even half strength. I don’t care. And then tomorrow, we’re going to get up, and we’re going to do something.”

      Alison gulped. She wasn’t sure she liked the sound of what was coming.

      Sofia pressed the screwdriver harder on the side of Alison’s head.

      “You’re going to help me find my husband. Then you’re going to help us both find that girl. And when you find her… we’re going to balance the books. We’re going to find justice. Together.”

      Alison didn’t want to agree. She didn’t want to nod. She didn’t want to hurt Holly or put her in any danger.

      But in the end, as the screwdriver pushed down harder against her head, she found herself nodding.

      “Okay?” Sofia asked.

      Alison nodded again.

      “Okay?”

      “Yes. Yes. Okay.”

      “Okay what?”

      Alison’s heart raced. Her throat tightened. She felt everything changing, all around her.

      “I’m going to help you find your husband,” she said. “We—we’re going to find Holly. Together.”

      “And then?”

      Alison closed her eyes. Took a deep breath. Tried not to think of Mike.

      “We’re going to make her pay for what she did to your boy,” Alison said.
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      Holly walked off into the wilderness and couldn’t stop thinking about Alison.

      It was night. The darkness was thick and intense. Of course, she shouldn’t feel this way about the dark. She was used to it, after all. She’d seen enough of it over the last few months.

      But this was the first time in a long time that she’d been truly alone.

      The air was biting cold too. She wasn’t sure whether it was the loneliness too, but it felt colder than ever. It didn’t help that the water she’d plummeted into left her barely able to move for a while. She didn’t know whether she had hypothermia or whatever, just that she couldn’t get warm, and her head spun.

      But she had to keep moving. That was the only way she could create any kind of heat at all.

      She’d stepped out of the woods some time back, drifted into a small town, which seemed uninhabited. And she was grateful for that, in a way. She wasn’t ready for other people. She wasn’t ready to run into anybody else. Not right now.

      Not after what happened with little Tommy.

      That guilt pricked up inside her again. But it wasn’t just guilt over Tommy. It was the guilt over the other people she’d killed, too. Not so much the ones she’d taken out with reason. After all, everyone had to find their own ways of surviving.

      But it was the other people she thought of. The people like Tommy. The people like that group at the church, the one David had coerced her into killing.

      She remembered denying at the time that she’d wanted to kill them; that she’d wanted to take out her frustrations on somebody.

      But she saw now that was definitely a part of it.

      That outlet for frustration, it was something she needed to face up to and accept.

      Only through accepting it could she change.

      As she walked lonely through these streets for quite some time, she felt as if a mirror was raised opposite her. A mirror that teased a turn in the road; two choices.

      She could change. She could start facing up to the fact that one way or another, she was going to have to accept other people, because if she didn’t, she’d be doomed to be alone forever—and that was no way of surviving in this world.

      Or she could stay the same. She could keep on taking her chances. She could keep on getting stronger, but lonelier.

      She could see two paths, but her mind kept on coming back to the people she’d had around her.

      She thought of her friends. Benny. Richard. The bond she’d had with both of them.

      Then she thought of Kumal. Gina. And wherever they were, she hoped they were alive out there somewhere. She hoped they were okay.

      And that’s what made her realise just how much she’d changed; just how different she was.

      She used to be all about the wider group. She used to be all about other people.

      But this world had broken her old self. And there was no fixing it.

      She stopped after a while out the front of a shop. She cuddled up inside what little clothing she was wearing, shivering away, teeth chattering. It felt like tonight might finally be the night it ended; tonight might finally be the night the life slipped from her body, stolen by the cold.

      And what a way to go out.

      What a time to go.

      She tried to sleep, but with little success. She must’ve got some sleep, though, because one moment it was pitch black, the next, it was light.

      Her throat was dry. Her lips felt almost frozen. She was shivering even more violently now, and it felt like a cold was taking its grip as snot dribbled down her face, the taste of it salty on her lips.

      But she had to get up.

      She had to find safety.

      She had to find other people, and she had to reinvent herself, if that’s what it took.

      She thought about going back to Alison, but it felt like that door had been closed. Alison had seen the monster inside her. She’d seen the old her.

      As much as she’d miss her, she knew there was no going back.

      So she looked at the road ahead. Looked at the fresh snowfall. Looked at the winter sun.

      There was a whole world out there. A world she didn’t have to be like her old self in. A world she could be new in.

      She took a deep breath, trying to shift aside just how grim and ill she felt.

      And then she started walking.

      It wasn’t long before she saw someone.

      There was a little girl in the distance.

      She was facing something, standing right outside a house. The closer she got, the more she realised what the thing she was looking at actually was.

      It was a dog.

      There was something else about this girl, too.

      She was holding a gun.

      Holly didn’t really speak before she said the word.

      “Hey.”

      The girl spun around. Dread on her face. Fear on her face.

      She was skinny, gaunt, much like everyone in this world. She had a cut across the left side of her face, or a scar. She barely looked into her teens, Holly would guess. But this world made it hard to tell.

      She turned the rifle and pointed it at Holly.

      Holly lifted her hands. “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you. I just… What’re you doing out here on your own?”

      The little girl kept the rifle raised. “’Cause we have to be on our own. ’Cause people are bad. They do bad things.”

      Holly felt a strange familiarity upon hearing the girl’s words. They echoed what she felt, deep down. But she noticed how they made her feel, too. And the kind of regret they sparked inside.

      She couldn’t just accept that people were growing into a world like this with that kind of view.

      “I used to think like that,” Holly said. “And part of me still believes it. But… but it’s not true. Really. There’s goodness in this world. You just have to be brave enough to see it.”

      She saw the look of curiosity on the girl’s face. She realised she’d been thinking aloud rather than speaking to the girl directly.

      “What do you mean?” the girl asked.

      Holly cleared her throat, took a few steps towards her.

      “What’s your name, love?” she asked.

      The girl didn’t say anything. She just kept the rifle—which looked a lot like the ones those foreign soldiers carried—raised.

      “Mine’s Holly,” she said. “I might try and guess your name. Is it Emma?”

      “Yes.”

      Holly frowned, surprise on her face. “Wait, really?”

      Emma nodded. “Yeah. How did you know?”

      Holly raised her eyebrows, baffled herself that she’d managed to guess Emma’s name in one. She was getting good at this. “Wow. My mind reading skills really are growing.”

      “You don’t mind read. Nobody mindreads. That’s what people tell others when they’re trying to treat them like babies.”

      Holly smiled. She walked up to Emma. Emma’s rifle was still raised, but she didn’t feel the same level of threat, not anymore.

      “Emma, I’m looking for a friend. Someone to join me on the road. Someone I can find somewhere safe with. Would you like to be my friend?”

      Emma paused. She hesitated. She kept that rifle raised.

      Then, just when Holly was about to say something else, she lowered it and nodded.

      Holly smiled. “Good,” she said. “Then we’d better get going, hadn’t we?”

      They walked together as the sun reflected brightly against the white snow.

      They didn’t see the thick clouds emerging ahead…
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      If there’s one thing Mike wasn’t expecting today, it was to be speaking to a small group of foreign soldiers who didn’t seem to want to slaughter him.

      Made a pleasant change.

      It was getting late. He was sitting around a fire with these soldiers. The leader was called Yuri, and he spoke damned good English. The others—Sergei and Andrei—didn’t speak the language great, but they seemed reasonable and amicable enough.

      And of course, Mike had his struggles trusting them. He’d seen what they’d nearly done to his daughter once, after all. Captured her. Possibly killed her if the pair of them hadn’t acted as quickly as they had.

      But these people. The second they’d got back to their camp—which wasn’t much more than a couple of tents and a fire around which they were sat—they’d stitched Kelsie up, cleaned her wound with some supplies of their own. They couldn’t promise she was going to be okay. But with rest, they figured her odds looked good, mostly because the bullet hadn’t penetrated deep at all.

      For helping Kelsie alone, Mike had to trust them a little.

      Kelsie was in one of the tents sleeping right now. And as he sat there beside this crackling fire, the stars beaming down, Mike could only think about what Yuri had said when he’d first encountered him about the “catching up” they needed to do. What was he talking about? Because he was a foreign soldier, at the end of the day. It sounded like he was hanging out an olive branch.

      But why?

      “You should drink that, really. It’s the most expensive damned booze you’re going to get, maybe ever again.”

      Mike’s stomach turned when he looked down at the cup of vodka in his hand. He’d almost coughed up his guts when he’d taken that first sip. It was fiery, burning.

      “I think I’d rather stay sober, for now.”

      Yuri chuckled, translated what Mike had said to his friends, which seemed to tickle them, too. “They say you’re a typical Englishman. Think you’re a big drinker. Then you taste the Motherland, and you realise you’re nothing at all.”

      Mike had to laugh. He agreed, in all truth. The people of this nation liked to make out as if they were so strong. Yet you only had to look at how the vast majority had reacted to the EMP to realise just how lacking they actually were.

      “You might want to drink up,” Yuri said. “It might soften the blow of what we’re about to tell you.”

      Mike looked at Yuri. He looked at his thick Viking-esque beard, and the jet-black circles around his tired, bloodshot eyes. Then he looked down at the vodka. “Try me,” he said.

      Yuri sighed. He took a deep breath, scratched the side of his head. “So we were deployed here with the intention of occupying territory. Our country, they activated a few EMPs around the world directed at Britain and its allies. And for a while, we had the upper hand.”

      “But?”

      “But then something happened. We can only put it down to… well, either an accident or retaliation. Whatever the case, we’ve been cut off from our homeland. We haven’t been in contact for a long time. We thought it was just us at first, but then we heard from other camps. Camps like our own. The same thing—no contact. One of them, they claimed another helicopter landed. Said they’d lost comms too, but the last thing they heard back home was that the skies were raining planes. That people were dying in the streets. It might be true. It might not. But we’ve no reason not to believe.”

      Mike frowned. “What're you trying to tell me?”

      Yuri cleared his throat. “I’m trying to tell you that as far as we know, it isn’t just the western nations that are in the black right now. It’s us too. It’s the entire world.”

      Mike felt the news hit him hard. All along, he’d had that feeling that there had to be something out there. A place where things were normal; an end-goal, so to speak.

      But hearing that the world had suffered because of the EMPs… that changed things.

      It made him feel so lonely. So disconnected.

      And yet at the same time, in a weird kind of way, he felt more connected to humanity in general.

      “So what you’re saying is, you got stranded so you decided to stop slaughtering our people?”

      Yuri puffed out his lips. “Slaughtering? That wasn’t our order. That wasn’t our goal. Occupying territory was our goal. Spreading influence was our—”

      “I saw a pregnant woman hanging from a tree. I don’t care whether it was your goal or not. It’s the reality of what your people were doing in this country.”

      “And your people were doing things just as bad if we’re going to generalise in such a way. The truth is, all of us have done bad things. All of us have done crazy things. Sure, my country’s intentions might not have seemed pure to you, but our orders were just to occupy territory so we could restore order. Nothing beyond that. How do you know there weren’t troops of your own in our country? Just think about that for a moment.”

      “Really?” Mike asked.

      Yuri looked the image of seriousness. “Really.”

      Mike tried to process the news he’d learned. By the sounds of things, the whole world was in the same position. The foreign soldiers weren’t sent here to invade—they were sent here to restore order, but some of them had naturally strayed from the clear cut path, just like Mike had seen his own troops do, just as he heard about all the time back when he was in the army.

      “What’s the end-goal then? You just wander around the woods killing people you think are bad?”

      “The end-goal? There’s no long-term end goal. But there is something.”

      Mike shuffled forward, closer to the fire.

      “There’s a place,” Yuri said. “A base about fifteen miles from here. A place where there is order being restored by a coalition of troops. I hear there’s Brits there, Americans there, Russians there. Everyone banding together.”

      “Sounds too good to be true,” Mike said.

      “Don’t let the bad things you’ve seen shape the future,” Yuri said. “There are bad people in this world, sure. People who thrive in this chaos. But don’t mistake them for the majority. Most people want to move forward. Most people want this chaos to end.”

      Mike looked over at the tent. Then he looked at the woods, over in the direction of the Grey Lodge mental health facility, which he’d run from. Which he’d seen overrun by those people.

      He wanted to believe in the world that Yuri was talking about. He wanted to buy his optimism. But he just wasn’t sure.

      “If this place isn’t what you say it is,” Mike said.

      Yuri smiled. “Then we make another one.”

      Mike thought about the relatively idyllic life he’d been leading the last few months. He thought about just how easily it had fallen apart.

      And he felt a reluctance to risk that loss all over again.

      But what if?

      What if?

      “We sleep tonight. We hunt tomorrow. We make a plan. And then, when your girl is feeling ready to go… we travel. Are you in?”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. “She’s not my daughter.”

      “Really? Well, may I say, the way you care for her. You’d make a good father.”

      Mike thought about Holly. “Thanks.”

      Yuri leaned forward, raised a glass of vodka. His two friends did the same. “So what do you say? A drink to the future?”

      Mike looked at the vodka in his glass.

      He felt the tension pulling him back, the reluctance holding him back.

      Then he lifted it, tapped it against Yuri’s, and brought it back to his mouth.

      “To the future,” he said.

      He took a sip of the drink.

      Felt the ghastly burning seep down his oesophagus again.

      In the thickness of the trees, the animals stirred, like someone was in there, watching.
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      Ian tried to understand his surroundings, but they just weren’t making sense.

      First, it was the realisation that he was moving. That he was travelling in some kind of vehicle. Which meant it was working. It meant the EMP hadn’t fried it, somehow. It had survived.

      Which meant that wherever he was, things were… different.

      He jolted to the right. Realised he was tied to the back of this vehicle. He’d lost sense of where he was. He remembered he’d been out there, looking for who he thought was Holly. He’d seen someone in the bushes, readied himself to do what he had to do to her to make himself feel better—to get the vengeance he deserved.

      But then someone else had been there. A girl. A dog.

      The girl had done something. Shot something at him. A sedative dart, something like that.

      And now here he was.

      He struggled against the cuffs around his wrists. The more he struggled, the more he realised the inevitability of his situation. He was stuck. There was no getting out of this. No matter how much he tried to wriggle free, he was along for the ride, whether he liked it or not.

      He thought of Sofia back at the house. He didn’t even know how much time had passed, how long she’d been waiting there. And he felt guilty. He’d left her alone there. He hadn’t even taken the time to bury Tommy.

      He’d left Sofia alone with her grief, all over again.

      He thought back to when Corey died. The days he’d go off, drive to the most abstract and random of places. Sofia used to call him time after time, asking where he was, begging to find out.

      And when he finally got home, he’d apologise. But still he’d go off out the next day. Still, he’d run from his demons, all over again.

      He just had to be on the move. He just had to keep on going, or the thoughts of what’d happened would catch up with him.

      But unlike back then, there was no running away now. He was stuck here. Trapped here.

      Trapped with his thoughts.

      There was something else bothering him, though. As much as Sofia used to tell him he was a loose cannon, he could see how eager she was for revenge too, when Corey died. She just went about it differently. More ruthlessly.

      Ian’s grief blew up in a short-term blast that needed to be satiated.

      But with Sofia… it just kept growing and growing.

      And the scariest part was, she couldn’t see it herself.

      He thought about the sense of revenge that had bubbled inside him. The desire for revenge over Holly that he’d felt. Because she’d taken so much from him. So much that he was never, ever going to get back.

      But at the same time, he’d looked into her eyes. He’d heard her argument. It was a mistake, apparently. It was a rash, spur of the moment thing. An action out of fear.

      And as much as Ian didn’t want to see it, as much as he didn’t even want to entertain the possibility that was the case… what if it was true?

      What if Holly hadn’t really intended to hurt anyone after all?

      He felt a tear roll down his cheek. He tried to suppress the tears as he travelled in this vehicle, but he just couldn’t. He’d lost his boy. And there was no going back.

      He’d gone off in search of revenge, and he’d found himself torn apart from his wife just when he needed her most.

      He felt the vehicle slow down. Felt it come to a halt. And as he sat there, listening to the door open, listening to somebody step out, he readied himself. He prepared himself. Whatever was coming his way, he had to be ready.

      He had to be strong.

      He held his breath as the back of the van opened up.

      Light beamed in.

      But then he saw them standing there.

      Saw her standing there.

      Dog by her side.

      Siberian Husky.

      The girl looked at Ian, and a smile stretched across her face.

      “Awake already? Sorry for that, really. You were supposed to sleep through the journey. When we get to where we’re going, you’ll understand. Seriously. Trust me. I was sceptical too, at first.”

      She walked to Ian’s side, started to untie him from the back of the van, sedative gun visible in her hand.

      “Who are you?” he asked. “And the van. What’s—what’s happening?”

      The girl smiled, sympathetic. “My name’s Gina. This here’s my friend, Arya. Welcome to the new world, sir.”
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      Theo looked at the bodies lying around him and felt sickness surge through his body.

      It was night. He’d come out in search of his people, worried about where they might be. They’d gone off in pursuit of Mike and that girl, Kelsie.

      But they hadn’t come back.

      But now he could see them on the ground. Gunshot wounds. Bleeding out. It looked like they’d been sprayed with ammunition.

      And that wasn’t fair. He hadn’t been trying to kill the girl. Sure, the man was… problematic. But perhaps they could’ve come to some arrangement where Theo could’ve provided him with the least painful death possible.

      But this. This was a slaughter of his people.

      And that was the key word her. His.

      There was no sign of the man. No sign of the girl.

      Which meant whoever had done this had to be on their side.

      He listened to the wind brush against the trees. Thick clumps of icy snow slammed against his face. He had some people left, sure. Plenty of people back near the place that they’d destroyed.

      But sometimes Theo longed to be accepted. Sometimes Theo craved just settling down like everybody else at the end of the day.

      But then he remembered what these people did to his family.

      His mum. She was innocent. She’d just been doing what she had to in order to get by.

      And one of the people from the mental health facility… they’d dragged her away from Theo. They’d raped her and made him watch.

      And then when they were done, they didn’t kill her.

      They raped her again.

      And again.

      And all the while Theo was forced to watch as the resolve slipped from her face.

      All the while, Theo was forced to watch his mother beg him for help, then realise there was nothing he could do for her.

      He was hopeless.

      He was weak.

      Until they killed her, and then he wasn’t.

      They’d beaten him up. Sure, they’d done things to him that he didn’t like, either. Things that would haunt him. Things he’d never forget.

      And sure. This might just be the actions of a small minority of the group.

      But when they’d cast him aside, told him never to show his prick-face again, Theo had made a choice.

      He could sit back, let things go.

      Or he could restore order in his own way.

      He could set the record straight.

      That’s exactly what he was going to do.

      He was going to make them pay for what they’d done.

      They went back to their little base, and he followed them. He watched. He waited. All the while, he found people to join him. He found people who believed in him. He did know how to survive in this world, after all. And knowledge was a key commodity.

      He’d resisted the urge to go in there and destroy the place. He’d shown patience. He’d shown restraint.

      But when those people—when that man who’d raped and murdered his mother—next emerged, Theo didn’t show any mercy.

      He tortured him. Did unforgettable things to him.

      And then when it was done with, he didn’t even kill him. Not properly, anyway.

      He left him to bleed out, slowly, painfully.

      He thought his lust for revenge would be satiated then. But that wasn’t the case.

      He killed more people. Destroyed more communities. Built his group.

      And all the time, he had that same end goal in sight.

      One day, he was going to burn the Grey Lodge Mental Health facility to the ground.

      Only he’d lost so much in the process.

      He looked at his pistol, and what little ammo had remained in it. There was nothing left now, and he knew the chances he’d find any more ammo were slim. Just the way of this world. Just the way it went.

      He looked at the bodies. He crouched down, saw the bullets, and he knew his people had been ambushed in some way.

      He curled his hand around one of them. Looked up and saw footsteps in the snow leading away from the bodies. He saw patches of blood, and he knew they must belong to the girl.

      A path of footsteps, a path of blood, leading out into the trees.

      Theo took a deep breath as he heard his remaining people reach his side. He heard the cursing when they saw the bodies; heard the despair as they looked at the chaos.

      But all the while, he could only look through the trees, look at that path of footsteps, of blood, and think about the next step.

      “What now?” one of them asked.

      Theo stood up. He threw the bullet to the ground. Because the path ahead had never been clearer.

      “We’re going to hunt them down and make them pay for what they did to our people.”
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      Holly walked with Emma by her side, and she hadn’t felt this much of a sense of purpose or responsibility for a long, long time.

      The sun was high in the afternoon sky. There had been a large snowfall overnight, and the pair of them had woken up pretty buried in snow. Holly says they woke up, anyway. She hadn’t slept lots, mostly because she’d been so focused on keeping an eye on Emma, on making sure she was okay.

      She felt a strange union with her. A strange bond that she hadn’t been expecting to form, at least not quite so easily.

      But it felt like now she had someone there with her to look out for… she could really start being a better person.

      Not that becoming a better person was the only reason she was looking out for Emma. It went beyond that. Far beyond that.

      She wanted to help. Not to prove herself to anyone. Nothing like that.

      She just wanted to help her out of the goodness of her heart.

      Emma was by her side. She didn’t speak much. And one thing Holly noticed was that she always held on to that rifle. The rifle was almost too big for her to hold. It looked like the kind the foreign military group used.

      Holly wondered how she’d got hold of that. She wondered where she’d got it from, how it had got into her hands. She knew what the foreign military were like, after all. She knew how ruthless they were.

      So how had a little girl got a weapon like this in her hands?

      She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to ask, though. Emma didn’t seem too keen on answering questions. She didn’t know how long she’d been out here, surviving. But whatever the case, she must be tough if she was still here.

      “What were you into before all this, anyway?” Holly asked.

      Emma looked at her, glared. “Why does it matter?”

      Holly shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t. I’m just not keen on walking all this way with someone if they aren’t even going to talk to me.”

      Emma was silent. She didn’t seem to bite the bait. Intelligent kid.

      “I used to be a dancer,” Holly said.

      She felt a twinge of regret when she said it. A longing for a past long gone. How she’d danced on that final day of the normal world. The way Dad had rushed to see her, only to miss her after everything.

      She’d turned her back on him. He’d crossed the line.

      But that seemed so minor now, in the grand scheme of things.

      She missed him. She hoped wherever he was out there, she’d see him, somehow.

      “What sort of dancing did you do?”

      Holly felt a flicker of surprise at hearing Emma ask her a genuine question. She turned to her. Saw the curiosity in her eyes.

      “Oh,” she said. “A few types. But my favourite was ballet.”

      Emma’s face lit up. “I love ballet. Ballet dancers are like… like princesses!”

      Holly smiled. “I wish we were,” she said.

      “No, really. You should do some ballet right now.”

      Holly saw the rifle in Emma’s hand, heard her voice, and she felt like the two things were at odds with one another. Like they juxtaposed pretty radically.

      But she couldn’t deny this girl’s curiosity.

      “I’m not sure ballet dancing right now is the best idea,” she said.

      “Maybe you can teach me,” Emma said. Then she lowered her head, her guard rising once again. “Well. Someday. Maybe.”

      Holly felt bad for her then. Because at the end of the day, she was just a little girl trying her best to adapt to this new, vicious world, while underneath there were still the remnants of her childhood fighting through.

      She nodded at Emma and smiled. “I will show you. When we find somewhere safe, somewhere to live, I’ll show you. I promise.”

      Emma looked up at Holly. And for the first time in a long while—perhaps the first time since they’d met—she did something she hadn’t done before.

      She smiled. Genuinely.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Holly smiled back at her. “What’re you doing alone in this world, anyway?”

      Emma lowered her head. “There were others. But before that… my dad. The foreign troops. They…”

      She looked up at Holly, and right away, Holly knew.

      “I’m sorry about th—”

      “I’ll find the man who did it. One day, I’ll find him, and I’ll kill him.”

      Holly felt taken aback by Emma’s words. It didn’t sound right hearing such an innocent looking kid say these things.

      But then she knew how much this world could screw you up.

      She knew it first-hand.

      “Try just to focus on surviving, now,” she said.

      Emma nodded. Caught Holly’s eye. Smiled.

      And then she heard it.

      It was coming from behind. She couldn’t make it out at first. It seemed so unreal; so unnatural.

      But then she placed it.

      She realised exactly what it was.

      “It’s an engine,” Emma said.

      Holly looked at Emma. Saw the surprise on her face.

      Then as she stood there in the middle of the road, she remembered the last time she’d heard a working engine like this, and what it meant.

      The foreign group.

      “We need to get off the road,” Holly said.

      “But—”

      “We need to hide. Now.”

      Holly grabbed Emma’s hand. She ran over towards the buildings at the side of the road, hid behind a few cars.

      The engine rumbled closer, and Holly’s heart raced.

      She found herself holding on to Emma’s hand tightly and felt Emma holding her hand back.

      And in a way, it made her feel more secure.

      It made her feel safer.

      The vehicle rumbled on. It was definitely large, definitely some kind of truck.

      But when it reached the road beside Holly and Emma’s position, it stopped.

      A door opened. Feet hit the ground.

      And then footsteps came heading in Holly and Emma’s direction.

      Dread built inside. A sense of nausea took hold. Holly tried to squeeze Emma’s hand tighter.

      But Emma did something.

      She pulled her hand away.

      Reached for the rifle.

      Holly shook her head as the footsteps got closer. But Emma looked afraid. And looking afraid like this reminded Holly of what she must’ve looked like before she’d done the awful things to other people; the things she could see now had crossed the line, time and time again.

      The footsteps kept on coming.

      Emma crept up a little, raised the rifle.

      And then the footsteps stopped, before turning away.

      Holly sighed with relief. She listened as the footsteps headed back to the van. Heard the door slam shut, the engine start up again.

      And just as it began to move away, she took her opportunity to take a look.

      She saw a few things.

      The van was an old VW camper. Not the military vehicle that Holly had been expecting.

      There was a woman driving it off into the distance.

      Or rather, a girl.

      And when Holly saw who that girl was, she could barely contain herself.

      “Gina?” she said.

      She stepped out into the road. She tried to shout. Tried to call out.

      But all she could do was watch as that VW looped around the corner and disappeared off into the distance, leaking oil all the way.

      She crouched. Dipped her fingers in the oil, tears building in the corners of her eyes.

      “You know them?” Emma asked.

      Holly sniffed up, took a deep breath.

      “She’s my friend,” she said. “That—that was my friend.”

      “But where was she going? And how was she driving like that?”

      Holly stood up. Looked at the trail of leaked oil ahead. “That’s what we’re going to go and find out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike walked in the glistening winter sun, and for the first time in ages, he felt a sense of optimism.

      It was afternoon. They were just outside a small town, which was totally derelict. He had been walking with Yuri, Sergei, and Andrei for a good few hours now. Kelsie was doing well too, it seemed. Every now and then, she got pretty tired, as was natural after taking a bullet, so Mike carried her. But she was in good spirits. She seemed strong. So Mike couldn’t help being optimistic about the future.

      He was hopeful about this place Yuri had told him about. And that hope was overriding any scepticism about where he was walking, and also any fear he felt over Kelsie’s condition. Not just her wound—as good a job as the troops had done, but her diabetes. If this place really was as great as Yuri made out, then surely they’d have something for her. Something medical.

      Hopefully.

      He ignored the news Yuri told him about how it seemed like they’d been cut off from the rest of the world—how that made it look like the whole world had fallen—and what that meant for people like Kelsie who were reliant on medication to survive.

      After all… he had to take things one step at a time. Solve one problem at a time.

      “Beautiful winter’s day,” Yuri said, smiling. “Not the kind we hear about in Britain.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Always grey here, apparently. Always grey, people miserable. Doing a good job of beating those stereotypes.”

      “Yeah, well,” Mike said. “There’s similar things said about your country.”

      “I guess stereotypes are hard to kill, hmm?”

      Mike smiled. As they walked further, he found himself wanting to know more about Yuri, his life back home.

      He wanted to know more about Sergei and Andrei, too. But to be honest, neither of them spoke good English. And even without speaking English, he sensed there was something about Sergei he wasn’t sure about. Like Sergei wasn’t keen on him. It made him uneasy.

      “What kind of a life are you leaving behind, anyway?”

      Yuri sighed. “Not much of one. I didn’t have the best start in life. In and out of prison. But ever since I joined the military… well, it became my life. I did meet someone, eventually. Gave it all up for her, only for fate to strike in the cruellest way.”

      Mike nodded. “I know how you feel. On the military and the fate front.”

      “Former military man yourself?”

      “For a time. Not as much of a career soldier as you, clearly. But hey. I served my time. I did what I had to do for my country.”

      “And that’s the most noble thing a man can do.”

      Mike nodded. But there was something really getting to him. Something he was curious about. “What you told me… about how your people were sent here to bring peace rather than conflict. Are you serious about that?”

      Yuri sighed. “Why would I lie to you, Mike?”

      “Because I’ve been lied to before.”

      “Look,” he said. “I know what some of my people have done in the name of peace. I am not blind to the evils of individuals. But that cannot be controlled. It never has been controlled. All we can do is do our best, as people. And maybe then, hopefully, the world can be a better place.”

      Mike nodded. He wanted to believe in Yuri. He wanted to trust in him.

      He just didn’t want to see his world crumble all over again.

      “The girl,” Yuri said. “Kelsie. You do a good job with her.”

      Mike nodded, feeling a defensiveness over Kelsie rising the second she was mentioned. “I try my hardest.”

      “What happened to you? To your daughter?”

      Mike thought about the awful moment he’d lost Holly. Out in the woods, driven by his desire for revenge… then hearing her shout, and her disappearance.

      “I can see it hurts you. Whatever happened.”

      Mike nodded. “I just have to hope she’s out there somewhere. The thing is… I know deep down that she’s a good person. Good, but tough. And she’ll find a way. Wherever she is, whatever she’s been through, she’ll find a way to survive.”

      “And they’re the best kind of people in this world.”

      Yuri smiled at Mike. And Mike smiled back. As reluctant as he had been to trust this guy and his people, he could tell his heart was in the right place. That was going to count for a lot.

      “We’d better keep going,” Yuri said. “Wouldn’t want to keep our new friends waiting.”

      Mike went to walk when he heard something behind.

      A shout. A shout in another language.

      And when he looked back, he saw Sergei standing there, eyes wide, concern on his face.

      Mike didn’t understand what it was.

      Not at first.

      Not until he saw Kelsie lying on the road.

      Unconscious.
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      Alison walked, Sofia behind her with the knife to her back, and she wasn’t sure how she was going to get herself out of this situation.

      Only that she had to. Because she feared where it was going. She feared what she’d agreed to.

      She feared for Holly.

      It was afternoon. She’d been walking with Sofia ever since morning. They’d worked their way through the trees first. And the hardest thing of all?

      They’d stumbled upon little Tommy’s body.

      She smelled him before she saw him. And when they reached him, the sight was even more stark, even more horrifying than she could’ve imagined. His little body had frozen. His eyes were closed now. Someone had clearly come back and done this.

      But it was Sofia’s reaction that struck Alison more. She crouched down opposite her son. Wiped his frozen hair from his face. Then she leaned down and kissed his head, then stood up and looked at Alison, knife still in hand.

      “Come on,” she said. “We’d better get going. Ian can’t be far away.”

      Alison felt tension inside. Because she feared what Ian would do to her when they found him. Further to that, there was Holly. She’d agreed catching her, agreed hunting her down, but she didn’t want that. As scared as she was of what Holly was turning into, she didn’t want her dead.

      She wanted her to change.

      She wanted to give her the opportunity to change.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Alison said.

      Sofia walked up to her. Pointed the knife at her. “I have to find Ian. I have… I have to find the girl who killed my son—”

      “I know you don’t want to believe it was an accident. I know you want to blame somebody for what happened. And that’s fine. That’s understandable. I blame her too. But we’re walking out into the wild. It’s not safe out—”

      Sofia smacked her then. She pointed the knife to her chin. “Don’t tell me what’s safe or not safe. Don’t even try and tell me what I should be doing. We’re here because of your girl. We’re here because of what happened to my son.”

      “And there’s no taking away from what happened,” Alison said. “But you have to grow up. You have to face up to reality. It’s happened. It’s done. It’s over, and I’m so sorry. But we need to move forward now. Or it’ll tear us apart. It’ll kill us all.”

      Sofia turned her head. She looked at her son, lying there on the ground. “He was always so kind,” Sofia said, “He was our second, you know? We lost our first.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      She didn’t seem to hear. “And I swore if anything ever happened to him, if anyone ever tried to take him away from me, I’d…”

      She looked at Alison then. Something had shifted to her face. There was a different look in her eyes. Like something had shifted.

      “Get on your knees,” she said.

      Alison frowned. “What—”

      “Get on your knees right this second.”

      Alison saw the way she lifted the knife.

      She saw the way she came towards her.

      And she knew there could be no messing around. Not anymore.

      She went to swing the knife at her, and Alison could only do one thing.

      She turned around, and she ran.

      She ran through the trees. She ran through the snow. She felt her knees wobble as she moved, weakness still splitting through her system. But she had to get away. She had to get somewhere, and she had to hide from Sofia.

      Because if she didn’t, she was going to be in trouble.

      Big trouble.

      She went to take a left and hide behind a tree.

      But right away, she felt something punch against her back.

      She rolled onto the ground. Spun over. Tried to kick and fight free.

      But Sofia was on top of her.

      Knife raised.

      “Don’t do this!” Alison shouted.

      Sofia held the knife there. Tears streamed down her face. “My son’s gone. Both my sons are gone. And now my husband’s gone. But you’re still here. You’re still here and it’s… it’s just not fair.”

      Alison heard Sofia’s crying. And she found herself crying too. Because she was right. It wasn’t fair. This world wasn’t fair. What Holly had done was wrong.

      But it was what it was.

      “I’m sorry for what you’ve suffered. But I’ve suffered too. I’ve lost too. But we’re alone now. We’re alone together. So we’ve got to make the most of it. We’ve got to survive.”

      Alison saw the way Sofia’s face shifted. She saw the consideration, the uncertainty.

      Then she heard the way she sighed, saw the way her head shook, twitched.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just… I just can’t.”

      She brought the knife flying down towards Alison.

      Alison closed her eyes.

      Held her breath.

      And then…
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      Holly followed the oil trail from Gina’s van and wondered what the hell she was walking towards.

      It was late. The darkness had arrived far quicker than she’d expected, and it had brought along with it one of the iciest blasts of cold Holly had experienced in a long time. Emma walked alongside her, footsteps crunching through the heavy snowfall. The wind raced past Holly’s hooded head, her ears like frozen little blocks.

      But she had to keep moving because she had a goal in sight. She had a place where she wanted to go—at last.

      Wherever Gina was going.

      She looked over her shoulder, back at the darkness. Part of her wanted to go back for Alison. But it was too far at this stage. There was nothing she could do for Alison. Not anymore.

      So she turned back ahead.

      That was when she saw the light.

      She stopped walking right away. Emma didn’t, not at first. Not until she realised Holly had stopped. “What’s up?” she asked.

      Holly stood there. Stared into the distance, into the darkness. The whistling of the wind all around her; the racing of her heartbeat reverberating in her chest.

      And this thing in the distance.

      This light.

      She kept totally still. Because there was no denying what was right in front of them.

      A light.

      Not the light from a candle, either.

      But the light from a torch.

      She felt the dread building up inside. She wanted to take out her knife and take on whoever this was.

      But then there was Emma, beside her.

      Emma, who she’d sworn to protect.

      So she reached for Emma’s hand. “We need to get off the road.”

      Emma shook her head, reached for the rifle, which she clearly didn’t know how to use. “But—”

      “No buts. We get off the road right this second.”

      She pulled Emma off to the right, made a break for one of the side streets. The snow just seemed to be getting thicker, more and more tricky to wade through.

      Holly looked back over at that light.

      But then something struck her.

      It was gone.

      There was just total darkness now.

      She swallowed a lump in her throat as she looked back there and tried to get her head around why it had disappeared; tried to understand.

      And then she turned down the side road, and she saw it again.

      She stopped. Stopped dead in her tracks, body completely frozen.

      Because this light. It was the same light she’d seen before.

      Or…

      She saw more of these lights then. More of them flicking on from the windows of the building to her right.

      And she felt her skin begin to crawl.

      “Emma, we need to run. Now!”

      “But Holly—”

      Holly didn’t even wait to listen to her. She just sprinted out of the side road, back onto the main road. Because those lights. She didn’t know who was holding them. She didn’t know who they belonged to. Just that they couldn’t belong to anyone good, because there was no good left, not anymore.

      She ran down the main street, but the snow just got thicker and thicker. It felt like she was wading through thick tar. She wasn’t sure how much further she was going to be able to keep on going, just that she had to, or those lights would surround her, they’d get her, they’d swallow her up whole…

      She looked over her shoulder, and what she saw made her stomach drop entirely.

      There was a whole cluster of lights. Like stars in the night sky.

      And they were all getting bigger as they got closer to her and Emma.

      “Holly, what’s wrong?” Emma shouted.

      But Holly just ignored her again. She kept on running, even though running was growing more difficult, even though the snow got thicker, even though those lights got closer.

      But the weirdest thing was who she was thinking of.

      The weirdest thing was that she wasn’t worrying about herself anymore. At least not solely.

      She was worrying about Emma.

      She fell to the snow. Emma fell with her. She was screaming at her. Shouting at her.

      And Holly just wanted to hold Emma. She wanted to tell her everything was going to be okay.

      But in the darkness, she could see other people in Emma.

      She could see the people she’d killed in Emma.

      She could see little Tommy in Emma.

      “Holly? Holly!”

      She felt the lights surrounding her. “I’m sorry, Emma.”

      Then a smack against her face.

      “Holly!”

      The lights vanished. The buzzing in her head eased. Even the snow around her didn’t feel as thick anymore.

      “Holly, what’s wrong?”

      She looked up. Saw Emma staring down at her. She couldn’t see her face in the darkness, but she could tell she was… bemused.

      “The… the lights,” Holly said.

      “What lights?”

      “The ones I saw. The ones we were—we were trying to get away from.”

      Emma shook her head. Sniffed up. “There weren’t any lights.”

      “There were—”

      “There weren’t,” Emma said. “It’s just us.”

      Holly’s heart raced. She couldn’t have just hallucinated all that. It felt so… real.

      But then Emma hadn’t seen it.

      She was telling her she hadn’t seen it.

      She looked up at her, feeling even colder than she had before. Her head was starting to spin, mostly through the release of adrenaline now than anything else.

      “I don’t… I don’t think I’m very well,” Holly said.

      Emma didn’t say a word. But Holly knew there had to be fear there. After all, she was the responsible one. She was supposed to be protecting Emma.

      How could she protect Emma if she couldn’t even protect herself?

      She pushed herself up to her feet. Her legs shook, wobbled. As scared as she was—of her own mind rather than anything—she had to keep a measured demeanour.

      She held out a hand to Emma.

      “Come on,” she said. “We should keep moving.”

      “We should get some rest.”

      Holly nodded. “You’re probably right.”

      She set up camp, made sure they were sheltered, for the night at least. They had to make use of some old tarpaulin, but it would do, for now. It’d keep the wind out.

      Some of it, at least.

      When they were set up, Holly curled up, wrapped her arms around her freezing body and stared up into the stars.

      She knew she should rest. But she couldn’t sleep a wink.

      Or at least she didn’t think she’d slept a wink.

      If she had stayed awake, she’d have noticed the footsteps approaching her and Emma in the dead of night…
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      Mike looked at Kelsie’s unconscious body lying on the ground, and he wasn’t sure how to react.

      He ran towards her out of instinct more than anything. He landed by her side, put a hand underneath her head.

      “What happened?” he shouted. “What the hell happened?”

      “Just fell,” Sergei said, using his limited English. He looked deeply panicked, deeply concerned. “She—she just fell.”

      Mike looked down at Kelsie’s face. Her eyes were closed, but they looked like they were moving underneath the eyelids. She was breathing rapidly, which was a good sign at least. Her little heart was pumping away.

      “Please, Kelsie,” he said, stroking her hair, the fear of losing someone else so present, so real. “Don’t die on me. Please.”

      As he looked down at her lying there, the only thing that came to his mind was his daughter, Holly. Because it felt like it was her lying there. He felt the same pain that he would for his daughter. He felt the same sense of loss.

      Because this girl. She’d been through so much.

      Not least because of him. Because of what he’d done to her father.

      He stroked her face. “Please, Kelsie. Just… just stay with us. Please.”

      But as he sat there, he realised something. He couldn’t keep beating himself up for what had happened to Kelsie’s dad. He couldn’t keep punishing himself for what had gone down.

      It was survival. Especially in those early days.

      And sure, it was good to be mindful of the decisions you’d made; the things you’d done. It was the fine line to walk between surviving and turning into a full-blown killer.

      But Mike knew he’d more than repaid a debt to this girl, and to her father.

      “Kelsie, pl—”

      Kelsie coughed.

      Her eyes opened. She looked up at him.

      But there was something about the way she looked at him that was… different, somehow. Like she was lost.

      “Where’s Dad?” she said.

      In that instant, Mike felt his heart sink. He swallowed a lump in his throat. He didn’t want to tell Kelsie the truth. He couldn’t. “It’s okay,” he said. “It’s me. It’s Mike—”

      “My dad,” Kelsie said. “He—he went. He went, and I haven’t seen him for…”

      She stopped, then. Stopped, mid-speech.

      Mike sensed Kelsie was coming around; sensed she was remembering who she was, who Mike was, where she was.

      “It’s okay,” he said, leaning towards her. “You just had a little faint, that’s all. Probably from all the walking, and the shock of everything. But it’s okay, now. You’re back.”

      Kelsie nodded like she was just accepting her fate. She looked around at Yuri and the others, then at the snow. “It looks so pretty like this,” she said.

      Mike frowned. “What does?”

      She looked up, then. Looked right into his eyes. “Everything.”

      And then a trickle of blood seeped out of her left nostril.

      Then her right.

      Dread hit Mike square in the chest. “Kelsie?” he said.

      She opened her mouth to speak.

      But then her head fell back, and she passed out again.

      Mike shook her. “Kelsie!”

      But it was no use.

      Kelsie was unconscious, again.

      “What’s happened?” Yuri asked.

      “She’s—she’s passed out again. But she’s bleeding this time. She’s bleeding and—”

      “Mike, you need to stay calm.”

      He stood up. Squared up to Yuri. “Don’t tell me to stay calm.”

      Yuri raised his hands, fear in his face. “I’m just saying. We need to stay calm if we want to keep Kelsie safe. She’s not safe on the road right now. We need to get her somewhere. Somewhere she can recuperate.”

      Mike raised his hands. “Somewhere she can recuperate? We’re in the middle of frigging nowhere. We’re halfway to this place you’re supposedly leading us to. But she isn’t going to make it long enough. She’s weak, Yuri. She needs help.”

      “Maybe we know someone who can help,” Yuri said.

      His head lowered when he spoke the words, which filled Mike with suspicion. “What do you mean by that?”

      Sergei looked back at Yuri and Andrei. He said a couple of things to them in his language, and they argued for a while, which didn’t reassure Mike.

      “What is it?” Mike asked. “What do you suggest? Because we need to do something. We can’t just leave her on the damned road to die.”

      “We have some… colleagues. A few miles from here. They are holding on to a medical outpost. They should have the supplies we need.”

      Mike sensed trepidation from Yuri, like this wasn’t as simple as he was suggesting. “But?”

      “But we kind of broke from this group. It didn’t end nice. Let’s just say they’re much like the bad people you feared us to be. So getting them to help us… it’s not going to be easy, let’s say.”

      Mike looked at Kelsie as she lay there in the snow, blood drooling from her nostrils.

      Then he looked back at Yuri. “If it means looking after this girl, I’ll do anything.”

      “Would you die for her?” Yuri asked.

      Mike thought about what Kelsie meant to him. He thought about Holly, out there, somewhere. And he knew she’d be getting by. He knew how much it hurt him every day to know he wasn’t with her, but at the same time he knew how strong she was.

      She could do without him.

      But this girl… she deserved to live.

      He couldn’t just let Kelsie die.

      So Mike nodded.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Yuri sighed. “I was kind of hoping you wouldn’t say that.” He raised his rifle. “Alas, I suppose it is time for a detour, after all.”

      He turned around. Walked up to Sergei and Andrei. Chatted with them for a few minutes, debated with them.

      Then eventually, they all stepped to Mike, all stepped to Kelsie, and all stood there.

      “We’ve had a vote,” Yuri said, smiling. “We decided we’ll help you out after all–”

      “Not as simple as that,” Sergei said.

      Then so quickly, so rapidly, everything changed.

      Sergei lifted his rifle.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Too dangerous.”

      Then Sergei fired at Yuri. Shot him down in a blast of bullets.

      Andrei looked back in fear. Tried to bargain with Sergei, tried to scramble for his gun.

      But it was already too late.

      Sergei shot Andrei, who was too stunned to do anything about it.

      Then Sergei pointed the rifle at Mike. Shook his head, sadness on his face.

      “Sorry,” he said, his English forced. “But I don’t die for you.”

      He looked at Mike. Then he looked at Kelsie, lying there on the ground.

      And then he turned around and disappeared into the snow.

      Mike and Kelsie were alone again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Alison tightened her eyes as Sofia’s knife came flying down towards her.

      But it didn’t hit her.

      She heard the knife smack into the snow beside her. And then Sofia fell onto her, tears streaming from her eyes.

      “I just want my boy back,” Sofia said. “I—I just want my little boy back.”

      Alison felt Sofia’s grief. She put a hand on her back, tried to edge her away. “I’m sorry. Really. None of this was supposed to happen this way. But I’m not your enemy here. Nobody is.”

      Sofia lifted herself from Alison, then. She wiped the tears from her eyes. For the first time in a long time, she actually looked lucid. And Alison had to take advantage of that while she could.

      She edged her way from underneath Sofia. Stood up, looked down at Sofia as she lay there, head in her hands, tears rolling.

      “That—that girl. That Holly. She took everything away from me. Everything.”

      “And now she’s gone,” Alison said. “She’s out there somewhere… but we don’t know where. She’s walked away. So… so now’s not the time to start thinking about what has happened, painful as it is. Now’s not the time to start pursuing revenge. Now’s the time to start moving forward.”

      Sofia lifted her head, squinted at Alison. “Moving forward? Really? When my boy’s dead? I haven’t even buried him yet. I haven’t even… I haven’t even begun to feel the pain his death will cause me yet.”

      Alison couldn’t deny the sympathy she felt for this woman. But at the same time, she was seeing this situation through Holly’s eyes. Sofia was dangerous. She was unpredictable. She was a threat, as long as she was in this grief-stricken stupor.

      “And it’ll never go away,” Alison said. “The pain, it’ll never—”

      “What do you know about losing a child?”

      Alison gulped. “More than you’ll ever believe.”

      They were silent then, for a while. Alison stood there. Sofia stayed kneeling there. But all the time, those questions spun around Alison’s mind.

      How was this going to end?

      Where was it going?

      How was she going to deal with Sofia when she was in this state.

      She saw the knife in the distance. She could go over to it. Grab it. Silence Sofia before she had a chance to fight back.

      And with Ian gone, that’d leave the farmhouse all to herself.

      But… no. That was something Holly would do. That wasn’t something she would do.

      Was it?

      She heard Sofia mumble a few things, and she walked slowly around to the knife. Because she felt possessed now. She felt like she could do the things her mind was screaming at her not to do. She felt like she could put Sofia down here, end it all. It’d draw a line under everything they’d been through. There’d be guilt… but hell, there was guilt already, so it was just something extra to add to the cycle.

      But while Sofia was lying here… it just didn’t feel right. It just didn’t—

      “The girl,” Sofia said. “Holly. Tell me about her.”

      More uncertainty filled Alison’s body as she made her way closer to the knife. “She… she’s a tough kid. I won’t lie, she scares me sometimes. She’s… I’d say she’s built for this world. She has the mentality for it.”

      “That’s a worry.”

      “Or a blessing,” Alison said. “But… but she wasn’t always this way. I don’t doubt she was probably tough in the past. But… but this. This is different.”

      “Then why do you stand by her?” Sofia asked, still leaning there, still sobbing.

      Alison was right opposite the knife now. All she had to do was crouch down, lift it up and stab Sofia and be done with all of this.

      She knew what a monster it made her.

      But there wasn’t much time to dwell on the morals and ethics of these situations anymore.

      “I stick by her because I know she’s good, deep down. She’s messed up, sure, but she’s good. And I won’t just leave her behind. I won’t just let her die.”

      She held her breath. Waited.

      Then she crouched down and picked up the knife.

      When she stood, she expected Sofia to be standing opposite her. She expected Sofia to be looking back at her, weapon that Alison didn’t know about in hand. And in a way, that would’ve made things better. It would’ve made things easier. Because at least then she could put this down to self-defence.

      So she told herself the white lie that she was defending herself from Sofia, as she walked towards her.

      Because she was, after all. She was.

      Wasn’t she?

      “Maybe in another life, my son and this… this Holly. Maybe they would’ve got along.”

      Alison touched the back of Sofia’s neck. Moved her hair out of the way. Stroked her neck. “Maybe,” she said.

      She lifted the knife back.

      “Maybe… maybe she’s not the one who has to be punished after all,” Sofia said.

      Alison nodded. “May—”

      That’s when it happened.

      Sofia spun around.

      Punched Alison right in the stomach.

      And before Alison could slam the knife towards her, she was back on the ground again.

      Sofia pressed her down, tightened her hands around her neck. “I should’ve killed you while I had the chance.” Her eyes were manic. She was drooling. She looked possessed all over again. And it scared Alison. It made her fear she’d missed her opportunity.

      “It still doesn’t have to end this way,” Alison said, struggling for breaths, Sofia’s grip getting so tight that she couldn’t say another word.

      But Sofia just kept on tightening her grip.

      Sofia kept on squeezing, harder, harder.

      Alison’s vision blurred.

      Everything went dull.

      “It does,” Sofia said.

      And then Alison heard something.

      She thought it was her imagination at first. She thought she was hallucinating in her final moments.

      But when she felt Sofia’s grip loosen, she knew something was wrong.

      And she didn’t hesitate.

      She swung around, punched Sofia in the throat, then dragged herself from underneath her.

      She gasped, hands on her thighs, got her breath and her strength back as well as she could.

      Then she looked up at the source of the sound.

      When she saw who was standing there, she went totally still.

      There was a man.

      One of the foreign soldiers.

      He looked like he was out of breath. Like he’d been running.

      And he was pointing a rifle right at her.
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      When Holly woke up, she knew something was wrong right away.

      It was light. Lighter than she’d expected. It only felt like two minutes ago that she’d closed her eyes, drifted off to a sleep with dreams she couldn’t quite put her finger on but knew were disturbing, but now she was awake again, and it was a new day.

      When she looked to her right, she realised what was wrong almost immediately.

      Emma was nowhere to be seen.

      First, she felt that sense of dread deep in the pit of her stomach. Then, an urgency. An urgency to get to her feet and find Emma. She couldn’t let her disappear. She couldn’t lose her.

      She stood up, heart racing, and looked around everywhere. Her eyes were still adjusting after waking, and she felt sickness in the pit of her stomach.

      “Emma!” she called.

      Her voice echoed through the streets.

      There was no response.

      She felt a nagging loneliness inside, not just for herself but for Emma, too. She knew she’d done well to get Emma to trust her. But this… this wasn’t good news. Not at all.

      So she went to shout Emma’s name again.

      That’s when she saw it.

      The footprints.

      The footprints in the snow.

      They were too big to be Emma’s.

      Dread intensified inside Holly, as well as loss. She looked at that path of footprints, of where they led.

      And when she saw they led right down the road, her stomach sank.

      Emma had been taken. It’d happened in the night, while Holly rested. That had to be it.

      She blinked a few times, made sure this wasn’t another hallucination or figment of imagination like the night before.

      But when she rubbed her eyes and looked down, she saw that the footprints remained, and that Emma was still gone.

      That dread built. Because her own mind, she could deal with. This was different.

      There was only one thing she could do.

      She grabbed her stuff—Emma’s rifle included, which she’d uncharacteristically left lying around—and ran in the direction of the footprints.

      She wasn’t sure how far she’d ran when she finally collapsed into the snow, stitch crippling her body.

      She rolled back. Looked up at the sky. Snow fell heavily again.

      She wondered if this was her punishment. Her punishment for killing Tommy, and all the other people. Make her get close to someone only to take them away when she finally did care about them.

      Or maybe they weren’t even real at all. Maybe Emma was a hallucination. Maybe she was losing her mind completely.

      She was about to roll over and lie in the snow some more until she got her stupid head straight when she heard the shout.

      “Holly!”

      She shuffled around. Frowned. Got to her feet.

      “Holly!”

      There was no denying it.

      It was Emma.

      She was calling her name.

      Just ahead.

      Screaming.

      Holly’s dread and curiosity suddenly turned to total anger. Because nobody was laying a hand on Emma. Nobody was hurting her.

      Even the thought of it made Holly’s skin turn.

      She ran in the direction of the scream, hoping to God it wasn’t another manifestation of her mind; another hallucination.

      When she reached its source, she stopped.

      There was a van up ahead. An old burger van, the shutters closed. It looked like it was in a state before the end of the world, with ketchup and brown sauce stains all down its front.

      There was no doubt that there was someone in there.

      And one of those people was Emma.

      Holly tightened her hands around Emma’s rifle. She lifted it, pointed it in the direction of the burger van as she crept towards it. She reached the steps, made her way up them, heart racing, keeping as quiet as she possibly could.

      She was about to step inside when she heard Emma’s scream.

      And she knew right then there was no holding back.

      She slammed the door open.

      When she looked inside the burger van, her stomach turned.

      The place in here had gone to hell a long time ago. Ketchup was smeared everywhere. It stunk of vomit, piss, and shit. The windows on the inside were pasted with faeces.

      And there were bodies.

      Holly looked at these bodies, all of them small, all of them staring up at her with those empty eye sockets, and she knew what had happened here.

      Then she looked ahead and saw Emma.

      There was a man leaning over her, pressing her down.

      He had a knife near her face, near her eye.

      A jar of eyes by his side.

      He turned around, then. Looked at Holly, curiosity on his big, brutish face.

      “You sicko,” Holly said.

      Then she pulled the trigger.

      Small problem. Something Emma hadn’t told her or maybe didn’t even know.

      There was no ammo left in the gun.

      The man stood up and slammed into Holly, cracking her head against the back of the burger van.

      Holly tried to kick back, tried to break free, but this man’s weight was too much.

      She smelled his putrid breath on her face and saw his rotten teeth as he lifted that knife closer towards her right eye.

      “Maybe I’ll take yours,” he said, slaver dribbling from his mouth and onto Holly’s face. “You’ll look so pretty when I see what’s behind these eyes.”

      He pressed the knife against the bottom of Holly’s eyelid.

      She tried to break free. She tried to scream. But it was no good. She was stuck. Trapped. And she’d isolated herself, so there was nobody coming for her, nobody helping her.

      She’d turned her back on other people, so there was going to be nobody to save her now.

      She went to let out a cry as the knife started to cut.

      Then there was a thump.

      The man yelped, just for a second.

      Then there was another thump.

      His body rolled to the right.

      Holly looked at him, lying there, bleeding from the head. He was still moaning, still trying to get back up, but there was blood coming from his bald head.

      Then she looked around and saw Emma standing there.

      She had a heavy looking ornament in her hands.

      She looked at Holly and then back at the man and went to lift the ornament again.

      Holly raised a hand. “No,” she said.

      Emma frowned. “But he tried to kill me. He’s killed—he’s killed others.”

      Holly swallowed a lump in her throat in disgust at this man. She wanted to see him dead. She wanted to see him suffer.

      But in the end, she knew she’d done too much killing as it was.

      She went over to the man. Grabbed his knife. Rolled his head around.

      “We don’t always have to kill them,” Holly said.

      She moved the knife towards his eyes.

      “Sometimes, we just have to take away what makes them hurt people. You might want to stand outside for this.”

      Emma did stand outside.

      Which was just as well.

      Because when Holly pressed the blade to the bottom of the man’s left eye, his screams almost deafened her.

      And that was just the beginning.

      

      Holly stepped out of the burger van.

      The man had stopped screaming now.

      She held out a bloodied hand for Emma.

      “Ready to keep on going?” she asked.

      Emma nodded. “Ready.”

      Holly looked at the road ahead.

      In her left hand, Emma held on.

      In her right, the man’s eyeballs squelched between her fingers.

      She hadn’t killed him, sure. She didn’t always have to kill. There were always other ways.

      But one thing was for certain.

      He wasn’t hurting any children anymore.
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      Mike looked at Kelsie lying on the road, and he knew he was in deep shit.

      It was getting late. Darkness was already halfway upon them. The air had gone bitter cold again, winter’s assault never letting up.

      He winced as he lifted Kelsie up. He looked at Yuri and Andrei’s bodies. How quickly things could unravel; how rapidly everything could fall apart.

      Yuri told him there was a place they could go to. A place where the foreign troops could provide Kelsie with some medical attention.

      But he had no idea where that place was. The only path he had now was the road ahead.

      Yuri and Andrei were dead.

      And now Mike was stuck out here on his own, lost. He had no idea where to head other than a vague idea of the direction to this supposed safe place, this supposed sanctuary.

      But he wasn’t sure he had it in him to make it another mile, let alone however long it took to get him to this new location.

      But he’d try. Because he couldn’t just sit back and admit defeat. This was about Kelsie, too. She needed help. She needed medical attention. Even if he had to go to the foreign military group himself to help her… he’d do it if he knew it might give her even the smallest chance of making it.

      But the more he tried to stand, the more he tried to move, the weaker he felt. Because Yuri and Andrei’s deaths had taken it out of him completely.

      He looked over at Andrei. At Yuri. They seemed good people. And Sergei… Sergei had seemed a good person too. It’s just for whatever reason, he’d got scared. Scared about running into his old companions again. Scared about the path Yuri was leading them down.

      And Mike could see that. He could understand it, truly.

      He knew what it was like to fear someone else’s decisions, especially when your life was at stake.

      But Yuri didn’t have to shoot his friends and almost kill Mike to prove a point.

      That’s where he’d crossed the line.

      Mike stumbled to his feet. He stood up.

      And as he looked ahead, he realised visibility was reducing, and he was going to lose sight of the road ahead as the snow started to fall thicker and heavier than ever before.

      He turned around. Stumbled to Kelsie’s side. Held her in his arms. He could tell she was still breathing, lightly. Her heart was pumping slowly. She was still unconscious. He didn’t know what was wrong with her, just that she needed urgent help.

      But he wasn’t going to be able to give it her.

      He’d failed her.

      He felt tears welling up. He’d failed Kelsie, and he’d failed Holly, too. He’d lost Holly. And as much as he told himself she was still out there, somewhere, he was starting to face up to the possibility—the likelihood—that Holly wasn’t alive anymore. Because chances were she wasn’t. She was too good. Too noble. She could make tough choices, sure. But the person this world turned you into in order to survive… he wasn’t sure Holly was capable of becoming that.

      He stroked Kelsie’s hair out of her eyes, and he said the words he’d been repressing for so, so long.

      “I’m sorry for killing your dad. I’m sorry for what I did to him. But it was him or my daughter. And I’d do anything for my daughter. Just… just like I’d do anything for you.”

      He leaned forward. Kissed Kelsie’s head.

      When he raised his head, he saw Kelsie’s eyes were open.

      A mixture of emotions. First, relief. But then dread.

      Because he’d just said those words.

      He’d just admitted the truth.

      “You killed my dad?” Kelsie asked.

      Mike’s stomach dropped. His heart pounded. “Kelsie, I—”

      “Why did you kill my dad? Why?”

      Mike looked away, his mouth dry. He could tell from how Kelsie was speaking that she was still not completely with it. In a way, he hoped that meant she wouldn’t remember this conversation at a later date…

      But there was no repressing the truth now.

      There was no holding it back.

      “I killed your dad,” Mike said.

      Kelsie was silent.

      “Back on the road. We ran into each other. He threatened my daughter. Got close to killing her. So I… I guess I didn’t hold back. I could’ve shown mercy. I could’ve shown forgiveness. But I didn’t. Anyway. He mentioned you. Your picture of him, I recognised him. And since then… since then I’ve wanted to protect you. It started out of guilt. But it’s much, much more than that, Kelsie. I want to keep you safe. Do you understand? I’m going to keep you safe.”

      Kelsie looked at Mike’s face, eyes darting around like she was trying to get a proper read on him. She coughed, and Mike waited for whatever it was she was about to say next.

      What she said surprised him.

      “Your daughter,” she said. “Is she gone too?”

      Mike thought of Holly. His throat welled up. His body tensed. He took a deep breath of the cold winter air, and he let out a sigh—a sigh that felt like another truth was emerging after all. “I think she is,” he said. “I think she—”

      “Dad?”

      Mike wasn’t sure what he was hearing. Not at first.

      But then he noticed it.

      The footsteps, right behind him.

      He turned around.

      At first, he felt like he was looking at a ghost.

      She was thin. Deathly pale. Her hair had been cut choppily, and her cheekbones were prominent. Her clothes were torn. She was covered in cuts and bruises.

      But underneath that, there was no denying it.

      There was no escaping it.

      “H… Holly?”
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      Holly looked at her dad standing opposite her, and she didn’t know how to react.

      The afternoon sky had a red hue to it, reminding her of summer. It took her back to those days with Dad when this chaos all began. The days when it still felt like there was a novelty to all of this. Even in all the darkness, there was still a sense of impermanence to it. And after what’d happened to Mum so recently before, it felt like Dad and her were at their closest, back then.

      She’d forgotten these memories. She’d forgotten what the good times used to feel like.

      She’d forgotten what it was like to be a daughter.

      But now it all came crashing back.

      “H—Holly?” Dad said.

      He looked the same. Maybe a little skinnier, but he looked… he looked healthy.

      She didn’t know what he’d been through. She didn’t know who or what he’d ran in to.

      She just couldn’t believe her dad was here right now.

      Maybe it was just the hallucinations.

      Maybe it was her mind playing tricks on her once again.

      But he was on his feet, now. On his feet, walking away from that little girl he was with.

      And then he was walking towards her. And Holly without realising, without processing, she was walking towards him too.

      Emma was saying things to her, asking her who this was, what she was doing, all sorts of things.

      But she wasn’t thinking about anything. She wasn’t focusing on anything, now.

      She was just walking towards Dad, eager to forget everything she’d been through, to forget everything she’d become, to just be a daughter again, to be a teenage girl all over again.

      “Holly,” Dad said, emotion cracking his voice.

      And she wanted to stay tough. She wanted to stay strong. She didn’t want to let her guard drop.

      But there was no repressing her emotions right now.

      She threw herself into her dad’s arms, and she squeezed him as tight as she could.

      “Dad,” she said.

      “It’s okay,” Dad said, stroking the back of her head, pulling her in close. “My love. My angel. I—I knew you were out there somewhere. I knew you’d made it.”

      “I missed you,” Holly said.

      “And I—I missed you too. I missed you so much.”

      Holly pulled back. She blinked a few times, made sure this was actually Dad, that he was actually here, and she wasn’t just imagining things.

      But he was here.

      He was here… but there was a problem.

      “You… you’re so thin,” Holly said, realising her voice had instantly gone more childlike.

      Dad looked down at his body as if he hadn’t realised just how much weight he’d lost. He shook his head, smiled. “I guess the new world is a good method of weight control, hmm?”

      Holly laughed. She laughed because she’d missed her dad. She laughed because she’d missed his sense of humour.

      But she cried, too. Because that sense of impermanence was strong. The sense that this was going to all go away some time soon, just when she’d found Dad again.

      “We need to get you somewhere safe,” Holly said, looking around, panicking, her caring nature shining through even though she was the child here. “We need—we need—”

      “Holly, there’s a place,” he said. “A place hopefully not too far from here. I was heading there with… let’s just say I was heading there with friends. But something happened. A man. He—he broke free of the group. Killed his companions. But Holly. I’m weak. I’m weak but… but you need to do something for me. Something important.”

      He walked over to the girl lying in the road and pointed at her. Her eyes were open one second, closed the next. She looked weak, like she was struggling. It reminded Holly of Harriet, the memories she’d tried to repress about her… and those memories just haunted her, especially seeing this girl in this state.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Holly asked.

      Mike shook his head. “I don’t know. She has type 1 diabetes, but this… I don’t know whether it’s related. She was shot. We were going somewhere. We were going to get her medical help, but—”

      “Then that’s where we go,” Holly said.

      Mike shook his head. “It’s not safe there. It’s not as simple as just going there. The people at that place, they—”

      “I don’t care about them,” Holly said. “I don’t care how they are. I don’t care what you think they’re going to do. I don’t care what you think they’re capable of. I’ve found you. We’re going to make it to this place.”

      He looked at the road and sighed. He shook his head. “You always were resilient. I mean… I mean I always knew you were strong. But this, Holly. This.”

      A smile beamed across his face.

      “You’re alive,” he said. “You’re alive, and you’re here.”

      He hugged her again. He didn’t want to be apart from her, never again.

      “I don’t even want this moment to end,” he said.

      As Holly held him, she felt haunted. As he gave her back her ring—the one that Mum had given to her all that time ago—she felt haunted. Haunted by her demons. Haunted by the past. Haunted by everything she’d done, everything she’d become.

      But she heard Dad’s words.

      She heard them, and she agreed with him.

      She didn’t want this moment to end.

      She never wanted it to end.

      She took a deep breath. And for a second, just for a second, she felt a smile stretch across her face.

      Because she’d made it.

      In this moment, she was happy.

      In this moment, everything was okay.

      In this moment, everything was—

      “Holly!”

      It happened in a blur.

      First, Emma’s voice.

      She turned around. Frowned. Wondered what she was looking so worried at. Wondered what she was so surprised about.

      Then she saw something else.

      Or rather, someone else.

      Alison was in the distance.

      She looked wide-eyed. Terrified.

      She was trying to stop something. Shouting something.

      “Don’t—”

      But it was too late.

      Because by the time Holly realised who was with Alison, Sofia—Tommy’s mother—had pointed that rifle at her.

      She’d looked her in the eye.

      And then she’d pulled the trigger.
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      Alison watched Sofia lift the gun, pull the trigger, and everything seemed to happen in slow motion.

      She saw the way Holly turned around, looked, closed her eyes.

      She saw Mike holding her.

      She saw two other girls. One of them a little older. The other younger, lying on the road.

      She saw all of this, and she knew she only had one choice; one option.

      She threw herself at Sofia.

      Sofia was still firing the gun. When Alison hit her, threw her to the ground, she knew there was a very real chance that one of the bullets could fly off in her direction.

      But she didn’t care.

      As long as she protected Holly.

      As long as she protected Mike.

      Sofia hit the ground. She stopped firing. “Let me go,” she said.

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Let me—”

      Alison smacked her right across the face. “No!” she said.

      Sofia looked back up at her, startled. She was bleeding a little from her nose. But there was no mistaking the malice in her eyes. There was no mistaking who her real target was—and the lengths she was willing to go to in order to even the stakes, so to speak.

      “I can’t let you hurt her,” Alison said.

      Sofia sighed. She shook her head. “Then you’re in my way.”

      She smacked Alison in the stomach with her gun, winding her in an instant. Alison recoiled instinctively, and Sofia smacked her again, and again. And before Alison knew it, she was falling back, she was overpowered, she was—

      “No,” she said.

      She punched back. Stopped Sofia’s gun—the rifle she’d wrestled from that soldier in the woods when he’d least expected it— and held on to it.

      Sofia pushed down, harder. All their surroundings seemed to blend into the background. The snow was cold on Alison’s back. Sofia seemed stronger. She seemed more determined.

      And she was trying to twist the rifle around.

      “I just want justice,” Sofia said. “For my Tommy. I just want justice for—”

      “And killing me isn’t going to bring you any justice. Hurting Holly, that’s not going to bring you any justice either. It’ll just bring you more pain.”

      “Don’t tell me what it’ll bring me,” Sofia said, her voice bitter. “Don’t tell me how I should feel about my son.”

      Then she pushed down that rifle. Harder. Closer to Alison’s neck.

      “I remember something you said,” Alison said, as she continued to resist Sofia’s approaching rifle. “Your husband. Ian. At first, you were worried about him out there because you said he was the one who was blinded by grief. He was the one who you had to rein in.”

      “But now he’s gone. Now he’d gone, and she’s right here.”

      “Then there’s a chance. A chance to change things. A chance to—to hear Holly out, at the very least. Because if you just hear her out… if you just listen… maybe then you’ll realise she’s not the monster you want her to be. She’s just a girl.”

      Sofia shook her head then. Looked away. And Alison sensed a chance. An opportunity for things to change.

      “Just let go,” Alison said. “Just give her a chance. And if—if you decide you still want your justice, then that’s that. But you have to listen, first. You have to listen. Please.”

      Sofia looked back at Alison. Tears rolled down her face.

      And Alison knew that she had her moment. She knew she had her chance.

      “Please,” Alison said.

      Sofia sniffed up a string of snot.

      Then she nodded.

      She went to speak.

      But before she could, Alison punched her in the throat.

      Hard.

      Sofia fell back off Alison.

      And when she fell, Alison grabbed her rifle. She put it to Sofia’s head. She went to pull her trigger; to end this once and for all.

      “Don’t.”

      A voice. A voice from the right.

      Alison looked around.

      It was Holly.

      Alison felt confused at first, as she saw Holly standing here, asking Alison to show mercy.

      “What?” Alison asked.

      “You don’t have to kill her,” she said. “I know… I know it seems like the easy option. I know it seems like the solution. But it isn’t. It never is. Just… just trust me.”

      Alison shook her head. She looked at Sofia. She was kneeling there, struggling to breathe after the hard punch to her throat, bruise across her tear-soaked face. “She was going to kill you,” she said.

      “And I killed her son,” Holly said.

      Mike’s face narrowed as he watched from a distance; as he tried to understand this entire exchange.

      “I did something awful,” Holly said, stepping up to Sofia now, looking her in the eye, standing between the rifle and Sofia. “Something I’ll never forget. Something I’ll never forgive myself for. And you’re right. I should pay.”

      She reached behind.

      Went to grab the rifle from Alison.

      Alison frowned. “Holly?”

      “Just give it to me. Please.”

      Reluctantly, Alison let go of the rifle.

      Holly took it.

      And then she handed it to Sofia.

      Fear sparked up inside Alison. “Holly, what—”

      “You have a chance now,” Holly said. “A chance to end this. A chance to finish it. But I just want you to know… I want you to know that yes, I’ve done bad things. Unforgivable things. But what happened to your son. What happened to your Tommy. That was never supposed to happen. That was an accident. The worst mistake I’ve made in my life. And you’ll… you’ll never know how sorry I am.”

      Mike staggered forward. “Holly—”

      “So do it,” Holly said, looking Sofia in the eye. “If it truly makes you feel better… pull that trigger. But just think about it. Please.”

      “Holly,” Mike said, surging forward.

      Sofia held the rifle in her shaky hands. She pointed it right at Holly’s chest. She was crying. Holly was crying. Both were totally caught in this unbreakable intensity.

      She tightened her grip on the trigger.

      Holly held the sides of the rifle.

      “Do it. But I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I want to make things better. I want to help. Please.”

      Sofia tightened the trigger even more.

      “Do it!”

      Sofia let out a cry.

      She tightened the trigger so tight that it was on the verge of firing.

      Then she threw the rifle aside and fell back to the ground.

      She cried. Covered her face. She called out her son’s name.

      And then the most beautiful thing happened, in all this chaos, all this tragedy.

      Holly walked to her side.

      She put her hands around her.

      Sofia hit her. Punched her. Scratched her.

      “I’m sorry,’ she said, continuing to move closer to Sofia. “I’m so sorry.”

      And eventually, Sofia’s resolve began to break.

      Eventually, the scratching lowered, the punching weakened.

      Eventually, she put her hands around Holly’s back.

      And as Alison stood there, blood trickling from her nose, she watched as Holly hugged the mother of the boy she’d killed, and she started to believe there was beauty in this world after all.
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      Mike felt pride as he watched his daughter hold Sofia.

      It was late afternoon. The clouds were thickening, and the snow was growing blizzard-like. The street they were in was beginning to feel like home. And yet that wasn’t completely a good thing. Yuri had died here. Andrei had died here. And Kelsie, she still wasn’t in her best state. She could die here if they didn’t act fast.

      But Holly was here. Alison was here.

      The three of them had been reunited, out of nowhere.

      Could this be a dream?

      Shit. If it was, he wouldn’t mind a bit of bloody warmth, or something.

      Alison walked over to Mike for the first time since she’d returned. She looked at him, sheepishly for a few seconds. There was a pause between them. A silent pause.

      And then she fell into Mike’s arms, and they held each other, tight.

      Mike winced when Alison squeezed too tight.

      She pulled away. Looked at him, eyes narrowed. “You look pretty…”

      “Is ‘sore’ the word you’re looking for?”

      Alison half-smiled. “I was thinking something else. But we’ll go with ‘sore.’”

      Mike felt his legs shaking, weak. He hadn’t actually realised just how lacking in energy he was until he’d witnessed the reactions of the people around him. “Whatever happens now… whatever happens to me, it’s okay. It’s—”

      “But it’s not,” Alison said. “Not after… not after all these months we’ve spent apart. Not when you’ve just—just come across your daughter again.”

      Mike looked down at Kelsie, who was still weak and sleeping. Then he looked over at Holly. He looked at the way she sat with the young girl, Emma, now. He saw how methodical she looked, and how detached she looked.

      “What happened to you two out there?” Mike asked.

      Alison looked to the road, cleared her throat. “There’s some things it’s probably better you not knowing about.”

      Mike went to contest. But in the end, he didn’t. Because Alison was right.

      There were things he’d been involved with he wouldn’t be too keen on everyone knowing about. They’d all done things they weren’t proud of. They wouldn’t be alive if they’d been totally good.

      But Holly. Something felt different about her. It felt like something had truly shifted.

      And it scared Mike.

      “Anyway,” Alison said, patting Mike on his back. “You two should probably get caught up. Don’t let me get in your way.”

      “It’s good to see you again, Alison.”

      Her eyes glistened. They reminded Mike of how Caitlin’s used to look when they first met. That connection between them, strong with every glance.

      She smiled back at him. Nodded. “It’s good to see you too, Mike. But I haven’t forgotten what you did.”

      Mike frowned. “What I did?”

      “Speeding down the road like a madman. The second this country comes back online, you’re in cuffs, man.”

      Mike laughed. “Yeah. About this country coming back online…”

      Mike told her about what Yuri had told him. He told her about the news of the outages, and how it looked like they were global now. He told her what happened to Yuri, what the guy called Sergei did to him.

      She told him about how they’d run in to Sergei; about how they’d told him to keep walking and then collectively attacked him for his rifle. So at least Sergei had got some just desserts.

      “I just can’t get over how ridiculous a coincidence this all is.”

      “Sometimes I believe there’s things at play that go beyond coincidence,” Mike said.

      Alison frowned. “Really?”

      “No. Do I hell. Fate? Give me a break. But hey. It’s a nice soundbite, isn’t it? Reckon I could write some kind of motivational book when all this is over? ‘Mike’s Magic Words of Wisdom?’”

      Alison tutted, punched Mike on the arm. “Get caught up with your daughter. But make it quick because we seriously need to get moving.”

      Mike nodded. Smiled. Then he walked off in Holly’s direction.

      “Oh, and Mike?”

      Mike turned back.

      Alison stared at him, a different expression on her face now.

      One Mike could only describe as fear.

      “Be careful,” she said.

      Mike didn’t know what Alison was referring to. But he could guess that Alison’s time on the road with Holly had been… challenging.

      He nodded. Then he turned around.

      Holly was already right in front of him.

      She looked through him with that dead-eyed stare. Their recent reunion felt like an eternity ago. The emotion had been switched off from Holly now. There was something different about her. Someone there he didn’t recognise.

      “Holly,” he said. “If you need to talk about anyth—”

      “I saw Gina.”

      Mike frowned. “What?”

      “She was driving a van. I know it sounds crazy but… I saw her. And she was heading down this road.  That’s where I was heading when I met Emma. That’s where we have to go.”

      Mike shook his head. “But Gina. She… she’s dead.”

      “She’s not dead because I saw her. And I know what I saw.”

      Mike considered Holly’s words. Kumal said Gina died in the pub. But what if she’d got out? What if?

      “She can’t be—”

      “Holly’s right,” Alison intervened.

      Mike frowned. “What?”

      Alison told him about how she’d bumped into Gina when she was on her own with Arya. They’d gone into a town. Got cornered by some military group. Alison showed a little too much resistance for their liking, so they’d taken Gina and Arya away and tied up Alison, leaving her to die.

      Mike thought about the idea that Gina was driving, and the direction she was heading in, and he could only come to one possibility. “She must be a part of this group Yuri told me about.”

      “You sure you want to trust your Russian friend if they’re the same people who left me for dead?”

      Mike considered Alison’s words. Looked at Kelsie, then at Holly. “I’m not sure we have much of a choice.”

      Holly nodded. That distance still on her face; that detachment.

      “Holly, are you sure you don’t want to talk about anything?”

      Her eyes moved like she was scanning the sky for her thoughts.

      Then she looked back at Mike. Half-smiled. “No, Dad. It’s okay. I’m okay. Well. I am now.”

      She walked past him, over to Alison. Mike watched them. It looked like they were arguing for a while. Then eventually, it looked like they came to some kind of agreement and an end to their tension.

      And then he walked back to Kelsie.

      She was sitting upright eating snow.

      “Hey,” Mike said. “You know what I told you about eating snow. Much better to let it melt before drinking it. Doesn’t use up as much energy that way.”

      She looked at Mike, snow dribbling down her chin, and she smiled the warmest smile she’d smiled for some time.

      “You’re a good dad,” she said.

      Mike felt warmth in his chest. “What—”

      He didn’t say another word.

      In the distance, he heard footsteps.

      He looked up.

      His skin crawled.

      There was a group with him.

      And they weren’t strangers.

      “Hello again, Mikey-boy,” Theo said, smile beaming across his face. “Fancy seeing you here.”
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      Mike saw Theo standing opposite, his four remaining friends alongside him, and the hope that had built in the last hour slipped away completely.

      The afternoon was darkening as winter’s premature night approached. The snow was falling so thickly that it was rapidly covering his feet. The wind was howling, the blizzard strong, the iciness of the air so cold that his face felt numb.

      This kind of weather, these kind of conditions, they weren’t going to make running very easy.

      Which was a nightmare because Mike knew his group needed to get away from Theo and his people.

      Fast.

      Because he’d seen what Theo was capable of already.

      Theo smirked and raised his hands. “Well, Mike. What did I tell you? I told you I’d find you. I told you that you weren’t gonna get away from me as easily as you thought. And remember what else I told you?”

      Dread intensified right in the pit of Mike’s stomach. He looked around at Holly, at Kelsie, at Alison, at Sofia, and at Emma. Then he looked back at Theo. “This doesn’t have to end the way you think it does.”

      Theo laughed, then. He laughed and started to make his way over towards Mike. “You see, that’s where you’re wrong. Now, maybe, maybe I might’ve thought about letting you go. Maybe I would’ve stopped chasing you. After all, it takes a hell of a lot of energy to hunt someone like you down, you know? We’ve travelled quite some miles to find you. But hey. We’re here now. A happy reunion. And you know why it’s all the more sweet? You know why this feels so good, to me, to my people?”

      “I didn’t kill your people,” Mike said.

      Theo frowned. “You didn’t? They looked pretty dead to me.”

      “What happened in the woods. Your people were surrounding me. They were surrounding Kelsie. But someone else stepped in. A small faction of the same military group from overseas who have been terrorising our people for months. I’m not saying they’re all good. One of them turned out to be not so good at all. But at the end of the day, if you have an issue, it’s with them. Not with me. Not with a little girl.”

      Theo smiled. He looked at his people, then back at Mike. “That’s where you’re wrong.”

      And then he walked over to the nearest person to him—Sofia—and he lifted her up and put a knife to her neck.

      Mike’s instinct was to stagger forward, to lunge closer to Sofia. Although he didn’t know her, she was a part of this group now. They were all together against these vicious people. So Mike would do whatever he had to in order to protect her.

      “You’re going to want to let her go,” he said.

      Theo smiled again, let out a little laugh this time. “That’s the problem with you, Mike. You’re always dishing out the orders, always giving these commands like you have a God-given right to make these calls. But you don’t. You’re nothing. You’re nobody. And you’re going to find out just how much of a nobody you are. Your people are going to find out how much of a nobody you are. I’m going to make them watch.”

      Mike’s tension grew further. He realised there was no bargaining with these people. They were the kind of savages who just wanted to watch the world collapse.

      He looked over at Sofia. Saw the rifle beside her on the ground. Way too far out of reach.

      He looked into her eyes. Tearful, as Theo’s blade pressed against her neck.

      He looked up to the sky, and he took a deep breath.

      Because he was going to try something.

      Something for the rest of his people.

      “Take me,” he said.

      Theo frowned. “What?”

      Mike edged forward. Raised his hands, made it clear he had no weapons, and that there were no catches here. “I’m the one your problem’s with. Nobody else. There’s a girl here who needs urgent medical attention. The rest of these people… your problem’s not with them. It’s me you’re trying to punish. You want revenge for something that happened to you and to your people. Something I can’t answer for, something I don’t know about… but something I’ll suffer for anyway. So take me. Punish me.”

      Theo watched as Mike stopped, just inches away from him now. A smile twitched, revealing rotting teeth. He kept holding on to Sofia.

      “You still just don’t understand, do you?” he said.

      Then he pulled back the knife.

      “I want you to watch what a failure you are. Killing you would be the easy option.”

      He slammed the knife towards Sofia’s neck.

      Mike didn’t even think.

      He threw himself at Theo.

      Knocked him to the ground.

      He felt Theo’s knife hit his back. He felt it piercing his skin, once, twice, three times.

      But he kept on pushing Theo down to the ground. Kept on punching him, repeatedly, right in the face.

      “Go!” he shouted.

      He didn’t have time to look back at his people to check to see they were leaving. Because the next thing he knew, Theo’s people were onto him, dragging him up as he bled out, pulling him away from Theo.

      He looked over at his people as he stood there amidst this group. He looked at Holly, at Alison, at Emma, at Kelsie, and at Sofia.

      He looked at them all looking back at him, and he cleared his throat. “Go,” he said.

      Theo’s face turned. “No. That’s not how it works—”

      Mike broke free of the two people holding on to him. He took another swing at Theo, more laboured this time, less power to it, but still as sweet as ever.

      “Go!” he shouted.

      He felt more punches to his back. He felt his head being kicked. And as he struggled and writhed around on the snowy ground, Mike caught a glance of his daughter standing there, leading the rest of the group away, tears on her face.

      “I love you, angel,” he said, through bloodied teeth.

      He watched her fade from vision.

      “I love y—”

      Another heavy kick smacked into the side of his head.

      His vision went totally blurry.

      Then, there was nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Holly couldn’t stop thinking about Dad as she ran away from the scene of the showdown.

      It was getting dark. The snow made visibility nigh-on impossible. She couldn’t hear the fighting, the kicking, or the shouting anymore, which meant she must’ve run far enough to flee the group.

      But that image.

      That image of Dad looking up at her from the ground, smile on his face, mouthing that he loved her.

      That was something she couldn’t stop replaying in her mind’s eye.

      She looked to her right. She could see the silhouettes of Alison, of Emma and of Kelsie in Alison’s arms. And as they ran together, for the first time in a long time, Holly felt a unity. She felt a bond with other people, something that had been missing for too long.

      But at the same time… she felt sadness, too. Because it wasn’t just Dad who’d been left behind. It was Sofia, too.

      She could feel herself attaching again; feel herself returning to reality.

      And that made her stop.

      It was a little while before Alison realised Holly had stopped.

      “Holly? We need to keep going. We’re not safe yet.”

      Holly swallowed a lump in her throat. “I’m not coming.”

      “You’re not coming? What do you mean you’re not coming?”

      “My dad’s back there. Sofia’s back there. They’re going to torture them. God knows what else. And I… I can’t let that happen. I just can’t sit back.”

      Alison stroked the side of Holly’s head. “Holly, I know this isn’t easy. But we have a chance here. A real chance of making it to this safe place. If we turn back, we’re stepping into the abyss. Your dad. You saw… you saw.”

      Holly nodded. “I know what I saw. That’s why I’m going to do this on my own.”

      She turned around. Looked back into the snow.

      “No,” Alison said.

      She stepped to Holly’s side. Took her hand.

      Holly stroked Alison’s hand and then pulled hers away.

      She looked into Alison’s teary eyes. Saw her shaking her head, trying to break through to Holly, trying to make her realise just how dangerous what she was proposing actually was.

      “It’s suicide, Holly,” Alison said.

      Holly half-smiled. “I know. But it’s the least I can do for my dad. For Sofia. I can’t just leave them behind. Not after everything. You know. You… you understand. More than anyone.”

      Alison lowered her head. The rest of the group had stopped now, too. Alison took Holly’s hands in hers, stroked them. Looked deep into her eyes. “You come back, Holly,” she said. “You come back.”

      Holly felt a lump bobbling in her throat. “I will.”

      And then Alison wiped a tear from her eye and stepped away.

      Then she stopped.

      “Wait,” Alison said.

      Holly frowned. “I’m not staying, Alison—”

      “I know you’re not staying. And I know you say you’re doing this alone. But… no. Just no. I’m not going to let you do this alone. Not again. Not after last time.”

      “The difference to last time is that you’ve got people to look out for now. Kelsie. Emma. They’re strong. But they’re not strong enough without you. You need to help them get to this safe place. You need to help them find Gina.”

      Alison half-smiled again, wiped her fingers through her hair. “Holly… just be safe. Be safe for me. Please.”

      Holly nodded. “I’ll try my best.”

      And she meant that sincerely. Because promising anything more was just dangerous.

      She walked past Alison, then. Walked over to Emma.

      “You stay safe, okay?”

      Emma nodded. She opened her mouth like she was going to say something, then she stopped.

      “That’s my girl,” Holly said.

      She walked past Alison again, faced the snow. She took a deep breath as she stared out at the blizzard.

      Then she pulled her knife out of her pocket, facing the road ahead.

      “I’ll see you soon,” she said, without turning around.

      “Good luck,” Alison said. “Come back safely. Please.”

      Holly nodded. Then she waited. She waited for the darkness to increase. Waited for the snow to grow heavier.

      When she’d waited a while, she looked back.

      She was on her own now.

      She took a deep breath.

      Then she sliced away some more of her hair, balding herself all over again.

      She lowered the bloodied knife.

      She put the ring Dad handed her back on her finger.

      It was time to get to work.

      It was time to save Sofia.

      It was time to save her dad.
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      Mike opened his eyes and felt the pain stretch down his back.

      He had no idea what time it was, because there was something covering his eyes, like a blindfold. He had no idea whether it was still the night he’d been attacked; the night he’d said a painful farewell to his people once again, or whether it was the following day, or whether loads of time had passed already.

      All he knew was that his back ached like mad. His side hurt worse than ever before.

      And there was something else.

      A hot, searing pain splitting through each of his wounds.

      He tried to turn, but his neck ached. He steadied his breathing. He wasn’t sure whether he was moving or not. His body was shaking all over, creating the illusion that he was being transported somewhere.

      But where was he now?

      How had he got here?

      He strained, tried to remember the circumstances that led to him waking up here. He’d fought with Theo and his people. He’d told Holly and the others to go.

      And then he’d fallen unconscious under their attack.

      He remembered a few other things. Travelling somewhere. Being dragged along, through the icy cold of the snow.

      And something else, too.

      Sofia.

      The woman. The woman who had the showdown with his daughter. She’d been dragged along with him, too.

      Both had been captured. Both had made a sacrifice for the good of the rest of the group.

      But Mike wasn’t intending to honour that sacrifice. Not now he was awake.

      Sure, sacrificing himself to save Holly, Kelsie, Alison, and the other girl, Emma… that was enough for him.

      But the fact that Sofia was here now—past issues or not—that changed everything.

      It gave Mike someone to fight for.

      He listened for a sound; for a sign of life.

      But there was nothing.

      Nothing but the ringing in his ears.

      Nothing but silence.

      He tried to shake free, but he was tied to something. Some kind of wooden bench, it felt like. And around his wrists, cable ties, so tight that his hands felt like they were going to burst.

      He pulled against them, then realised that wasn’t going to do him any good. He knew how strong these ties were. He needed to think outside the box; to try something else.

      He leaned forward, trying to gauge how tough the wood he was attached to actually was.

      When he heard it creak… his hopes started to rise.

      He pulled some more, heard the wood creaking again. Of course, he had to be careful. He didn’t know that he was alone in here. Someone could just be teasing him; tormenting him.

      He took a few deep, steadying breaths. He had to try to get out of here, after all. Whether or not there was somebody in here, waiting here was only going to bring trouble; chaos.

      So he ground his teeth together, and he lurched forward.

      The wood creaked some more.

      He could feel it bending as he moved.

      He fell back, the pain of the movement crippling his wounds. He didn’t know what state they were in. It felt like they’d been cauterised, but at the same time, it felt like infection was kicking in.

      He had to ask the question.

      Why were these people keeping him alive?

      They could’ve just killed him, so why keep him alive?

      The thought scared him.

      He steadied his breathing, tried not to get too caught up in the pain in his back. He remembered the things he’d been taught back in military training.

      Don’t resist the pain.

      Accept it and work with it.

      Easier said than done.

      But something he’d have to try all the same.

      He gritted his teeth together, and he launched himself forward again.

      The pain was crippling. The searing sensations made it feel like he was opening his wounds. And the ties against the wood behind him… they felt like they were going to cut his wrists right open.

      But he kept on pulling because he heard that wood creaking some more.

      He kept on pulling because he was alive, and as long as he was alive, he had the chance to save someone.

      He kept on pulling because—

      A snap.

      He fell forward. Hit the floor in front of him, face first.

      He paused for a few seconds. Moved his hands freely.

      The wood had snapped.

      And even though the ties were still around his wrists… his hands were free.

      He pulled his blindfold away with his shaky fingers.

      The first thing he noticed was that it was night.

      There was wind rattling the window beside him. Snow hammering against it. He was in some kind of old, derelict bedroom of a house that looked like it’d collapsed long before the EMP struck.

      He looked around, tried to gather his bearings.

      Then he saw a door.

      He’d have to go through there.

      He had to find Sofia.

      And he had to get them both out of here.

      He walked towards the door. Stopped to listen for any sounds outside, then opened it when he was sure it was clear.

      It creaked as he moved it.

      He saw a corridor in the dark.

      There was a door beside it.

      Closed.

      But Mike could hear voices inside.

      He stepped towards it. Pushed it open, slowly, just a little.

      There was a man in there.

      He was leaning over Sofia, who was tied up, just like he had been.

      He was practically slavering over her.

      Sickness radiated through Mike’s body. Sickness at what this man was planning on doing. Sickness at the depravity which men in particular fell to when the old order of the world flipped on its head.

      He tightened his fists.

      Then he walked towards this man.

      Slowly.

      The man moved his hands up Sofia’s bare legs. He kept on going, which made Mike move quicker, made him get a move on.

      And then he reached the top inside of her thigh.

      “Maybe you don’t have to go through hell here after all,” the man—balaclava over his face—said. “Maybe you can be my good friend after al—”

      He didn’t finish what he was saying.

      Mike cracked him over the head with a piece of wooden debris.

      The man fell to the side, though not fatally. His head was bleeding, but it wasn’t enough to take him down completely.

      He looked around, baffled, curious.

      Mike thought about holding back. He thought about showing mercy.

      But there was no room for mercy against an animal like this anymore.

      He slammed the piece of wood against his head until the man was silent.

      Then he threw it to one side and went over to Sofia.

      Sofia was shaking. Her eyes were wide. She was looking at the bloody mess of the man on the floor.

      “Did he hurt you?” Mike asked.

      Sofia shook her head as Mike undid her ties.

      “Did any of them hurt you?”

      “No,” she said. “He—he was the first. You… You’re alive. They kept you alive.”

      Mike undid the ties completely. Then together with Sofia, he stood up. “Just about,” he said, noticing the pain in his back again. “But I’m not sure I want to take my chances surviving in here. We need to get out of here and back on the road. Any idea where we actually are?”

      “All I know is we walked quite a way,” Sofia said. “Or… well. We were dragged quite a way.”

      Mike nodded. “We get out of here. Find our way onto the road. Get our bearings. They can’t have dragged us far.”

      “What about the others?” Sofia asked.

      Mike gulped. Looked around. Heard nothing but silence. Then he looked back at Sofia, trying to look as collected as possible. “I don’t know where they are. But it doesn’t matter. It’s time we got out of here.”

      They made a break down the corridor, down the stairs, through this empty home and to the front door.

      When Mike reached it, he heard footsteps behind, and he stopped.

      He turned around.

      When he saw who was standing there, his stomach dropped.

      It was Theo.

      He was holding a long blade.

      Smile on his face.

      “Going somewhere?” he asked.
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      Alison walked into the mouth of the blizzard and wondered when it was going to swallow her completely whole.

      The night was thick and dark, made even more intense by this blizzard. It was the worst snowstorm she’d encountered since the start of winter, that was for sure. So intense that she could barely put one foot in front of the other. The snow seemed to be getting thicker underfoot with every passing second. She fell down a few times, as too did Emma, who was beside her.

      But all this time, as her lips chapped and cracked with the iciness of the conditions, she held on to Kelsie.

      All this time, she kept on walking.

      Because there was no way she could turn back, not after going this far.

      She did look over her shoulder a few times, though. Hoped she’d see Holly emerging, with Mike and Sofia by her side.

      But she knew deep down that she wouldn’t be seeing them again. Their paths had diverged by the most miraculous means, and now they’d split apart all over again.

      She’d wanted to go with Holly.

      But she heard her.

      She had a duty beyond Mike and Sofia now.

      She had a duty to get Kelsie and Emma to this sanctuary.

      She felt her legs going weak as she walked. Kelsie’s eyes were closed. Every now and then, she checked her heartbeat. Her pulse was slow. She hadn’t opened her eyes for a long time. She knew time was running out for this poor girl.

      Which was all the more reason to keep on going.

      She looked at Emma, who was by her side. Bless her, she was pushing on. She was tough. She had to be. Everyone had to be.

      At least Alison knew she could believe in Emma if anything went wrong.

      At least she knew—

      She tumbled forward and fell to the ground.

      She felt herself sink into the snow. It was a few seconds before Emma helped her back up, half-smiled at her. She said something at the top of her voice, but the wind and the snow were so intense that Alison couldn’t hear her.

      “We’re getting close,” Alison said. “Just got to keep on moving.”

      But there was a waning belief in her own words. She thought back to Holly. The worry she’d felt about her. The faith she’d lost in her.

      And after all this time… at least Holly had proven herself.

      If she could take anything from this mess, it was that.

      She fell forward again.

      But this time, she hit solid ground.

      She tasted blood. Lifted her head, not getting any help this time.

      And when she looked around, she noticed something.

      There was no sign of Emma.

      She frowned. Tension built. “Emma?”

      She stumbled back into the snow.

      That’s when she saw it.

      There was a message. She could barely make it out at first, and she was lucky to see it. But there was no doubting it. A message written in the snow.

      “Had to help Holly. Get Kelsie safe. Good luck.”

      Alison’s stomach sank. That fear returned. The fear that she was alone, all over again.

      But this time she drew strength from it, too.

      This time, she felt something else.

      She could conquer this.

      She had a purpose. She had a goal.

      She’d made it alone before, and she’d make it again.

      She turned around, Kelsie in her arms, and went to move forward.

      That’s when she saw it.

      Or rather, heard it.

      First, the engine.

      Then, the headlights, blinding.

      Then the person stepping out of the car.

      She held her ground. Held her breath. Waited, heart racing, for whatever was next.

      Then something surprised her.

      A dog.

      A dog jumped up at her. Knocked her to her back.

      But this dog.

      It didn’t bite her.

      It didn’t attack her.

      It… licked her face and slobbered all over her.

      Alison moved her head to one side.

      And that’s when she saw it.

      That’s when she saw who it was.

      “Arya?” she said.

      Then someone emerged from behind Arya.

      Someone appeared above her, blinded by the light, at first.

      She squinted.

      Strained.

      And then, in that blinding light, she saw her.

      “Gina?” she said.
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      “Going somewhere?”

      The hairs on Mike’s arms stood on end when Theo spoke. He was standing there in the darkness holding a long blade. A samurai style sword. The smile on his face was vicious, cruel. Mike could see this went far beyond vengeance; far beyond getting his own back on Mike’s people for what they’d supposedly done to his family.

      Theo was a man who had stepped over into the abyss. And once you’d made that kind of move, it wasn’t so easy to make it back.

      “For a man who should probably be begging for his life right now, you’re awfully quiet.”

      Mike held his gaze, held his ground, Sofia standing right beside him. “I could say the same to you.”

      Theo laughed. “See, that’s what I like about you, Mike. That’s what I’ve grown to like about you. We burn down your home. We chase you out. We stab you, and we lock you up in that room upstairs. But still you find a way to get out. And still you find a way to convince yourself that somehow, you have the upper hand. But you don’t. Remember that. You don’t. You’ve crossed the line one too many times. That is going to change, right here, right now.”

      He started to walk towards Mike, then. It was only at that point that Mike noticed there were other people in here, emerging from the shadows of the building, watching. Theo’s friends. Not many of them left, but enough to cause a headache. Enough to be a problem.

      He lifted his blade. Stroked a finger across the edge of it, cutting it in the process—and not seeming to care too much. “I really wanted to put you through hell,” he said. “I really wanted to torture you. But hey. Your friend here will have to suffice.”

      He threw himself at Mike, sword raised.

      Mike stumbled out of the way, so too did Sofia. But Theo wasn’t letting up. He spun around, swung the sword at Mike’s legs.

      Mike staggered back, but it was too late. The sharp edge of the sword scraped his shins, cutting through his jeans and the top layers of skin on impact.

      He looked down as the blood dribbled down his legs, then back up at Theo, who still had that animalistic expression on his face; that look of enjoyment.

      “What’s wrong, Mike? You struggling all of a sudden? You got nowhere to run anymore?”

      Mike tightened his fists, steadied his ground. “I’m just figuring out the best way to kill you,” he said.

      And then he launched himself at Theo.

      He had to be careful. He had to time it right because Theo was holding out the blade. One wrong move and Mike would be impaled on the end of it.

      But Mike was combat trained. He knew a thing or two.

      He watched as Theo raised his sword, ready to impale him.

      Then he dropped down.

      Slide tackled him, taking his feet from under him.

      Theo came flying down on top of him.

      The edge of the sword smashed against the ground beside him.

      And before Theo could do anything, Mike cracked a punch across his face and knocked him to the side.

      He climbed on top of him, then. Wrapped his hands around his neck, started to tighten as Theo kicked out and struggled.

      “You see?” Mike said. “You might think you’re tough. You might think you’re strong. But without your friends, you’re nothing.”

      Theo spat up into Mike’s face. He was still kicking out, still struggling.

      Mike tightened his hands around Theo’s neck. “Now I’m going to watch you beg. And when you start begging, I’m going to watch your face turn when you realise I’m not going to let you go. When you realise you’re going to die. And then I’m going to do it over and over again until you’re a broken man. Maybe then I’ll kill you. Maybe.”

      He tightened his grip further, watched as Theo’s eyes widened, saw his mouth mumble something like “Please.”

      “What was that?” Mike asked, leaning in closer. “I didn’t quite hear you.”

      He loosened his grip around Theo’s neck.

      Allowed him to get his breath back, just for a moment.

      “Something to say?” Mike said.

      Theo nodded as he lay there, gasping. “I said… watch your back.”

      Mike frowned. He looked over his shoulder.

      Nobody there.

      Then he saw Sofia’s eyes widening; saw her running towards him. “Mike, watch out!”

      But it was already too late.

      Theo lurched towards his neck and wrapped his teeth around him.

      Mike let go of Theo instinctively, tried to drag him from his neck.

      But it was that moment of weakness Theo was looking for.

      It was the opportunity he’d been waiting for, and he’d taken it.

      Mike pushed back against Theo’s head, but his teeth were too tight. He was sinking down into his flesh, drawing blood.

      Mike punched him. He kicked him. He tried everything to get himself free.

      He saw Sofia run over.

      But the second she reached Theo’s side, he punched her in the face, hard, knocking her to the ground.

      He struggled some more to break free. Blood trickled freely down his neck now. The pain of his wounds grew more prominent, more noticeable.

      He was about to punch Theo again when he noticed his greatest mistake of all.

      Being distracted.

      Theo grabbed the sword, let go of Mike’s neck with his teeth and swiftly placed the blade to his throat.

      Mike was on his back now, on the ground. Theo stood over him, Mike’s blood staining his teeth; muddying his smile.

      He peered down at Mike with those vicious eyes in the light of the moon and the glow of the snow.

      “It’s over,” he said. “No fighting. Not anymore. You’re beat.”

      Mike lay there on the ground. Sofia was down. He was down. As far as he could tell… Theo was right.

      That was the thing he wasn’t willing to face up to; that he wasn’t willing to admit.

      But he had to face up to it. He didn’t know what else he could do.

      He thought about how he’d dealt with other rivals in the past. He thought about the conciliatory tone he’d taken; that desire to see humanity as inherently good, in hope that people could build bridges rather than walls even after all the chaos and pain they’d endured.

      “Any last words?” Theo said.

      Mike opened his mouth.

      And then he saw someone.

      Saw someone in the corner of his eye.

      Holly.

      She was standing behind Theo. Not close to him. Not close enough to act.

      But she was here.

      She’d come back.

      Mike looked his daughter right in his eyes, his blade pressed to his neck, and he felt so proud all over again.

      “You should always stay aware of your surroundings,” Mike said. “You should never let your guard drop. Ever.”

      Theo frowned. “What—”

      “Hey,” Holly said.

      Theo spun around, looked over his shoulder.

      Mike grabbed the sharp edge of the blade in his hands.

      He knocked the handle right back into Theo’s stomach.

      He saw Theo’s hands loosen their grip as he spun the blade around, as he pushed Theo to the ground.

      Then he stood over him, blade to his neck, roles reversed.

      Theo smiled as he lay there in the sun. He lifted his hands, his teeth still stained with Mike’s blood.

      “Go on. Give me the old speech. Tell me about how forgiveness is key, and how we can always move forward. Go on.”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat.

      Then, he sighed.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t have any words left for you.”

      Theo’s eyes narrowed. “What—”

      Then Mike jammed the sword right through Theo’s throat.

      He looked into his confused eyes as he kneeled there, gargling. He watched as the confusion turned to fear, and then the fear turned to begging.

      He watched as the begging went away, and all it left behind was blankness. Emptiness.

      He watched Theo roll to the ground, and he knew it was over.

      He pulled the blade away. Walked over to Holly. Left Theo to die alone. Because that’s all he deserved. It was more than he deserved, for what he’d done to Mike’s people, to his home.

      Mike wrapped his arms around Holly. “What’re you doing here?”

      “I couldn’t just leave you here.”

      “You shouldn’t have come back here.”

      “But I’m here. And we’re both alive. All three of us are alive.”

      Mike opened his mouth to contest. But in the end, he just nodded, smiled. Because his daughter might just have saved his life. He couldn’t hold that against her.

      He walked over to Sofia. Her eyes were open now, but she’d taken a pretty nasty bump to the head. It didn’t look great.

      He helped her to her feet. Then they stood there, together with Holly.

      Mike looked back at the building. He looked at Theo’s people standing there, staring out, shock on their faces.

      He thought about going to them. Killing them. Putting them down.

      But then he felt his daughter’s hand tighten around his, and he knew it was time to go.

      It was time to move forward.

      Humanity could co-exist, sure.

      But there wasn’t always room for bonding.

      There wasn’t always room for civility.

      Sometimes, you had to be willing to kill, and unwilling to forgive.

      But sometimes you had to move on.

      He looked down at Theo’s body. Saw that he’d stopped moving. He didn’t feel any sympathy. Not a glimmer. He deserved to die. Mike didn’t feel any demons about what he’d done. Not anymore.

      He looked up at Theo’s people. Nodded. And in time, he saw them nod back at him. He sensed they detested Theo just as much as he did. They had a second chance now. A chance to do something different. A chance to be free.

      He looked at Sofia. Then he looked at Holly.

      “You ready?”

      They nodded.

      Mike turned around and faced the exit of the grounds.

      And then, together with Sofia and Holly, he walked.
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      “Gina?”

      Alison stared up at Gina. She was thinner. Her hair was shorter. But there was no denying that redness of her hair; there was no denying that slightly bewildered look on her face. It was her. She was here.

      And Arya was by her side.

      Arya licked Alison’s face again. She whined like she’d really missed her. And Alison held her back. She held her, and she cried because the pair of them had been so close; they’d been so close, and then she and Gina had been separated.

      Gina crouched down. She was still clearly bewildered. She put a hand on Alison’s side, a half-smile on her face. “I knew I’d see you again,” she said. “I—I never stopped believing.”

      Alison cried. She held Gina, and she cried.

      And then the urgency of the situation built up, and Alison remembered why she was going where she was going, and what she wanted help with.

      “This girl,” Alison said, nodding at the girl in her arms. “Kelsie. She—she needs help. She’s got a condition. Diabetes. She’s short on meds. She needs help.”

      Gina sighed. She stroked Kelsie’s hair out of her face. “Where I’m from. We—we can help her.”

      Alison felt relief at that. She looked at the van Gina had been driving. “Where are you from?”

      Gina smiled. Her eyes glistened. “It’s a long story. It’s better if you see this place rather than just hear about it. But Alison. I want you to know something. This place we’re going to… it’s the closest thing to the old world that we have. It’s safe. You don’t have to worry about anything anymore.”

      Alison allowed herself to luxuriate in the fantasy of getting somewhere safe, once and for all. It seemed distant still; bordering on the impossible.

      But what if?

      What if?

      She smiled at Gina. Then she stood to her feet, Kelsie in her arms.

      “We’re not alone, though,” Gina said. “I picked someone up on the road.”

      Gina’s passenger door opened.

      A man climbed out.

      “This is Ian,” she said. “He’s been helping me with the…”

      Gina kept on talking.

      But Alison didn’t hear her words.

      Not anymore.

      Because Alison knew exactly who Ian was.

      And she could see from the look in his eyes exactly how he felt about her.

      “You,” Ian said.

      Alison felt the hairs on her arms stand on end.

      Gina looked around, frowning. “You two know each other?”

      “She killed my son.”

      “That’s not how it—”

      “Her and that girl. Holly. They killed my boy. And now, finally, there’s a chance to level things.”

      Fear built up in Alison’s chest. She saw the way Gina looked at her, concerned.

      But the first thing she said was: “Holly’s okay?”

      “Holly made a mistake,” Alison said. “She—she made a mistake, but she’s more than atoned for it.”

      “A mistake?” Ian said, anger in his voice. “Atoned for it? She’s nowhere near atoned for it. And the fact you’d even say that—”

      “She saved your wife’s life.”

      Ian frowned. “What?”

      “Sofia. I was travelling with her for a while, trying to find you. We ran into Holly and some other people. Sofia tried to kill Holly, but then Holly got the better of her. Holly gave Sofia her gun. She put that gun into Sofia’s hands and told her if she really wanted to, she should kill her. That only Sofia could make that choice. But she didn’t. She didn’t, and now…”

      She stopped talking. She didn’t want to tell Ian about the last part; about how Mike and Sofia had been dragged away.

      “You’re lying,” he said.

      “Why would I lie about this?”

      “Because—”

      “Ian,” Alison said. “I’m sorry for what happened. I’ll never be able to make it right. No one will. But right now, you have to hear me out when I say I didn’t want it to happen. And if you think Holly wanted it to happen, too… well, you’re wrong. You’re so wrong.”

      Ian’s face began to falter. His lips began to twitch. “My Tommy—”

      “What happened to your Tommy was awful. It’ll never be fair, and you’ll never get over it. But it’s done now, Ian. It’s over. It’s over, and I’m so, so sorry.”

      Ian lowered his head. He wiped his fingers through his short hair. His eyes were filled with tears.

      He looked back up at Gina, then.

      And then he looked at Alison.

      “I don’t believe you,” he said. “I don’t forgive you.”

      And then he started walking towards Alison, fists clenched.

      “It’s time you paid for what you did.”

      “Ian!” Gina shouted.

      But it was too late.

      Ian pulled back a fist.

      Alison squeezed her eyes shut.

      And then she heard a voice.

      “Stop.”

      It came from somewhere behind. She wasn’t sure where exactly, not at first. She wasn’t sure who it was, only that the voice was vaguely familiar.

      But when she opened her eyes, she saw Ian wasn’t holding his fist out at her anymore.

      He was staring behind her, eyes wide, filled with surprise.

      “Sofia?” he said.

      Alison turned around.

      When she saw the trio approaching, her stomach jumped with excitement.

      It was Mike.

      It was Holly.

      It was Sofia.

      “Mike,” she said.

      She walked towards him. Fell into his arms. She felt something warm and damp from his chest, and when she pulled away, she realised he was bleeding.

      “Your—your wounds—”

      “I’m okay,” Mike said.

      “Mike, you’re not—”

      “Gina?” he said. “Arya?”

      He squeezed Alison. Then he walked over to Gina, hugged her, then fussed over Arya.

      And all the time, Ian just stood there and stared at Sofia.

      He just stood there and watched.

      “They helped me, Ian,” Sofia said. “Holly. She helped me too.”

      She looked around at Holly. Looked right into her eyes.

      “I don’t forgive her. But she saved our lives.”

      Alison saw that possessed look cover Ian’s face again.

      She saw how he stormed towards Holly.

      And she prepared herself to get between them. Because no matter what she and Holly had been through, she wasn’t letting anything happen to her. Not again.

      She went to move between them when she saw something.

      Ian stopped.

      He stopped, just before Holly.

      His jaw clenched.

      His fists tightened even more.

      And then he looked away from her and fell into his wife’s arms.

      Alison felt relief as she stood there, as she watched Holly approach Gina and Arya, as she watched them hug one another, watched them unite.

      She watched in this deathly blizzard as everything came back together. And for the first time in a long while, she started to believe again. She believed that goodness could prevail. That forgiveness could prosper.

      She believed that even in the darkest of times, the light always kept shining.

      “I need to give her something.”

      Alison looked around. Saw Mike was standing beside her. He was looking at Gina, holding something in his hands. A piece of paper with writing on, some letter, crumpled, torn.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s what… It’s what I found on Kumal’s body. He wrote it. For Gina. I… I made a promise to myself that I’d give it to her if ever I saw her again.”

      He went to take a step.

      Alison grabbed his arm.

      Rubbed her hand up it.

      “Maybe not now,” she said.

      Mike frowned. “Really?”

      Alison looked at the tears of joy on Gina’s face. She looked at her chatting with Holly, playing with Arya. She looked at Ian and Sofia, reunited, still hurting, but not broken. Not defeated.

      And then she looked at Kelsie sitting there, weak, but eyes open. Still fighting.

      “Not today,” Alison said. “Maybe tomorrow, but not today.”

      She took Mike’s hand in hers, and she walked over to Gina as she opened the van door, gestured everyone inside.

      “Are you ready?” Gina asked.

      Alison looked back at Ian, at Sofia, at Holly and Arya and at Kelsie.

      She looked at Mike by her side, squeezed his hand.

      “We’re ready,” Alison said.

      Gina smiled. “It’s time to go see your new home.”

      

      Mike’s eyes widened when he saw the walls of the sanctuary in the distance.

      He saw Alison’s smile.

      He felt Holly’s hand tightening around his. He knew how worried she was about Emma. He knew she wanted to go out there, to search for her.

      And he knew deep down that she probably would, as much as she was told it wasn’t safe.

      But for now, they were here.

      For now, they were together.

      He saw the way Ian and Sofia held one another… Ian never quite taking his eyes off Holly.

      And he saw Kelsie looking up from his arms, slight smile on her face.

      As the van got closer to the sanctuary, Mike allowed a smile to cross his face.

      Because whatever happened next, at least they had this.

      At least they were together.

      At least there was hope.

      For now.

      Gina leaned back, peered through the grating as she brought the van to a halt. “This is it,” she said. “Welcome home, folks.”

      And in all the chaos, amid all the uncertainty, Mike found himself smiling.

      Home.
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      Emma looked over her shoulder and ran as fast as she could.

      She’d heard them. She’d been on her way to find Holly and the others, but then she’d got lost. She’d ended up in this snowy town; this place she didn’t recognise.

      And at first, she’d thought she was okay. She thought she could just get out of here, find her way either to Holly or back to where Alison was going. She felt bad. Bad for leaving Alison alone with Kelsie. Bad for leaving her to lead the way.

      So she’d decided to go back there.

      And then she’d seen them.

      Just one of them at first. Standing there. Watching her.

      Then another.

      And another.

      And before she knew it, before she even knew who these people actually were… Emma had found herself running. Because she could tell from the looks on their faces that they were nasty; that they meant business.

      And she didn’t want to get stuck with them.

      She didn’t want to befall the same fate as the people she’d seen in that town.

      The memory of it made the hairs on her arms stand on end.

      The building she’d run inside to hide from those people.

      The smell that hit her.

      And then seeing them.

      The bodies.

      The dead bodies.

      Only…

      No. She shook her head, shifted the memory from her mind. She couldn’t focus on that right now. She couldn’t get caught up in the fear.

      She just had to keep running.

      She just had to get away—

      Footsteps.

      Footsteps crunching through the snow, right ahead.

      She stopped. Squinted. The snow was falling so heavily that it was impossible to see anything.

      But she’d heard something. She was sure of it.

      Unless…

      She wondered about her mind. She remembered Holly seeing things a while back and thinking she was just losing her mind.

      But maybe she was right.

      The lights.

      The torches.

      And…

      Emma’s body went totally numb.

      There was someone up ahead.

      A small light glimmering in the distance.

      She felt fear taking over. Because they were chasing her, and now they were in front of her, too.

      There was no getting away.

      There was no escape.

      But she had to try.

      She went to run to the right.

      She saw another of those lights.

      She stopped, spun around, went to turn the other way.

      A space.

      A lightless space.

      She ran that way, the snow thick, her legs aching. She felt herself gasping, heard herself trying to repress the tears. Because she’d fought off people, sure. She’d managed to survive this far.

      But this was different.

      These people were different.

      She was afraid.

      She threw herself down the alleyway. Held her breath. Then while she was sure there was nobody around, she covered herself in as much snow as she could, and she waited.

      Just as she was covering herself with the last bit of snow, she saw the movement.

      Then she saw the light.

      It stopped. Stopped and pointed right at her, just for a second.

      She held her breath, her heart racing. She could feel the snow around her melting. She just had to keep quiet. Keep still. Keep her cool.

      Then the light started to move towards her.

      Footsteps crunching through the snow.

      She held her breath longer. Closed her eyes. Because she didn’t want to see. She didn’t want to know what was next.

      She lay there as the light got closer, as the footsteps got close.

      And then they stopped.

      She kept her eyes closed. Listened to her heart racing. Held her breath so much that she felt like she was going to pass out.

      But the footsteps had stopped.

      And she couldn’t even sense the torchlight shining at her behind her eyelids.

      She didn’t want to open her eyes. She didn’t want to look. She didn’t want to see the truth.

      But in the end, she let herself breathe, and nothing happened.

      She let herself move, just a little, and still nothing happened.

      So she opened her eyes.

      At first, she didn’t see anything. The blanket of snow was just too thick.

      But then she saw them.

      The legs, standing there in front of her.

      The torch, shining at the face of this person, looking down at her, smiling.

      She went to scream.

      But then the man grabbed her, and everything went dark.

      And all Emma could think of were those lights, those torches, floating in the distance, floating all around her, as he dragged her off into the unknown…
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