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      Harlan Williams held his breath as the helicopter started to rise, and he wondered whether this was finally the end of his nightmare.

      The evening sun was low in the spring sky. It cast an orange hue, a redness to the clouds that teased a pleasant day tomorrow. And as he looked at that sky, Harlan found himself smiling. Because for the first time in so long, there was optimism. There was hope.

      There was a chance of a future. A real future.

      And he was going to be a part of it.

      He looked at the trees as the helicopter rose further off the ground. Trees that he had cocooned himself within for so many months. He felt a strange reaction, looking down at them as they passed them by. In a way, he’d miss the comfort they provided. He’d miss the times they had his back when rival groups were chasing him, only for him to hide behind those trees to avoid being caught. He’d miss the nights he slept curled up underneath the shelter of their branches, so grateful for them easing the rainfall.

      It’d been a long few months. Winter had been nigh-on impossible.

      But he was still here.

      He’d made it this far.

      And now he was in a helicopter, ready to face whatever lay ahead.

      The rotors were deafening. So much so, they made him wince. He wasn’t used to such loud, abrasive sounds, not anymore. He was used to hearing the breeze, the birdsong, and the sounds of nature.

      He always used to think he liked the sounds of nature.

      But make no mistake about it: he’d never been happier than he was right now, listening to this deafening cacophony of man-made noise.

      The smells, too. The smells seemed unnatural. Such a change to the crispness of a frosty morning, or the smell of damp bark deep in the forest. Metal. Engine fuel. Man-made elements. It made him realise just how much he’d taken human intervention for granted back in the world the way it used to be. But then, surely that was the same case for everyone. It was human nature to take things for granted. And no matter how much of a novelty going back to a power-fuelled world was going to be, at least for a little while… it wouldn’t be long before humans slipped back into their old habits.

      This time, they just had to hope they wouldn’t get too destructive.

      They had to do everything they could to avoid getting themselves into this mess all over again.

      But Harlan wasn’t sure. It was in human nature to strive, to want to go a step further, to never settle for what it had. The entire capitalist system ran on that.

      And Harlan wasn’t anti-capitalist. He was a former banker, after all. He didn’t see capitalism as this all-encompassing evil that so many others did. In a sense, capitalism had got humanity to the lengths it’d got to singlehandedly—the lengths where the total destruction of its own kind was possible. Which other species could say it held its own fate in its hands in such a united, suicidal way?

      He felt someone squeeze his hand.

      When he looked to his left, he saw Laura.

      Laura still made his heart melt whenever he looked into her chocolate brown eyes. She still made his heart skip a beat when she gave that slightly crooked smile. Harlan loved her; there was no doubt about that.

      The amazing thing about Laura? The amazing thing about Harlan’s feelings for her?

      He didn’t even know her before the EMP struck.

      It made him wonder, sometimes. Made him wonder if he could go back to the pre-EMP world, drifting in and out of senseless relationships, no real direction beyond work… and never meet Laura. Would he? Would he choose to pass on all the pain he’d experienced if it meant he’d never meet the woman who was no doubt the love of his life?

      No.

      He’d take the pain.

      Laura was worth every damned second of pain he’d been through.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      Harlan thought about what Laura had asked. What was wrong with him? This was supposed to be a great moment. This was supposed to be the moment where everything ended.

      If that was the case, why did he feel so nervous?

      He squeezed Laura’s hand back. Half-smiled. “I just don’t want to count my chickens until we’re actually out of this mess.”

      Laura let go of Harlan’s hand. She raised her arms, gestured outside the helicopter windows. “Look around, love. We’re already out of it.”

      Harlan looked out of the windows. He looked at the trees, way below them now. He looked at nearby villages and towns that had long ago been emptied, after looters took control of them, only to eventually run out of supplies and resort to either finding other things to eat or just eating each other.

      He looked at this beautiful, peaceful land from above, and he hoped that it would find its feet again, someday. He hoped that it would bounce back. That it would find its way in the world. He hoped he could walk on British soil again. A reformed Britain. A recovered Britain.

      And as much as it didn’t look likely right now, Harlan couldn’t help feeling optimistic.

      This was just a first step.

      Britain would rebuild.

      It’d been through worse in its history, for sure.

      It would find its way again.

      And if it didn’t… its legacy would live on through its people.

      Through its survivors.

      “Oh, that’s so sad.”

      Harlan didn’t know what Laura was referring to. Not at first.

      Then he saw them.

      There were people on the ground. People approaching the helicopter departure site. They were far away now, but Harlan could see that they were waving.

      “Do you think they’ll find another way out of here?” Laura asked.

      Harlan swallowed a lump in his throat. “I hope so.”

      He looked at Laura then. Looked right into her eyes. And despite all his trepidation, all his nerves, he was ready to accept now. He was ready to believe now.

      He took her hand, kissed it, then together they looked into the pink skies ahead.

      “To the new world,” Harlan said.

      “To the new world.”

      The helicopter disappeared into the clouds.
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      When Mike opened his eyes, he still felt that sickening sense of dread deep inside that he might just die today.

      It was a familiar feeling. A feeling that had grown to become a natural survival instinct with living in a post-EMP world. And like hypnic jerks and other natural phenomena, it wasn’t going to be easy to snap out of such reactivity.

      Even though he’d been living in a paradise over the last two months.

      Okay. Maybe paradise was excessive. But compared to the world out there—the world of surviving in the streets, sleeping with one eye open, never quite sure whether you were going to wake up… yeah, compared to all of those things, paradise didn’t seem too over the top after all.

      But he’d never stop feeling that sense of alarm, right upon waking.

      He’d never stop feeling that momentary fear.

      He turned over in bed. Looked at the curtains. The sun was peeking through. Another gorgeous day, by the looks of things.

      Winter had ended as suddenly and abruptly as it started. One day, the snow just stopped, the clouds parted, and the heat turned up a notch. It felt like they’d moved seamlessly from winter to summer.

      Not that Mike was complaining. Winter was a hell he didn’t want to think too much about. And he’d had it good, surviving at the Grey Lodge mental health facility with Claire and her people.

      A knot in his stomach when he thought back to them. It seemed a whole lifetime ago.

      He’d never forget Claire or the kindness she’d showed. He’d always remember her. He’d never forget how close he’d got to her when he was in his darkest hour.

      He got out of bed. Looked around his room. It wasn’t exactly massive—three by three metres. But it was enough room for a single bed, enough room for a wardrobe, and enough room for a little desk area, where he could read one of the books from down the library in his spare time.

      Oh. And there was power here.

      Mike didn’t know the full details of how this place ran. Just that the group who ran this place—United Nations peacekeepers—had delivered a hefty supply of generators. They were to be used sparingly, and people here were encouraged to stay in touch with surviving without power in case they needed to in the future again. They’d told Mike about what’d happened in the outside world—about how one EMP attack led to another, and how the whole world had ended up affected. And how even they had been cut off from the rest of society. Most of them had left. But some of them had remained, and they helped instil an order in this place that so many others were missing. It was the citizens that mostly ran it now. But there was the sense that everyone was pulling in the same direction.

      They had a home. That was the main thing.

      It wasn’t perfect, of course. They still had to hunt for food. But there were a lot of skilled, adept people here. They were cultivating crops; the farm yard was expanding.

      It was perfect.

      Or at least it was as perfect as it could be.

      For the one hundred and seventy-nine people living here, anyway.

      It might sound a lot, but in truth, it was painfully few. They often went out scouting to see if they could find other groups of people, but it was remarkable just how many people were dead—or simply reluctant to trust somebody new offering bold promises. And it was always a risk because people weren’t so trusting out there. They’d lost people. Suffered casualties. That was just the nature of this wild west of a world now.

      Mike understood it. He got it.

      But one thing was for sure.

      He wouldn’t trade what he had now for anything.

      As he walked out of his room, he felt fear creep up the back of his neck.

      It was the thought of the world outside. The thought of being forced back out into it, somehow. Because what he had here was good. What they all had here was good.

      He didn’t want it to go away.

      He didn’t want it to end.

      But he couldn’t shake that niggling feeling that something was going to take all of this away from him, and he wasn’t going to be able to do a thing about it.

      He closed his eyes. Took a deep breath.

      He shouldn’t think that way. He couldn’t.

      He just had to do what he could.

      He stepped out of his room.

      The second he walked outside, he saw Alison standing there.

      She’d put a little weight back on in the two months since getting here, which was good for her. She’d lost a lot in the wild. They all had.

      She had a scar down her face that she’d got from a conflict back in the days she’d been travelling with his daughter, Holly.

      But Mike couldn’t deny the way he felt when he looked at her.

      He couldn’t deny the feelings rising in his body.

      “Where are you sneaking off to?” she said. “Just I was kind of coming to arrest you right then.”

      Mike raised his hands. “Hey. You said I’d be under arrest when the world was back to normal. We might be living in a nice little community, but this isn’t exactly the normal I was talking about.”

      Alison tilted her head. “Thanks for that. Can I speak with you about something?”

      Mike and Alison walked down the corridor. This place, it was supposed to be a place to house homeless people, but construction had never quite been finished. The living quarters were small flats and apartments. There was a rehabilitative element to the location—the nearby working farm, things like that. The peacekeepers and early residents had stepped in and taken it for themselves, finishing some construction and making it something of a safe haven.

      There were a few vehicles, too. But fuel was in short supply. They used them sparingly, mostly because they weren’t in the best shape, either. The old VW that Gina had saved them in two months ago’d had its day.

      But still. What they had here, it was special.

      They’d had their moments. They’d had their run-ins.

      But mostly, what they had was good.

      They were settled. The world outside was settled, at least in their immediate surroundings anyway.

      They had to appreciate that as much as they could.

      “What’s getting to you?” Mike asked as they stepped outside into the warm, bright morning air.

      “It’s Holly, actually.”

      Mike stopped. Narrowed his eyes. “Is everything okay with her?”

      Alison lowered her head. “It’s not so much her I’m worried about as… well, you know what’s bothering her. You know what’s been bothering her ever since we got here. I just worry she’s going to do something stupid. Get herself hurt.”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. “Emma.”

      Alison nodded. “Emma.”

      Emma had been with Holly when Mike reunited with his daughter. She’d gone after Holly to try and help her when she’d gone back for Mike.

      Only she’d disappeared.

      Totally disappeared.

      Holly had been beating herself up about it ever since.

      “You don’t think she’d actually try to go outside, do you?” Mike asked. “To… to find her?”

      Alison shrugged. “That’s what I’m worried about. I mean… I’m not saying she isn’t capable of surviving out there. We’ve all proven we’re capable of that. But at the same time, I get the feeling she needs closure. And if she doesn’t get her closure, well… I just worry it’s going to tip her over the edge.”

      Mike swallowed a bitter lump in his throat as he reached the edge of the fields, the greenhouses already filled with people tending to the crops. “She’s a tough girl.”

      “You didn’t see her like I saw her.”

      Mike didn’t like it when Alison spoke about her time with Holly alone. They didn’t really go into it. Kept things cryptic. He didn’t know what went down, not exactly.

      But he knew whatever happened had driven a serious wedge in Alison and Holly’s relationship.

      And he knew that the memories of whatever she had done would stick with her.

      Forever.

      “Just keep an eye on her,” Alison said. “For all our sakes.”

      Mike nodded at her. And as she looked into his eyes, that long silence dragging on between them, he went to lean in towards her; lean in to kiss her, to end the tension that had been brewing between them for so long.

      But then he heard footsteps to his right.

      He looked around. Saw Kelsie walking along, Arya on a lead in her hand.

      Only there was something wrong.

      Kelsie was crying.

      “She hit me,” Kelsie said.

      Mike frowned. “Arya? How can she hit you? She’s a dog, chick.”

      “Not Arya,” Kelsie said, sobbing. “Holly. Holly hit me.”
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      Mike sat opposite Holly, in her room, and felt grateful that domestic matters were the biggest issues at hand now.

      But in a way, they were the most difficult matters of all. Mostly because the landscape of the EMP-struck world had drastically altered the domestic matters.

      It was late morning. The sun was beaming through Holly’s window, which was closed shut, making this room clammy and stuffy. Whereas a lot of people here had customised their rooms to reflect their personality in some way, Holly’s was different. It was blank. There wasn’t much in here. It was as if she didn’t want to reveal any more aspects of her personality than she had to.

      Or maybe she was worried that customising this room would make it too permanent.

      Mike knew the pains of making a place too permanent. It made you cling to it. Made you too attached to it.

      But then… he was caught up in this place. He was attached to it.

      He just wished Holly could show the faith in this place to allow herself to adapt, truly.

      He looked at Holly as she sat there on the edge of her bed. Her hair had grown back a little, but she kept it short these days, maintaining it at a few inches. It was strange. She always used to grow her hair as long as possible. It felt like something had shifted in her. Like her hair reflected a part of her old-world personality, and the totally torn hair reflected her outside personality.

      Was this the middle-ground?

      “What happened with Kelsie?” Mike asked.

      Holly looked up at him. He could tell from her eyes that she wasn’t happy with where this conversation was going. “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?” Mike said. “She came to me and Alison outside. In tears. Says you hit her.”

      Holly sighed and rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t like that.”

      “Then what was it like?”

      “I… She was just annoying me, that’s all.”

      “She was annoying you, so you decide to hit her? She’s a little kid, for Christ’s sakes.”

      “Yeah, well she should learn to stop being annoying. It’ll get her killed if this place f…”

      She stopped, then. Mike knew why.

      “If this place falls, huh?” he said.

      “You know what I mean,” Holly said, turning away.

      “What makes you think this place is going to fall?”

      “I don’t think it’s going to fall. I just think we have to be ready. Just in case.”

      “There’s ‘being ready’. That’s fine. But what you did to Kelsie… that’s more than ‘being ready’. That’s irrelevant to this place falling or not, Holly. So I want a straight answer. I want honesty. What’s wrong with you?”

      She looked up at Mike, and he felt it, then. He saw it. That urge. That urge to open up. That urge to talk.

      “You’ve been a closed book these last two months, Holly. Ever since we found each other. It feels like… it feels like there’s things you want to say. Things on your chest. And I’m your dad, Holly. If you want to speak to anyone, I’m here. You shouldn’t have to carry anything. Not alone.”

      Holly’s face turned. Every now and then, in moments like these, her solidity and stubbornness slipped away, and he was reminded that there was still a late teen girl sitting opposite him.

      She looked up at him again. Looked like she wanted to speak. Like she wanted to get something off her chest.

      “Don’t act like I don’t know exactly what happened with Ian and Sofia’s son,” Mike said.

      And then Holly’s face turned. She looked away. “It was an accident.”

      “I know it was an accident. I believe you. Because you’re a good person, Holly. You wouldn’t kill someone like that without… without thinking you had to. You wouldn’t just—”

      “Do you really think that? Really?”

      It was the way she looked at Mike that made him wonder. The way she looked at him that made him question everything. Made him wonder exactly what she’d done out there; the things that kept her awake at night; that even Alison wouldn’t talk about.

      “Don’t be so sure you know the person I became,” Holly said, lips quivering. “Don’t… don’t be so sure you even know who I am anymore. How can you be sure when—when even I’m not sure?”

      She looked away. Rolled onto her bed. Closed her eyes.

      And as Mike stood there by her side, he wanted to know what she’d been through. He wanted to see what she’d become, right inside her mind. He wanted to know just how much she’d changed, and whether he really didn’t know her anymore after all.

      But in the end, he found himself just leaning to her side and putting a hand on her shoulder.

      “Whatever you think you’re responsible for with Emma… whatever you think you could’ve done… you couldn’t, Holly. You just couldn’t. She knows you cared for her. She knows you were looking out for her. And maybe one day she’ll—”

      “She’s dead,” Holly said. “Almost certainly. I could’ve done something about that if I’d gone out there sooner. I could’ve… I could’ve made things right. But now she’ll be dead. And I failed her. I failed…”

      She didn’t finish her sentence. Mike wasn’t sure exactly where she was going with it. It felt like she was going to say she’d failed someone else—someone other than herself, or than Emma.

      But in the end, he didn’t probe her.

      In the end, he didn’t pry.

      He just leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.

      “She’ll be out there, somewhere,” he said.

      Holly didn’t respond.

      In the distance, a thunderstorm brewed.
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      Emma opened her eyes, and she realised she was awake again.

      Dreams. Awake. Not much different anymore. Every day different, but every day the same.

      The things she’d seen.

      The things she’d been through.

      The things she’d been made to do.

      All started with the torches.

      All started with the lights.

      All started with…

      The sun was up. The sky was bright. But it felt dark. It always felt dark. Like the sunniest day couldn’t break through the clouds hanging over her.

      Thick clouds.

      Suffocating clouds.

      Unstoppable clouds.

      She could try breaking through them. Try thinking of how things used to be. How things were when Dad was around. How things were before he’d been killed. How things were with the groups after him, then being on her own.

      Then how things were for that short time with Holly.

      She thought about Holly. How much she’d felt like she had a connection with her. How much she thought she could be friends with her. She felt like Holly understood her pain. She felt like she understood what Emma had been through. She felt like there was a connection between them.

      But Holly had gone. She’d gone after her dad. And Emma had gone to find her.

      She’d just wanted to find her out there.

      She’d just wanted to…

      She stopped herself because she could taste tears. And tears were no good. Tears weren’t going to get her anywhere. She had to be strong. She had to be resilient.

      Just like He told her.

      Just like He taught her.

      She had to be in touch with her base nature, just like the lessons had taught her, time and time again.

      She looked around. Looked at the buildings. Looked at the trees in the distance. Then, out of nowhere, she heard it. The shout. The cry.

      She was used to hearing people scream by now. Usually at the hands of her people, too. Or rather, the people she’d grown to be a part of.

      She couldn’t complain. They looked after her. They kept her safe.

      She should be GRATEFUL.

      BE GRATEFUL.

      That’s what they said.

      Without them she’d be NOTHING.

      So she shook her head, and with it, she shook away the memories. The memories of what had happened to her. The memories of what she’d been through.

      The memories of the pain that had led to this point.

      The lack of sleep.

      The hours and hours and hours dreaming or not dreaming or dreaming or—

      And she just focused on that cry, and she did what she knew she had to do.

      She hunted.

      She ran ahead of the group. Ran towards the scream. Ran into the building, up the stairs, closer and closer to the room.

      And when she got there, she saw them.

      A woman.

      She was holding a young girl.

      The girl in her arms was rotting and dead.

      The stench of decay filled the room. The sound of flies buzzing around circled her mind. And it made Emma feel disgusted. Just for a second, she felt the acid build up in her throat, felt the disgust growing even stronger.

      And the woman. She had to make a judgement. A snap judgement.

      She was over thirty.

      Which meant…

      She thought about it. Thought about the morality of the situation.

      And then she switched it off, just like that.

      Just…

      Like…

      That—

      She walked over to the woman and she put the knife to her neck and she stabbed her and she watched the blood pool out and she saw the shock and saw the surprise and heard her blubbering and struggling and trying to hold on to life even though she was already dead even though she was already…

      Eyes fading.

      Struggle slowing down.

      A flicker of guilt. Just for a moment.

      Then a memory of what the people had told her. A memory of what they had taught her.

      Or rather, a memory of what they’d untaught her.

      She whistled. Three times. As she perched over this woman, she watched the blood pool out, and she waited.

      And as she waited, she felt something else kicking in.

      Something else that disgusted her at first.

      Something else that she wanted to fight against. Something she wanted to resist.

      But something she couldn’t deny.

      Something she’d been trained not to deny.

      Amid all this darkness, Emma saw a light.

      In the sickness of this situation, Emma felt…

      Hunger.

      She licked her lips.

      She didn’t see a woman before her anymore.

      She didn’t see a rotting child on top of her.

      She saw meat.

      Meat that was near a contaminant.

      A contaminant that needed to be removed.

      She pulled the dead kid away. Resisted those words in her mind screaming at her to stop this, to end this chaos, end this madness.

      But then she knew what would happen if she did resist what her people wanted.

      She would be BROKEN.

      She wouldn’t be able to ACT anymore.

      Because the people had rewired her brain circuits and her neural networks and all these things they’d told her and there was no way she would work outside of them anymore.

      They’d changed her.

      It was amazing how much someone could be changed when they were put through so much in such a short space of time.

      And out there, the world would be different. The world would be impossible.

      She wouldn’t know what to do.

      And she needed them to survive.

      She leaned down to the dead girl. Stroked a hand over her decaying skin, which the flies couldn’t get enough of.

      Then she walked over to the woman she’d killed.

      She felt even more sadness about her. Even more sympathy about her. And she wondered. She wondered if she was still hiding underneath. She wondered if she could make it on her own out there.

      She wondered if she’d been sold a lie and bought into it, completely.

      She wondered… and then she felt a hand on her shoulder.

      She went stiff. Her heart raced. Fear filled her.

      The memories.

      His strength.

      The things he’d made clear.

      The things he’d taught her.

      She looked up at him. Saw the way he looked down at her. Saw the way he smiled.

      “It’s time,” he said.

      And in that moment, Emma didn’t flinch.

      In that moment, Emma turned her focus to the body of the dead woman.

      In that moment, she didn’t see a dead body anymore.

      In that moment, she saw food.
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      Ian stared out over the wall, and if he closed his eyes and focused enough, he could picture himself back at the farm, back before the chaos, back when things were good.

      It was late. Ian had always been an early to bed, early to rise kind of guy. Never was a night person, not really.

      But since getting to the Safe Zone, as they were calling it, he’d struggled with his sleeping. He’d resisted it at first. Battled it. Tried to force himself to pass out, only to find himself lost in disturbing dreams, wishing he was still awake.

      So he’d started taking a different approach. Instead of lying in bed battling with the idea of trying to sleep when he didn’t feel ready, he’d get up. Take a walk. Get some fresh air.

      He’d usually pass out somewhere unexpected. Somewhere different every night.

      But Sofia understood. She knew how it was, bless her.

      And things were good. Things were looking positive. Optimistic.

      He just wished Tommy was here to enjoy this place with them.

      He felt the cool breeze brushing against his skin. It reminded him of winter. Winter was a memory he didn’t want to dwell in too much. After all, winter was the source of his misery. Winter was the season he would look back on as the time things really began to collapse; to fall apart.

      Because sure. The world had started falling months before.

      But losing Tommy was the real moment Ian and Sofia’s lives lurched into sorry depths.

      He looked around from the top of the wall. He looked at the fields. Looked at the villages. Every once in a while, he saw lights in the distance. Candlelight, or firelight, or perhaps sometimes torchlight.

      But they were nothing to worry about. They were safe in here.

      They had the upper ground. They had the advantage of numbers.

      They had the odds on their side.

      At least he hoped.

      He took a deep breath of that cool air. It was a while since he’d been outside, beyond the walls. They sent groups out there from time to time. Scouting groups. Hunting groups. But Ian had taken on different responsibilities, back here in the Safe Zone.

      He looked the other way. Looked at his camp. Listened to the silence as people slept in their beds; as they got on with their lives as if things were normal.

      And maybe for some people, things were normal. Perhaps some people could get used to the way things were now.

      But they hadn’t lost like he had.

      “Struggling sleeping again?”

      When Ian heard the voice, he thought it was Sofia at first.

      But then he remembered what she was like. How she was the opposite to him—from a late-nighter to an early sleeper. And a late riser too, for that matter. Everyone had their own ways.

      When he turned around, he saw it was Gina.

      Gina was tall, ginger, and exuded calm. Which was strange, considering she and the people who used to know her insisted she was always the worrier of the group back in the day. It was remarkable how much this world could change people.

      She walked over to Ian, Arya by her side. Arya was a gorgeous Siberian Husky. Ian had never really been a dog person, in all truth. But Arya was a dog he could get used to.

      He looked away from Gina. Looked back at the surrounding landscape. “Me not sleeping is becoming a bit of a recurring theme.”

      “Huh,” Gina said, walking to Ian’s side, shrugging her shoulders. “Sleep is overrated anyway. We were unconscious enough before we were born. And we’ll sleep plenty when we’re… Oh. Sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Ian raised an eyebrow. “Mentions of death aren’t suddenly off the board because I’ve lost someone close. Don’t worry about it. Seriously.”

      Gina half-smiled back.

      She walked to Ian’s side. Stood beside him. This had happened a few times, now. They didn’t say much; didn’t speak a lot. There was bitterness there. Bitterness mostly because Ian knew Gina was one of Holly’s long-time friends.

      And Holly… Well, let’s just say the Holly situation was even more difficult.

      “How are you feeling about Sofia’s choice?” Gina asked.

      Ian shrugged. “Sofia’s choice? Sounds like a movie.”

      “Seriously.”

      Ian swallowed a lump in his throat. He didn’t want to think about Sofia’s decision to go out as a part of a scouting group tomorrow. He knew what sometimes happened to scouting groups. The dangers they ran into. The threats they faced.

      And he’d wanted to fight her. He’d wanted to stop her.

      But in the end, sometimes there were battles that just couldn’t be won.

      “I guess… I guess I’ll manage. I’ll have to find a way to manage.”

      “You’re a stronger person than I am,” Gina said.

      “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.”

      They were quiet. Quiet together, just for a while. And it was Ian who found himself breaking the silence.

      “Don’t you ever wonder how your family are doing out there?” Ian asked.

      He wasn’t sure where the words came from. Just that they spilled out. He was curious about Gina. Curious about where she’d come from. Curious about what had changed her.

      And curious about what was keeping her here when so many people she used to care about were supposedly still out there.

      Gina tilted her head. She looked like she was really pondering what Ian was saying. And then she took a deep breath, looked Ian right in the eye. “I guess… I guess in a way, my old life was holding me back. I know that sounds harsh to the people who—who care about me. But I know they’re strong enough to make it. Deep down, I know they’re strong enough to survive. But me… They never thought the same about me.”

      “I’m sure that’s not—”

      “No. It is true. They never thought the same about me, and I didn’t either. But now… now I have this place. Now I have these people. Now I have my confidence. Now I have my belief. And I think if I went back… if I went back to how things were, I’m not sure what it would do to me.”

      She looked at Ian again then. Like she’d forgotten she was even talking. She flushed a little, embarrassment at opening up settling in.

      So Ian smiled at her, tried his best to put her at ease.

      “I can’t pretend our circumstances are the same. I can’t pretend what we’ve been through is the same or even similar. But I know what you mean about moving forward. I know what you mean about… about finding strength in a new identity.”

      Gina smiled back at him. “You’re strong. You and Sofia. What you’ve got… it’s special.”

      Ian nodded. He looked back over at the flats. Looked at where he knew Sofia would be sleeping. They’d been through so much together. Fought so many battles together.

      But they weren’t going to let this new world defeat them.

      They weren’t going to let their past tragedies define them.

      They were strong. They always had been.

      That’s the way it was always going to be.

      “Thank you, Gina,” Ian said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I think I’m ready to take a kip now.”

      He walked away from Gina and Arya. Walked back through the middle of the Safe Zone, back to his room.

      And when he got there, he wrapped his arms around Sofia’s sleeping body, kissed her neck.

      “We’ll beat this,” Ian said.

      She shuffled, just a little. Just enough for Ian to know she was awake. That she heard him.

      “Both of us,” Ian said. “We’ll beat this. And you’ll… you’ll do just great tomorrow. You’ll be fine. I trust you.”

      He felt the warmth of her body. Felt the security it gave him. The hope it gave him.

      Outside, from the thickening clouds, the rain started to fall.
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      Sofia held her breath as she stepped beyond the walls of the Safe Zone and prepared for whatever lay on the road ahead.

      It was another nice spring day. It looked like it had rained overnight, though, bringing freshness to the air. It hadn’t rained in quite some time; since winter, as far as Sofia could remember. Quite the drought.

      She didn’t want to think about winter. She didn’t want to remember what she’d been through.

      She didn’t want to remember what she’d lost.

      Who she’d lost.

      She walked along the damp ground, through the grass. She was holding one of the hunting rifles that her group had supplied her with. They didn’t have a vast array of guns and rifles, but they certainly had more than most people. Her mission was simple: there were rumours of activity to the south-west. As with any activity, the plan was to go to those people, to assess them, to weigh up whether they’d be a good fit for the Safe Zone, and then decide whether to bring them back or not.

      So far, they had a pretty successful record, at least as far as Sofia was aware. There’d been a few skirmishes with stubborn groups, but for the most part, the looters as they used to be weren’t even a thing anymore.

      There were just survivors. People making it in their own ways. For better or for worse.

      And when you offered people the opportunity of a new beginning in a place with power, with food, with shelter, they usually snapped your hand off.

      Usually.

      Sofia heard the footsteps of the others beside her. Billy, Serge, Stan. They took the mickey out of her for being the lone woman on their journey, questioning whether she was good enough to keep up with them. But it was all in good humour. It was laced with tongue in cheek irony. Sofia had more than proven she could fire a gun.

      And she’d more than proven that when she was focused on something, she could carry a task out, no trouble.

      “Apparently, the sightings were in this village,” Stan said.

      Sofia looked at the village. It was a pretty typical post-apocalyptic village, in all truth. Abandoned cars. Empty buildings. The sign of a final struggle before people abandoned their homes in search of food and water.

      It was always sad to see. After all, in another life, that could’ve been her. It could’ve been her family.

      But then had she had it better, really?

      She’d lost. Just like other people had lost.

      Only she was still here to suffocate under the weight of the demon’s tight clutches.

      Stan puffed out his lips. “Doesn’t look pretty occupied to me anymore.”

      “Not exactly true,” Sofia said.

      The blokes looked at her, clearly not understanding what she was referring to, not at first.

      And then they saw it.

      They saw exactly what she was looking at.

      There was blood. Fresh-looking blood, right in the middle of the road.

      “Well shit,” Stan said. “Sofia really does have the gift after all.”

      “More than just a pair of tits, eh?” Billy said.

      Sofia frowned at him. Again, she knew he was joking—satirising the idea of toxic masculinity—but he was still a bit of a nob sometimes.

      Sofia crouched beside it. Patted it. “Definitely fresh,” she said.

      “So we’re in a creepy little abandoned town, and we’ve found fresh blood,” Serge said. “What could possibly go wrong?”

      “Do you smell that?” Sofia asked.

      The blokes frowned, Billy in particular. “Smell? Smell what?”

      Sofia took deep, steady breaths of the air. She couldn’t explain it. Couldn’t put her finger on it. Only that it smelled like…

      “Death,” Serge said.

      Sofia turned. Looked at Serge, standing there, uncertainty on his face. And for the first time since she’d got here, she didn’t just feel a superficial uncertainty. She felt genuinely afraid.

      “I think we should move on from this place,” Sofia said.

      “But the group,” Stan said. “The one we had eyes on.”

      “Maybe some groups just aren’t meant to be discovered,” she said.

      The blokes looked at each other.

      Then they looked at her.

      And together, they nodded.

      “Got a point, Sofia,” Billy said.

      And then he turned around and something happened.

      The road. Sofia wasn’t sure how it happened, but the tarmac just seemed to give way under his right foot.

      His leg slipped into the ground.

      His body fell.

      And then he let out a deafening cry.

      “Shit,” Serge said, running to his side. He grabbed him, tried to pull him up. “Stan. Sofia. Help me with him, dammit.”

      Sofia ran over to Billy. Grabbed his arms. But as she tried to pull, she realised there was something holding tight to his leg. Something pulling him down.

      “I don’t like this,” Serge said.

      He looked at Sofia.

      “I don’t like—”

      Those were the last three words he said.

      Because out of nowhere, blood spurted out of his neck.

      He clutched his neck. Fell back.

      And as Sofia watched him fall, as she tried to understand, she saw someone in the distance.

      Someone holding a bow.

      Someone who had fired an arrow.

      Someone…

      She stood up. Lifted her rifle, Billy still struggling away, Stan by his side splattered with Serge’s blood.

      “Watch him,” Sofia said.

      “But Sofia—”

      “Watch him,” Sofia said. “I’ve got something I need to do.”

      She heard Stan protesting, but it was for nothing. She ran off down the alleyway, off in the direction the person with the bow and arrow had disappeared. She didn’t know what was happening with Billy, but she could only conclude that they had been ambushed.

      This was an ambush, plain and simple.

      And she was going to stop it in its tracks.

      She ran. Ran further. Kept on going down the alleyway, running out of breath, eager to find the perpetrator.

      But the further she ran, the more she started to doubt herself.

      The further she got, the more the uncertainty grew.

      She couldn’t see them anywhere.

      She’d lost track of them.

      There was no knowing.

      Had to keep going.

      Then she saw it.

      The figure.

      Standing.

      Bow in hand.

      She stood still.

      Held her breath.

      Lifted her rifle and pointed it.

      “Don’t—”

      But then she heard something.

      Over her shoulder.

      Movement.

      She went to turn when she felt something grab her neck.

      Went to fire.

      But then the material covered her face, and she fell to the ground, vision blurring, senses failing.

      The last thing she thought about as she fell to the ground bothered her.

      Because it was something familiar.

      The smell.

      The smell that Serge had said was “death.”

      He wasn’t far wrong.

      It was the smell of meat.

      Cooked meat.

      Cooked meat on the breath of her capturer.

      And it was the most familiar kind of meat of all…
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      Three days passed, and Sofia still hadn’t returned.

      It was cloudy, and it was stuffy. It looked like rain was on its way at all times, but the clouds just didn’t seem to be breaking. Now and then, Mike heard thunder somewhere in the distance, and he thought the heavens were finally opening.

      But the rain never came.

      Just those looming, thickening clouds.

      Just that darkness, getting ready to burst.

      Ian was walking backwards and forwards in front of the gates. He was growing more agitated, more irritable. He kept on rubbing the back of his head, cursing people, lashing out at people.

      And he couldn’t be blamed. Not really. Mike knew he’d be the same if someone he cared about went missing out there.

      But he had to maintain order, somehow.

      He had to keep things under control.

      “Just because she’s been gone a while doesn’t mean she’s gone for good,” he said.

      Ian turned to him. Frowned. “What?”

      Mike started to regret the words he’d just said. After all, how were they going to help Ian, really? “I didn’t mean it like that. I just—”

      “My wife’s out there. She’s out there and it—it feels like nobody’s doing a thing about it.”

      “That’s not true,” Mike said. “There’s been people out there. There’s been groups out there. Peacekeepers. People searching for them—”

      “And failing,” Ian said.

      Mike watched as Ian steadily lost more and more control. He looked at Gina, looked at Alison, looked at Holly as Kelsie stood on one side and Arya on the other.

      “Maybe I can go out there,” Holly said.

      Mike frowned. “Holly—”

      “Ian’s right,” Holly said, speaking words that Mike couldn’t believe he was actually hearing. “If Sofia’s out there, then we shouldn’t just be sitting back. We—we should be out there. We should be trying to find her. Someone should.”

      Ian looked at Holly, suspicious at first. Like he was questioning her motives. The pair of them still clearly hadn’t worked through whatever issues they had. Which was to be understood, of course.

      But this. This, now. Hearing what Holly was offering…

      “Holly, you don’t have to—”

      “Your dad’s right,” Ian said. “You don’t have to do anything. I appreciate your concern. Really. I… I know we’ve had our problems, but I appreciate what you’re offering. But we need more than just you. We need a bigger group out there. A group to figure out what the hell’s going on.”

      “I think we need to think very carefully before doing anything like that,” Alison said.

      Ian frowned. “Enlighten me.”

      “Well… we take people out of here and we could be walking into something dangerous.”

      “Dangerous?” Ian said. “Is that what you’re really worried about? Danger? Because it’s great to know if something happened to me out there, I’d be treated in the same way.”

      “Let’s not get into the emotional ambiguities here.”

      “Emotional ambiguities?” Ian said, temper rising, squaring up to Mike. “My damned wife isn’t an emotional ambiguity. What if I said your daughter was the same damned thing?”

      Mike knew he shouldn’t react. He knew he shouldn’t bite. After all, he knew emotions were raw right now.

      But he couldn’t help feeling his fists tighten, feeling that urge to react take a hold of him.

      “What are you suggesting about my daughter?” Mike said.

      Holly shook her head. “Dad—”

      Ian interrupted. “I’m just saying. If we’re talking about emotional ambiguities, then here’s one.”

      “Ian,” Gina said.

      “Your daughter murdered my son. She hurt my wife so she could squirm her way out of the mess she got herself in. And if rumours are to be believed, it wasn’t the first time she’d acted in the way she had.”

      Mike’s heart thumped. The urge to silence Ian. The urge to shut him up.

      “So what are you suggesting?” Mike said.

      “I’m just saying. You call my wife an emotional ambiguity. What about your daughter? Isn’t she lucky she’s still here? Isn’t she lucky I didn’t kill—”

      Before he could say a thing, Mike pulled back his fist and took a swing.

      He punched Ian to the ground. Heard the drama behind him, heard the commotion.

      But he just kept on punching.

      Kept on going.

      “Don’t you ever even think about laying a finger on my daughter,” he said, as he was dragged away by the others. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Ian got up. He wiped the blood from his face. Looked at Mike differently now, just as Mike knew he was looking at him differently.

      It felt like the pair needed that moment. They’d needed that explosion. It’d got their feelings out in the air, and perhaps that wasn’t such a bad thing. The tension, it’d been brewing for some time. It’d been building for ages. It was finally out in the open, the unspoken truth.

      “I appreciate your wife’s out there,” Mike said. “Really. I do. But what I don’t want is for any of us to be rash. I don’t want any of us to do anything that might compromise us in any way. That might hurt us in any way. And that includes you, Ian.”

      Ian opened his mouth like he was going to respond; like he wanted to say something back to Mike.

      And then he closed it. Didn’t say another word.

      It was then that Mike heard it.

      “There’s someone here.”

      He wasn’t sure where it came from. Not at first.

      Then he realised.

      It clicked.

      It came from the top of the fence.

      He looked up. All of them looked up.

      And when they did, they saw the guard, Pete, standing there and pointing off into the distance.

      Mike looked at Ian.

      And then Ian clambered his way up the ladder, up towards the top of the fence.

      Mike went after him. Because he was fearful. Fearful of what he’d see. Fearful of what he’d find.

      Because sure. Someone was here.

      But what if it wasn’t Sofia?

      Or what if…

      “Oh God,” Ian said. “Oh… oh God.”

      Mike didn’t know what Ian was referring to. Not until he got to the top of the fence. Not until he looked down through the binoculars at the ground below.

      And not until he saw it.

      It wasn’t Sofia.

      But it was Billy.

      His legs had been cut away. Cauterised, by the looks of things.

      He was clearly dead.

      But the worst thing?

      The worst thing at all?

      It looked like Billy had dragged himself here.

      He’d died dragging himself along the ground.

      Someone had done this to him.

      Someone had their people.

      There was somebody out there.
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      Emma looked at the walls in the distance, and she knew her home was waiting for her.

      Only it wasn’t her home. Not anymore.

      They weren’t her people.

      Not anymore.

      She looked as the people ran out towards the man’s body. She looked as they reached his side. Wondering what had happened. Curious. Fearing what they were going to find out. Fearing what was coming for them.

      And she felt bad for them, in a way. Not massively. Because she’d DETACHED from them. She saw the BIG PICTURE now.

      And the BIG PICTURE was going to bring her life.

      It was going to bring her a future.

      It was going to bring her HAPPINESS.

      But she couldn’t deny the slight sadness about what was going to follow. She knew Holly. She knew she was a good person. And the others, they seemed good people too.

      But that was unimportant.

      That was irrelevant.

      It seemed like her memory of them was cloudy, now. Hidden in the darkness.

      What mattered more?

      What mattered more was following through with the GRAND PLAN.

      Doing what He wanted her to do.

      She swallowed a lump in her throat. Part of her wanted to go over there, over to that wall. Part of her wanted to tell them everything that had happened, everything she’d done, everything she’d been through, and everything she’d still have to do.

      Maybe that could work.

      Maybe she didn’t have to do what she feared she had to do.

      Maybe she could still change.

      She took a deep breath. Went to take a step.

      Then she felt a hand on her shoulder.

      She felt its weight. Felt it pushing down. Hard.

      And when she turned around, she dreaded who was going to be looking back at her; dreaded who she was going to see.

      But she turned anyway.

      Because she couldn’t not turn.

      She had to look.

      And when she looked, she saw him.

      She saw his tall figure, like a giant. Saw his bright eyes. And she remembered how she used to look at him with such dread. Such fear.

      But that smile.

      That smile changed something inside her now.

      That smile reassured her.

      It made her feel at ease.

      That bright white-toothed smile that reminded her of the first time she’d met him, only she didn’t feel bad about it anymore.

      He looked right into her eyes. Tilted his head like he always did when he was asking her something.

      She looked over at the body of the man. Looked at the people dragging him towards their walls.

      Then she looked at what she had hidden under her clothes. The special chemical. The thing that would change everything.

      The thing that would send her to the LAND OF HAPPINESS.

      She looked back at him, and she nodded.

      It was time to do what she had to do.

      It was time to do what she was here to do.

      It was time for THE GRAND PLAN.
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      Mike stared down at Billy’s body.

      The wind brushed against his dark hair. A chill spread down the back of Mike’s neck. Possibly from the breeze, but more likely because of what he was looking at.

      The way Billy’s body had been left.

      The state he was in.

      There was one thing that couldn’t be doubted, as Mike stood there, Ian, Alison, Gina, and Holly by his side. Billy hadn’t been killed when he’d been with whoever his captors were. He’d escaped. The way his fingernails were torn and worn down—and the way his fingers were split and bloodied at the tips—proved that.

      He’d dragged himself along. Desperately tried to get away from whoever his captors were.

      And he’d made it this far, only to die right at the last hurdle.

      Mike crouched down beside him. Granted, he felt nervous about being out here, out in the unknown. He knew somebody could be watching. He knew that no matter how this looked, it was a warning sign.

      A warning that they weren’t alone.

      Billy’s legs had been cut away. It looked like they’d been cauterised and stitched up afterwards too, which concerned Mike. It bothered Mike. The professional job Billy’s captor had made of this.

      It suggested they knew what they were doing.

      Exactly what they were doing.

      “I… I can’t just sit back.”

      Mike looked up.

      Ian was shaking his head. His eyes were wide. He looked panicked. Filled with fear.

      “Ian,” Mike said.

      “No,” Ian said, holding out a hand. “Don’t. Don’t—don’t even try to stop me. My wife. If she’s… if she’s—”

      “We don’t know what happened here.”

      “We know enough!” Ian said. His voice echoed around the empty surroundings. It sent a shiver up Mike’s spine.

      Because he had a point.

      If this was how they’d found Billy—if this was the state he was in—then what about the rest of that group?

      What about Sofia?

      “They went out there looking for someone,” Ian said. “Some… sign of life. They headed towards Longton village. We have to go that way. We have to find them.”

      Mike looked at Alison, who shrugged in turn. He didn’t know what to say to console Ian. To be honest, there was probably nothing he could say. He knew he’d be the same if anything like this happened to someone close to him. He couldn’t begrudge Ian wanting to get to his wife.

      “We should get a group together,” Mike said. “If we’re going out there, it’s not something we should do on our own.”

      “So now it’s okay to go out there?”

      Mike wasn’t sure where the voice of dissent came from. Not at first.

      Not until he looked at Holly.

      He frowned. “What?”

      “You spend all this time telling me I can’t go out there. That Emma’s lost. That… that we can’t go find her.”

      “Holly—”

      “You spend all this time insisting she’s a lost cause. That she’s too far away. That it’s not safe. But now Sofia’s missing, it’s suddenly okay to drop all our usual procedure and just go wandering out there?”

      “It’s not ideal,” Mike said. “I know it’s not ideal. All of us know that. But right now, we have a chance. We have an opportunity. A group of our people… they’re out there. We have an idea of where they might be. We have to get to them. We have to make sure we bring them home. But we have to be patient about it. We have to be sensible.”

      Holly’s head dropped. She shook it. Muttered something under her breath. Mike didn’t ask her what it was. He understood her disappointment.

      “Well, I’m coming along,” Alison said.

      Mike turned around. Saw Alison standing by Ian’s side.

      “Sorry,” she said. “But I don’t think there’s any time to be patient. There’s no time to wait for the okay from anyone else. Time’s of the essence. We’ve got to do what we’ve got to do.”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. Took a deep breath. Because the thought of going on a journey beyond the walls scared him. He had to admit it. It wasn’t a weak thing to own up to.

      He’d just got so used to the comforts of the place he called home that he wasn’t ready to give them up yet, not even temporarily.

      But he had a duty.

      “I’m coming too,” he said.

      He stepped forward.

      And when he did, he saw Holly’s eyes widen.

      “I—I’m coming too,” she said.

      “No,” Mike said.

      “But—”

      “We need you at home right now, Hol. The people, they need you there. Kelsie needs you there.”

      “But I’m better out here—”

      “You’re better inside those walls. Making sure things are under control. Making sure everything’s in order.”

      Her eyes started to redden and water. The fight was drifting from her as if it was transforming into disappointment and defeat.

      Mike walked over to her. Put a hand on her shoulder. Lifted her chin with his other finger.

      “You’re my girl,” he said. “You’re my soldier. You’ll always be my soldier, no matter what. Nothing can change that. But I want you to stay at home right now. You and Gina. I want you to look after Kelsie and everyone else here. Okay?”

      She looked up at Mike. Opened her mouth as if she was planning on protesting.

      Then she closed her mouth and nodded. “Okay.”

      He patted her on the shoulder. Kissed her head. “That’s my girl.”

      He stood up, then. Looked down at Billy’s body, then up at Alison, at Ian. “It’s not going to be easy. We might… we might see some things we’re not happy about seeing. But we’re going to go out there with one mission and one mission only. And nothing’s going to get in our way.”

      Ian nodded. Alison nodded.

      Mike looked out into the distance, over towards the abandoned town, and the trees even further beyond.

      “We’re going to find our people,” he said. “And we’re going to bring them home. No matter what.”

      He didn’t see the small figure standing in the distance, watching…
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      Mike started to have his first real doubts about the journey they were on the second he reached the village of Longton.

      It was the silence that did it. The silence was something he’d grown used to when he’d been surviving out in the wilds. In a sense, he’d adapted to it.

      But things had changed after the last few months at the Safe Zone, and the previous months at the Grey Lodge mental health facility. He’d grown used to environments that were filled with people. He’d grown used to that gentle buzz of community. About not having to worry about being so cut off from society.

      But that had changed.

      Just stepping out of the walls of the safe haven had changed everything.

      “I don’t like this.”

      Mike heard Alison’s words loudly and clearly. He heard them as he looked around at the derelict streets. He heard them as he looked around at the boarded-up windows. He heard them as he felt the breeze brushing against him, making the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.

      He heard them, loud and clear, and he felt them.

      Because he felt it too.

      He felt like as lonely as this place was… he wasn’t alone.

      “Me neither.”

      He knew the significance of this place. It was the village where the activity had been sighted. The activity that Sofia and the rest of the group had gone out to explore. The group that they were supposed to be vetting to see whether they’d be compatible with the Safe Zone or not.

      If anything went down—and clearly after seeing the state of Billy’s body, it had—then surely it stemmed right back to this place.

      “We keep our guard up,” Mike said, raising the rifle he’d brought from their camp. They weren’t exactly inundated with them, but they had enough. Enough to defend themselves. Enough to fight with.

      But then Billy had one of those rifles, too. What had happened to him?

      “We keep moving,” Ian said, walking on.

      Mike was growing concerned about Ian. It felt like the longer the search for his wife went on, the more irrational he was becoming. The more urgent he was becoming.

      And when you were dealing with people who had been surviving in the wilderness for this long… it was safe to say they weren’t still here because of sheer luck.

      They’d survived this long because they’d learned to adapt.

      They weren’t going to be careless.

      Mike and his people couldn’t afford to be careless either.

      “Ian, wait,” Mike said.

      He jogged after him. Reached him. And when he did, he realised Ian was panting. He was sweating. He was struggling, quite clearly.

      “I need to—”

      “We all do,” Mike said. “That’s not in doubt. But just…”

      He stopped.

      He stopped because he’d seen something.

      He didn’t know if Ian had seen it too. He didn’t know who had seen it.

      He just knew what he was looking at.

      He stepped away from Ian, walked over to the middle of the road.

      It wasn’t long before Alison was by his side.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      First, Mike saw the body.

      He walked over to it and felt his stomach sink.

      “Serge,” he said.

      Serge had been shot. It looked like he’d died right by Billy’s side.

      And there was something distinctive about Serge, too.

      He’d had his legs and arms removed, as well as some of his flesh.

      As the sickness and nausea built up, Mike saw something else.

      A hole in the road.

      Mike looked down at that hole in the road.

      He looked at the bloodstains around the collapsed tarmac.

      And underneath it, he saw the space.

      He leaned towards it, heart racing.

      “Be careful,” Alison said.

      Mike heard her.

      But he couldn’t help leaning closer towards it.

      Because there could be no doubting what this was.

      And when he realised, he felt the dread inside multiplying.

      “Someone’s been hiding down here.”

      The space was wide open. It looked like it’d been a sewer entrance once upon a time.

      But floorboards had been placed down.

      It’d been converted into some kind of hideout.

      There was something else that stuck out to Mike about this place.

      One of Billy’s legs was lying there.

      The other one was nowhere to be seen.

      “Looks like some kind of trap,” Alison said. “This must’ve… must’ve been how they got Billy.”

      “This proves it,” Ian said, stepping back looking around. “They have to be around here somewhere. Sofia, she—she has to be around here.”

      Mike looked around. He couldn’t deny it. He could feel the urgency of the situation rising, too. He could feel the sense that someone was close by growing; the sense that somebody was watching.

      He looked around, heart pounding, when he saw something.

      Movement.

      Movement in one of the buildings right beside them.

      He stopped. Froze. Right in the middle of the road. Tightened his grip on his rifle.

      “There’s someone up there.”

      Alison looked at him. Surprise on her face. “What—”

      “I saw movement. There’s someone up there.”

      He should’ve seen it coming. He should’ve predicted it.

      But it was already too late.

      Ian was running towards the building.

      “Ian!” Mike called.

      But nothing was stopping him. Not now.

      Mike looked at Alison, and then he let out a sigh. Because if Ian wasn’t going to stop of his own accord, he was going to have to go the hell after him, stop him.

      “Ian!”

      Mike raced after Ian. Ran towards the building. Ian was pretty much through the door now, pretty much inside.

      “Shit,” he said, raising his gun. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      He rushed over to the door. All the time, he felt that fear. The fear that he might hear something at any moment. The fear that he’d hear a shout. A scream. A few shots. Anything.

      He felt that fear, and he ran and listened and waited.

      But he didn’t hear anything.

      “Screw it,” he said. “Screw it.”

      Then he pushed open the door and ran inside.

      The first thing that struck him about this building was just how… well… lived-in it looked.

      But there was no time to wait around.

      He heard the stairs creaking.

      Saw Ian up there.

      “Ian!”

      He raced after him. Flew up the stairs.

      When he got up there, he saw Ian pushing open the door; the one where he’d seen the movement.

      He saw him pushing it open.

      He waited for the shout. For the cry.

      But again, he heard something very different.

      He heard nothing.

      He stopped. Froze. Heart racing. Chest tight.

      He didn’t know what he was going to see. He didn’t know what to expect.

      But he knew he had to go in there after Ian.

      He knew he had to find out what he’d seen.

      He swallowed a lump in his throat. Moved slowly towards the door. With every step, his heart thumped faster. His chest tightening more.

      The possibilities all circled around his mind.

      But he just had to keep on going.

      He couldn’t stall.

      “Ian?”

      He reached the door. Still no sounds. Still just silence.

      He was going to have to go in there.

      He was going to have to find out for himself.

      “Ian?”

      He pushed against the door. Lifted his gun.

      Braced himself for everything.

      “Ia…”

      He stopped.

      He stopped because he saw it.

      First, Ian. Sitting there. Tears streaming down his cheeks. Mouth wide.

      And then he saw her.

      Sofia was sitting back against the window.

      Her mouth was taped.

      Her eyes were closed.

      She looked dead.

      “Sofi…” Mike started.

      But he stopped.

      He stopped again.

      Because he saw something else.

      He saw what Sofia was surrounded by.

      The boxes.

      The bags.

      Novichok.

      He knew what Novichok was. He knew from his time in the military and from an incident that happened in the UK a bit back.

      He knew, and it made him worry.

      Because Novichok was one of the most lethal chemical weapons in existence.

      Just touching it was enough to lead to a cardiac arrest.

      “Ian,” Mike said.

      “Sofia,” Ian said, staggering forward.

      Mike saw his pain. He saw his grief.

      But he couldn’t let him get closer.

      Not with how lethal Novichok was.

      “Sofia,” he said, staggering further forward.

      Mike knew he had to act.

      So he did the thing he knew Ian might just hate him for.

      He grabbed him.

      “No!” Ian shouted, trying to struggle free.

      “Ian, don’t—”

      “Not without Sofia! Not without Sofia!”

      So Mike did something else. Something he knew Ian would hate him for.

      But they couldn’t afford to lose anyone else.

      So it was what he had to do.

      He tightened his grip around Ian’s neck.

      Tightened it as he struggled.

      Tightened it as he writhed.

      And when he finally went still, when Ian fainted, Mike let go.

      He looked at Sofia. Heart racing. He wanted to give her a proper send off. He wanted that so much for Ian and for her.

      He went to turn away; Ian’s body slumped before him.

      But he stopped.

      He stopped because he saw something else.

      Something pinned to Sofia’s chest.

      A photograph.

      A Polaroid photograph.

      He didn’t want to come into contact with Sofia. He didn’t want to risk it.

      But he could see closely what was on that photograph.

      It was Emma.

      Blank-eyed stare.

      Bags of Novichok strapped to her body.

      “No,” Mike said.

      And behind her, in the distance… the worst thing of all.

      It was the Safe Zone.

      It was his home.
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      When Holly saw the figure in the distance, she didn’t know how to react.

      She’d been stuck back at camp for quite some time. She didn’t know how long exactly, just that it was driving her mad. Part of her was annoyed that they’d chosen Sofia as the one to go pursue after all these months of not letting her go search for Emma.

      But then another part of her wanted to be out there. It wanted her to be helping Ian get Sofia back. Because she still felt like she owed so much to that family, especially after what had happened to Tommy—what she’d done to Tommy.

      It still haunted her. It would always haunt her.

      But she could be a better person because of it.

      She could evolve because of it.

      But she’d gone out for a walk. She’d gone to the edge of the wall to see if she could see her dad out there.

      She hadn’t had much luck.

      But she had seen something else.

      Or rather, someone else.

      She wasn’t sure what to think when she saw her. Not at first. In a sense, she didn’t even recognise her, not properly.

      But then it clicked.

      It clicked where she knew her from.

      It clicked where she recognised her from.

      Her heart stopped.

      “Emma,” she said.

      She lowered the binoculars. She rushed down the ladder. She ran over to the main entrance and exit, which wasn’t supposed to be opened in anything but the most urgent circumstances.

      The guard, Pete, looked at Holly with a frown.

      “You can’t—”

      “Open it,” Holly said.

      “But—”

      “There’s a girl out there. I girl I know. Open this goddamned door right this second and let me the hell out.”

      Pete narrowed his eyes. He sighed. “I’m not supposed to do this.”

      “You’d better do this,” Holly said.

      Pete looked over his shoulder. Then he looked outside. “One minute. That’s all you’ve got, okay? One minute and then these doors are closing for good. I’m not having this on my conscience. Not if anything happens to you.”

      Holly shook her head, adrenaline coursing, hardly able to believe this situation. “I won’t need longer than a minute.”

      Pete sighed.

      Then he opened the gate.

      And the second the gate opened, Holly was racing outside.

      She ran. She ran towards Emma. Because it felt like this moment had been building up for ages. It felt like it had been building up for so long.

      It felt like this was the moment Holly had been waiting for.

      The moment of catharsis ready to finally explode.

      She saw Emma getting closer as she raced towards her. And a part of her wondered if she’d seen her wrong. She wondered if this girl wasn’t Emma after all. Maybe she’d just not seen her properly. Maybe it was her mind playing tricks on her again.

      Maybe she’d got this all wrong.

      But the closer she got to Emma, the more she stopped doubting.

      The closer she got, the more she realised.

      It was Emma.

      After all this time, she’d made it.

      After all this time, she was here.

      And yet…

      Something didn’t feel right.

      It felt too nice.

      Too convenient.

      But she couldn’t go off hunch.

      She couldn’t just stop running right now.

      She had to get to Emma.

      “Emma,” she said.

      She went to hug her. Went to grab her.

      But Emma flinched. She flinched away.

      And it was the way she looked at Holly.

      The way she looked at her that made her worry more than anything.

      What was wrong?

      Holly crouched opposite her. She looked into her eyes, which were spaced out, traumatised.

      “Emma. It’s me. It’s Holly. Do you remember?”

      Emma looked at her then. And there was a flash. A flash of something. A recognition.

      She looked at her and for the first time since they’d reunited, Emma smiled.

      “Holly,” she said.

      Holly smiled back. She felt tears building up. Felt her throat tightening as she welled up. “Yes,” she said. “Yes. Holly. It’s me. It’s me.”

      But there was still something about the way Emma looked at her. Still something… uncertain. She was pulling her denim coat over her body. Like she was hiding something. Like she was covering something up.

      Holly reached out a hand, and Emma flinched again.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “You know who I am now. Come on.”

      Emma looked at her hand, uncertain.

      She looked at Holly.

      She opened her mouth like she was going to say something. Like she wanted to reach out to her.

      “Emma?” Holly said. “Are you okay?”

      That glaze stayed on Emma’s face. That look of unfamiliarity. Like something was bubbling away under the surface, just waiting to burst free.

      “You can tell me. You can speak to me if there’s something wrong. If there’s anything wrong. You know that. You remember that. Right?”

      Emma opened her mouth, and Holly felt like she was on the verge of opening up.

      But then her eyes glazed again, and she just nodded and took Holly’s hand.

      Holly sighed. She didn’t know what Emma had been through. She couldn’t jump to any conclusions. But she didn’t want to push her, either. She didn’t want to force her into cooperation. She knew that sometimes, whatever went on outside the walls should stay there. She knew from her own experience that some things were better left unearthed.

      “Let’s go home,” Holly said, tightening her hand around Emma’s. Let me show you my home.”

      They turned around. Walked away. Headed back towards the camp.

      But Holly still got that sense that something was desperately wrong.

      If Holly had trusted her hunch, maybe things would’ve ended differently.

      If Holly had just looked at what Emma was hiding under her clothes…
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      Mike didn’t stick around and wait for Ian to regain consciousness. He didn’t stick around and wait for Alison. He didn’t stick around and wait for anyone.

      Because all he could think of was the sight of Sofia sitting strapped to that chair, Novichok nerve agent surrounding her.

      And that Polaroid photograph of Emma pinned to her chest.

      Emma laced with Novichok.

      “Mike!”

      He heard the voice calling out from behind, but he didn’t stop moving. He couldn’t stop moving. Nothing could stop him now. Because he knew something was wrong in the first place, but now it was certain. Now it was confirmed. He should’ve trusted his gut. He should’ve believed in himself. He should’ve known.

      Emma. She wasn’t gone. She was never really gone.

      But she was going back.

      She was going back to the Safe Zone, and she had Novichok.

      He gasped as he ran as quickly as he could. He cursed himself for not being more youthful, for not being able to run just a slight bit faster. He cursed himself for leaving his daughter behind, for leaving Kelsie behind, for leaving Gina and Arya and everyone behind.

      But in the moment, it’d seemed like the right decision. It’d felt like the safer choice. The safer option.

      Only now was he beginning to wonder if, after everything, he’d unwittingly put them in danger.

      Only now was he beginning to wonder if the reason this entire journey felt so wrong was because something was desperately wrong.

      He shook his head. Steadied his focus, steadied his composure. He was imagining things. He was overreacting. He was going to get back home and all of this was going to just be proven to be a part of his mind, a part of his consciousness. He was worried because he’d been in a similar situation before. He’d had a home. Somewhere he’d settled. The Grey Lodge mental health facility. And it was only when he’d left that it had been intercepted, that everything had fallen apart.

      He just worried what might happen if the same thing happened again.

      Because as harsh as it was to the people who he’d lived with at Grey Lodge… the stakes were higher now. They were far more momentous.

      His daughter was here.

      Kelsie was here.

      And a little metaphorical time bomb of Novichok was heading right towards them.

      He shook his head again. He needed to pull himself together. Because he didn’t know. Not for certain. The only way he’d know was by getting back to the camp. By seeing for himself what things were like there.

      And if he managed to get there before Emma did… then maybe he could stop this. Maybe he could prevent anything from happening.

      “Mike!”

      He looked over his shoulder.

      Alison was chasing after him. Keeping well up with him. Ian was somewhere behind on his own, unconscious, probably just about coming around. They’d have to go back for him. They’d have to see to him.

      He wanted to stop. He wanted to tell her what was wrong, what he was running from. God, he wanted to tell her so, so much.

      But in the end, there was only one direction for him.

      There was only one way he could go.

      There was only…

      He stopped.

      He stopped because he saw the camp up ahead.

      He saw the gates.

      Partly open.

      And he saw them.

      There were two of them. A little girl. And an older girl, too.

      There was no doubting the situation.

      There was no doubting what he was seeing here.

      The little girl was Emma.

      And the older girl…

      The older girl was Holly.

      “No!” Mike shouted.

      He ran. Ran fast. Pelted himself in the direction of the little girl, in the direction of his daughter.

      “Holly!” he shouted. “Holly, wait!”

      For a moment, just a split second, he thought he saw Holly turn around. He thought he saw her look over her shoulder.

      But then she kept on going.

      “Holly, pl…”

      He couldn’t finish what he was saying.

      Because he saw them step behind the gates.

      He saw the gates close.

      And without meaning to, he slowed to a halt.

      He collapsed onto his knees. Crouched there. Sweat dripping from his body. Heart racing. Because the dominoes were falling into place. The action that he’d tried so desperately to intercept before it could happen… it had already happened. The wheels were in motion. There was no stopping it.

      Emma was inside their home.

      The Novichok nerve agent was inside their home.

      He remembered doing his research on Novichok. He knew how it worked. It could be inhaled, or it could pass on through the skin or mucus membranes. Once it contaminated somewhere, it could take moments for the effects to kick in, and when they did, it stuck around for a long, long time. Wherever it fell, it pretty much became a ghost town.

      As for what it did…

      It tightened the muscles. Caused contractions. Nosebleeds. Led to cardiac arrests.

      And without immediate antidote, it almost certainly resulted in death.

      “Mike?” Alison said.

      He looked up at her. And he must’ve looked traumatised because of the way she was looking at him.

      “What is it?” she said. “What… what’s wrong?”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. Then he turned back to the gates of his community; the gates of his home. “It’s too late,” he said.

      “Too late for what—”

      “They’re inside. It’s inside. There’s nothing we can do now.”

      He stood up. Stepped slowly towards the entrance to the camp. Alison followed closely.

      “Mike, you’re not making sense—”

      “That girl. It was Emma. There was a photo of her pinned to Sofia’s chest.”

      Alison frowned. “But—”

      “Emma was laced with Novichok.”

      Mike saw the way the realisation crossed Alison’s face. He saw the way she came to terms with what he was telling her, still struggling to understand, still struggling to accept.

      He saw the way she looked at him and shook her head, disbelieving. “No,” she said.

      Mike looked back at the gates. “There’s only one way to find out, now.”

      He walked to the gates. Alison by his side. And when he got there, he sensed quietness. Quietness to this place that he wasn’t used to.

      Only that quietness dropped.

      It dropped because he heard an explosion.

      First, silence followed. Sheer, total silence.

      Then a scream.

      Then a cough.

      And then another.

      And another.

      Dread filled his body as he looked at Alison. His stomach turned. He wanted to be sick.

      But he had to go inside.

      He had to see for himself.

      He pushed open the gates, and he held his breath.

      The streets were the same. The animals were still in the fields. People were still in greenhouses, tending to the crops.

      Only there were some differences.

      There were people writhing on the streets.

      People clutching their necks.

      People kicking, screaming, then dying.

      And in the middle of it all, as Mike tried to hold his breath, he saw something else.

      Emma was lying on the ground.

      Or rather, what was left of her exploded body.

      A powder cloud of Novichok surrounded her.

      Her head was no longer attached to her body.

      She was long gone now.

      Glassy eyes staring up into the sky.

      And then there was somebody else beside her.

      Somebody kneeling right by her side.

      Tears rolling down her cheeks.

      He went to step towards her, even though he knew full well what danger he was putting himself in just by being here.

      “Holly?”

      She looked up at him.

      Deathly pale.

      Eyes streaming.

      “Dad?” she said, confusion on her face.

      “Hol…”

      He stopped.

      He stopped because he saw it.

      The blood.

      The blood oozing from her nostrils.

      Then from the corners of her mouth.

      He saw her touch her lips, confused.

      He saw her look back at him, fearful.

      “What’s…” she gargled.

      She didn’t say anything else.

      Her eyes rolled back.

      The confusion slipped away.

      And Holly hit the ground.
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      Mike watched Holly hit the ground, and he felt his entire world crumbling around him.

      The afternoon clouds were sprinkling rain from above. Thunder was starting to rumble, the clouds finally releasing their pent-up energy. All around him, he could see the signs that things were going just as he’d feared they would.

      People lying on the ground.

      People clutching their chests.

      Their eyes wide, saliva drooling from the corners of their mouths.

      Emma’s sacrifice bearing its vicious fruits.

      But there was something worse.

      Something starker than anything he’d come across so far.

      “Holly,” Mike said.

      He threw himself towards her. Because he couldn’t get his head around it. He couldn’t accept it. Even though he knew what was happening here, he still felt that reluctance. He still felt that resistance.

      He’d watched his daughter walk Emma inside this place.

      He’d watched her look at him, covered in the nerve agent.

      And then he’d watched the blood trickle down her face and fall to the ground.

      As he ran towards her, Mike became aware of something else. There were people running away from the site of the attack. People rubbing their eyes, brushing the dust of the Novichok bomb from their clothes.

      They were trying to get away. But at the same time, they were spreading the nerve agent even more.

      They were spreading it.

      They were contributing to the collapse of this place.

      Because one thing was for sure.

      Whoever got contaminated with this chemical was in big, big trouble.

      They didn’t have the resources to do a full scale clean-up of the Safe Zone.

      They didn’t have the resources to rescue this place.

      He zoned back in, landed at Holly’s side.

      Holly was lying on her back. She had the dust of the chemical all over her face, all over her body.

      And as much as Mike wanted to reach towards her, to lean in, to kiss her, to tell her everything was going to be okay, he couldn’t.

      Because coming into contact with this nerve agent would most likely kill him too.

      He felt the tears roll down his cheeks as he crouched there and stared down at his little girl. He remembered the day she was born. The way she’d scream at the top of her lungs and never stop screaming, revealing the fighter inside.

      He remembered the way he’d taken her on her first rollercoaster, and how she’d been so scared, shaking as she sat in front of him. But once she got down from it, she’d wanted to just go on it again and again.

      He remembered the first time he’d seen her dance, and the lump it left in his throat.

      He remembered losing her.

      Then finding her again.

      The months that had followed since.

      He remembered all these things.

      And now he looked at his daughter, eyes closed, not breathing, just lying there with blood pooling from her nostrils.

      “Screw it,” he said. “Screw it.”

      He took a deep breath.

      Then he leaned in and went in for resus.

      He did chest compressions. He went in for mouth to mouth. He zoned into this situation completely, not letting any outside distractions get to him.

      He kept going. Counted out the space between the compressions perfectly. Tried to keep his distance. Tried to keep his composure.

      But he just kept on pushing.

      He just kept on going.

      He pushed harder, aware that he was in danger, aware that he might be hurting his girl by doing this.

      But he had to push.

      He had to try.

      “Mike.”

      He heard Alison’s voice over his shoulder, and he shook his head. He ignored it. He had to. Because he could tell. He could tell just from the way she was speaking what she was thinking; what she was going to say to him.

      “Mike, it’s—”

      “No,” he said. “No.”

      He kept on pushing. Kept on giving his daughter air. He tasted her salty blood on his lips, mixed with his tears.

      “Come on, angel,” he said.

      He pushed some more.

      “Come on.”

      He tried again. And again.

      But after all that trying, he finally stopped.

      He pulled away. Looked down at his daughter lying there on the ground.

      Looked at her closed eyes.

      Looked at the way her body seemed… different.

      The way it looked like, for the first time, it was lacking something.

      Lacking a spark.

      Lacking life.

      He looked at his girl, and he wanted to wake up from this nightmare as the tears clouded his eyes. He wanted to wake up from this hell.

      He wanted to be anywhere but here.

      Because when he looked at her, he didn’t just see Holly.

      He saw Caitlin.

      The same look she’d had.

      The same look she’d had when she’d died.

      He felt a hand on his shoulder. A tight squeeze.

      He looked up. Saw a tear-drenched Alison staring down at him.

      “Mike,” she said. “Mike.”

      He stood up. Went to fall into her arms. Because he needed someone. He needed their strength. He needed them right now.

      But when he went to hold them, he noticed something.

      Alison wasn’t just crying.

      She was shaking.

      He saw it.

      Saw the way her eyes widened.

      Saw the way the blood started to trickle from her nostrils.

      Saw the way she started to shake and slaver.

      “No,” he said.

      But then Alison fell.

      She lost her balance, and she fell to Holly’s side, cracking her head on the ground.

      Mike stood there. Heart pounding. Body shaking.

      He stood there and listened to the screams, gradually dying out.

      He stood there and listened to the silence.

      He stood there, and he listened to everything.

      Holly was gone.

      Alison was gone.

      He was alone.

      His home had fallen.

      Everything had fallen.
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      Mike couldn’t turn away from Holly and Alison’s bodies as they lay there, stationary, on the ground beneath him.

      The storm was attacking in full force now. Rain pelted down from above. Thunder rattled. Lightning sparked, striking nearby.

      And Mike didn’t believe that the weather could reflect the mood or any nonsense like that. He didn’t believe in anything beyond the power of pure coincidence.

      But right now, this storm just felt like the only way things could be.

      It felt like the emotions he was going through inside.

      Because he’d lost everything.

      He felt his jaw begin to shake. He felt his throat wobble. He wanted to break down. He wanted to fall to his knees and disappear to wherever Holly and Alison had both gone. He wanted to be with them, even if being with them meant oblivion.

      He wanted an end to this pain.

      But he felt numb. Totally numb. Because he still hadn’t truly understood. He still didn’t totally believe.

      They weren’t gone. They couldn’t be gone.

      He went to step towards them, to try to check them once more.

      But then he remembered something.

      He looked up. Looked ahead at the road, which was filled with fallen people; some of them old friends. He looked into the distance, over at the flats. He looked around, saw the guards lying there, clutching their necks. Others disappeared, fleeing this place at the first opportunity. Everything had gone quiet. Everything had gone so silent.

      And part of him didn’t want to go back to the flats. Part of him didn’t want to go there because he feared what he might find. He feared the painful discoveries he might make. More people, fallen. More friends, fallen.

      More people he cared about… fallen.

      But he remembered someone. Someone who was back there. Someone he couldn’t just leave here. Someone he cared about, very much.

      Kelsie.

      He felt his stomach sink when he thought of Kelsie. The thought that she might have fallen too… he couldn’t even bear to think of it.

      He looked down at Holly, then at Alison. He was still in shock. He couldn’t process any of this. He couldn’t even cry.

      He knew the grief would hit.

      He knew, in time, it would hit, and it would hit hard.

      But right now, there was somebody else depending on him.

      Right now, there was a chance to get to someone—to save someone—before they fell too.

      If even he survived long enough not to fall.

      He looked at Holly’s body once more and felt totally cold, the pain of grief teetering over the horizon.

      He tightened his fists.

      Took a deep breath.

      Then he started to run through the streets and towards the flat where Kelsie would be staying.

      He tried not to look at the fallen bodies surrounding him as he made his way through the streets. Not everyone was dead. Some people were locked inside, fear on their faces, trying to understand what was going on. Others were like him, outside, studying their surroundings, trying to make sense of all this chaos, all this tragedy.

      Some people were saying things to him. Calling out to him.

      And he wanted to stop.

      He wanted to be with them in their moment of need, or hear them out, or whatever the hell they wanted him to do.

      But he couldn’t.

      He was alive.

      He hadn’t reacted to the Novichok.

      Which meant he had to get to Kelsie right now.

      He had to know she was okay.

      He raced through the streets, further towards the entrance to the flats. There were a few of the guards standing around, guns in hand, looking just as puzzled and distraught as the rest of the survivors. Some of them had fallen, too. It seemed like this place had teetered into chaos with the smallest nudge. And it scared Mike. It scared him because it made him realise just how unsafe this place was. Seeing peacekeepers around this place from day to day created that illusion that things were under control.

      But now…

      Now he saw the reality.

      And the reality was that all it had taken was a little girl and a Novichok bomb to bring this place to its knees.

      And it really felt like it was never going to come back from this. Not anymore.

      He reached the entrance to the flats, and he stopped.

      He saw something. The dog pen.

      Some of the dogs were lying flat.

      Mike’s heart skipped a beat as he scanned the dogs, as he looked through them. Someone must’ve fled this way already, carried the nerve agent over here. He kept on searching the dogs regardless. Because as painful as it was seeing all these fallen dogs, he found himself searching for one dog. One dog in particular.

      Then he saw her.

      She was standing up. Staring through the grating. Eyes wide.

      Looking right at him.

      “Arya,” he said.

      He stumbled away from the door of the flats, headed over towards her. But as he did, it pained him. It pained him because Arya and Alison were so close. Arya and Holly were so close.

      He thought about the moment he’d found Arya right at the beginning of all this chaos, all this tragedy, and how much of a rock she’d been in the moments he’d been fortunate enough to be with her since.

      He remembered how close he’d been to leaving her behind, and how much had changed.

      He ran over to her. Opened the gate.

      The second he let her out, she jumped up at him, pawing him, whining.

      Like she knew something was wrong.

      “I know,” Mike said, ruffling Arya’s fur. “I—I know, sweet. I’m here. It’s okay. It’s okay.”

      He cuddled Arya for a while. And as he stood there in all this chaos and held her, feeling her sodden warmth spread to his body, he realised he couldn’t waste any more time.

      He had to go with Arya to go get Kelsie.

      He had to be sure she was okay.

      He turned around, went to head back to the flats.

      Then he saw them.

      They were at the edge of the road. Some of them near the entrance to the Safe Zone, in what looked like a double-decker bus. A working double-decker bus.

      Others were already within the confines of the Safe Zone. Spraying something. Something which explained the quick spread of the chemical.

      They were wearing gas masks.

      But in their blackened eyes, it looked like they were looking right at him.

      He saw what some of them were doing to the bodies. Saw the way they went over to them, dragged them to the front of the Safe Zone.

      Saw the way they gathered them, collected them in a pile.

      He thought about Alison. He thought about his daughter.

      And the thought of them being a part of that pile…

      His body tensed.

      He went to throw himself in their direction.

      But then he stopped.

      He stopped because he heard something.

      A scream.

      And it was coming from Kelsie’s flat.
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      Mike didn’t have time to think about his losses.

      He didn’t have time to think about the people stepping inside the camp, gas masks covering their mouths.

      He didn’t have time to dwell on anything right now.

      He just had to get to Kelsie.

      He just had to find out why she’d screamed.

      He just had to make sure she was okay.

      He raced across the slushy grass. The rain was pelting down heavier than ever. The thunder kept on raging above as dark clouds thickened overhead. He could barely hear anything for the lashing of the water against the ground.

      But he didn’t need to hear anything. He just had to get into the flats. He just had to get to Kelsie.

      He just had to make sure he didn’t lose anyone else in all this madness.

      As he launched himself across the grass, getting closer and closer to the entrance of the flats, he found himself looking up and over at those intruders in their gas masks. He had to resist the urge to go over to them as they dragged more bodies over to the pile. Some of them were picking out the peacekeepers. It looked like they were targeting the strongest first specifically—or at least those who looked like they were under control.

      There were a lot of these masked people. He had no idea who they were, no idea where they’d come from.

      They were doing something else, too. Gathering women. Younger women. Which made the hairs on Mike’s arms stand on end.

      He didn’t want to know what they were doing.

      He didn’t want to know what they were playing at.

      He could only assume that they were the group who had abducted Emma. They were the group who had forced her to carry out this devastating plan.

      He saw a couple of this group look up and over at him. He saw them watch him as he moved across the grass, Arya by his side.

      He looked into their glass-covered eyes, and he felt like they were observing him closely, analysing his every move.

      Then he saw one of them raise a hand, and three of these people started walking quickly in his direction.

      He rushed inside the flat, slamming the door shut behind him. His heart raced. Sweat and rain dripped from his body. His mouth was dry. His mind raced. He still couldn’t wrap his head around any of the events that had happened; still couldn’t process anything.

      Just had to get to Kelsie.

      Just had to get out of here.

      He raced down the corridor. There were people in here. Some of them alive, some of them dead. Which made Mike’s stomach sink because it confirmed that the Novichok agent had got in here, too.

      Someone must’ve run in here with it.

      Someone must’ve infected others.

      There was no hope for this place. Not anymore.

      As much as it pained him to consider it, Mike knew the truth.

      The clean-up job was going to be too difficult.

      The time living in this near-idyll was over.

      He steadied his focus, ran further down the corridor. He looked at the door on the right where he knew Kelsie was staying. He pictured all kinds of terrors inside there. The fact she’d only screamed once was a worry in itself.

      One scream of pain?

      One scream of agony?

      Or was it a scream about… something else?

      He reached Kelsie’s door. Listened to the rain hammering down on the roof. He stood there, mind racing, heart thumping.

      He stood there, and he found himself saying the only words he knew how to say in this situation right now.

      “Please,” he said. “Not you too. Not you too. Please.”

      He lowered the handle to the door.

      And then he heard the door at the end of the flat entrance open.

      He looked around.

      Two of those goons were inside the flats.

      They were looking at Mike.

      And then they were heading in his direction.

      He wanted to stand up to them. He wanted to fight them. He wanted to end them for what they’d done to his Holly.

      But he had to show composure right now.

      He had to show restraint right now.

      Any wrong move and he was dead—and so too was Kelsie.

      He turned away. Lowered the handle to the door. Pushed it open.

      Then he stepped inside Kelsie’s room, and he saw her.

      Kelsie was on the floor. Her eyes were wide. She was still.

      But she was alive.

      There was someone else on the floor. Mark, one of the guys who worked on the farm.

      He was lying dead on the ground.

      Blood pooled out of his mouth.

      “Kelsie,” Mike said.

      He walked over to her as she sat there in a daze. He went to grab her hand, to help her to her feet.

      She didn’t move.

      He heard the footsteps getting closer to the room. Heard them closing in. And he knew time was running out.

      “Come on, honey. We—we need to move. We need to get out of here.”

      But Kelsie still looked in a daze. She still looked completely lost.

      This couldn’t happen right now.

      It couldn’t go down this way.

      He grabbed under Kelsie’s arms. Lifted her up, put her over his shoulder. Then he headed over to the window, opened the curtains.

      He went to open the window.

      It was shut solid.

      “Shit,” he said.

      He looked around. Looked for something sharp or something heavy; something he could use.

      He looked around as the footsteps got closer, but he knew time was running out.

      Then he saw it.

      A jewellery box.

      A heavy looking jewellery box that he could use on the window.

      “Almost there,” he said. “Almost there.”

      He lifted the jewellery box. Walked over to the window. Went to throw it.

      But then he heard something.

      The door.

      The door clicking open.

      He stopped.

      Turned around.

      The people in the masks were standing there.

      Three of them now.

      They were looking at him.

      And one of them had something in their hand.

      A small bottle.

      Small enough to be a perfume bottle.

      But Mike knew exactly what it was.

      They lifted it.

      Went to spray it.

      Mike held his breath. Closed his eyes.

      And…
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      Holly coughed.

      Then, she opened her eyes.

      The first thing she noticed was the darkness. Jet black darkness all around her.

      Then she noticed the crushing sensation in her chest.

      At first, she thought it was something to do with… well, she wasn’t sure. Her last memory, it was blurry, muddled somewhat. She had a sense of what had happened without truly knowing.

      She just saw the darkness.

      She just felt the crushing sensation.

      She realised something then, though. The crushing sensation, it wasn’t just in her chest. It was in her whole body. Her legs. Her torso. Her arms and her head.

      And she realised at that moment that this wasn’t because of… the event. The event that had happened but was still just out of reach for Holly.

      She was trapped.

      She tried to shuffle free. Tried to break free of the weight she was under. She wasn’t sure what it was. She was in a daze.

      Just that it was intense. Suffocating.

      And she needed to get out of this.

      Fast.

      She tried to stretch out her arms, but she couldn’t move them. She tried to kick out her legs, but with no luck.

      She tried to get out of this mess, but there was nothing she could do.

      She was stuck.

      She couldn’t breathe.

      She was trapped. She was—

      And then she saw her.

      She saw the body of the woman, Mary, who worked with the animals.

      She was lying on top of her.

      And then it hit her. All of it hit her. The reason she couldn’t move. The reason she was stuck.

      This wasn’t just any old arbitrary weight pressing her down.

      This wasn’t just one body pressing her down.

      She was trapped under the weight of a pile of bodies.

      She tried to scream again, but again she failed. She started shaking as the memory of what had happened filled her mind.

      Emma.

      She’d seen Emma out in the distance.

      She’d gone to her. Held her hand. Led her back inside.

      She’d walked her through the middle of the safe zone, told her it was her home now.

      But then something had happened.

      Emma.

      She’d looked at Holly, and she’d told her she was sorry.

      She’d looked at her with such sorrow. Such regret.

      And then she’d triggered that explosion of… of whatever it was.

      The next thing Holly knew, the people around her were coughing. They were falling to the ground.

      She’d felt dizzy. Light-headed. Then she’d found herself falling, too.

      At that moment, she’d been convinced she wasn’t going to open her eyes again. She’d been convinced that she’d taken her last breath.

      She’d been convinced.

      But now here she was.

      She had a second chance.

      She had to fight.

      She held her body firm. Gritted her teeth. Because she wasn’t going to get anywhere by sitting back here. She wasn’t going to get anywhere by lying under this mass. The only place she’d get was the same place as everyone else currently crushing her.

      But at least she had a chance.

      At least she was still alive.

      She pushed. Pushed with all the force she had. She thought of Dad. She thought of Kelsie. She thought of Alison. She thought of Gina and Sofia and Ian and Arya.

      She thought about them. And as she pushed as hard as she could with her weak body, she felt the thought of these people fuelling her. She felt them giving her strength. She felt them filling her with confidence, filling her with hope.

      She felt the tears rolling down her face as she pushed, harder, harder.

      She pushed against Mary, and she felt so bad that this was what she’d been reduced to. Tossed away in a pile.

      She felt like she’d been shown the greatest disrespect. She’d been thrown away. Discarded.

      She felt like she wanted to do something for Mary. To give her a proper send-off.

      And then she pushed her harder, and she saw light.

      She felt hope at first. Optimism. Because she could see. Which meant she had a chance. A chance to get out of here. A chance to break free.

      She went to drag herself out of this mass when she saw movement.

      There were people. People in gas masks. Four of them, five of them, maybe more.

      She saw them carrying a body over towards the pile. Saw them walking towards her.

      She closed her eyes.

      Then she felt the body knock into her.

      She tumbled as the body hit. Just a little. And for a moment, as she let herself fall, eager not to get caught out, she thought she’d missed it. She thought she’d blown her moment.

      But then when she opened her eyes, just a little, she realised something.

      She was on the outside of the other side of the bodies.

      The way that body had knocked against her, it’d loosened the bodies around her, set her free.

      She kept totally still. Held herself firm.

      And she waited.

      She heard the footsteps around her. These people, they were silent. They didn’t say much. It sounded like they were methodical. Like they had a plan.

      She knew she had to get away from here. But at the same time, she had to pick the right moment. She couldn’t make a rash break for it. She had to time things to perfection.

      Because she’d seen the chaos here, and she had no doubts that these people were the ones behind it after all.

      She tightened her fists together. Eased around the side of the bodies.

      Then when she looked around, she saw something.

      Two things, in fact.

      First?

      In the distance, she saw someone.

      Someone entering the flats.

      Someone with a dog beside him.

      Someone with Arya beside him.

      “Dad,” she said.

      She felt joy, just for a moment. Elation, just for a moment. Because he was still here. He was alive. He’d made it. He wasn’t just another body in the pile.

      But that’s when she noticed the other thing.

      That’s when the other thing caught her attention.

      The thing that sent shivers up her arms.

      One of the people in the gas masks.

      They were looking right at her.

      Pointing right at her.

      Then, together with three other people, they were hurtling in her direction.
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      Mike watched the three masked people step inside Kelsie’s room, perfume bottle in hand, and he braced himself for the worst.

      The group were focused. They didn’t say anything. And it was that speechlessness that got to Mike. It sent shivers up the back of his neck.

      Because they didn’t seem to be willing to cooperate.

      They didn’t seem to be willing to negotiate.

      They just had an agenda, and as far as Mike could see it, that agenda was to wipe this place out.

      He pushed Kelsie behind him. Took a few baby steps back, too. Arya stood beside him, holding her ground, growling.

      But he was under no illusions about this room. He was surrounded. There was no getting out of the window.

      The only way was through the door.

      And right now, three masked people with one of them holding what Mike could only assume was a canister of Novichok were blocking his path out of here.

      He saw them coming towards him, and he thought about speaking. He thought about asking them to show mercy, but he wanted to know first and foremost where the hell they’d stumbled upon a pile of Novichok. Could it be the rival group? The foreign army changing tactics? That made sense. It added up.

      But he knew damn well there was no room for delay. There was no time for it. It wasn’t going to work.

      So he looked at the jewellery box in his hand, and he did the only thing that seemed plausible right now.

      He threw it.

      Threw it right at the man stepping towards him with the bottle.

      The man fell back when it hit him in his chest. The spray bottle lowered, just for a moment, just for a second.

      And now his defences had dropped, now he had nothing left in his hands to fight these people with, he knew he had to take his opportunity. He knew he had to take his chance.

      So he threw himself, Kelsie’s hand in his, past the man, through the other two people, and towards the gap in the door.

      Just when he got there, he heard a cry.

      He looked around.

      The two people had hold of Kelsie.

      They were dragging her away from him.

      Mike pulled her arm, hard. Anything to just get her from the grips of these people.

      But it was already too late.

      The man he’d thrown the jewellery box at was back on his feet.

      The perfume bottle was in his hand.

      And he was walking back towards them.

      Panic rose as Mike tried to back away. One of the people—a man, clearly—had hold of him now. He tried to shuffle free of him, but his grip was tight.

      And the man with the bottle was getting closer, closer.

      He saw his life flashing before his eyes. He saw Kelsie falling, pictured it in his mind.

      He imagined how he’d feel to lose someone else. Someone else he cared about.

      He imagined all these things as that man got closer, the thoughts flashing through his mind, and he knew he couldn’t just submit.

      He knew he couldn’t just give up.

      He felt the grip tightening around his shoulder.

      And then he swung around and sunk his teeth around two of his fingers.

      The man yelped at first. He tried to pull away. Tried to pull back.

      But Mike wasn’t letting go.

      And he certainly wasn’t letting up.

      He dug his teeth down deeper. Dug them down until he tasted blood. Dug them down until he felt the bone getting closer.

      Dug them down until the man let out a cry, then dragged his hand away.

      And in that moment, Mike made a lunge for Kelsie.

      In that moment, he turned around, made another break for the door.

      In that moment—

      A flash.

      It all happened in a flash.

      Arya holding her ground. Kicking back. Staring at the man with the bottle.

      Then the man with the bottle lifting it.

      Pointing it in Arya’s face.

      Mike threw himself at the man. He plummeted into his chest, knocked him down to the ground. He punched him repeatedly. He knew the danger he was putting himself in. He knew the risk he was putting himself through.

      He knew that one spray of that thing could be a spray too far.

      But this was Arya.

      He cared about Arya.

      So he ripped off this guy’s gas mask.

      The first thing that really struck him was this guy was significantly less scary and intimidating with the mask off than with it on. He was gaunt. Yellow teeth. Wispy blond hair. Mid-forties, maybe a little younger but aged by this world.

      He was looking up at Mike with fear.

      “We’re just doing what we have to do,” he said. “We’re—we’re just restoring order. We’re just seeing in the new world in the only way we can.”

      Mike heard the others behind him. He heard Kelsie struggling. He heard Arya barking.

      He had no idea what was going on.

      Just what he had to do next.

      He pulled back his fist and plummeted it into this man’s face.

      Then again.

      Then again.

      And when he was finally weakened and bloodied, he pulled the Novichok spray bottle from his hand and turned around.

      When he turned around, Mike’s stomach sank.

      Arya was standing there. She was kicking back. Still barking.

      But the other people were nowhere to be seen.

      And something else.

      Kelsie was nowhere to be seen.

      Mike’s heart raced. He rushed to the door. Scanned the corridor.

      Then he ran to the door. Pushed it open. Looked around outside.

      His stomach dropped.

      His knees went weak.

      The men were gone.

      And Kelsie was nowhere to be seen.
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      Holly turned from the group with the gas masks, and she did the only thing she could.

      She ran.

      She sprinted away from the pile of bodies, away from the people chasing her. Her heart pounded. Her chest was tight. She was shaking all over, partly because of the fear, partly because of the adrenaline of realising she was still alive after all—but also of realising what danger she was in, too.

      She needed time. Time to adjust back to her hardened mentality. Time to adapt to the way she used to be.

      But she needed to survive this exchange to even get close to a recovery in the first place.

      She looked around. Her vision was blurred. Her judgement wasn’t at its sharpest. Her stomach was doing somersaults, and her legs felt like they were going to give way at any moment.

      But she took deep breaths as she ran. She steadied her movement. Focused her intentions.

      She needed to get away.

      Didn’t matter where.

      Didn’t matter how.

      She just needed to get away from these people or she was in big trouble.

      She looked over her shoulder. Her stomach did more somersaults when she saw they were closer than she’d first realised. Shit. She had to keep going. She had to power on.

      She had to get out of this place.

      She thought about Alison and the rest of the group. She wondered where they were. Whether they were okay. She had to hope so. The thought that they weren’t… Holly wasn’t sure she could take it. She’d grown so used to the peace here that just a taste of the loss was starting to haunt her all over again.

      She thought of Dad. She’d seen him with Arya, going into the flats. She hadn’t heard anything since. Barking. Shouting. Anything. She wanted to know where they were. She wanted to know they were okay—that he was okay.

      But he had to fight his own battle right now.

      Just like she had to fight hers.

      She reached the entrance to the place, and she ground to a halt.

      The main gates had been blocked. There was something in the way. Something huge. Metallic.

      Something that looked like a vehicle.

      A double-decker bus.

      Holly ground her teeth together. She had no idea how it had got here. But then there were plenty of mysteries outside in this world. One thing was clear—it had been parked here with the intention of blocking people in.

      Which meant that whoever these people were had planned this. Carefully.

      She took a step towards the bus, tried to figure out if there was a way she could climb her way through it, get out the other side. There was just the door. Just the main door. And right now, it was closed shut.

      And then she heard the footsteps right behind her, and she turned.

      She looked.

      The masked people were surrounding her. Four of them. All standing around her. All looking at her. Closely.

      She backed to the bus. When she hit it, she realised she’d made the wrong move because the gap which she could’ve run through had gone. There was only one way now. Only one way, and that was either get captured by these people or try to get through this door, try to get through the bus.

      One of the men lifted a hand. Turned it towards her. Gestured to her to step closer.

      She swallowed a lump in her throat. Took a couple of steps in the man’s direction, trying to convince him she was walking his way, trying to catch him off guard.

      And then she spun around and threw herself at that bus door.

      The first thing that hit her was a stomach-churning “what if?” What if the doors didn’t open? What if she just bounced off them? What if she hadn’t hit them hard enough?

      And then she felt the sharp shards of glass scratching against her face and her neck, and she knew it had worked.

      She tumbled through the door of the bus. Landed on one of the seats. Went to pull herself further inside, past the doors which were snapping shut around her already.

      And then she felt the hand grab her leg.

      It was tight. Firm. And it was pulling her back towards the outside, back towards the safe zone.

      She kicked back. A hard thump.

      But not enough to loosen the man’s grip.

      She felt something sharp, then. Let out a yelp. The glass. The broken window glass. It had cut her leg.

      She was so caught up in the pain that she was falling back; the man was dragging her through the glass.

      She let him. Just for a moment, she let him.

      And then when she was almost back outside, she picked up a piece of glass from the floor of the bus.

      She spun around.

      Swung it into the man’s shoulder.

      He let out a cry. The first sound he’d made.

      And then his grip dropped, and she fell back into the bus.

      She steadied herself. Got back to her feet. Looked around the inside of this bus, disoriented.

      There was no doubt about it. It was a double decker bus. She didn’t know how it had got here. She didn’t know how it was still working. She didn’t have the time to ponder it right now.

      She had to get out of it.

      She ran to the other side of the bus. The windows were covered, tinted. She punched against it, but her knuckles just bounced back. Her head was still hurting from the collision with the glass earlier. She wasn’t sure she could do that again.

      She went to punch the glass again when somebody banged against it.

      She stumbled back.

      Then she realised something.

      The group. They were pulling themselves into the window, through the broken glass.

      Holly turned around. She felt cornered again. Surrounded again.

      She scanned the bus.

      There was only one way she could go.

      She ran. Ran up the stairs. Up to the top deck.

      And when she got there, she saw something that made her stomach lurch.

      There was a man in the seat nearest the stairs.

      He was dead.

      She felt the sickness crashing into her. She felt a wave of nausea engulfing her. She felt all of it suffocating her.

      Then she heard the footsteps.

      The footsteps hitting the floor of the bus.

      She blinked. Felt jolted back to life. There was only one way out of this bus.

      The window right at the back.

      Smashed.

      She ran down the aisle. Ran towards it. And when she reached it, she stopped. Hesitated.

      The drop. The drop outside the bus. It was big. Too big.

      She heard the footsteps running up the stairs.

      She turned. Saw them.

      And she knew there was only one option right now.

      She knew the choice she had to take.

      She climbed onto the chair.

      Dangled her legs out of the window.

      She eased herself to its edge as those people threw themselves down the aisle, getting closer and closer.

      She held herself down. Made it so the drop would be as manageable a distance as possible.

      She closed her eyes.

      Held her breath.

      The footsteps were so close.

      Her heart pounded.

      Only one option now.

      Only one choice.

      She swallowed a lump in her throat, tears streaming down her face.

      “Please,” she said.

      Then she let go.

      Then, she dropped.
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      Mike didn’t think about repercussions anymore.

      He didn’t think about the situation he was in. He didn’t think about the danger of being within the walls of a place he’d called a “safe haven” until very recently.

      He didn’t think about any of that.

      He just thought about finding Kelsie.

      About saving her from the people in the masks. The ones who’d taken her away.

      And then getting out of this place—for good.

      He ran across the slushy grass. Mud splashed up against him. Arya was by his side. To her, this was all just fun. This was all just a game.

      But there was nothing game-like about it to him.

      There was only finding Kelsie.

      He heard the thunder rumbling above. Saw lightning crackling nearby. The rain had let up temporarily, but it looked like the heavens were going to open all over again.

      He was drenched as it was. Drenched in rain. Drenched in sweat.

      But still, none of that mattered.

      Just finding Kelsie.

      He looked all around. Looked for signs of life. He felt bad, in a way. Discriminatory. Because he knew there were other people here who he could be looking out for. He knew there were other people who needed help, and who he could aid.

      But he’d lost his daughter. He’d lost Alison.

      And now he’d lost Kelsie.

      He couldn’t let that end the same way.

      The shock of losing Holly was still raw. He still hadn’t got used to it. He still hadn’t accepted it.

      In time, he’d have to face it. He’d have to allow himself to grieve. He’d have to let himself experience all the inevitable pain that he knew was coming.

      But not now.

      Not now.

      There was only time for focusing now.

      Focusing on finding Kelsie.

      He reached the middle of the Safe Zone, and he came to a halt.

      There was a pile of bodies.

      A pile of bodies right by the entrance to this place.

      A pile that wasn’t there before.

      And he could tell even from this distance. He could see what he feared all along.

      Alison and Holly weren’t where they’d been when they’d… when they’d died.

      Which meant they must be in that pile.

      Mike felt himself being drawn to that pile of bodies. He felt himself being dragged towards it. Because he couldn’t bear the thought that Alison was in there. He couldn’t bear the thought that Holly—his daughter—was in there.

      They deserved better.

      Of course they deserved much, much better.

      But this…

      Nobody deserved this.

      He started to walk towards that pile of bodies when he heard the shout.

      He looked to his left, and he saw them.

      The two men.

      One of them with Kelsie over his shoulder.

      Kelsie staring right at him, wide-eyed, terrified.

      The draw to go towards the pile of bodies dropped, now. It was replaced. Replaced by a protective urge. A protective desire.

      Kelsie.

      He couldn’t leave her with these people.

      He couldn’t abandon her.

      He ran in their direction. And as he ran towards them, he saw them disappear behind one of the buildings. He kept on going. Every moment that Kelsie was out of his sight was a moment of uncertainty. A moment of fear.

      He couldn’t allow it. He couldn’t let it happen. Not for long.

      He rushed down the sides of those houses, getting closer to Kelsie, Arya by his side.

      “I’m coming, Kelsie,” he said. “I’m—”

      Something smacked against the right side of his head. Sent him hurtling towards the ground.

      He tasted blood. Felt a sharp pain shoot down his tongue.

      Before he had the chance to get up, to figure out what was happening, the man was on top of him.

      He pinned him down. Tightened his hands around his throat.

      And Mike felt himself losing his grip. He found himself feeling dizzy, feeling lightheaded.

      He tried to punch back. Tried to kick back. But it was no use. This man, he was on top of him. He was heavier than him. No matter how much Mike tried to punch, tried to kick out, he was stuck. He was trapped.

      He heard Arya beside him. Heard her barking. And he wanted her to do something else. He wanted her to protect him. He wanted her to act.

      But the longer time went on, the more certain Mike grew that she wasn’t coming to his defence.

      She was soft as shit.

      That was why she was so lovely.

      Damn it.

      He made a half-hearted swing towards this man’s head. Tried to scratch his face. He’d lost the Novichok spray bottle a long time ago.

      He kept on punching out, kept on trying to fight. But his vision was clouding. His breathing was nigh-on impossible. Saliva was seeping from the corners of his mouth. Time was running out.

      He tried again. Tried to make a swing. Tried to punch.

      But it was pointless.

      He was out of energy.

      He was out of strength.

      He lay there. Vision blurring. Arya barking. And he felt a tear roll down his cheek. Because it felt like he was going where he wanted to go anyway. It felt like he was going to his family. It felt like he was going to Caitlin, and Alison, and Holly.

      It felt like all of that was getting closer, closer, closer…

      But no.

      Kelsie.

      He needed to help her.

      He needed to protect her.

      He reached up. Reached up with the final strength he had.

      And he put his hand on Arya’s head.

      “Attack,” he said.

      Arya looked at him. Looked at him with those puzzled eyes.

      “Arya, please,” he said. “At… attack.”

      He didn’t know what happened next.

      He wasn’t sure what happened at all.

      Because the light drifted from his eyes.

      The life slipped from his body.

      And at that moment, as he held on to Arya’s fur, everything went blank…
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      Holly slammed against the ground below.

      And for a moment, she thought she was okay.

      For a moment, she thought she’d made it unscathed.

      There was no real pain, after all. Just a dull ache in her leg.

      And that sound she’d heard. That cracking sound. It had to just be the ground beneath her crumbling under her weight.

      Again. She hadn’t felt any pain.

      She had to be okay.

      She had to.

      Right?

      It was when she went to stand up that she realised she had problems.

      Real problems.

      First, there was the pain. The pain that felt more like paralysis than acute sharpness. A dullness in her right leg.

      Then she went to stand again, and she fell back to the ground.

      It was only when she looked at her leg that she realised why, for certain.

      Her leg was broken.

      Visibly broken. Broken in two, right at the ankle.

      She felt sickness taking over her. Nausea overcoming her. She wasn’t sure whether it was from the injury itself or whether it was from the shock of seeing what she’d done to herself.

      But it went without saying.

      She was in the shit.

      Deep, deep shit.

      She started breathing fast. Panic was taking over. She tried to stand again as if she could make it to her feet if she just convinced herself she could walk.

      But it was no use.

      There was going to be no walking on this leg.

      She tried to get to her other leg. She could hop. That was it. That’s what she had to do. Hop away from here. Do whatever it took to just get away.

      Anything was better that just staying here.

      Just staying here was admitting defeat.

      Just staying here was giving up.

      She tried to get to the one good leg, but there was a sharp pain in that, too. And balancing. Balancing with one leg was harder in this situation than she’d have thought it would be.

      She went to hop, and she fell forward.

      She cried out as she hit the ground. She could taste blood. Her teeth were chipped. Her face was numb. Jumping out of the bus, it seemed stupid in hindsight. But then what else could she have done? What other option did she have?

      She looked around at the top of the bus, and she saw them.

      The people in the masks. Two of them.

      They were looking out of the broken window she’d fallen from.

      Staring down at her.

      Then they were back inside the bus, and they were gone.

      Intensity built up. Nerves built up. Because she knew what was happening. She knew what was coming next.

      These people. They were coming after her.

      And she had a broken leg.

      There was nothing she could do.

      She looked into the distance. Looked at the road ahead. She knew she could try. Try and make a break. Try and get away.

      But what good would that be?

      What use would it be when these people chasing her could catch her in no time?

      Her home was usually so buzzing. Usually so well-populated.

      But it felt like a ghost town already.

      It felt like they were in the midst of a horror story.

      But she had to stand up. She had to act.

      She had to think of something else.

      And she had to think fast.

      She looked back to the entrance to the Safe Zone, and she got an idea.

      It was an idea that sparked sickness inside her. An idea that made her want to vomit.

      But it was an idea that might just save her life.

      She dragged herself over to the bus. She could hear the footsteps of the people inside it ploughing down the steps, getting closer towards her.

      She pulled herself underneath it. It was a tight squeeze. Tighter than she’d first thought.

      But as she got closer and closer to the other side, she started to believe.

      She started to hope.

      She reached the other side of the bus, and she saw the people in the masks run down to the back of the bus.

      Then they pushed open a window—a window she didn’t even realise was open—and climbed outside.

      She heard them land outside. So close to her now. So close to finding her. To getting her.

      She could see their feet.

      See these people looking around. Trying to figure out where she’d gone.

      And at this moment, Holly knew there was only one thing she could do.

      Only one thing she could try.

      She clenched her teeth together.

      And she lifted herself through the small gap at the side of the bus.

      She pulled herself back into the Safe Zone. Saw the bodies. Saw the chaos.

      She saw the place she’d called home for so long. The place she’d felt safe for so long.

      She saw it all, and she knew she had to go back inside. She had no choice.

      So she dragged herself again.

      Then she felt it.

      Something pulling against her broken leg.

      She yelped. Then covered her mouth. But it was impossible to resist. She wanted to just scream out.

      And as she looked over her shoulder, she prepared to see the worst.

      When she saw that she’d just caught her leg on the bottom side of the bus, she felt relief.

      She wiped her hair out of her eyes. The people in the masks, they didn’t seem to have clocked onto her.

      She still had a chance.

      She dragged herself. Dragged herself across the ground. Dragged herself closer and closer to that pile of bodies.

      And as she dragged herself towards them, she felt tension inside. She felt nausea inside.

      Because she didn’t want to look these bodies in the face again.

      She didn’t want to look any one of those people in the face again.

      But she knew she had to.

      She reached the bodies. Dragged herself onto them, closing her eyes, not daring to look at any of them.

      She put a few of their arms over her.

      A few of their legs over her.

      She covered herself in them, back like she’d been when she’d first woken up.

      She told herself this couldn’t be reality. That this had to be a nightmare. Some kind of bad dream. She told herself that there was an end to this. A good end to this. An end where she survived.

      She told herself that she’d done the right thing as the pain got increasingly acute.

      She told herself all of this.

      And then she felt the hands on her back drag her off the pile of bodies, and she knew it was over.
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      One moment, Mike felt the life drifting from his body.

      The next moment, he felt air surging into his lungs.

      He gasped. Coughed. Spluttered. He didn’t know what had happened or what was still happening. His eyes were blurred. His vision was screwed.

      He just knew that somehow, he was free.

      He heard something, then. Something in his ringing ears.

      Shouting.

      Grunting.

      He stumbled up to try and get his bearings. His head was spinning. His chest was tight. His neck felt like it was on fire.

      But the main thing was that he was perceiving these sensations.

      He was conscious.

      But what had happened?

      He stood upright. His back ached. His vision was still blurry, still unfocused.

      But in time, he did focus.

      In time, he saw what had happened.

      Exactly what had happened.

      Arya was on top of the man who’d been attacking him.

      Her jaws were around his neck.

      He was bleeding. Badly.

      His eyes widened. He felt a speck of pride. He thought Arya was soft; that she was the kind of dog who wouldn’t willingly attack anyone, at least not without some serious encouragement.

      She had his back. That was a development, for sure.

      But then the tension rose in his body. The tension because he knew something.

      Kelsie.

      Kelsie was still with the other people.

      Kelsie was…

      He turned around, and he saw her, standing there.

      The members of the group weren’t by her side.

      There were two other people by her side.

      Ian and Gina.

      Mike rushed over to Kelsie. He wrapped his arms around her, held her.

      And then the tears started rolling down his cheeks. The tears at how close he’d come to losing her. At how close he’d come to losing the one last person he cared about.

      “We really need to get out of here, Mike.”

      Mike looked up. He saw Ian, pain in his wide eyes, and he could guess what had happened. Sofia. She’d been tied up, surrounded with that Novichok concoction. There was no way she hadn’t been affected in some way—and the way it usually affected people was in the worst possible way.

      There was something else bubbling under the surface with Ian now, too. He was awake. Awake after being forced to unconsciousness by Mike just earlier.

      For his own good, of course. He wouldn’t believe it, but it really was for his own good.

      “Ian,” Mike said.

      “Don’t,” Ian said.

      Mike wanted to say more. He wanted to go on.

      But he knew when to stop pressing. When to stop speaking.

      “Just don’t,” Ian said.

      Mike nodded. He looked at Gina, then. Saw the sadness in her eyes. The despair. Because she’d been living in this place longer than he had. She’d grown attached to this place in ways he couldn’t imagine.

      She was a part of this place.

      And there was no doubt about it.

      This place was falling.

      “Maybe…” Mike started. “Maybe we can clean it up—”

      “It’s not going to work, Mike.”

      Mike heard Gina’s words, and his stomach sank. Because he knew she was right. She was telling the truth.

      The weapons. The rifles that had been scattered around this place. They seemed to have been confiscated. Taken off the bodies at the first opportunity.

      The entire defences of this place had been breached. The lack of security—true security—had been thoroughly exposed.

      His home had fallen.

      Deep down, he knew it well.

      There was no arguing.

      It was time to get on the road again.

      It was time to find a new home.

      He went to stand, and something struck him.

      The people. The people who’d come here and torn this place apart. The people whose motives were unclear. The people who’d killed Alison. Who’d killed his daughter.

      He couldn’t let them just get away with what they’d done.

      He had to make them pay.

      He stepped past Gina and Ian, leaving Kelsie behind with Arya.

      “Mike?” Gina said.

      “I can’t leave this place. Not until I’ve—I’ve killed every last one of them.”

      “But—”

      “Not until I’ve…”

      He fell, then. Fell to his knees. He was shaking. He wanted to cry, but he couldn’t, somehow. He just couldn’t.

      The reality was dawning on him like a setting sun.

      The reality of what had happened to his daughter.

      The reality of what he had lost.

      Who he had lost.

      “Right now,” Gina said, putting a hand on Mike’s shoulder. “Right now, we need to get out of this place. We worry about what happens next when we’re out there.”

      “I could’ve stopped this.”

      “You couldn’t have—”

      “I told Holly to stay behind. I told her to stay behind and… and maybe if she hadn’t been here, Emma wouldn’t have got inside. Maybe if I’d been here… maybe if we hadn’t gone on that stupid search for our group, this wouldn’t have happened.”

      “Stupid search?” Ian said.

      Mike stood up. Turned around.

      Ian was squaring up to him.

      He looked angry. Mad. Grief-stricken.

      “Stupid search?” he said. Flecks of spit fell out of the corners of his lips. “My wife is dead. And—and before I could even try and save her, you stopped me. You frigging stopped me and brought me back to this—to this hell. Do you think that’s what I wanted?”

      Gina stepped between them. “We can’t lose ourselves. Not now—”

      “I’m just saying,” Mike said. “If we hadn’t gone after your wife, maybe my daughter would still be alive.”

      “And I’m just saying, maybe it’s about time she paid for what she did to my son.”

      He couldn’t hold it in, then. Couldn’t control it.

      He threw himself at Ian, fist first, and cracked him across the jaw.

      Ian backed away. He put a hand to his jaw.

      And then when Mike went in for another punch, he booted him in the stomach.

      They fought. They punched. They kicked, and they scratched, and they bit.

      But eventually, the tiredness set in.

      Eventually, the tears started to build.

      And eventually, Mike and Ian lay there on the ground in the falling rain as the storm rumbled above.

      “My daughter,” Mike said. “My… my Holly.”

      And although Ian didn’t say anything, Mike knew he understood.

      Although he didn’t say a thing, Mike knew Ian heard him. He knew he felt his pain.

      Because they’d both lost the same, now.

      They’d both lost a wife.

      They’d both lost a child.

      Mike wasn’t sure how long he lay there on the ground, rain pouring down from above.

      He wasn’t sure how long Gina, Kelsie and Arya sat at the other side of this alleyway, totally quiet, totally still.

      He wasn’t sure how long he had left in this place.

      But he soon got his answer.

      Three people appeared around the corner.

      Three people in gas masks.

      These ones armed with rifles.

      They looked at Mike and his people.

      And then they started to run in their direction.
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      Holly felt the hands drag her out of the pile of bodies, and she thought her time was up.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. The fight had slipped from her body. Fear had taken over—a combination of the fear of what had happened, the fear of what could happen, and also the pain crippling her broken leg.

      She squeezed those eyes shut, and she hoped for a swift end. Because there was no fighting anymore. There was only waiting for the inevitable.

      And then she heard the voice.

      “Holly. Holly. It’s okay. It’s me. It’s—it’s me.”

      She thought she was hallucinating at first. She thought she’d got this wrong. There was no way this could be right, no way this could be happening.

      When she opened her eyes, she realised she wasn’t hallucinating.

      She wasn’t imagining things.

      It was Alison.

      “You’re… you’re alive.”

      Alison smiled. But it was forced, smeared with tears. “Don’t sound too disappointed.”

      Holly went to wrap her arms around Alison. But she felt the pain stretch up her leg again, crippling her. “My… my…”

      She saw how Alison looked down at her right leg; how her eyes widened. “Oh, Holly. Oh, God. How did you—”

      “They’re out there, Alison.”

      Alison frowned. Looked over her shoulder. “We’re going to be okay. I’m—I’m going to get you away from here. We’re going to get out of here. Both of us.”

      “But Dad. I saw him. He’s… he’s still alive.”

      Alison looked back at the rest of the camp. Holly could see from the regret in her eyes that she’d already made her mind up about what she was going to do here; about how she was going to get out.

      She looked back at Holly, face tinged with regret. “Your dad. He’s a strong guy. He’s… he’s going to be okay. I promise.”

      “I’m not giving up on him.”

      “Right now, you don’t have much of a choice.”

      Alison reached down. Tried to pick Holly up. Struggled. They probably didn’t weigh much differently now. But Holly still felt like she wanted to be carried. The pain. The shock. All of it made her feel like she was reverting to a child again—something she couldn’t afford.

      Alison helped Holly to her feet—or rather, to her foot. Holly leaned on Alison to avoid standing on her bad leg. But just being elevated made her feel worse.

      “We need to get out of this place,” Alison said. “Then we can think about what comes next.”

      Holly swallowed a lump in her throat. Because she feared what all of this meant. Walking away from this place. Turning her back on a place that she’d called home. A place she’d grown comfortable.

      But it was that or die.

      There was no doubt about that.

      “Emma,” Holly said.

      Alison narrowed her eyes. And then the realisation struck her. “I’m sorry about what happened to her. But—”

      “It’s my fault.”

      “What?”

      “What happened here. If I hadn’t been so naive. If I’d just…”

      She shook her head.

      And Alison reached over, put a hand on her shoulder.

      “You can’t blame yourself for what happened here, Holly. There’s plenty of things you have to take responsibility for. But not this. Not this.”

      Holly didn’t feel convinced.

      “We need to find another way out of here,” Alison said. “Going through the front, it’s not going to be s—”

      She just started to talk, and that’s when Holly heard them.

      The footsteps.

      The footsteps banging against the floor of the bus.

      “They’re coming,” she said.

      Alison started to run around the side of the pile of bodies as the masked people got closer. Soon, they’d find them. They’d be onto them.

      “We have to hide in there,” Holly said.

      Alison looked at Holly. Then she looked at the bodies. Like she couldn’t understand, couldn’t accept.

      The footsteps got closer.

      “It’s all we’ve got,” Holly said.

      And then Alison took a deep breath, and the next thing she knew, they were in the mound of bodies.

      Holly pulled the dead weight over her, and she tried to keep still. As still as she possibly could. Her heart was racing. Her body was shaking. Any slight movement could be enough to make her leg twinge with pain, something sure to make her cry out.

      But she just had to hold her breath.

      She just had to lay low.

      She heard the footsteps getting closer, and she closed her eyes. Because it felt like she was getting a second chance. It felt like she’d been gifted. Because Alison was alive after all. Alison was alive. It didn’t matter what they’d been through together. It didn’t matter how much they’d suffered. This was an opportunity she couldn’t waste. This was an opportunity she had to take.

      She held her breath and held still when she heard the footsteps right opposite her.

      She opened an eye. Just a little.

      Through the gap between the bodies, she could see movement.

      One of the men. Gas mask in place. She couldn’t see his face, couldn’t make out any distinguishing features. Just his silver Rolex watch, which somehow, she got the impression he hadn’t stolen from the dead.

      Someone appeared beside him. And for the first time, Holly heard these people. She heard them speak.

      “What do you mean she just got away?” he said.

      “I’m telling you,” the other masked man said. “She—she just disappeared.”

      The man shook his head. “You know how important the young ones are. You know how important the women are. They’re not just food. Not like the rest. You know what Calvin’s going to think about all this.”

      Holly started to feel sick. Because that’s what this boiled down to. That’s what this pile of bodies was going to become. Food.

      But what about the rest?

      What about the ones who weren’t “just food”?

      She closed her eyes again. She didn’t want to see anything else. She didn’t want the man to look at her.

      She heard the footsteps start to walk away, and she started to feel hope.

      And then she felt a movement and heard a cry.

      There was someone moving. Someone coughing right on top of her. A man.

      He was shaking. Writhing either side. Making her squeal every time he nudged her broken leg.

      Her stomach dropped. Everything went weak.

      She heard the footsteps start to walk back to her again. Back to the pile of bodies.

      The man with the Rolex stood over her. He looked down at the man. And Holly found herself opening her eyes again. She found herself looking.

      And she saw something.

      The way that man was looking at the writhing bloke.

      Just staring at him through those deep black eyes.

      He leaned in towards him. Put a knife to the side of his head.

      “I’m sorry you had to wake up for this,” he said, voice gruff and steady.

      And then he rammed the blade into his temple.

      The man went still.

      Holly felt the man’s blood trickle down onto her. She felt its warmth pooling onto her face. She felt it, and she tasted it, and she couldn’t move. She couldn’t do anything but keep still.

      But when she moved her eyes again, she saw something.

      The man with the Rolex.

      He was looking right at her.

      She went to cry out. Went to scream. Went to warn Alison.

      But it was already too late.

      The man grabbed Holly.

      He dragged her out of the pile of bodies.

      And as he pulled her away, gag wrapped around her mouth, all Holly could do was stare back at that pile of bodies.

      All she could do was stare back at Alison.

      And all Alison could do was stare back at her…
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      Mike wanted to stand his ground.

      He wanted to fight.

      He wanted to take down these people who had taken those he cared about most from him.

      But in the end, he had to make survival his priority.

      In the end, he had to do whatever he could to get out of this place.

      For Gina.

      For Ian.

      For Kelsie.

      For Arya.

      He took a deep breath, and he pointed in the opposite direction.

      “Run!”

      The group turned, and they ran. They ran through the alleyway. They ran through the streets. And as they ran, Mike found his heart racing. He found the tension inside building. Because the main entrance was blocked. There was no quick, easy route out that way.

      They’d have to go through the flats.

      They’d have to try something different.

      He looked back. Saw his group outrunning the three rival group members. But they weren’t letting up. They weren’t giving up. They were going to catch them, eventually. One slip was enough to do it.

      They had to make sure they stayed on their feet.

      They had to make sure they didn’t slip, no matter what.

      Mike focused on the flats in the distance. He knew there was a fire escape at the back of it. An escape that was coded and could lead to their way out of this place.

      It wasn’t foolproof. There was no guarantee it was going to work.

      And a part of him wanted to stay here and fight.

      But there was another part of him screaming survival. For the sake of Kelsie. For the sake of everyone else here.

      And that was the voice he was listening to, now.

      That was the voice he had to listen to.

      The other voice would lead him to despair.

      “We make our way through the flats,” Mike shouted. “We go through the back. We use the code, and we get the hell out of this place. Understood?”

      He didn’t get any comprehensible responses.

      But he looked over his shoulder again and saw everyone was running. They were running, and there was some ground between them and the group, now.

      They were doing this. They were succeeding. They were getting out of here.

      And whatever followed next… well. It followed.

      They ran further. Mike saw the opening to the flats up ahead. Adrenaline spiked. Excitement grew. Optimism grew.

      But then something hit him.

      The sight of someone on the right.

      Another two members of this group.

      Nearer to the flats.

      Catching his eye.

      Then running.

      Mike gritted his teeth, tightened his jaw. They had to press on. They had to power forward. They couldn’t hold back. Not now.

      “Keep going!” he shouted.

      They ran. And Mike ran as quickly as he could.

      He saw that group closing in.

      He saw them getting closer.

      They had to keep pushing.

      So close now.

      He reached the door to the flats.

      The two people were a few metres away still.

      “Quick!” he shouted.

      He watched everyone hurl inside.

      Watched them race through the door.

      Watched the enemy get closer.

      And then when everyone was inside, the group just feet away, Mike slammed the door.

      He wanted to rejoice. He wanted to rest. He wanted to recharge. He needed a victory, however minor. He was still running on fumes. The despair of what had happened here still hadn’t hit him, not truly.

      But there was no time for that. Not now.

      “Up the stairs,” he said. “To the fifth floor. When we’re there, we enter the code. We all know the code, right?”

      Gina nodded. Ian nodded. Everyone nodded.

      “Good,” Mike said, leading the way as he started running up the stairs. “Then that’s what we—”

      The door to the flats slammed open.

      The enemy were inside.

      He raced up the steps. Got higher, higher. All the time he felt his chest getting tighter. All the time he got that desire for revenge getting more acute.

      But he had to focus on the task at hand.

      He had to push just a little further.

      He had to climb just three more floors.

      He looked back. Everyone was climbing. Everyone was getting closer. The enemy were on the stairs now too. There wasn’t a lot of time left. This door better damn well open or they were in trouble. Big trouble.

      “Just a little further!”

      They reached the fifth floor. Mike saw the door in the distance.

      The door they had to go through.

      It was time.

      He ran to it. Keyed in the code, panting, gasping.

      Nothing happened.

      Dread filled Mike’s body.

      “Mike?” Gina said.

      “Shit,” Mike said. He keyed in the code again. Tried again.

      But still no luck.

      He looked back. The enemy were approaching their floor now. So close.

      He looked at the door, and he prayed. He prayed whoever was up there would give them a bit of luck.

      He prayed for some kind of intervention.

      And then he keyed in the code one final time.

      This time, the door beeped.

      Clicked open.

      He looked back. Wide eyed. “Quick!”

      Gina ran through the door. Ian ran through the door. Arya ran through the door.

      It was just Kelsie left now.

      She was trailing.

      The men were right near her.

      Mike stepped out of the door. Because they were too close. Kelsie wasn’t going to make it.

      “Kelsie!” Mike said.

      “Mike,” Ian said.

      He saw as the man nearest to Kelsie grabbed her. As he dragged her away.

      He launched himself towards the people.

      “Kelsie!”

      But it was too late.

      Ian was on top of him.

      Ian was dragging him outside.

      Ian was doing exactly what Mike had done to him.

      And all Mike could do was watch as Kelsie disappeared down the stairs.

      All he could do was watch as Ian pulled him away, slammed the door shut.

      And he knew it was over. He knew everything was over.

      He pushed Ian back again. Grabbed him by his shirt. “Why would you do that?” He shouted. “Why the hell would you do that? They took her. They—they took her. They’re going to kill her, and I could’ve stopped it.”

      Ian went to open his mouth. Went to argue.

      But it was somebody else who responded.

      “They aren’t going to kill her.”

      Mike frowned. He turned.

      And then he saw her.

      Saw her right at the bottom of the steps.

      Alison.

      Alison was alive.

      After everything… Alison was alive.

      “What…”

      Alison swallowed a lump in her throat. Crossed her arms. “We need to get away from here. And then we need to discuss the next step.”

      “What—”

      “They have your daughter, Mike.”

      Mike frowned. His head spun. This felt like a dream. A weird, bittersweet dream. “But she’s… she’s dead. Holly’s dead.”

      “She’s not dead,” Alison said.

      Mike began to shake. The tears were flowing now. A release. A release he’d had building for a long time. “But I saw her. I saw you both. I…”

      “Mike, she’s still alive.”

      Mike rubbed his hand through his hair. And then the urgency hit him.

      “Kelsie,” he said, turning around. He knew he could still go after her captors, now the shock had lifted. He knew he still had time.

      “There’s something you need to know, Mike,” Alison said. “Something all of you need to know.”

      “About what?”

      She scanned the group. Uncertainty on her face. “About what’s happening here. And why it’s happening.”
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      Holly wasn’t sure how long she’d been walking—or rather, hopping—blindfold wrapped around her eyes. Only that she was still alive. Based on the state of the bodies in that pile back at her home, that was something.

      Or was it?

      Was being alive the best option after all?

      Her feet were sore. She’d been walking barefoot for what felt like forever now. She knew reality could be distorted when you were travelling blindfolded like this. But it really did feel like quite some time had passed.

      It didn’t help that the man behind her was breathing heavily in a way that made her feel totally uneasy.

      Neither did the silence help, either.

      Her right leg was agonising. She tried to apply pressure on it now and then, but with no use. It was broken. It needed seeing to. She needed a crutch at the very least.

      These people seemed like they were doing their best to help keep the pressure off it. But it wasn’t enough.

      She kept on going. She couldn’t get her head around it. These people, they were so quiet. They spoke in whispers. She didn’t know the origins of this group. She didn’t know their motives. She didn’t know what they wanted or anything.

      She just knew that eventually, she’d get a chance to break free of them. Either their guard would drop, or there’d be someone easy to manipulate—anything.

      She’d get an opportunity to break free of this group’s grasp.

      And when she did, she’d take that opportunity.

      She had to keep telling herself that.

      She had to keep on believing it.

      A hand pushed against her back, pressed her forward. She stumbled, almost lost her balance, but managed to regain it just in time. Had to stay upright. Had to stay strong. She couldn’t let anything knock her motivation. She couldn’t let anyone knock her from her feet. She couldn’t show any signs of weakness.

      As she walked, she realised how dry her mouth was, and how much she’d like some water right now. She figured that could be an angle she could pursue—pretend she was just a poor, innocent girl who needed a drink. They’d let her loose, just for a second. One of them would see sense.

      And then she’d kill them, and she’d get the hell away from them.

      But then she remembered something else. Or rather, someone else.

      The memory sent shivers up her arms and up the back of her neck.

      Emma.

      Emma had acted strange when Holly had found her. That should’ve been the alarm bell she needed. She wasn’t stupid. She's was foolish to be naive. She should’ve known not to let her guard drop. She hadn’t got this far because of sympathetic behaviour. She’d got this far because she hadn’t been scared to do the nasty things that other people seemed so terrified of.

      Had she gone soft? Was that what’d happened? She’d lost her edge while trapped in the walls of the Safe Zone?

      It was possible. After all, the old Holly wouldn’t have ended up in this mess. The old Holly wouldn’t have given anyone a chance to capture her like this.

      She thought back to Alison. Thought to the way she’d rested in that pile of bodies and watched her disappear. And she felt mixed emotions. Firstly, a sense of disappointment that Alison hadn’t gone chasing right after her.

      But also, a sense of weird optimism, too.

      Because Alison had a chance to track her.

      She had a chance to follow her.

      She had a chance to help her.

      She started trying to move the gag from around her lips when she stopped.

      Someone behind stopped her. Held her still.

      Then the next thing she knew, they pushed her down, and she fell.

      She felt the flashbacks striking. The flashbacks to the time the rope had wrapped around her neck. The flashbacks to the time she’d fallen towards the ground just hours earlier.

      And as she fell, she felt like she was jumping from the bus window again.

      Then she slammed against the bottom of whatever this was.

      She screamed out. Screamed, the pain in her leg intense now. Whatever damage had been done had surely just got a whole lot worse.

      She tried to turn around. Tried to feel her way around this place.

      It was metal. Cold. Some kind of container.

      She struggled to her back, gasping, sweating. And then she managed to drag her hands up, just enough to pull her gag away, to pull the mask over her face away.

      She struggled with it. Then she managed to drag at it.

      And the next thing she knew, she saw light.

      She blinked a few times. Her eyes were grubby and filled with tears.

      She was right about being in some kind of container.

      It was a skip. One of the kinds you used to get at tips in the times before.

      Only this skip was high. Really high.

      There was no way she was getting out of this anytime soon.

      She looked at the edges of the skip, and she saw six people standing around it. Looking down at her like she was a caged zoo animal.

      “What do you want?” she shouted. “What do you want from me?”

      One of them looked at the other. And he said something. Something that she heard loud and clear this time.

      The man with the silver Rolex.

      “Make sure her leg’s seen to. We don’t want anything happening to her.”

      And then he turned around, and he walked away.

      “Wait! Wai…”

      Holly stopped screaming out.

      She stopped crying out.

      Because that’s when she realised something.

      Something about this skip.

      There was a girl opposite her.

      More girls around her.

      Eight. Nine. Ten.

      All of them a similar age to her. Some of them a little older, but none of them a lot older, or a lot younger.

      All of them looking at her with those wide, gaunt eyes.

      “What is this place?” Holly asked. “What—where am I?”

      One of the girls walked over to Holly. She put a skinny, flimsy hand on her shoulder and smiled at her with rotting teeth. She must’ve been in her late twenties.

      “I’m Marie,” she said. “These are my friends.”

      Holly looked at Marie, tension building up. Then she looked around at Marie’s friends. “Who—who are you people?”

      “Older women can’t have children anymore,” Marie said. “But we’re the younger ones. We’re the lucky ones. We’re the start of the new world. Welcome to your new reality.”
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      Calvin sat back in his little static caravan as the day turned to night, and he felt a twinge of regret over what he’d had to do.

      Over what he was going to do.

      Over everything he’d been involved in, and would be involved in.

      But Rome wasn’t built in a day. And the Romans, they certainly couldn’t pretend they’d never done a thing that they didn’t feel bad about. They certainly weren’t squeaky clean.

      It was all about the advancement of society.

      It was all about the progression of humanity.

      Sometimes progression required some… well. Unsavoury actions.

      The rain peppered down on the roof of his caravan. He closed his eyes, took deep breaths. Sometimes, when he lay here in the rain, he could picture himself back at home, back before things went to hell. He could picture himself sitting in his shed after working on his latest writing project. He could picture himself falling asleep in complete comfort, under the stars, and feeling nothing but pure peace about where he was, about his situation.

      He could tune in to that feeling if he really, really concentrated.

      But reality always came creeping back.

      And when it did, reality tasted… salty. Bitter.

      Because it just reminded him of what he was doing. Of what he’d done. And of all the things he was going to do.

      He’d heard about the raid on the homeless community housing spot a few miles away. It was a place they’d been scouting for quite some time. It was thriving. Well-guarded. And there were plenty of opportunities to add people to his arsenal, so to speak.

      The Novichok. That had come in handy. He’d found a batch of it in a military outpost where the foreign troops had once been—before they’d been taken out. He’d been sure to gather as much of it as he could. Not as much of it as he would’ve liked, but enough to cause serious damage. Enough to cause a crisis.

      And the risk he’d taken sending young Emma into that place. He knew it would result in casualties. He knew he would lose… well. Capable women. Women who fit the bill he was building towards.

      But it was a risk he was willing to take.

      And that risk had paid off.

      Because he’d added more to his community.

      His visions of the new world were sparking into fruition.

      He thought about Emma. Of how she was when she’d first been brought to him. How she had an inner strength, an inner resilience.

      He felt regret over what he’d crafted her into in just two short months. But someone like that… she was an asset. Especially when Calvin knew the people staying at the community they’d attacked would know her. That they’d trust her.

      She was a weapon to cause maximum damage.

      And that’s exactly what Emma had done.

      In the distance somewhere outside, he heard crying. He’d have to get used to crying he supposed, especially when the children were born. It was a shame they had to grow up in relative poverty. But it was going to get better for them. Things were going to progress, going to change. Things were going to improve.

      And the mothers. He couldn’t trust them to be co-operative, not yet. He was working towards something, sure. Working towards creating a home. Working towards creating a sanctuary. Working towards making them feel comfortable—indefinitely comfortable.

      He was working towards all these things, and he was going to get there. He was going to succeed. He was going to achieve.

      He wanted this to be consensual.

      Because the end of the world required him to take advantage of this opportunity; of this moment.

      If he didn’t—if his people didn’t—humanity would fall. Completely.

      He could remember the exact moment he’d learned that women over the age of thirty couldn’t conceive anymore. It was accidental. He was living in a military bunker for a while. An old base that a small number of troops were holding down. It had some working comms devices, things like that.

      And he’d heard it. He wasn’t supposed to hear it, but he’d overheard it. The conversation between the troops. The conversation that changed everything.

      The troops. They were arguing. Arguing about something they’d heard. Something they’d learned.

      Calvin knew he could’ve just turned around. He knew he could’ve just walked away. He knew he could’ve just switched himself off from the reality of this world and turned away from it.

      But he hadn’t. He’d stayed. He’d listened. He’d listened to what they were debating. He’d listened to what they were arguing about.

      And what he’d learned right there had changed him.

      Forever.

      The information was sketchy, but it was enough. Women over thirty. They couldn’t conceive anymore. The EMPs, they’d only been the beginning. They were just the starts of a multi-pronged attack. An attack that progressed into newer, experimental forms of assault.

      Details were scant. Information was sparse. But one fact stood out. One fact wormed its way into Calvin’s mind.

      People over the age of thirty couldn’t conceive.

      Whoever had attacked Britain had made sure of that.

      And he could only wonder if this might not just be confined to Britain after all.

      Which meant that if this country didn’t get its act together—if the world didn’t gets act together—in time, humanity was going to die out.

      Whether it was at the hands of the EMP or not, this was the final punch.

      A final, sickening punch that was going to change everything. Forever.

      He thought about how his group had risen from these ashes. He thought about how they’d found this place. How they’d united. How they’d banded together with the common knowledge of what was happening, and a common agreement about how to move forward.

      It wasn’t nice. It wasn’t easy.

      But it was all they had.

      It was a plan.

      And it was working.

      It was going to work.

      He stood up, then. Walked over to the side of his caravan. Looked out of the window. If he stopped listening, he could convince himself everything was so calm. Everything was so peaceful.

      But that was just kidding himself.

      It wasn’t calm.

      It wasn’t peaceful.

      Those women, they were going through hell.

      But what else?

      What else could he do?

      He knew the opposing argument. People would naturally find one another and would naturally conceive. But what if they didn’t? What if natural selection had been conquered this time? What if people’s urges to mate were dulled by the knowledge that bringing a child into this world was just too hard, too cruel?

      He looked at the skip. Thought about the girl. The girl they’d dragged here. The girl he’d saved from the pile of bodies. He didn’t expect her to be grateful. She wouldn’t understand. Maybe none of them would understand, completely.

      But perhaps one day things could be different. Perhaps one day, maybe when they were lying on their death beds, they’d be able to look back with sincerity and truly see the reason he’d done what he’d done; why he was doing what he was doing.

      He thought about her leg. The break she’d taken. At least he had good people here. At least he had people who could help her. At least he had people who could make her feel comfortable and make her feel welcome.

      He thought back to the fall of the military base. The day the military had decided they didn’t have the stomach for people. That was just another thing that Calvin had adapted to. Another thing he’d turned towards. Because people were great resources. And people over thirty?

      They were useless now.

      They were useless unless they were helping with something genuine.

      Unless they were providing nutrition.

      In time, maybe they’d find something genuine. Maybe they’d find them another purpose.

      Because their purpose went beyond just reproduction, of course.

      He thought about Emma. Thought about how he’d raised her. Thought about the things he’d taught her.

      He thought about these things, and he felt an unwavering regret.

      Then he took a deep breath. Swallowed a lump in his throat.

      He’d done what he’d done with meaning. With purpose.

      It was a shame to have to sacrifice someone so innocent. It was a shame that so many had to fall in the crossfire.

      But he’d been thinking long-term.

      He’d done what he’d done for the future.

      He walked away from the window. Sat back down. Whisky in hand.

      He’d make his new guest’s leg okay.

      He’d make her feel comfortable.

      And then when the time was right, he’d make her a real part of the new world.

      A contributor.

      A mother.
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      Mike listened to what Alison was telling him—what Alison had overheard—and he still couldn’t wrap his head around the fact that she was still alive.

      And not only that.

      “I saw her,” Alison said. “I saw Holly.”

      Mike shook his head. His entire body shook. “But—”

      “She was hiding from them. Hiding in that—that pile of bodies. Her leg… it was in a bad way. She’d taken a nasty fall. But she was alive. She was… she was okay.”

      Mike brushed his fingers through his hair. He blinked a few times. He still couldn’t believe what he was hearing; still couldn’t believe this wasn’t some mad dream.

      “She was okay?” he said. It was the only thing he could think of saying. Because he felt like he’d had a carrot of hope dangled in front of his face. He couldn’t have it snatched away. Not after all he’d been through. Not after everything.

      “Well,” Alison said, rubbing her shaking hands together, looking at the ground. “The group. They—they took her.”

      “They took her?”

      “I watched them for a while. I couldn’t make a move. I wanted to, but it was too much. It was too risky. But… but I figured if I could at least see where she was going. At least if I could find something out.”

      Mike stood still. Teeth clenched. “And?”

      Alison looked at Mike. Then at Ian, and Gina, and Arya. “You don’t have to worry about her falling the same way as the others fell, Mike.”

      “But what does that mean?”

      Alison swallowed a visible lump in her throat. Scanned the group again. “And Kelsie. I… I think she’s going to be okay.”

      Suddenly, Mike felt a bolt of protectiveness through his system. “Kelsie,” he said.

      “Honestly, Mike. I think… I think they’re going to be okay.”

      Mike narrowed his eyes. He couldn’t understand how Alison could reach such a conclusion based on the things he’d seen. “You think?”

      “They said something about conception,” she said.

      Mike frowned. He didn’t understand. It was like Alison was saying all these things without actually saying anything comprehensible. “What do you mean ‘something about conception’?”

      “I mean I heard them saying that she was good enough. They termed it differently, but… Mike, from what they said, I—I think something might’ve happened. To us. To the women.”

      Mike’s head spun. He was starting to understand what Alison was saying now. But it didn’t make things any more comfortable. It didn’t make it an easier pill to swallow.

      Because he got what Alison was implying.

      He got what she was suggesting.

      And what she was suggesting made everything even darker; made everything even more urgent.

      He remembered the bodies.

      The ones in the pile.

      But then something else.

      The women.

      The younger women.

      It seemed like they were rounding them up.

      It seemed like they were gathering them.

      “You’re saying they’re going to use my daughter, aren’t you?” Mike said. “You’re—you’re saying they kept her alive for a reason. Aren’t you?”

      Alison’s face turned. She shook her head. “She’s strong, Mike—”

      “I don’t give a shit what we say. Talking’s not gonna get us anywhere. Not now.”

      He stepped forward. Looked back at the rest of the group.

      “As long as she’s out there. As long as they’re both out there… there’s a chance. A chance to get to them. A chance to save them.”

      “So now it’s the people you care about, things change, do they?”

      Mike’s stomach sank when he heard Ian’s words. He could see the look on his face. He could see the pain in his eyes. And he knew it must hurt. He knew it must be devastating. Losing Sofia in such a cruel way… it wasn’t going to be easy to take.

      And in a sense… Mike felt like their connection had dropped. Learning the people he cared about were still alive after all, that left Ian in a lonely place. A sad place.

      He walked up to Ian, who lowered his head as he approached. He put a hand on his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry for what happened to Tommy,” Mike said. “And I’m sorry about what happened to Sofia. What I did… stopping you. Stopping you rushing over to her. I did it for you.”

      “Don’t,” Ian said. “Please.”

      Mike didn’t oblige. “But… but I want you to know I’m here for you. We’re all here for you. Whatever you need, we’ve got you.”

      Ian looked up at Mike. Tears in his eyes. “I want my family back.”

      Mike did something, then. Something spontaneous. Something he hadn’t been expecting.

      He grabbed Ian and hugged him.

      “I know,” he said. “I know. It’s not going to be easy. I’ve—I’ve lost too. But it does get more manageable. I’m not saying it gets better. I’m not saying it ever gets better. But… but it gets more manageable. In time. I promise. I promise.”

      He pulled back. And this time, he saw Ian looking right into his eyes. This time, he saw everyone looking into his eyes.

      “Whatever this group’s intentions are—eating human flesh, starting some kind of twisted breeding farm—one thing is for sure. I’m not letting Kelsie become another pawn in their system. I’m not letting my daughter become one of their victims. Because they might try and tell themselves they’re doing it for the greater good. They might try and convince themselves what they’re doing is right. But it’s not right. And it’s not going to keep on happening. Not on my watch.”

      He looked around at the group, and he knew it was time.

      “I’m going to go after that group. I’m going to stop them. And I’m going to get Kelsie and Holly back, no matter what it takes.”

      There was a pause. Hesitation. An awful moment where Mike feared nobody had his back.

      Then Alison stepped forward. “I’m with you. Always.”

      She took hold of Mike’s hand and tightened her grip around it.

      Mike felt better, more confident, already.

      He looked at the rest of the group. Looked at Ian. At Gina. At Arya.

      “It’s not going to be easy—”

      “Holly’s my friend,” Gina said.

      She stepped forward. Arya by her side.

      “I’ll never leave her behind. Ever.”

      There was just Ian now. Just Ian, standing there, glassy eyed, unconvinced.

      Ian, who had been so reluctant, so resistant.

      “It’s your choice,” Mike said. “But I’d like you by my side. Truly.”

      Ian looked over his shoulder.

      Then he looked back at Mike.

      Then, he stepped forward, and he nodded.

      “I guess… I guess I’d fancy my chances with you rather than on the road.”

      Mike smiled back at him. Adrenaline coursed through his system. The adrenaline of the chaos. The adrenaline of the loss. And the adrenaline of the situation he knew was before him.

      He looked at the Safe Zone. Looked at it, one last time. He wanted to go in there. He wanted to check on more people. He wanted to make sure everyone was okay.

      But at the same time… he knew what his path was now.

      He knew what his journey was now.

      He looked at the Safe Zone one final time.

      The place he’d felt safe.

      The place he’d grown confident in.

      The place he’d called home.

      Then he took a deep breath, and he turned around.

      “Come on,” he said. “It’s time for a new journey.”
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      A day went by, and Mike still hadn’t found a trace of Holly or Kelsie.

      It was late. Darkness had the country fully in its grips. They’d been walking quite some time already, with no luck. Mike felt tired, and he could tell from the way the rest of the group kept on yawning and slowing down that they were ready for a rest, too. Sleep was important. Crucial. Especially if they wanted to stay at full health.

      But staying at full health wasn’t Mike’s priority.

      Mike’s priority was locating the group who had Holly and Kelsie—and making them pay for taking them away from him.

      He looked over his shoulder. Saw Ian was walking alone. He couldn’t help feeling sympathy for him. He’d lost his wife, and there’d barely been any attention towards that fact.

      But at the same time, Ian seemed like somebody who dealt with his demons privately, to himself.

      Mike would be here for him. They’d all be here for him if that’s what he needed.

      They’d do whatever it took to make sure he felt… well, not okay. But the best he could possibly feel in the circumstances.

      Whether that was with a shoulder to cry on or a little space to himself.

      “Do we actually know where we’re going?” Gina asked. There was a confidence to her now that never used to be there. An assertiveness, something she’d no doubt had to adopt to merely make it this far. “Or are we just going to keep wandering blindly into the night—and maybe even in the wrong direction?”

      But Mike wasn’t wandering blindly. He was following something. Something very specific.

      He pointed at the ground. “Tire tracks,” he said.

      Gina frowned. “What?”

      “The bus. The bus they blocked the entrance to the camp with. I don’t know how they got it there. I don’t know how it was up and running. But… but they must’ve driven it here from somewhere. As long as these tyre tracks hold, we have an idea where they’ve come from. And where they’re heading back to.”

      Gina tilted her head like she was considering what Mike had said. “They can’t be too far ahead, wherever they are.”

      “Which is why we need to keep our guard up,” Alison said. “Keep on our toes. Never know what might be waiting around the next corner.”

      They kept on going. Didn’t say much. But Mike could feel the collective fatigue kicking in. It was getting dangerous. He felt like he was drifting even as he was walking, which was far from ideal. Didn’t help that he felt like he was walking in circles.

      They’d probably wandered right around the perimeter of the place where the group were from, time after time.

      But the worst thing was, he just didn’t know.

      His guard was down. Which made him vulnerable.

      That was the most dangerous factor.

      “Holly said something to me, you know,” Alison said.

      Mike looked around. Her voice seemed to come out of nowhere. “Said something?”

      Alison looked at the ground. “Something… something that stuck with me.”

      “What? What did she say?”

      She looked up, then, and swallowed a lump in her throat. “She said she felt like it was her fault. She let Emma inside. She’d failed Emma. Which meant she’d failed everyone.”

      Guilt built up inside Mike’s body. Tension welled inside his chest. His sadness intensified. Because he felt bad that his daughter felt responsible for this. If anything, it was his fault. He’d been the one to tell Holly to stay back at the camp. He’d been the one to deny her the opportunity to help out.

      He’d been overprotective. And in a viciously ironic way, it had come back to bite him, vigorously.

      And there was Kelsie, too. He remembered looking back at her when he got to the top of those steps. He remembered seeing her lying there, flat on her body, eyes wide and desperate.

      He remembered the fear on her face when she’d been dragged away.

      And it hurt him. It hurt him that she was afraid. It hurt him that she was struggling. It hurt him that she was in pain.

      There were other issues. Long term issues like Kelsie’s diabetes.

      But that was something they’d have to conquer in the long-run.

      That was another hurdle they’d have to try and cross another way.

      They went to keep on walking forward when Mike heard something.

      He stopped. Looked up. He thought he was hearing things at first. Thought he was imagining things.

      But then he saw it.

      He saw it, and it confirmed what he’d heard.

      And when he saw it, it changed everything.

      “Is that a…” Alison started.

      She didn’t have to finish.

      Nobody had to finish.

      Because a helicopter was flying overhead.

      Mike felt tension building up inside. It was like déjà vu. There’d been a time in the past when they were searching for Holly that the group had seen a helicopter and it had sparked hopes of an extraction point; of a future of promise.

      But it had been a false dawn. Because not long after, the group had been split up. Mike hadn’t seen any of the others for quite some time. They’d all gone their separate ways.

      It was only through chance that they’d found each other again.

      Which meant they had to be careful.

      They had to exercise caution.

      Serious caution.

      They watched as it passed overhead, little lights blinking, disappearing into the distance.

      “That’s probably the direction we should be heading,” Ian said.

      Mike turned around. “Not without Kelsie. Not without Holly.”

      “But—”

      “You can walk away. I told you that. But there’s no way I’m turning my back on the people I care about. I’d rather survive in this hell with the people I love beside me than thrive in a world of luxury where they aren’t with me. It’s non-negotiable.”

      He looked into Ian’s eyes, and he saw his mouth moving. He saw him on the verge of saying something.

      And then Ian closed his mouth and sighed.

      “Then we keep on going,” he said, somewhat regretfully.

      Mike turned. Kept on walking. He was pleased a mutiny had been thwarted. He liked to think the others would have his back. But there was no knowing what the sight of a helicopter like that could do to people.

      They’d all come from different backgrounds, after all. Some of them might be more inclined to ditch their new world friends if promise of an old world loomed on the horizon.

      But for now, they were together.

      For now, they were walking.

      “Um, Mike?”

      Mike heard Gina’s voice, and he frowned. “What?”

      She pointed at the ground. “That trail we were following…”

      Mike looked down.

      The bus tire trail ended right in front of them.

      He frowned. Looked up at the town ahead.

      That’s when he heard it.

      Footsteps.

      Movement.

      And the next thing he knew he had a knife to his neck.

      “Keep very still and keep very quiet,” a voice whispered. “Or the lot of you are dead.”
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      Mike felt the knife press against his neck and couldn’t help feeling like it was one of those nights again.

      The darkness was intense. Mike could barely see a thing around him anymore, especially not now the clouds had covered up the moon and the stars. There was a heavy breeze, specks of rain carried along by it. He could hear the footsteps of a group. He could hear their chatter. But he couldn’t see them.

      He could only assume from the fact the rest of his group hadn’t reacted either meant they were in a similar situation to him, too.

      Which wasn’t good news.

      It wasn’t good news at all.

      “Stay still. Very still. It’s for your own good.”

      Mike’s mouth was going dry. His breathing was laboured and painful. That knife, it was pressed right to his throat. One wrong move, and he had no doubt that the man who was whispering in his ear would slice his neck open.

      That wasn’t something that could happen. He couldn’t allow it. Not now. Not after everything.

      “Okay,” Mike said, trying his best to stay calm and composed. “We don’t want any trouble. We’re just passing through.”

      “Seems like that’s everyone’s argument. Everyone’s ‘just passing through’. Sometimes people pass through with different intentions to other people. So tell us. Be straight with us. You’re walking right through our home. Where are you heading?”

      Mike’s heart raced. He didn’t want to screw around here. After all, he had every damned right to be walking through this town, whether this man felt comfortable about it or not.

      But at the same time, he knew he had to play it right. He had to play it safe. With the best interests of his entire group in mind.

      “A group attacked our home,” Mike said. “A chemical attack. Must’ve been supplies they got from the foreigners. They ruined our home. Forced us out. We don’t know how many survived. But we do know something.”

      He chanced something, then. Something he knew was risky. Something he knew was dangerous. But something he had to attempt all the same.

      He turned, just a little.

      The man holding him wasn’t having any of it.

      He tightened the knife against his neck.

      Leaned in closer.

      “I told you not to move an inch.”

      Mike cleared his throat. This guy was going to be harder to deal with than he’d first thought. He had to keep cool. He had to play it right.

      He had to just be honest.

      “These people,” Mike said. “They… they were all masked. Wearing gas masks. They looked like they were gathering the bodies for… for something. And they told us something. Something about—about the girls. About the women. About—”

      “We know how it works,” the man said.

      Mike frowned. “You do?”

      The man sighed. “Let’s just say my wife and I naively thought bringing a child into this world might just create a little hope. Safe to say we got that one wrong. Hell. She’s not even around anymore anyway. Halved the tragedy, I suppose.”

      Mike shook his head. He couldn’t wrap his mind around the fact that Alison’s suggestions were true. Women over a certain age really couldn’t conceive anymore. Something had happened. Whether it was electronic or chemical… he didn’t know anymore. This went far beyond his understanding. Far beyond anyone’s understanding.

      The man stretched out a hand. He gestured for the rest of his people to lower their weapons.

      “The name’s Scott,” he said. “We’ve been surviving here for a while, staying in the shadows. The best way, hmm?”

      Mike took Scott’s hand. Introduced himself and the rest of his people.

      “My daughter,” he said. “She’s in her late teens. And there’s a girl, too. A young girl we’ve been looking after. She’s… they’ve got her. They took her.”

      The man sighed. “I’m sorry for what happened to your family. Truly. But all I’ll say is… if the masked group have them, then there’s no getting them back.”

      Mike frowned. “Wait. You know this group?”

      “We suffered a similar attack,” the man said. “Chemical, like you say. We were living in a decent little community until they sent a kid in. Naturally, we couldn’t just turn him away. We let him in. Next thing we knew, our people started dropping dead.”

      Mike felt the dread of familiarity building up inside. “That sounds familiar.”

      “That boy died. It looked like they captured children to brainwash and turn them into their little suicide bombers. The older women—teenagers, early twenties… yeah. They gather those with hopes that they can breed. Everyone older, and the young men, well…”

      Mike gulped. “I think we’ve both seen what happens to everyone older.”

      “You haven’t seen what they do with the bodies after they’ve killed them, though, have you? The ones they don’t recruit, anyway.”

      Mike didn’t want to ask. He could assume already that whatever it was, it wasn’t good.

      “So now you know where we’ve come from,” Mike said. “Now you know where we’re heading towards. You can let us go. You can let us move on.”

      A pause, then. A silence. A silence that Mike was uncertain about. He thought he’d broken ground with these people. He thought he’d reached an understanding.

      That silence didn’t strike him with confidence.

      “We don’t want any trouble. We’re just walking. Just passing through. Just trying to get to where they are.”

      “It’s funny you say that,” the man said. “The masked group. They usually always head through this town, too. We haven’t seen them yet. How long did you say it’d been?”

      Mike frowned. He couldn’t understand that. A lot of time had passed since they’d run into the group, surely. Enough time that they hadn’t overtaken them, surely?

      “What’re those?”

      Alison’s voice broke the silent tension. Mike tried to turn around and managed it this time because the guy’s knife was looser.

      And when he looked back, he saw exactly what Alison had been referring to.

      He saw exactly what she’d been talking about.

      The lights.

      The torches.

      Heading right in their direction.

      “We need to hide,” the man said, grabbing Mike’s back. “We need to get the hell off this road. Now!”
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      When Holly opened her eyes, she still felt the pain crippling her body.

      But something was different. Something had changed. She couldn’t figure it out. Not at first. She couldn’t pinpoint when she’d gone to sleep. She couldn’t pinpoint when she’d passed out. She couldn’t remember much of what had happened. She had no idea how much time had passed at all.

      She only knew, deep down, that she was in trouble.

      She opened her eyes, which were hot and sticky, and then she saw her surroundings.

      She was in the pit. The skip. Right at the bottom of that same skip she’d been thrown into earlier. The skip with Marie and the other women.

      The sun was shining now. It looked like morning. There was mugginess to the air that teased summer; something that she couldn’t wait for.

      If she made it that long. If she survived that far.

      But then she looked down at her leg, and she realised something had changed.

      There was a bandage on her leg. A thick bandage. Someone must’ve seen to it. Someone must’ve worked at setting the break.

      She thought back to the time before she’d fallen asleep. She couldn’t remember anything detailed, only that she’d drifted in and out a few times to jolts of pain, to blasts of agony.

      She wasn’t sure whether it was real at the time. But now she knew the truth. It was real. It had been real.

      The people here had fixed her leg.

      But for what purpose?

      For what…

      She felt sick, then. Tasted sick, too. Sickness as the memory came back. The memory of what Marie said. Of what Marie told her.

      The women. What happened to the older women. How they coudn’t bear children anymore.

      Her body started to shake. Her skin began to crawl.

      Because she knew what it meant for her.

      She knew why they were looking out for her now.

      She had two choices. Wait here. Lie around here.

      Or try to get out of here.

      In the end, she knew there was only one option.

      Only one choice.

      She dragged herself up. Tried to steady herself to her feet.

      But the second she got up, she tumbled right back over.

      She coughed. Spat out the dust from the ground. She could taste rubbish that had congealed against the bottom of the skip kissing against her lips. She wanted to lie down. To give up.

      But she couldn’t.

      She pushed herself back up again. Stumbled to one foot. Balanced on it. Then she slowly put her foot down and put some weight onto it.

      The pain was sharp. Dull. She didn’t feel like she could physically support it much longer. It helped that she had a cast on it, but it still wasn’t ideal. The agony was still crippling.

      But she had an idea. She had a plan.

      She stumbled over to the side of the skip. Her movement was somewhat limited because she was attached to some kind of rope; a rope that linked her to the top of the skip. But she could still navigate herself around this space, mostly. She snapped away some of the loose pieces of wood that had been tossed into here some time ago. And then when she was sure she had it right, she pulled herself up onto them, supporting herself, like crutches.

      She looked over and saw Marie staring at her, slight smile on her face.

      “Thanks for the help,” Holly said.

      Marie’s smirk widened. “Looks like you were doing just fine on your own.”

      Holly dragged herself to the other side of the skip. She looked right up the length of it, up towards the top. Then she looked around, trying to find a way she could work her way up its side.

      “There’s no point,” Marie said. “You might as well sit back. Settle down. Because there’s no way out of this place. Trust us. We’ve tried.”

      Holly tightened her jaw. “I don’t just give up. I won’t.”

      “It isn’t about giving up,” Marie said. “It’s about knowing how to use your energy. Where and when to conserve it. And trust me, honey. I know… I know this sounds terrible. But you’re a pretty girl. You’re going to need to conserve your energy. Really.”

      Holly didn’t know how to feel. A whole mixture of emotions.

      But strangely enough?

      The strongest emotion was anger.

      “Have you even heard yourself?”

      Marie frowned. “What?”

      “You’re saying I should just spread my legs and let these bastards do whatever they want to us.”

      “That’s not what I’m—”

      “It is. You might not think you can get out of here. You might have been here longer than me. You might have been through all sorts of hell. But I don’t care about any of that. I just want to try. I don’t want to give up. I don’t want to accept… accept this.”

      Marie sighed. She stood up, walked over to Holly, put a hand on her shoulder. “You’re asking for trouble by doing this. Just as long as you know that. Just as long as you realise.”

      Holly looked into her eyes. There was deadness to them. Deadness that teased a long time of abject misery.

      “What happened to you?” Holly asked. “For you to—to get like this. For you all to get like this. To just—just accept things the way they are?”

      Marie half-smiled. Then she looked over her shoulder. “We all come from different places. All come from different backgrounds. But that doesn’t matter anymore. None of it matters anymore. We’ve got to do what we’ve got to do to survive. You’ll understand that, soon enough.”

      Holly wanted to push some more. She wanted to press for more information; for more knowledge.

      But then out of nowhere, it was Marie who broke the silence.

      “My son. My daughter. They’re—they’re still out there somewhere.”

      Holly looked at her. And for the first time, she saw something in her eyes. Tension. Loss. Like she was being torn in two directions. She didn’t want to accept the position she was in. She was trapped. But she was doing what she could to survive—as painful as it was.

      Holly felt this pain, too. She felt it like a pendulum swinging rapidly.

      She hobbled to Marie’s side. She reached up. Put a hand on her shoulder.

      Then she forced a smile.

      “We’re going to get out of here,” she said. “I don’t know how. I don’t know when. But we’re going to get out of here. And we’re going to find your children. We’re going to find them. I promise.”

      Marie’s eyes glistened. “Holly, please be careful. Watch your step. Or—”

      And then there was a sound.

      A sound of footsteps, right at the top of the skip.

      Then the sound of the metal of the skip banging.

      Holly looked up. Marie looked up.

      And when they looked, they saw him.

      A man. A man Holly hadn’t seen before. Someone she didn’t recognise.

      He was standing there. Wide-eyed. Clean shaven.

      He was staring right down.

      Right down at Holly.

      “Hello, girls,” he said. “I think it’s about time we gave you your induction, Holly. How does that sound?”
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      “Get off the streets. Right this second. Now!”

      Mike didn’t hesitate. He didn’t think twice.

      He just turned to the buildings on his right side, and when he was sure everyone from his group was with him, Scott and the three other people included, he ran.

      His heart pounded. His chest was tight. The air was stuffy, and it felt like it was intensifying. But he knew that was probably just him. It was probably just the heat of his body intensifying. It was probably just his tension growing.

      He just had to get the hell away from the approaching group.

      But there was something else, too.

      He had to monitor them. He had to check. He had to see.

      Because there was a chance they had Holly.

      There was a chance they had Kelsie.

      “In here,” Scott said.

      Mike took a left into one of the buildings, climbing under a shutter. He eased everyone in before him. And when he was sure everyone was inside, he threw himself under the shutter too.

      But just before he got there, he saw something.

      A light.

      A light right in the middle of the street.

      He kept still. Scott kept still too and kept quiet. He didn’t want to draw any attention to himself or his people. He didn’t want to move, not if he didn’t have to.

      He took a deep breath, and steadily, he moved away from the shutter, the torchlight still glimmering at the end of the alleyway.

      Scott stayed there. Not moving. Holding his breath.

      Mike nodded. Gestured for him to join.

      But then he heard something.

      The footsteps.

      They were coming down the alleyway.

      They were getting closer.

      Scott fumbled. Fumbled for his knife. Lifted it. Stood his ground.

      Mike watched as the light glimmered closer.

      He waited for the showdown.

      Then the light stopped.

      The footsteps stopped.

      And then they started moving in the other direction.

      Mike took a deep breath. He saw Scott take a deep breath too. Then he stepped away, away from the shutters, and the pair of them followed the rest of the group through the building, up the stairs, and into the room overlooking the town.

      When Mike got up there, he lay flat on his stomach beside Alison. He was right by the window, looking out.

      It was eerie, seeing the group from up here. There weren’t as many of them as first thought. Six of them. A smaller group.

      But it was those torches. They gave the illusion of more people.

      He could see them moving through the streets, and he found himself straining. Straining to drag himself to the edge of the balcony. Because he had to see. He had to know whether Holly or Kelsie were with them. They had to be with one group. And the torches, they were characteristic of the group with the masks.

      But where were they?

      Where was the pair of them?

      He felt something, then. Something around his hand. Alison’s hand. She tightened her grip around his palm. Interlinked fingers. Held them tight.

      And Mike went to hold her hand back.

      He went to tighten his grip around her hand, too.

      But then he saw something.

      There was somebody down there. Somebody over the shoulders of the man at the back of the group.

      He could tell from all this distance away that it was Kelsie.

      He went to pull himself away from the window.

      “No,” Alison said.

      “I can’t—”

      “Mike, just no.”

      He felt himself being torn in two directions. He wanted to go down there. He wanted to help Kelsie. He wanted to get her back.

      But he could see Alison’s point. He could see exactly where she was coming from.

      Going down there meant danger. Serious danger.

      It was bad news.

      And it could just get them all killed.

      He stood his ground. Held his breath. And he found himself doing the hardest thing. The hardest thing to imagine. The hardest thing to conceive.

      He watched the group pass by, carrying Kelsie along.

      He watched them, and he let them.

      Because he was going to follow them.

      He was going to wait for the right moment, and then he was going to strike.

      He went to sit back down, went to crouch, when something happened.

      The torchlight. One of the torch lights.

      Out of nowhere, it turned.

      Turned right up towards him.

      Turned right up towards his people.

      And the next moment, the rest of the torches turned up towards them, bathing them in light.

      “Shit,” Scott said. “Oh shit. We need to run. We need to get out of here. Now!”
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      Holly felt herself being dragged up the side of the skip by the rope around her waist, and she knew she had to make a break. She had to make her brief moment of freedom count while she could.

      Rain was starting to trickle down as the three men above her dragged her up the side. She could hear murmuring below. The mumblings of Marie and the others. She looked down at them. Saw the panic in their eyes. The fear in their eyes.

      Because one thing was for sure.

      Whatever this man and his people had planned for Holly, all these other women had already been through.

      Whatever the “induction” was, these women knew exactly what it was.

      Holly wasn’t intending to stick around to see how it ended.

      She wasn’t prepared to lie down and accept this morbid future.

      She reached the top of the skip. Right away, before she had a chance to even try writhing away, someone snapped some thick duct tape on her. One of the men grabbed her broken leg, making her cry out and rendering her useless right away.

      They used this. Used it to their advantage.

      Because the next thing Holly knew, she was strapped down in a wheelchair with nothing she could do about breaking free.

      She looked at her surroundings as she tried to gather her composure. It looked like they were staying at some junkyard. That’s when it dawned on Holly for the first time that she wasn’t alone in that skip. There were other skips. But some of the other skips had things over them, blocking all sight of what was inside, and most sounds.

      Most.

      She heard muffled, echoed sounds from some, as this man wheeled her past them. And it made the hairs on her arms stand on end. She didn’t want to picture what was going on down there. She couldn’t bear to imagine it.

      But up here, mostly, she heard silence. Abject, defeatist silence.

      And that pained her to hear more than anything.

      “Don’t worry yourself with what’s in the skips,” the voice behind her said. “We’re taking good care of them down there. Really.”

      Holly felt her blood boiling. Because she wasn’t like the rest of the women. She wasn’t going to cower in fear at whatever this man had planned for her. “Good care of them? Ditching them in skips? Raping them in hope of impregnating them? That’s the kind of world you want to build? That’s your paradise?”

      Holly felt her wheelchair come to a sudden jolt.

      The man walked around to the front of it. Looked at her with his twitching eyes. “Whatever you do… do not ever imply to Calvin that these women here are raped. Don’t you dare even use that accusation.”

      Holly frowned. “Accusation? But it’s—”

      The man pulled back a belt and cracked it across Holly’s leg.

      She screeched, a sharp jolt of pain shooting right through her body.

      “I’ll repeat myself,” the man said. “Which is something I don’t like doing. Don’t you dare imply to Calvin that the women here are raped. Because that’s wrong. That’s so wrong. Okay?”

      Holly didn’t say anything. Because she couldn’t. It was clear to her what was going on here. It was against the women’s will. It was some nutter who wanted to create a society in his own image. That was the problem with the end of the world. It seemed like plenty of good survived, sure. But mostly monsters survived. Psychopaths. Sociopaths.

      But then why should that surprise Holly? Nature built itself on survival of the fittest. Evolution was inherently biased towards those who could filter their emotions; who followed their base urges regardless of the “morals” embedded in them from society itself.

      It just stood to reason that the psychopaths rose to the top, just like they used to do in business. Just like it had always been.

      She reached a caravan at the edge of the junkyard, and her wheelchair stopped.

      “Remember,” the man said, walking around her, and reaching for the door. “Behave yourself. Hear Calvin out. You might just end up being surprised by what you hear.”

      Holly muttered something inaudible under her breath.

      The man opened the door.

      The first thing she saw was the decor. It was old school. Little imitation fireplace. Carpet which had been worn down from years of use. A patterned sofa, a little too loud in today’s society.

      And then she saw him sitting there.

      He was long-limbed. Remarkably so, in fact. He had wide eyes, and a friendly face, kind of a look of a scientist about him. He didn’t look old. Maybe in his early forties.

      But as he perched there like a praying mantis, Holly felt uneasy about him right away.

      He stepped up, towering over her at six seven as she sat there in her wheelchair.

      He held out a long, arachnid hand.

      “Thanks for bringing her here, Jared. Holly, I believe? Pleasure to meet—”

      “I don’t shake hands with abusers.”

      His eyes narrowed. He tilted his head, looked back at Jared, who had pushed Holly in here.

      “I told her to be on her best behaviour,” Jared said.

      Calvin sighed. “That’s okay,” he said. “We can’t expect everyone to just react and adapt in the same way. We can’t expect everyone to just comply. It goes against human nature, after all. But anyway, Holly. As you probably know, I’m Calvin. And I wanted to just take a moment to explain to you what we do here. What we’re building towards. And what your role in all this is going to be.”

      She heard the way he said those final words. And she might’ve been imagining things, but she swore she detected a glimmer of pleasure in them.

      “I think I know enough about what you get up to here already.”

      “Ah, you think you know enough. But if I’m correct, you’ve been in the holding skip with a bunch of women who, respectfully, are in the dark about most things here just as much as you are.”

      “So you’re telling me women over a certain age haven’t lost the ability to conceive?”

      Calvin’s expression didn’t change. Just that same, flat doctor’s look, emotionless. “You’re correct about the trouble to conceive.”

      “And you’re telling me you’re not raping younger women so that society can—”

      “It’s that word,” Calvin said, raising a finger, his face suddenly changing to a look of annoyance. “‘Rape’. You’re wrong about that.”

      “How am I—”

      “What we do here is consensual. Entirely consensual.”

      “Oh, I bet it is.”

      “The women who choose to be breeders, that’s their decision.”

      “Breeders? That’s…” A sickly taste filled Holly’s mouth as the reality of her predicament started to build. “The whole thing about it being a choice. That’s not what Marie told me.”

      “Marie, huh?” Calvin said.

      He stood up. Walked around. He looked like he was mulling something over; contemplating something.

      “So is she lying?” Holly said. “Or are you?”

      Calvin looked out of his window. Rain pelted down. It sounded quite relaxing as it hit the tin roof, in all truth. “Marie is… problematic.”

      “Problematic?”

      “She consented. Then she claimed she hadn’t consented. And ever since then, she’s been causing problems for us.”

      “So why don’t you just let her go?”

      “Because she knows too much. And besides. Sometimes your biggest problem can be your strongest asset, right?”

      Holly frowned. She shook her head. “She knows too much? About this place? So that’s your reason for keeping her here? That’s your reason for keeping anyone here? Really?”

      Calvin looked back at her. His face had turned. There was something different about the way he was looking at her now. That doctor-like lack of emotion had shifted. And he was looking at her in a strange way.

      He was looking at her with sympathy.

      “It’s not ideal. I know that.”

      “Not ideal? You really are full of it, aren’t you?”

      “We’re trying to do the best thing for the future of the country, here. And for all we know, for the future of the world.”

      “What about the future of these people? The future of these individuals? What about them? What about me?”

      Calvin’s face changed again. This time, he took a deep breath. And within a few seconds, that doctor-like distance and detachment had returned to his face.

      He looked back at Holly after taking a deep breath.

      Then he half-smiled.

      “Do we have your consent, Holly?”

      “What? No. No you frigging don’t—”

      “Then that’s fine. We have something different planned for you. The same thing we had planned for Marie. The thing that drove Marie to… well. Have a change of heart, let’s say.”

      He put a hand on the back of her wheelchair. Pushed her outside. Pushed her past the skips she’d been to before, then towards another one, right at the back. One that had something covering it when she’d been this way earlier.

      When Holly saw it, when she looked down into it, she felt the fear engulf her completely.

      “No,” she said.

      Calvin put a hand on her back. Patted her. “Are you sure you don’t want to consent?” he asked.

      The awful thing?

      The worst thing of all?

      It was bad enough that Holly was considering consenting after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike didn’t hesitate when Scott shouted the words at him, torchlights from the group outside beaming through the windows.

      He turned around and, the rest of his people by his side, he ran.

      He sprinted. Sprinted through the building. Sprinted blindly in the darkness. He could hear the footsteps outside getting closer, closing in. And he knew he didn’t have much time. He didn’t know where this was going. He didn’t know where this was leading.

      He just knew that he had to get away.

      But at the same time… there was something else. An opposing force. A rival force shouting at him to turn around. To stand his ground. To fight. Because this group of people had Kelsie with them. This was an opportunity to get her back. This was a chance to fight.

      He stopped. Turned around. Faced the darkness, where the footsteps and then the torchlights were gradually emerging.

      “Mike?” Alison said.

      Mike stood his ground. Tightened his fists. Swallowed a lump in his throat. “I have to stay.”

      Alison grabbed his arm, started to drag him away. “Not like this you don’t. You have to be clever about it. You have to be intelligent about it. You have to…”

      Mike put a hand on her shoulder, then. He smiled at her, gently, even though it was pitch black, even though it was so dark.

      He smiled at her, and he squeezed her shoulder.

      “I know what I’m going to do. I have an idea. I have a plan.”

      Alison went to respond. She went to reply.

      But then she just sighed and nodded.

      “Don’t do anything stupid, Mike. Please.”

      Mike watched as she turned around. He watched as she ran off with the rest of their people, with Arya. He watched as her blackened silhouette became totally dark.

      He watched, and then he turned to face the people racing up the steps.

      He took a deep breath.

      Then he stepped over into a darkened corner of the room, and he waited.

      He stood by the wall. Held the knife Scott had given him in his hand. He heard them getting closer; saw the torchlights emerging, glistening up this room. Fortunately, he could still hear something else, too. He could still hear his people. He could still hear them running away.

      It sounded strange to say it was a good thing he could hear them, but it was true.

      Because he was going to use that sound to aid him.

      He was going to use it as his diversion.

      He saw the first of the group run into the room, and he stayed deadly still.

      He didn’t move. And the person didn’t seem to look around, either. He just ran on, ran towards the sound of Mike’s people getting further away.

      And then the next person did the same. Then the next. And the next.

      And before Mike knew it, there were five of them.

      Five of them running through the room.

      But there wasn’t a sixth.

      That’s what Mike needed.

      That’s what he wanted.

      He stepped out of the room. Walked, knife in hand, out of it. Walked down the creaky steps. Walked towards the front door of this building, lifted the shutters.

      And when he stepped out of the shutters, he saw them.

      He was standing there right in the middle of the road. Kelsie was draped over his shoulder.

      Mike’s jaw clenched. He felt an instinctive urge to go over there, to help her.

      But he was going to have to keep his cool.

      Keep his patience.

      He walked slowly down the alleyway. His heart raced. Inside, somewhere, he could still hear the footsteps racing through, and he knew it was troublesome. He knew it was problematic. Because his people, they were in danger. They were in danger, and they needed help.

      But Kelsie.

      Mike was closing in on her.

      Mike was getting closer.

      He raised his knife when he reached the edge of the alleyway. His heart was racing stronger than ever now. He steadied his walking. Moved even slower. He had to time this right. He had to play this cool.

      When he got close, he realised something. Something stark. Something that threw him.

      Kelsie. She wasn’t unconscious. She wasn’t unconscious at all.

      She had tape around her arms and legs, and over her mouth.

      But her eyes.

      Her eyes were wide open.

      She was awake through all this drama, all this chaos.

      Mike gritted his teeth and took another few steps forward.

      That’s when he heard the crack under his foot.

      The cracking of glass.

      He looked down.

      Then he looked up.

      When he did, the man holding Kelsie was looking right at him.

      There was a pause. A moment of hesitation.

      Then the man started to run.

      Mike didn’t hesitate. He didn’t hold back. He just ran, too. Ran in pursuit of the man. Ran in pursuit of Kelsie.

      And he wasn’t going to hold back. He wasn’t going to give in. Not now he was here. Not now he was so close.

      The man kept on going. And before Mike knew it, he saw the man take a left down an alleyway, disappearing.

      So Mike threw himself around it.

      That’s when the man cracked him in the stomach.

      He fell back, winded. Gripped his stomach. He tasted bile.

      But he knew he couldn’t hold back. He knew he couldn’t give in.

      He looked up and saw the man running off again.

      The instinct was to run after him, too. To go the same way.

      But Mike thought of something different.

      He ran to the right.

      Ran to the edge of this road.

      Then went down the next alley, the parallel alley.

      He threw himself down it. But at the same time, he tried to keep himself steady, tried to keep himself composed, and tried to keep himself kind of quiet, too.

      He reached the end of the alleyway.

      And he heard the man coming down this way.

      He stopped. Held his breath.

      He waited.

      And then he heard the footsteps.

      He stepped out.

      The man bumped into him.

      Looked at him, wide-eyed.

      “You shouldn’t have taken her. Really.”

      Then Mike jammed the knife into his belly.

      He waited. Waited as he bled out, waited as he writhed around.

      And then when he staggered to his knees, Mike went back over to him. Lifted Kelsie from his shoulder.

      He took the tape from her mouth.

      Took it from her arms and legs.

      And then when he’d done that, he held her close.

      “I was scared,” she said.

      “It’s okay now.”

      “I—I was scared what they were going to do.”

      “Kelsie, it’s okay. Ssh. Ssh. I’ve got you now. It’s okay.”

      He held Kelsie tight. Tears welled in his eyes. And he felt grateful. Grateful that she was still here, as that man exhaled his last pained breath. Grateful as Kelsie’s warmth transferred to him. Grateful that they were back together, after all they’d been through.

      He felt grateful until he heard something.

      The shout.

      The shout from the building containing the rest of his people.

      A pained shout.
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      Holly looked down into the skip, and she felt her body go numb.

      The rain pelted down heavily. The clouds were thick, intense. Thunder rumbled overhead.

      And Holly wanted to believe that this was just a dream. Just a bad, nightmarish dream.

      But there was no denying what she was looking at.

      And when she saw it… she was under no illusions anymore.

      It didn’t matter how much Calvin insisted what they were doing here was by the book, that it was just advancing society.

      It didn’t matter what promises he made of a better future.

      The people at the bottom of this skip. The people who hadn’t complied.

      They were all the evidence she needed that this place was hell.

      The people at the bottom of the skip had their mouths taped. Their bones had been broken in various places. Some of them were still wriggling around down there. Alive.

      And there were others, too. Others that’d had some of the flesh pulled from their bones. Others that looked like they had been experimented on. And they too were still alive.

      There was no doubting what this place was.

      There was no mistaking the evils that went down here—whether Calvin obsessed about “compliance” or not.

      “Now, we have a bit of an advantage with you. Or rather, a disadvantage. One of your bones has already broken. So that means we might just have to move on to another one straight away. Really, we could use blood. We could use body parts. We could use some more experimentation material. Unless… unless you’re willing to reconsider your stance on non-compliance.”

      Holly’s mouth was dry. She couldn’t say a thing. Couldn’t speak a single word. Because as much as she felt like she’d been in touch with evil herself since the fall of society… this was something else. This was on a whole other level.

      “It’s not ideal, I know,” Calvin said. “I mean, if it were up to me, we wouldn’t have to resort to measures like this. We wouldn’t have to leave people in such a state. But we have to make use of them. The flesh… it would be a waste, after all. Whether we feed them to the people or to our dogs, well, that’s all dependent. It’s just the circle of life, Holly. Just the way things go.”

      Holly couldn’t believe what she was witnessing. “You’re… you’re a monster.”

      “Not a monster,” Calvin said. “Sure. We do some unsavoury things. But we accept that those unsavoury things are… well, necessary parts of the new world.”

      “You could just not do this.”

      “What?”

      “You could just stop doing all of this.”

      “And let the world just die off? Let society fall even further onto its knees when we have a golden opportunity to rectify the situation? Are you insane?”

      It was hearing Calvin say those words that made Holly realise he was deadly serious about all this. He didn’t think he was at fault. He didn’t see the evil in what he was doing. Or he did, but he chose not to let it hold him back regardless.

      And that’s when Holly realised she had a choice.

      A choice of compliance.

      Or a choice of being in this skip below.

      Of facing the unending horrors that awaited down there.

      “Final call, Holly. Final chance to make your choice.”

      She looked down at these people. And she felt so bad for them. Because she wanted to go down there. She wanted to help them.

      But then there was no helping them if she went down there, too.

      That was admitting defeat. That was something she couldn’t do.

      She took a deep breath. Then she looked up at Calvin. Looked right into his eyes. She thought she saw something deep within them. Sympathy. A deadness inside.

      And she could play on that.

      She had to.

      She nodded.

      “I comply.”

      Calvin frowned. “What? What was that?”

      She swallowed a lump in her throat. And she nodded again. “I comply.”

      Calvin patted her on the shoulder. “Congratulations, Holly. I’m delighted with the choice you made. It’s time to get you ready. You’re about to be a mother of the new world.”

      As they wheeled her away, Holly kept a stern face; a deadened expression.

      But they didn’t see something.

      They didn’t see the sharp piece of metal she’d grabbed from beside the edge of the skip.

      They didn’t see the way she’d torn the tape from her wrists.

      And they had no idea that she was just biding her time and waiting for the perfect moment to strike.
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      Mike walked back towards the building where his people were, holding Kelsie in his arms, and he braced himself for the worst.

      It was pitch black. The wind had stopped racing. The storm had passed by. Everything was quiet. Eerily quiet.

      Mike didn’t like it. He didn’t like it one bit.

      He walked over to the shutter. Stepped under it. Back inside the building. He wanted Kelsie to be safe. He didn’t want her to get caught up in whatever was going to happen next.

      But at the same time, he didn’t want to let her go. He didn’t want to leave her side. Not again.

      He didn’t want to risk losing her. Not after everything he’d been through to get her back.

      So he just held her over his shoulder in one arm, held his knife in the other hand and made his way through the dark, narrow corridors.

      Mike crept his way through the corridors. Every step was calm, composed. He wanted to be awake to any sudden sounds or movement. He wanted to be ready for any sudden noise; a sign that someone was in pain or that someone was struggling.

      He wanted to be awake to all of it.

      But he didn’t hear a thing.

      He made his way further through the building. Reached the room he’d hidden in, then sneaked out of. He looked around it. No sign that anyone had been back here. No sign that anyone had stepped back in here.

      So where were they?

      Where had they gone?

      Mike walked to the end of this room. It was uncharted territory past here. He didn’t know where they were. He didn’t know which way to go.

      He just had to follow.

      He just had to—

      That’s when he heard it.

      A shout.

      A cry, in fact.

      His skin crawled. Because he thought he recognised that cry. He thought it sounded familiar.

      He picked up his pace, tightened his grip on his knife. Because if anyone had hurt his people—if any one of those bastards who had destroyed their home lay another finger on his people—he’d lose it.

      He was going to lose it anyway.

      He was going to make them pay for what they’d done.

      He was going to punish them.

      He walked further forward, further down the corridor. And he felt that instinct growing all over again. That same instinct he’d felt outside. The instinct to fight for his people. The instinct to protect them.

      He’d do anything for them. Anything to keep them safe.

      And he saw that it went way beyond Holly now. Because sure, she was the most important person in his life. He’d do anything for her. He’d die for her.

      But he held his people in the same regard now, too.

      He stepped around the doorway, and he saw what was going down.

      But when he looked, it wasn’t quite what he expected.

      It wasn’t what he expected at all.

      Arya had her jaws wrapped around the necks of one of the men. The guy was bleeding out. Badly.

      And the rest of the people… they had dropped. Dropped to the floor.

      They were down.

      Mike looked around. He tried to figure this situation out. He tried to work out what had happened here.

      But then he noticed something.

      Something bad.

      First, it was Scott and his people. They were on the floor. They’d fallen in the battle. They were clearly dead.

      But there were others, too. The people who’d come running into here. The rival group. They had fallen, too.

      Both sides fighting to the death.

      But then there was something else.

      Something that caught his eye more than anything.

      There was a woman.

      A woman sitting in the corner.

      Arms folded over her knees.

      Wide eyes.

      And then he saw Ian by her side.

      He saw Ian holding her.

      He saw her staring into space.

      He didn’t need to ask. He didn’t need to ask a thing. Not anymore.

      Because he saw who it was.

      He saw clearly who it was.

      “Sofia?” Mike said.
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      Holly held onto the sharp piece of metal she’d grabbed from the edge of the skip and waited for her perfect moment to strike.

      It was getting late. The sky was growing thicker with clouds as a chilly breeze swooped in. She was shivering. Partly with fear. Because fear was natural. Fear was to be expected, all circumstances considered.

      But she was also shaking with adrenaline.

      With anticipation.

      At what she was going to do.

      At the move she was going to make.

      At the fact she was going to get out of here, and nothing was going to get in her way.

      She looked around. She was inside a caravan. Not the same caravan she’d been in earlier; the one that appeared to be Calvin’s home.

      This caravan was lifeless. Empty. Void of any signs of personality, any signs that someone was living in here.

      And she could harbour a guess as to why. It didn’t take a genius to figure out where they’d taken her, or where this was.

      She knew what was going to happen here.

      She played those words around her mind. She knew it was bold to even think that way. She knew it was a bitter pill to swallow, knowing what was coming, but also knowing what people here were willing to sink to.

      But she’d seen the people in the skip. The ones who hadn’t complied.

      She’d seen them, and she didn’t see that as any kind of option.

      She had a chance.

      She just had to bide her time.

      She moved the sharp piece of metal around her hands. She was shaking. She knew she could just get up and out of here. She could try and sneak away. But she was waiting. Waiting for a moment when she could take one of these bastards down.

      Waiting for a moment when it looked certain that she wasn’t going to be able to escape.

      And then she was going to strike right at the heart of this sick place.

      She heard footsteps getting closer. Her mouth went dry. The tension in her body intensified. She was going to make Calvin pay. She was going to make him pay for the society he told himself—and told everyone else—he was building. She was going to make him pay for everything he was doing here.

      The door opened.

      Holly held her breath.

      But when she saw who was standing there… she realised it wasn’t exactly as she expected.

      It was Marie. Marie who she’d spoken to down in the skip. Her eyes looked darker than before, big bags underneath.

      She was looking at Holly differently, now. With a look of resignation on her face.

      There was someone else with her, too. Not Calvin. The other guy, Jared, who had dragged her out of the skip just earlier.

      “So, do I need to worry about with this one?” the man asked.

      Marie sighed. “Not if she remembers what I told her. Not if she behaves.” She walked around Holly. Holly kept her wrists close together. She wanted to be sure it looked like she was still bound, here. She couldn’t let anyone on to the fact that she was really free.

      Especially not now there were two of them.

      And especially not now Marie was in here, too.

      Marie. Frigging Marie.

      “She’s a good girl,” Marie said. “She… Just go easy on her, okay? This can’t be easy on her. None of it.”

      “Sounds alright by me,” Jared said, hanging up his coat. “I like them good.”

      “Marie?” Holly said.

      Marie put her hands on her hips and sighed. “What? You’re let down? Disappointed? I’m sorry, darling. Truly. But I did warn you. We’ve got to do what we’ve got to do. We’ve got to do whatever we can to survive here. I told you you’d understand eventually. Maybe one day you still will.”

      She put her hands on Holly’s thighs.

      “I’m just here to make sure you’re comfortable. To make sure nothing… untoward happens here. To make sure everything goes as smoothly as it possibly can.”

      Holly gritted her teeth. She saw the man stepping towards her now. She saw him approaching, and she felt sick. She could taste vomit building up. She had to time this right. She had to play it right. She couldn’t waste the best opportunity she had. Not now. Not after she’d waited all this time.

      The man was right in front of her. Marie stepped aside. She stood there, watching, a slight smile on her face that made Holly feel even sicker. Because she’d been betrayed. Marie was a traitor.

      And traitors… well, they just made Holly want to fall back into her older self.

      They made her want to kill.

      They made her want to numb her emotions and murder them, no matter what the consequences were.

      “You are pretty,” Jared said, his strong breath pungent on her face. “We’re going to make beautiful new citizens of the new world. How’s that sound to you?”

      Holly looked up into his eyes.

      She looked over at Marie.

      Then back at Jared.

      “I’m not sure I’m up for that,” Holly said.

      Then she brought the piece of metal out from behind her and slashed Jared’s neck.

      She saw the shock on his face. She saw him struggle.

      But before her could do anything, before he could fall on her, Holly forced herself up onto one foot, then eased some pressure onto the solid cast, pain be damned, and she walked over to Marie.

      Marie looked at her. Wide-eyed. Tension across her face.

      She looked at her, Jared choking at the other side of the room, sharp metal still in hand.

      And then Marie made a lunge for the door.

      Holly grabbed her.

      She grabbed her, and as much as it hurt, she pulled her down to the ground.

      Marie opened her mouth. Went to scream. Went to cry out.

      Holly put a hand over it.

      “Now you listen to me,” Holly said. “If you scream, I’ll gut you. If you do anything, I’ll gut you. I’m getting out of this place. And when I get out, I’m going to get strong again. I’m going to find my… find my people. And I’m going to come back here, and I’m going to save the people who have been trapped here. Now I don’t know what your deal is. I don’t know what you want. I don’t know whether you get some sort of weird kick from this. But I… I’m not going to kill you right now. I’m not going to kill you. I’m going to give you a chance.”

      Marie looked up at her, tears in her eyes. She was mumbling under her hand, muttering things.

      “Do you understand?” Holly asked.

      Marie mumbled some more.

      Holly put the sharp piece of metal to her temple. “I asked you a question. Do you understand?”

      Marie didn’t do anything. Not for a moment.

      Then eventually, she nodded.

      Holly nodded back. “Good,” she said.

      She moved her hand away.

      Braced herself for a scream.

      Prepared herself for that event, just in case.

      But it didn’t happen.

      Holly struggled back to her feet. She looked over at the man, who had bled out.

      “What’s the best way out of this place?” she asked, looking back at Marie.

      Marie stared into space.

      “Hey,” Holly said, pointing the metal back at Marie. “I asked you a—”

      “Outside—outside the back window. Over the fences. But—but your leg.”

      Holly looked down at her leg.

      It was in pain. Agony, in fact.

      But this was no time to wallow in it.

      This was no time for messing around.

      She hobbled to the back of the caravan.

      Opened the window.

      Pulled herself out of it, then dropped down into the darkness.

      When she got to the fences, she looked back and saw Marie standing there, staring at her, tears in her eyes.

      “They’ll kill me for this,” Marie said.

      “Then come with me.”

      She opened her mouth. Then she shook her head and half-smiled. “I’m already gone. Good… good luck, Holly.”

      Holly wanted to go back there. She wanted to help Marie. As much as she hated her for double-crossing her and for being complicit in the horrors occurring here… she wanted to give her a chance to start again.

      But not now.

      Not now.

      She turned. Looked at the fencing. Looked at the quiet streets beyond it.

      “I’ll come back here,” she said. “I’ll come back for you.”

      When she looked back around, Marie was already gone.
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      Sofia opened her eyes and suddenly realised the nightmare wasn’t just a nightmare after all.

      She was in a room she didn’t recognise. She was tied to a chair. She had strange memories of someone else being in here; someone tying her up.

      But then there were other memories, too. Memories that she wasn’t sure were true. Memories of Ian. Memories of the others. They were here. They’d come in here. They’d come to find her.

      But something had happened.

      Something had gone down.

      And now they were gone.

      They were gone, and Sofia was on her own again.

      She tried to move, but she was still stuck to this chair. She wobbled from side to side, but it was no use.

      Then she looked around, and she saw what she was surrounded by.

      The Novichok. The powder. She’d heard of Novichok, mostly from a case some time ago in the UK where a former Russian spy had been attacked on British soil. It was all suspicious, all a little dubious. But the memory of that attack stuck in the minds of the British public and stirred much controversy and debate.

      She knew how deadly it was. How lethal it was. A woman had died through picking up a bottle of what she thought was perfume and spraying it on herself. Her husband had fallen into a temporary coma, too.

      But now she was surrounded by the stuff. She was surrounded by it, and she knew how deadly that was. How serious that was.

      She had a flashback. A flashback to when Ian had found her in here. How he’d leaned towards her, told her he was going to join her; going to help her.

      But then, as she’d drifted in and out of consciousness, she’d heard someone dragging him away. She’d heard them saying she was already gone.

      And as much as Sofia didn’t want to believe it… she had to admit they had a point.

      She was already gone.

      That’s what it looked like. That’s how it seemed.

      But she wasn’t.

      She was still alive.

      And if she was still alive, it meant she had a chance to get out of this. A chance to get home. A chance to escape.

      She pulled at the tape around her arms. Pulled at the tape around her legs. But it was useless. Pointless. It was tight, and she was weak. She’d tried. She’d tried to get out of here already—but to no avail.

      She looked around. Looked at the Novichok containers all around her, and she saw the cruel irony of all of this. If she managed to snap out of the tape, the bags would fall and cover her with the stuff.

      It wouldn’t be a pleasant death. But it would be a better death than staying stuck here. Starving.

      So she couldn’t give up.

      She had to keep going.

      She had to keep trying.

      She pulled again. Pulled with all the strength she had against that tape. Because as much as she felt defeated, as much as she felt knocked down, she couldn’t just accept her fate. She couldn’t just give up.

      She had to keep trying.

      She had to keep going.

      She pulled against the tape, and then something happened.

      Something unexpected.

      She heard a tear.

      She stopped. Held her breath. Her heart pounded. Her chest tightened.

      The tape on her right wrist had torn.

      Which meant more of it was going to tear.

      She was going to do this.

      She was going to make it.

      She pulled just a little more. She had to be careful. She knew she couldn’t make any rash movements, as much as she wanted to get out of this mess as quickly as possible.

      But she pulled. She pulled gently. She pulled gradually. She pulled until more of the tape came away; until more of it loosened.

      And then she made one final pull.

      She felt her wrists come free.

      Only there was a problem.

      The Novichok boxes. They were beginning to fall.

      She held her breath as they clattered against her body.

      But then something else weird struck her.

      The boxes. They were light.

      She frowned. Looked at the boxes.

      That’s when it struck her.

      After all this time of being tied up here, fearing the worst, it struck her.

      The boxes felt empty because they were empty.

      She gasped. Yanked the tape from her mouth. So it was psychological warfare, all this time. It was a mental battle all this time.

      But now she was free.

      She’d broken free of the ties.

      She had a chance to get out of here.

      She had a chance to escape.

      She pulled the tape from her ankles. She was getting eager now, and the urgency was growing. She yanked the tape away, and then she stood up.

      The first thing she did was fall. Stumble forward.

      Then she pulled herself to her feet, and she didn’t even think. She didn’t even hesitate.

      She just threw herself towards the door, and she ran.

      She stumbled down the stairs. She staggered through the door. And when she got outside, she fell knee first onto the ground, and she cried.

      When she was done, she got up again. She pulled herself back together. Because nothing was defeating her. Nothing was knocking her down.

      She was going back home.

      She was going to find Ian.

      She was going to make sure everything was okay again.

      She took a deep breath of the cool spring air, and she started to walk.

      

      “That’s how it happened,” Sofia said, as she sat there, Ian by her side, the rest of the group around her. “I went back home. I found it in… in ruin. So I followed the group here and, well. They led me here. They led me to this.”

      She looked at Mike then. There was something to her eyes. A look to her eyes.

      “I saw something else,” she said. “On my way. I saw something else.”

      Mike gulped. He didn’t like the way Sofia was looking at her. “Go on.”

      “I saw where they were taking her,” Sofia said. “I saw where they were taking all of them.”

      “All of who?” Mike asked.

      “Holly,” Sofia said. “I saw where they were taking Holly.”
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      Mike listened to what Sofia was telling him, and he tried to wrap his head around all of it.

      It was dark. The group had decided to stay in this house for the night. It wasn’t ideal, of course. Not with the bodies of the rival group all around them.

      Not with the bodies of Scott and his friends around him.

      But they were safe.

      They were safe.

      For now.

      And they were together.

      Or at least… they were almost all together. They were getting close to a reunion. Closer than they’d been before.

      “I saw the place they’re taking them,” Sofia said. “The place they’re taking our people. The skips. The—the people in there.”

      “Was Holly okay?”

      “I didn’t…”

      “Sofia, was she okay?”

      Sofia sighed. “I didn’t see her. But seeing the way they were keeping those women in the skips… well, I can only imagine. But I don’t know what the future holds for her. Not exactly. She’s alive. That’s the main thing. She’s still alive down there. She has to be.”

      Mike stood up. Walked to the window. They were resting. But the thought that his daughter was in a hellish place like the one she was in… and the thought that he was still just here, biding his time, waiting around… it didn’t sit right with him.

      The thought that his Holly could have gone through—or be going through hell… the thought of it just made him want to break down.

      But he saw he had a choice. He could sit around here, or he could go out there. He could track Holly down. He could find her.

      And then he could be reunited with her, once and for all.

      Hopefully for damned all this time.

      He walked over to the door.

      “Mike?” Alison said.

      “I’m leaving,” he said. “I can’t wait around. Not while Holly’s at that place.”

      “But we need Sofia to—”

      “Sofia’s not going anywhere,” Ian said. “Not after what she’s been through. She needs rest. We all need rest.”

      Mike looked at Ian. Then he looked at Sofia. He looked right into her eyes.

      “Help me find my daughter, Sofia. Lead me to her. Show me where she is. And when… and when we get there, you can head back. You can turn around. Okay?”

      Ian shook his head before Sofia could intervene. “It’s not happening.”

      “Ian,” Sofia said.

      He kept on shaking his head. “It’s not—”

      “I’m going with Mike.”

      She stood up. Walked over to Mike. Stood by his side.

      “Your daughter,” she said. “Me and her, we… we don’t have the best history. But I know what it feels like to care about someone. I know what it feels like to fear for a loved one. I know all too much.”

      Mike nodded. He could feel his throat welling up. The urgency was taking hold of him.

      “I’ll help you find Holly,” Sofia said.

      Ian stood up. Walked over to Sofia. “Sofia—”

      “I’ll come back, Ian,” she said. “I’ll come back.”

      “But—”

      And then she wrapped her arms around him and held him, tight.

      Mike looked back at Alison. He looked at Kelsie. He looked at Gina, and at Arya.

      He looked at them all, and he half-smiled.

      “You stay here. You rest. And I’ll see you again. I’ll see you again in no time.”

      Then something unexpected happened.

      Alison stood up, walked over to him, and she kissed him.

      She pulled away. Looked down at the floor. Cleared her throat.

      “Still arresting you when this is over,” she muttered.

      Mike chuckled. His skin was buzzing. He felt on fire. Recharged. He felt all of this, all because of Alison. “Catch me if you can,” he said.

      He took a deep breath, then. Ian stepped up to him. Held out a hand. “You look out for my wife,” he said. “You protect her as if she’s your own.”

      “As if she’s my own?” Mike said. “I’ve lost Holly countless bloody times since the start of this mess. You sure you want me to look after her like she’s my own?”

      And then Ian did something. He laughed. They all laughed.

      And in that moment, it felt like they were together.

      In that moment, it felt like a bond had formed. A bond like never before.

      It was time to go out there.

      It was time to go find Holly.

      It was time to save his daughter.
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      Calvin stepped inside the caravan, and his heart sank.

      He knew right away something was wrong. He’d be lying if he said he didn’t sense something was wrong the second he walked up the steps. It was the way Marie was standing there. The way she was bruised like she’d been beaten up.

      And he didn’t know how things had reached this stage. He didn’t know things had got to this point. He didn’t know what might’ve happened for things to go quite this far.

      But one thing was for sure.

      He was certain of one thing.

      Whatever had happened, he had no doubts that Marie was complicit, somehow.

      He had no doubts that Marie was involved, somehow.

      He knew he was wrong to question her without any real evidence. He knew he should think twice about trusting his gut. He shouldn’t just blindly doubt someone.

      But there were signs with Marie. Signs that she wasn’t totally invested in what was going on here. Signs that she wasn’t totally happy with what was occurring.

      And he knew there were things that naturally weren’t going to sit right with Marie. He knew there were things that wouldn’t sit right with anyone.

      But Marie had committed. She’d shown willingness. Willingness to adapt to this place. Willingness to understand.

      She was too deep in now to turn back.

      “What happened here?” Calvin asked.

      It was the hesitation that did it right away. The hesitation told Calvin all he needed to know about who to trust here. About something untoward occurring here.

      It was the hesitation that made him realise he was right not to trust Marie.

      Marie lifted a shaking finger. Pointed into the caravan. She opened her mouth as if she was going to say something. Then she closed it, didn’t say a word.

      Calvin thought about grilling her. He thought about quizzing her. He thought about asking her all kinds of questions that would put her on the defensive right away.

      But instead, he decided to play along.

      He walked past her, inside the caravan, and he saw the scene of the crime.

      And he wasn’t lying with that description. It was a crime scene.

      Jared was dead. There was no doubt about that. He had died clutching his bleeding neck, spewing out onto the old-fashioned carpet below.

      And Holly.

      She was nowhere to be seen.

      That was the main thing here. The main development.

      That was the key piece of evidence that Calvin had to go on.

      Calvin walked through to the back of the caravan. He reached the window at the back. Opened it. It had been opened already. No doubt about that. Holly had sneaked out of there. She’d scaled the fence. She’d got away.

      But as far as Calvin was concerned?

      There was no way she could’ve done what she’d done without help.

      “So, she got away,” Calvin said, cold, accusing.

      Marie sniffed as she approached behind him. “She—she just got out. And then—”

      “And then she killed Jared. She attacked you, pretty brutally by the looks of things. And then she just got away from here. Simple as that. She found her way out of here, bad leg be damned, and she got over those fences and escaped. Right?”

      He looked around at Marie, and he saw the look in her eyes. He saw the look on her face. The uncertainty. The uncertainty about her story. The uncertainty about whether she was going along the right lines or not.

      He looked at her, and he waited for her response. He waited for her answer.

      “That’s—that’s what happened.”

      Calvin sighed. He brushed his fingers through his hair. A part of him had at least been hoping that she would concoct some kind of story. That she would at least try to come up with some excuse. This… it was just lazy. “Marie, please.”

      “Calvin, that’s what—”

      “Remember one of the first things I taught you, Marie? One of the first things we spoke about? Remember what that was?”

      She lowered her head. Looked at the floor in shame.

      “We spoke about honesty, didn’t we?”

      Marie nodded. She looked like a lost child. It was actually kind of sad, seeing her like this, so broken down, so wounded.

      But she was going to have to remember the lesson she’d been taught.

      And she was going to have to remember it, fast.

      “Can you tell me what we spoke about?” Calvin asked, walking up close to her, stroking the back of her head. “Exactly what we spoke about?”

      She took a deep breath. Went stiff. And Calvin felt mixed emotions about that. Because she feared him. He wasn’t some psychopath. He wasn’t someone to fear.

      He was someone to be respected, sure. But not feared.

      “You—you told me to be honest. If I was torn about things. If I was conflicted about things. That’s… that’s just natural. Because what we’re doing here, it isn’t easy. It’s—it’s new ground. New territory. But we’re still on the same page about things. We’re still involved in the same thing. The same project. And—and as long as we’re all honest, we’ll—”

      “Succeed,” Calvin said, finishing Marie’s words.

      She looked at him again. There was something different about the way she looked at him now. A weakness. A weakness hinting at an honesty bubbling under the surface.

      “So, Marie. I want you to be honest with me. I want you to tell me the truth. Did you let Holly go?”

      Marie opened her mouth. Conflicted. That was enough. Enough to confirm things to Calvin. Enough to tell him all he needed to know.

      “How did it happen?” he asked.

      “She—she got away herself.”

      Calvin sighed. “Marie…”

      “No, that’s the truth. The honest truth. I don’t—I don’t know how she got out of the tape around her wrists. One second she was there, the next…” She glanced back to the living area where Jared’s body lay. “But then she stood over me. She told me—told me to help her get out.”

      Calvin sensed honesty to Marie’s words. At least that was something. “So you helped her?”

      “I just… I felt afraid.”

      “You wanted to help her, didn’t you?”

      “Calvin—”

      “You wanted to help her.”

      “I wanted to help her.”

      That was it. And the look on Marie’s face that followed. The shock, like she hadn’t expected to say the words that came out of her mouth.

      But she’d said them.

      The words were out there.

      They were in the air.

      “I’m sorry,” Marie said, crying. “I’m sorry I let you down. I’m sorry I failed you.”

      “Ssh,” Calvin said, easing Marie towards him. He held her close. Let her cry onto him. “It’s okay. It’s okay. You’ve been honest. You’ve accepted you made a mistake. That’s the main thing. That’s the biggest step.”

      He wanted to forgive Marie.

      He wanted to stay on the higher ground, morally.

      But he couldn’t deny his anger.

      He couldn’t deny how mad he felt.

      He couldn’t deny how let down he felt.

      “It’s going to be okay now,” he said. “Everything’s going to be okay. You don’t have to worry about a thing. Not anymore.”

      He held Marie close. Arms around her neck.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he said.

      And then he squeezed.

      Marie struggled. She punched out. She kicked out. She tried to cry out.

      But it was no use because Calvin was holding on tightly. And he was tightening his grip more and more by the second.

      Because Marie had betrayed him.

      Marie had let Holly slip away.

      Marie had let him down.

      Marie kept on kicking. She scratched his face. And he thought about letting go. He thought about forgiving her. Because this was enough. This was the only lesson she needed.

      She’d stared death in the face, and that was enough to make her fear him.

      That was enough to make her respect him.

      He wasn’t sure how long he held on to Marie. But the next thing he knew, when he went to let go of her, she had gone still.

      He pushed her away. Saw her, froth gathered around her lips, bloodshot eyes bulging in her skull.

      And he felt regret. He felt pain. He felt bad for what he’d done.

      But he took a deep breath.

      Steadied himself. Composed himself.

      Marie was a necessary sacrifice.

      It was going to be worth it.

      He walked back over to the window that Holly had escaped through.

      And then he looked at the fence, and the town beyond.

      He was going to find her.

      He was going to bring her back here.

      And he was going to make her pay in ways she couldn’t even imagine yet.
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      Mike headed further into the darkness, and he wasn’t sure where this road was going to end.

      He just knew that he had to keep on going down it. He had to keep on pushing on.

      Because his daughter was waiting for him at the end of this path.

      The night was cool and still. It made a change from the stormier times they’d experienced lately. Mike looked around at the buildings surrounding him. He looked around at these empty houses, these abandoned shops. And he thought about how sad it was that they were probably never going to open again. That business was never going to resume.

      He thought about how long they’d been closed. About how even if everything went back to normal again, what would happen to society? What would happen to capitalism? What would happen to the old systems? How would insurance be paid out? How would people get back on their feet again?

      There were so many things to consider about the world after the world they were living in now. There were so many things to puzzle over the state it was in, how it was going to get back to the way it was—whether it ever was going to get back to the way it was.

      But the main thing that struck Mike was that it probably never would get back to the way it was. It would probably be stuck in this chaos forever.

      Things were always going to be the same as they were now.

      One way or another, society was changed. For good.

      Mike heard footsteps. He knew they were Sofia’s. She was walking alongside him. He felt grateful for her, in all truth. Grateful that she’d decided to come along with him. Because after all that time separated from the rest of the group—and separated from Ian specifically—she could easily have decided to just stay back there.

      Especially when Holly had killed her son all those months ago.

      But she was here now. She was with him. She had his back.

      He had to be grateful for that. More than grateful.

      “We should be there soon,” Sofia said.

      Mike nodded. “Then you can head back if you want. I’ve got it from here.”

      Sofia sighed, shook her head. “Don’t be daft, Mike.”

      “That was what we agreed. You get me here. And then when I know exactly where I’m going, you head back. You get back to Ian. You get back to the others. You’ve made this journey once already. You don’t have to make it again. You shouldn’t.”

      Sofia shook her head. “You know I only told Ian that so he’d let me go, don’t you?”

      Mike frowned. “What—”

      “Your daughter’s in that place. She’s stuck in that place. And as much as I know I might be safer if I turned back, I can’t do that. I just can’t do that. Not when someone’s out there. Not when they’re suffering alone.”

      “But—”

      “No buts, Mike. I’m with you. I’ve got your back. So you’re just going to have to accept you’re stuck with me, hmm?”

      Mike wanted to argue. He wanted to protest. He wanted to convince Sofia otherwise. Convince her that she was making the wrong decision; the wrong call.

      But he heard her. He heard what she was saying—clearly.

      He heard her, and he knew he didn’t have a choice.

      “What makes you want to help my daughter?” he asked.

      He wasn’t sure where the question came from. Wasn’t sure where the words emerged. Just that deep down, he knew they had been coming for a long time. It felt like they’d had this ice to break for ages. That they’d kept things bottled up between them for so, so long.

      But now it was the time to bury the hatchet.

      Now it was the time to talk.

      “It’s natural,” Sofia said. “As a mother. It’s natural to want to help out someone’s—”

      “But that can’t always be the case,” Mike said. “Because… because you know my daughter’s different. You know she’s an exception.”

      She looked at Mike blankly like she didn’t understand.

      “She killed… she killed Tommy. She killed your son.”

      Sofia took a deep breath, then. She smiled. “She tells me it was an accident.”

      “And you believe her?”

      She looked like she was really pondering the question. “Sometimes, I’m not so sure. Sometimes, when I’m awake late at night, I wonder. I wonder about my decision to let her go. I wonder about whether I’ve done the right thing. And I know Ian has those worries, too. I know he has those concerns. But then… then I’ve spent time with her. I’ve lived with her. And I see it. I see it from a different perspective now. I see her from a different perspective. She’s had her struggles. She’s had her battles. But she’s… she’s good. Inherently good. And you deserve a lot of credit for keeping her that way in this world.”

      Mike scratched the back of his neck. “I don’t really think I can take the credit for—”

      “But you can,” Sofia said. “You have to. She’s a good person. A mixed-up person. A confused person. But she’s good.”

      Mike looked at Sofia. And he smiled. Because he couldn’t believe that someone could be so forgiving. He couldn’t believe that someone could be so understanding. “I owe you a lot.”

      Sofia sighed. “After our first child died… it changed me. It changed Ian, too. But after Tommy… things are different. Really different. I think I see the world differently, now. And I see that blaming people, that doesn’t get you anywhere most of the time. Holding this anger and this frustration… it doesn’t achieve anything. It only digs you into a deeper and deeper hole. And before you know it, you can’t get out of it.”

      Mike smiled at Sofia. He put a hand on her shoulder. “Well you’ve got out of it this time.”

      Sofia smiled back. Then she looked back. “Hey. Look, we’re here.”

      Mike looked up, and he saw the place.

      It was a junkyard. A scrap heap. Massive skips.

      He was amazed he hadn’t come across this place already. They must’ve circled it several times when they’d been on the road.

      But that didn’t matter. It was irrelevant now.

      They were here.

      There were people in some of those skips, apparently. But you wouldn’t know from this distance. Not with the way they were closed up, protected from the elements—or rather protecting what was inside them from the outside world.

      It looked quiet. It looked ominous. It looked… dead.

      Mike took a deep breath. Clenched his fists together. Because he knew what he had to do here. He knew exactly where he had to go.

      “Just be careful,” Sofia said. “There were plenty of people here before. I… I don’t know where they’ve—”

      “I’ve got this,” Mike said.

      He took a step towards the junkyard.

      He should’ve heard it coming.

      He felt the pain against the back of his head.

      The pain of something hard cracking against his skull.

      And then he fell to the ground, the consciousness slipping out of his body, and everything went black.
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      When Mike opened his eyes, he didn’t know where he was.

      He’d lost all sense of time, all sense of place. All he knew was that it was dark. He couldn’t tell whether it was dark from a blindfold or legitimately dark, not yet. He didn’t know what images in his mind were memories and which were dreams. He just knew that he needed to figure out where he was. Fast.

      Because something told him he was in danger.

      He tried to move, but his hands were bound together. Tried to move his feet, but they were trapped, too. He went to open his mouth, to shout out, but there was something over his lips, too. Some kind of tape.

      He was blindfolded. Someone had captured him.

      And the back of his head was hurting like mad.

      He strained. Strained to think. Strained to remember. Colours. Sounds. All of them surging around his mind, but at the same time, he had no idea how they slotted together, how they slipped into place as one.

      He figured they were like jigsaw pieces. Pieces of a puzzle. He wasn’t sure when they were going to click into place, but he was sure they were at some stage.

      He thought about Holly, and…

      Holly.

      Holly.

      The thought of her sparked a memory. A series of memories. Like he was tuning back into the matrix. Like he was rediscovering his self.

      He saw her disappearing.

      He saw himself walking down a road with Sofia, who he’d thought earlier was dead.

      He saw himself arriving at the place where Sofia insisted Holly had been captured.

      He saw himself looking around those skips, wanting to know what was inside each of them, wanting to discover whoever was there waiting for him.

      But then somebody had hit him.

      He’d fallen to the ground.

      The next thing he knew, he was waking up, here.

      He felt recharged by his memories. Like at least he knew what his goal was now. At least he had reconnected with his purpose. At least he had a sense where he was going, what he was doing.

      As much of a trap as he appeared to be in.

      He tried to move. Tried to break free of whatever was around his wrists. He’d been in situations like this before, and he was still here to tell the tale, so he could get out of this one. There was nothing stopping him breaking out of this situation. There was nothing stopping him getting away.

      He tried to pull against the ties around his legs, too. But something didn’t seem right. Something seemed… wrong. He was struggling. Finding it too difficult. Was it his lack of strength? His lack of energy? Or was he really just trapped?

      He thought about Sofia. Thought about where she might be. Whether she’d faced the same fate. Because he’d heard the rumours. He’d heard what Sofia had told him about this place.

      But if she was too old to conceive now… then what fate had she met?

      What fate had caught up with her?

      He was about to yank against the ties around his wrists once more when he heard a door open.

      He went still. Listened to the footsteps. They were getting closer and closer. He didn’t know who it was. Didn’t know what to expect. Only he’d seen the people who had destroyed his home. He’d seen the people who instigated the chemical attack. He knew how ruthless they were already.

      Silence. Silence, stretching on. He started to wonder if maybe the person who’d stepped in here had gone. He started to wonder if maybe he was just dehydrated and was imagining things. He started to wonder all kinds of things.

      And then somebody yanked at his head, and he saw light.

      His vision was blurred at first. He couldn’t make anything out, just light shining into his eyes.

      But as he blinked, as his vision adjusted, he saw the man standing over him.

      He had curly hair. Green eyes. A scar across his face.

      He looked familiar.

      And that’s when it struck Mike.

      “Oh, shit,” Mike said. And it was that absurd that he could barely even contain a laugh. “Calvin Etheridge. What a pleasure to see you.”

      “Mike Callaghan,” Calvin said, equally bemused. “Of all damned people. Fancy seeing you here.”

      Calvin yanked the tape free from his mouth. He felt himself bleeding straight away as the tape pulled away at his dry, dehydrated skin.

      “I mean, they say it’s a small world. And we always said we’d catch up after Stagecoach some time. But this… this. Well. Circumstances are different these days, aren’t they?”

      Mike still couldn’t believe what he was looking at—who he was looking at. Calvin was an old work colleague. He worked in management, so travelled around the region from time to time, moving from post to post. But Mike always thought he was a bit of a dick. He had a malicious streak. A malevolent streak. He seemed to revel in making people struggle.

      He was the guy who’d reported Mike for drinking on the job, what felt like a lifetime ago.

      “You’re looking healthier, I have to say. Much healthier than when I last saw you. Staying on the straight and narrow, I hope?”

      “My daughter,” Mike said. “My… my daughter.”

      Calvin frowned. Then his eyes widened. He laughed a little. “Of course. Of bloody course. Holly! I should’ve known. One look into her eyes, and she’s a bloody spit of you.”

      “What’ve you done to her?”

      “What’ve I done to her? Mike, I haven’t done a thing to her. You know what I’m trying to do here, don’t you? You know the world I’m trying to work towards. And it isn’t personal. Seriously. It’s just—”

      “I don’t give a shit what it is. You’re shitting insane. You always have been a sick nutter. I just didn’t think you were this insane.”

      Calvin shook his head. “And you’ve always had a naive streak. An aggressive streak. A streak of not listening to what you’re being told. The drink driving. You gave that up before it killed you, at least. Hey. That’s progress, as far as I’m concerned. That’s evolution.”

      “Where’s my daughter, Calvin? This isn’t work anymore. This is life. Where is she?”

      Calvin sighed. He looked around. “You know, I wish I could tell you that.”

      Mike frowned. “No bullshit. I know she’s here.”

      “She was here. But she went out there. She got away.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I have no reason to lie, Mike. She’s out there. But fortunately for us, now we’ve got you… I know exactly how to bring her back.”

      He stood up, smile on his face. Walked over to the door.

      “Why are you doing this?” Mike asked.

      “It’s nothing personal,” Calvin said. “Truly. Goodbye, Mike.”

      “Wait—”

      “Oh,” he said, stopping, turning around. “I’m guessing you’re wondering what we’ve done with your friend.”

      Mike frowned. “Sofia. What—”

      “You don’t have to worry about her. We’ve taken good care of her.”

      He smiled.

      “What? Wait!”

      And then the door slammed shut.

      Mike was engulfed in darkness again.
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      Holly wasn’t sure how long she’d been hobbling into the unknown when she finally fell to her knees.

      It was late, and it was dark. She didn’t know where she was. To be honest, she hadn’t had any real goal in mind; any real direction. She’d just wanted to get to safety. To find her dad, to find her family. The only place she could think to go was back to the Safe Zone. But then she knew that place must’ve fallen. She knew Dad and everyone else would’ve left that place by now—if they were still alive.

      She rested there on the ground. She was cold, a chill covering her body. Walking with a broken leg had been nigh on impossible, balancing away on the cast. She was on crutches, of course, but that didn’t make things easier in the long run. If anything, it made things even harder. More use of her muscles. More exertion of energy.

      And now she was knackered. She’d been travelling for so long. She wasn’t sure she could go much further.

      She rolled over onto her back. Looked up at the stars. She remembered what it’d been like when she’d been out in the wilderness with Alison. The times they’d had together. They were dark times. Times when she felt like she lost a sense of herself.

      But in a sense, there were good moments, too. Moments when she felt togetherness with Alison. Togetherness she couldn’t describe.

      She just wasn’t sure she was ever going to come across anyone like that again.

      She felt tears building in her eyes when she thought about Emma. She remembered coming across her in the wild when she was at her lowest, loneliest point. She remembered the way she’d made her feel. The way she’d turned her around. Given her somebody to care about. Somebody other than herself.

      She remembered the way she’d made her feel, and how she’d allowed herself to get naively drawn back towards her because of that bond.

      She’d made a mistake.

      She’d made a mistake letting Emma come back to the Safe Zone.

      She’d made a mistake bonding with Emma in the first place.

      If she’d just kept her cold, calculated attitude, then maybe things wouldn’t have played out the way they had.

      If she’d just kept her ruthless streak, kept her emotions dulled, then maybe things would be totally different.

      She went to pull herself back to her feet when she saw something.

      There was a kid. A girl. A girl just like Emma, about her age, illuminated in the moonlight.

      She was looking at Holly from the side of the buildings.

      But the difference with this girl?

      She was dead.

      She was skinny. Her face looked narrow. Her eyes were the worst. There was a look of defeat in them. A look of acceptance.

      And it was a look that no child should have to have in their eyes. It was a look that nobody should have to have.

      This girl had fought, and she’d died alone.

      Nobody deserved that.

      And Holly felt herself welling up even more. As much as she tried to fight it, as much as she tried to resist it, she couldn’t. She just couldn’t.

      She felt her throat bobbling, her chest tightening, and she cried.

      She cried because there was no going back to the Holly she used to be. She cried because as much as she tried to force herself to be that cold, emotionless husk of a person all over again, there was no turning back. She’d been through too much. Experienced too much. She’d stepped too far into the darkness then back out into the light to do anything about it.

      She put a hand on this girl’s head. Then she moved closer towards her and closed her eyes.

      She didn’t deserve to be looking out at the world with that expression.

      She didn’t deserve anything like this.

      Holly forced herself back to her feet, crutches in hand. She took a deep breath, pulled herself together, and then looked down the road. She didn’t know if she was heading in the right direction. She didn’t know where her family was. Where her people were.

      But she was going to find them.

      Or maybe… maybe she wasn’t going to find them. Maybe this time, luck wasn’t going to be on her side. Maybe she’d run out of fortune. Maybe fate was going to stop rooting for her, once and for all.

      But she took a deep breath.

      She had to be okay with that. She had to deal with that.

      She had to grow up and be adult about it.

      It wasn’t about being detached.

      It wasn’t about being cold.

      It was about being rational.

      She went to take a step down the road.

      And then she saw something.

      A light.

      A light in the sky.

      She felt her stomach do a somersault. She found herself blinking, trying to adjust her sight. Because she’d hallucinated in the past. That’s what this had to be. A hallucination. Nothing more than a figment of her imagination.

      She went to rub her eyes when she heard it.

      And then she opened her eyes.

      It was still there.

      Surging through the sky.

      Light cutting through the darkness.

      She felt a tear roll down her face as she realised, well and truly, what it was.

      When she realised what it meant.

      It was a helicopter.

      A helicopter.

      Which meant somewhere out there… there had to be someone helping.

      There had to be another extraction.

      She watched it fly overhead. Watched which direction it went in.

      Then she stood there, silent, for just a while.

      She looked down the road. Looked back towards her old home.

      Then she looked over her shoulder, over to where the helicopter was heading towards.

      She thought about the state that place had been in, back home. How going back there would be suicide.

      She thought about that helicopter, and what it could offer; what it might mean.

      She thought about it all, and then she took a deep breath.

      It was time to go somewhere new.

      It was time to go after this helicopter.

      If only she’d seen him watching her from the shadows…
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      Mike opened his eyes, and for a moment, he convinced himself he wasn’t still trapped in this room.

      He didn’t know what time it was. But he couldn’t see light shining under the doorway anymore. He could hear rain pelting down heavily. He tried to strain to listen to see if he could hear anything. He just wanted something from Sofia. A sign that she was still alive. A sign that he wasn’t alone in here.

      But there was nothing.

      He looked down at the ties around his wrists. It was rope, tightly tied. He knew he could break out of here if he had a lot of time. He could work his way out of it, with a lot of patience.

      But he wasn’t sure how much time he had left. He wasn’t sure how long Sofia had left, or where the rest of his people were.

      He wasn’t sure about any of it.

      So he had to make the most of this moment.

      He had to make the most of this opportunity.

      He pulled. Pulled against the rope. Pulled against that around his ankles, too.

      But it was no good.

      He was stuck.

      He was trapped.

      He took a few deep breaths. In his mind, he pictured the people he cared about. He pictured Holly and Alison and Kelsie and all of them out there.

      He pictured them, and he tried to feel a connection with them. He tried to feel close to them. To channel the way he felt about them to help him break free.

      He pulled again. Pulled against the ties. Pulled against those around his ankles and those around his wrists.

      But still with no success.

      He didn’t want to grow impatient. He didn’t want to get frustrated. He didn’t want to give up. Not after surviving this long. Not after getting this far.

      He’d glimpsed drama. He’d glimpsed despair.

      He’d glimpsed the loss of Alison and Holly, and he didn’t want to live with those feelings. Not again.

      He had to keep on trying here.

      He had to keep on going.

      He had to—

      A rattle.

      A rattle and a bang on the door.

      He held himself still. Whoever this was, they couldn’t have good plans for him. They couldn’t have good ideas in mind. He knew Calvin. He knew what he was like. Manipulative. And totally believing of the bad things he was doing; of the evils he was carrying out.

      This could be it. This could be the moment it all ended. This could be the moment things changed again, once and for all.

      When the door opened, and he saw who was standing there… it wasn’t who he expected.

      But he’d never been more relieved.

      “Sofia?” he said.

      She looked bloodied. Beaten. Bruised.

      But she was here.

      She was alive.

      She was standing.

      And she had a bloodied knife in her hand. “We don’t have much time,” she said. She rushed over to him. Cut the rope, freed Mike’s hands, and then his legs.

      “What did you—”

      “I got out. I did what I had to do. But we can’t stay here for long. They’re planning something, Mike. The leader of this place. Calvin. I heard him saying something. Something about how he was going out there. Something about Holly. I think… I think he has plans for her. Seriously sinister plans.”

      Mike felt the hairs on his arms stand on end when Sofia said those words. Because as much as he knew Calvin had a sick streak… and as much as he knew his plans for this place were twisted… it was hearing that he had seriously sinister plans for Holly that got to him.

      “He—he isn’t happy that she got away. He wants to make an example of her. And now he’s got you…”

      Mike walked past Sofia, over to the door. He looked outside, over the junkyard, over the skips. It was quiet. There wasn’t anyone around that he could see.

      Something didn’t seem… right.

      “We need to get out of here,” Sofia said. “We—we need to get over to the caravans over there. There’s a fence. It’s smaller than the rest. Should be easier to climb than…”

      She stopped. And Mike wasn’t sure why at first. He didn’t get it, didn’t understand it.

      But then he heard the noise in the sky, and he stopped.

      He didn’t know what it was. Not at first.

      But then it clicked.

      “The helicopter,” he said.

      He watched it go overhead, Sofia by his side. Was it the same one he’d seen the other day? Or was it another? He wasn’t sure.

      But he knew one thing.

      One thing for certain.

      He needed to get to Holly.

      He needed to get to the rest of his group.

      And then, together, they needed to get to that helicopter and see what the hell it led to.

      “We need to—”

      He stopped.

      He stopped because he heard the voices.

      Then the footsteps.

      He looked back. Saw a small group of people running their way.

      “Don’t let them get away!” someone shouted.

      Mike looked into Sofia’s wide eyes.

      She looked back into his.

      “Run,” he said.

      They ran. The pair of them pelted through the junkyard, past the skips. And Mike saw people now. He saw people in those skips. Saw them in all sorts of conditions. He saw them in all kinds of states, all kinds of traits. And he felt mad. Because at first, he just thought Calvin had a twisted streak.

      But this went beyond twisted.

      This was psychotic.

      This was torture.

      He heard the footsteps behind getting closer.

      “Just don’t look back,” Mike said.

      “If I don’t—if I don’t make it—”

      “You will make it.”

      “But if I don’t,” Sofia said. “Just… just make sure Ian knows how much I love him. Just make sure he knows how strong he is. And how much he’s kept me going through all the hell we’ve been through.”

      Mike looked at Sofia. He looked into her brown eyes. He looked at her as they ran along together.

      Then they reached the fence, together.

      “You’re going to—”

      A whooshing sound.

      Out of nowhere.

      Mike didn’t understand. He couldn’t wrap his head around it. Not at first.

      Not until he saw the blood on Sofia’s neck.

      Not until he saw the arrow poking out of her throat.

      Not until he saw her falling to her knees.

      And in the distance…

      Calvin.

      He looked at Mike, and he smiled. And Mike wanted to go over there. He wanted to kill him. He wanted to stay by Sofia’s side. He wanted to get her out of here and make sure she was okay, and he wanted to change everything.

      He wanted to begin again.

      But he saw Sofia fall to the ground.

      He saw her splutter as blood spewed out of her neck.

      He saw her cough, then shake and writhe.

      And he saw Calvin holding that crossbow, pointing it at Mike.

      He looked back at Sofia. Jaw shaking. Tears building. And he wanted to stay here. He wanted to comfort her. He wanted to stand by her side.

      But in the end, there was only one thing he could do.

      One thing, for the good of everyone.

      “I’ll make—I’ll make sure he knows,” he said.

      Then, as more of Calvin’s people approached, and under fire from Calvin, he clambered his way up the fence.

      He reached the top.

      Then he felt it.

      A pain in his leg.

      A pain as one of those arrows slashed against the back of his leg, narrowly missing slamming into him.

      A close call.

      Too close a call.

      He fell. Looked back. Saw Calvin still standing there, crossbow in hand.

      And then he saw Sofia looking into his eyes as the life drifted from hers.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m—I’m so sorry.”

      Then he turned away, and he disappeared into the night.
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      Mike didn’t look back towards Calvin’s junkyard.

      He didn’t look over his shoulder. Not once.

      He just ran into the night, the horrifying memory of what had happened circling around his mind.

      He had a rough sense of his bearings. Had a rough idea that he was heading in the right direction. But there was a resistance. A resistance holding him back. A resistance screaming at him not to go back to Ian empty-handed.

      Because Sofia had led him back to the camp where she swore Holly was being kept; where she insisted she was.

      She’d led him back there, as much as he’d tried to tell her she didn’t have to go any further.

      And she’d died there.

      He shuddered as he ran. He thought about his last memory of Sofia. The way she’d been telling him that if she didn’t make it, to make sure Ian knew how strong he was. To make sure he knew just how much he’d helped her get by through all the shit and all the loss they’d suffered.

      He remembered insisting to her that she was going to be okay. She was going to make it back. There was no way she was dying at that place. Not on his watch.

      But she had.

      She’d died.

      She’d been killed while they were escaping.

      And what had Mike been left with?

      What had he escaped with?

      He stopped. Put his hands on his legs. He had a crippling stitch. The taste of stomach acid filled his mouth. He couldn’t stop the thoughts spiralling in his mind. He couldn’t stop the regret.

      But then it hit him.

      Or rather… two things hit him.

      First, there was Holly.

      She’d escaped. She was out here—somewhere. And he knew that Calvin had a malicious streak. He knew he wasn’t just going to give up on her.

      He wasn’t going to be happy that she had escaped, and now he had escaped too.

      He wasn’t just going to lie down and admit defeat.

      But then there was something else. Something he couldn’t get from his mind.

      The helicopter. He’d seen it earlier on his journey with the rest of the group. And now he’d seen it tonight, too.

      He wondered what it was. Who it was. Where it was going.

      And he knew, deep down, he couldn’t let this opportunity just pass by.

      He needed to find out who was flying it.

      He needed to know.

      He heard a sound, and he looked up.

      There were footsteps. Footsteps from somewhere in the distance. Somewhere up ahead.

      He reached for his knife, but he realised it was gone. He had no weapons. So he looked around. He needed something. Something to improvise with.

      He grabbed a loose bit of stone from the kerb at the side of the road, and he raised it above his head.

      And then he saw him step out, and he had a whole mixture of emotions.

      It was Ian.

      He was looking at Mike with narrowed eyes, which were illuminated by the moon. Behind him, Mike could see Gina and Kelsie, Alison and Arya.

      But Ian was looking at him with a frown. With confusion.

      And all Mike could do was shake his head.

      “No,” Ian said, staggering towards him. “No. Please.”

      He reached Mike, and for a second Mike thought he was going to take a swing at him. He thought he was going to punch him.

      But instead, he fell into his arms.

      “Please no,” Ian said.

      “I’m sorry,” Mike said. “I’m… I’m so sorry.”

      “What—who—”

      “I know who did this. The people who destroyed our home. The people who—who took Holly. They killed Sofia.”

      Ian shook his head. His jaw tightened with a mixture of anger and grief. “I’ll—I’ll—”

      “She told me… she told me to tell you that you’re strong. That you’re far stronger than you believe. That you got her through so much. And that… that she’s sorry she left you. I’m sorry she left you.”

      Ian fell into tears, then. Alison and Gina joined his side. Kelsie, she looked weak.

      Mike put a hand on Kelsie’s shoulder. Squeezed it a little.

      “Is Holly going to be okay?” Kelsie asked.

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat and looked off into the distance. “I hope so. I hope…”

      Then it hit him.

      The location.

      The location she’d be heading towards.

      “The helicopter,” Mike said.

      Alison turned around. “What about it?”

      “I saw it again. Back when I was at the place. It—it flew over. Headed off towards the coast.”

      “Which is all fair and good,” Alison said. “But again. What good is that to us?”

      “Holly’s bright. You’ve spent time with her. You know how she is. She won’t have come charging back into the storm. She won’t have gone back to the Safe Zone. It’s… it’s not the logical thing to do. And she’s all about logic. She’s all about survival.”

      “So you think she’s heading towards that helicopter?” Alison said. “She’s heading to where it’s going?”

      Mike took a deep breath and nodded. He looked off into the distance, off towards where he knew the helicopter had headed.

      “So that’s where we go too?” Alison asked.

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat.

      Then he looked down at Ian as he crouched there, crying, grief-stricken.

      “We do,” Mike said. “We have to. It’s the only thing we’ve got. But there’s something else we need to do first.”

      He grabbed another piece of debris from the side of the kerb. Then he looked around for more pieces of debris; more things he could use.

      “What?” Alison asked.

      Mike looked up at the group. Then he looked into Ian’s tearful eyes.

      “We’re going to make Calvin pay for what he’s done,” Mike said. “We’re going to bring him down. We’re going to bring all his people down. And we’re not going to let a single one live.”
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      It was an hour later that Holly got the feeling that she was being followed.

      It was dark, but the sun was beginning to rise. A sure sign that spring was making its way for summer. The birds were chirping, all getting along with their lives like nothing had changed. In a way, Holly supposed nothing had really changed for them. Things were normal. The status quo was normal.

      They just didn’t get fed quite as much by humans. That was the only difference.

      There was a scent to the air. The kind of scent you got before any beautiful day. Just that sense that things were going to be stunning. And that sparked optimism inside Holly. That sparked a sense that over the horizon, things were going to change. Things were going to be different.

      Things were going to be hopeful.

      At least that’s what she was thinking until she got the feeling she was being watched.

      She looked over her shoulder. Looked back at the buildings. It wasn’t inconceivable that somebody might be in one of those buildings. There were plenty of other pockets of survivors around, after all. They saw them all the time. It’s just that usually, they kept themselves to themselves. There wasn’t much to note about them.

      And surely the vast majority of them were good people. They weren’t monsters. They weren’t tyrants. Sure, they’d all done things they weren’t proud of. Things that made them uneasy. Things they were unsure about to survive.

      But it just seemed like something wasn’t right here. It just seemed like something was different.

      And Holly couldn’t help feeling fearful.

      It was probably because she’d escaped the clutches of Calvin. And because she’d seen the helicopter. It had given her hope. And she didn’t want that hope to slip away. Not now. Not after everything.

      So she turned around, ignored that awful sense that someone was behind her, following her, watching her every move, and she kept going.

      She was careful to make sure she didn’t head right back through the place Calvin had her trapped. She’d taken a few diversions, made sure there was enough distance between those places and her.

      And it wasn’t easy. She was for the most part hobbling along on her makeshift crutches.

      But she was getting by. And she wasn’t going to let anything like a leg break get in her way.

      She was going to keep on going.

      Nothing was going to stop her.

      Nothing was—

      Shuffling.

      Shuffling behind her.

      She spun around. Looked back. Squinted at the buildings, barely illuminated by the rising sun.

      She couldn’t see a thing.

      She couldn’t make anything out.

      So she turned around again. Her heart was racing. She had to keep on moving. Keep on going forward. She couldn’t let the night get to her. She was probably just tired. Probably just weak. She probably just needed—

      “Hey.”

      She heard the voice, and a shiver shot up the back of her neck.

      She didn’t want to turn around.

      She didn’t want to look.

      She just wanted to keep on going.

      But she knew she couldn’t.

      She swallowed, held her breath, and turned around.

      There was a man standing there.

      He was wearing… military gear. Full military gear.

      And he was smiling at Holly.

      He was tall. Thin. Dark-haired. And Holly thought she recognised him from somewhere, weirdly. She thought there was something familiar about him.

      But before she could even place him, he spoke.

      “You lost?”

      Holly rubbed her hands against her arms. Her cold, detached demeanour dropped straight away and was replaced with fearfulness. Fearfulness she didn’t want to exude. She wanted to give off confidence. She wanted to give off composure.

      But she wanted to believe this man wasn’t as bad as she feared.

      He walked towards her, slowly. “My helicopter,” he said. “We had an accident a few miles back. A bad crash. Nobody… nobody else survived. So I’ve been travelling on foot. We’re extracting people, you know? Taking people out of this country and to an island off the coast. Somewhere new. Somewhere with order. Somewhere with power. Somewhere without all this chaos.”

      Resistance built up in Holly once again. Because she didn’t want to fall for this. She didn’t want to blindly believe. She’d been deceived before. She didn’t want to be deceived again.

      But then… his story. It added up. It made sense.

      What was stopping her having a little faith?

      “I don’t believe you.”

      He frowned. “You’re bound to be sceptical. I’m sure it’s got you far. Anyway. You don’t have to come with me. You can follow from a distance if you want. If that’d make you feel more comfortable. Whatever’s cool with you.”

      He walked past Holly. Looked at her, and at her makeshift crutches.

      “Good job with the crutches, by the way. Oh. And I’m Oliver. Good to meet you.”

      Holly watched Oliver pass by. She saw him walk off ahead, not waiting around for her. And she felt herself at a crossroads. She felt herself not wanting to follow him. Not wanting to go down that route.

      But at the same time… she wanted to follow him.

      Because she wanted to believe in what he was saying.

      She wanted to believe in the goodness of other people. That this world wasn’t all crisis and chaos.

      So, in the end, she surprised herself.

      In the end, she started walking.

      She figured there was no harm in following from a distance.

      She followed. Walked for a while. Sometimes, she felt like she was losing sight of him. But when she walked a little further, she realised he was still there.

      And it was when the sun had risen, and he stopped for a while, that she thought about holding back.

      But in the end, she walked over to him. Reached his side.

      When she got to his side, she saw the view up ahead.

      It was a beautiful view. A beautiful view of the hills. Of the villages.

      Then up ahead, the coast.

      “Lovely, isn’t it?” he asked.

      Holly took a deep breath of the cool morning air, and she found herself smiling. She found herself relieved. Because she was almost there. She’d come all this way, and she was almost there.

      But there was something still getting to her.

      Something still bothering her.

      “The helicopters,” she said. “The rest of your people. Where are they?”

      She looked up at Oliver and saw him smile.

      “You don’t have to worry about anything now, Holly. We’re almost there.”

      Two things.

      Two things struck her with a sickening sense of unease.

      First… he’d called her Holly.

      She hadn’t told him her name.

      And there was something else.

      The watch. The Rolex on his wrist. That’s what stood out to her. That’s what made her think.

      She’d seen it.

      She’d seen it before.

      She knew why it was familiar now.

      It had been on the wrists of one of the men who’d dragged her from the pile of bodies.

      One of the men in the masks.

      She looked up at Oliver. Tried to keep herself looking cool, looking composed. But she could feel her composure diminishing. She could feel it all falling apart.

      She had to keep herself together.

      She had to keep things in order.

      “You okay?” Oliver asked.

      Holly’s head spun. She turned away, back towards the direction she’d come from.

      That’s when she saw them.

      The people.

      The people standing there.

      Calvin.

      “I—”

      She didn’t say anything else.

      She didn’t get the chance to.

      Oliver wrapped a cloth around her mouth.

      And as she drifted into a deep, black unconsciousness, she watched as Calvin got closer and closer… and there was nothing she could do about it.
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      When Mike and his people reached Calvin’s junkyard, they didn’t find what they expected.

      The sun was high in the sky as the morning progressed. There was humidity to the air that teased an approaching summer. It had taken them longer than Mike had hoped to gather a few weapons together, then to make their way towards this place.

      But now they had got here… Mike had to admit to feeling less optimistic about all of this.

      Because of the state of this place.

      The women from the skips had gone. The dead bodies, they were still there, lying there. Some of the people who had their bones broken were still writhing around, struggling.

      But the most important thing was that Calvin and his people weren’t here anymore.

      And this place had been destroyed.

      Mike’s heart thudded as he studied his surroundings. He didn’t know what to make of any of this. He’d been expecting to come across a large crowd of people. He’d been expecting a fight. Expecting resistance.

      He hadn’t been expecting silence.

      The caravan had been destroyed. There were bullet holes scattered all around. And there were Calvin’s people on the ground.

      Someone had attacked this place.

      Someone had done Mike’s job for him already.

      “What should we do?” Alison asked.

      Mike wasn’t sure how to respond. He was hoping for someone else to come up with some suggestions. Because as far as he was concerned, he was stumped.

      Ian looked distraught. He’d been begging for his revenge. And Mike had wanted him to get that revenge so badly, too.

      But now he was being prevented it. Now he was being denied it.

      And being denied that opportunity was surely the hardest thing of all.

      But he took a deep breath. Stood upright. He had to look forward. It was all he could do. It was all any of them could do. At least there was still no sign of Holly here. At least there was no sign she’d been caught up in any of this.

      “We need to push on,” Mike said. “Towards the place where the helicopters were heading. We need to keep going.”

      “But these people,” Ian said. “These… these people.”

      They’d found Sofia when they got here. Her body was right where it was when Mike had last seen her. She’d dodged death a few times. Several of their people had dodged death a few times.

      But there was no denying the truth this time.

      Sofia was dead.

      She was gone.

      They’d buried her when they were certain they were alone here. Weren’t ideal surroundings, especially not with the connotations of this place, with the links of this place.

      But it was all they had. And Sofia deserved a burial. Ian deserved the opportunity to bury her.

      But he didn’t seem like he’d settled, mostly because he hadn’t even nearly got his revenge.

      “We have two choices here, as far as I see it,” Mike said. “We stay here. We wait for Calvin’s group to come back, wherever they are. And I… I know that’s tempting. I want to make them suffer, too. I want to make them pay. But there’s… there’s another option. Another choice.”

      Everyone was quiet. Everyone looked at him.

      “We push on to the helicopters. We leave this hell behind, and we hope for the best.”

      Ian looked up. His eyes were red. He shook his head. “You’d leave? You’d do that?”

      “I don’t see we have much to gain by staying here anymore.”

      “What about your daughter?”

      Mike looked deep into Ian’s eyes. He didn’t want to give up on Holly. He didn’t want to entertain the idea that he was leaving her behind.

      But he knew she was tough. He knew she was strong.

      And at the same time, he had faith in her. Faith that if she saw the helicopters, she would approach them too.

      If she saw the helicopters, she would be heading the same way.

      He just had to hope.

      But at the same time… he had to know that she’d be okay here.

      It was a bitter pill to swallow. It was painful to accept.

      But he had to accept it, nonetheless.

      “I have faith in Holly,” Mike said.

      Ian opened his mouth then as if he was going to protest. But then he just shook his head, sighed. “We can’t just walk away from this place,” he said. “We can’t just leave. Not without—”

      “But we can,” Mike said. “We can.”

      Alison walked over to Mike, Kelsie by her side. “As far as I see it, it’s not an easy decision to make. But it’s the only option we have.”

      Then Gina and Arya followed.

      And then it was just Ian.

      “Don’t let us drift apart,” Mike said. “Not after everything. There has to be a way forward. There has to be an end to this. To all of this.”

      Ian looked back at the camp. He looked at the skips. Looked at the junkyard. Then he looked at Sofia’s grave.

      He put a hand on it. Whispered something to it.

      And then he stood up.

      “We keep going,” he said.

      Mike nodded. He stood upright. Part of him had wanted Ian to protest. Part of him had wanted Ian to put up a fight. Just something to stop him leaving this place, potentially leaving Holly behind.

      They turned around, and they walked off towards the sunlit horizon, together.

      

      It was after an hour that they saw them.

      First, the horizon. The beautiful view. The helicopters on the coast. One thing for certain about this place.

      It was some kind of extraction zone.

      It was some kind of ticket out of here.

      But there was something else.

      Something in their way.

      And in the end, it was inevitable.

      Truly inevitable.

      Calvin was here.

      His remaining people were here.

      And Holly was here, too.

      Blade to her neck.

      “Hello, Mike,” Calvin said, as his people surrounded his. “Fancy seeing you here.”
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      “Well, Mike? Isn’t this cosy. What a lovely reunion. A family reunion.”

      Mike looked at the scene ahead of him. He could see Calvin holding a blade to his daughter’s throat. And he could see a whole lot else, too. The helicopters in the distance. The coast. The place of salvation.

      But Calvin’s people were in his way.

      “Looks like you got here just in time for the choice. Your greatest choice.”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. Because he had a deep, dark feeling he knew what this choice was. He knew where this conversation was going.

      “Don’t do this, Calvin,” Mike said. “We worked together. We come from the same background. We—”

      “Nonsense,” Calvin said. “You come from privilege. You come from a good background. I came from nothing, Mike. I worked hard. Worked hard to build what I had. And you’ve ruined it. You’ve—you’ve ruined it.”

      Mike shook his head. “I always knew you were a nutter. But this. This is…”

      “It’s insane by your standards, okay. But the standards of the new world are different. The new world requires new ideas. You just couldn’t let us settle, could you? You had to drive us out of our home. Drive us away.”

      Mike frowned. “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t lie,” Calvin said, saliva surging from his lips. “Don’t even try to lie. You know what you did back there. And you’ll pay for it. One way or another, you’ll pay.”

      Mike wanted to argue some more. He wanted to fight back. Because he hadn’t done anything to Calvin’s place. He hadn’t destroyed it. That wasn’t him.

      But he didn’t have time to fight back.

      Because Calvin lifted the blade to Holly’s neck again.

      “I have a blade here, in case you haven’t noticed. And this blade will pierce your daughter’s neck.”

      “Calvin, please—”

      “You can choose to save her. Or you can choose to save these people here. Your people. These others, these innocent women, as you might call them. Because I’ve no use for them anymore. Not without a home. Not without any way of feeding them. Might as well turn them into meat.”

      Mike shook his head in disbelief. His people beside him looked similarly dismayed.

      “If you choose Holly, all of these people here die. They fall to their deaths off the cliffs below. All of them die, all because you decide to save one of them. Just one of them. Mothers. Pregnant mothers. Wives. All of them.”

      “Don’t,” Mike said.

      “Or… you can choose to save them. You can be their salvation. And they’re yours. If you think you can do better than me then please. Be my guest. But if you do that… she’s mine. Holly’s mine. She becomes the mother of the new world. The beginning of our new project.”

      Mike shook his head. He couldn’t even begin to debate this. His daughter. His Holly. He’d watch a thousand people die to know she’d live.

      But… but these women. These people, innocent. Staring back at him. Terror in their eyes.

      Gina.

      Ian.

      Alison.

      Arya.

      Kelsie.

      They were his friends.

      They were his family too now.

      He couldn’t let them die.

      He couldn’t watch them die.

      “Come on, Mike. You’re a man of good judgement, aren’t you? At least that’s what you’ve always told me. That’s what you’ve always insisted.”

      “There has to be another way,” Mike said.

      Calvin smiled and sighed. “You see, that’s the thing. You might think there is. You might think there’s a way to outthink me here. You might think there’s a way to out scheme me. You might’ve read stories where somehow, everyone comes out of situations like this unscathed. But believe me, Mike. Believe me. You’re losing someone here. It’s Holly. Or it’s every one of these people. Who matters to you more? Who matters to you, Mike?”

      Mike wanted to fight back. He wanted to argue. But he felt defeated. Totally helpless. All this time trying to protect his people—all his people—and now he was being asked to choose between them.

      All this time, and he was being asked to make a choice against everything he stood for, everything he believed in.

      Holly.

      Or all these people. Kelsie, Alison, Gina, Ian, Arya.

      His daughter.

      Or the girl he’d promised to protect. The woman he’d fallen in love with. The friend of his daughter who’d saved his life. The man whose wife had died on his watch. The dog that had been with him since day one.

      He had to make a call.

      He had to make a choice.

      There was no backing out of it.

      So he stepped forward.

      He stepped forward, and he walked down the hill. He stepped forward and walked up to Calvin. Up to Holly. He looked her in the eye. Then he looked up at Calvin, into his eyes.

      “Take me,” Mike said.

      Calvin smirked. “What?”

      “Me,” Mike said. “If you want to punish anyone, make it me. Just not these people. Not my daughter.”

      Calvin shook his head and sighed. “You’re just not getting it, are you?”

      He looked over at one of his people.

      “Show him how much business we mean.”

      The man standing with Alison dragged her over to the side of the cliff edge.

      “No!” Mike shouted.

      “Oh,” Calvin said. “Is that the sound of you making a choice? Is that the sound of you making a decision?”

      Mike’s heart raced. His tear-soaked eyes stared blankly at Holly, who looked back at him, devastation upon her face.

      Because there was a look there. A look there that said she knew how this was going, too. That said she understood how this was going to end.

      “Holly. I can’t do this. I can’t… I can’t let them die.”

      Holly looked at him, tearful. She looked at him like she understood.

      “I’ll come for you. I promise you that. We’ll—we’ll all come for you. We’ll get you back. You won’t have to suffer. I’ll never give up on you. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

      He wanted to go over to his daughter. He wanted to hold her. He wanted to tell her how sorry he was.

      But when he looked at her, he saw her smiling.

      “You do what you have to do,” she said. “You do the right thing. For everyone. Like you always taught me.”

      She smiled. And through the tears, he found himself smiling, too. Because his daughter believed in him. Just like he believed in her.

      They were going to work through this.

      They were going to survive.

      They were going to make it.

      He looked up at Calvin, and he saw the way he was looking back.

      Concerned.

      “I’ve made my choice,” Mike said, wiping the tears from his eyes. “Take her. Let the people live. But I’m coming for her. I’m coming for you. And when I get you… when I get you, I swear to God, you’ll pay. You’ll rue the day you ever crossed me.”

      That look. That look of fear on Calvin’s face, just for a second.

      Mike got the sense he had the upper ground. Like no matter how bad this situation was, no matter how hard this was for Mike, he had something over these people. And he was going to make the most of it,

      Then a smile from Calvin. A smile of control. A smile like he had the upper ground all over again.

      “I guess—I guess the rules have changed, then.”

      And then he did something that made Mike’s entire world stop.

      He did something that made Mike’s world stand still.

      Calvin pulled back the blade and stabbed Holly in the neck.

      Mike went still. Time froze. Everything around him went blank. Sound disappeared. Everything disappeared.

      All he could do was throw himself towards Holly.

      “No!”

      He grabbed Holly as she lay on the ground. He grabbed her as blood pooled out of her neck. She stared up at him, confusion on her face. Shock in her eyes.

      “Dad?” she said.

      “Holly,” he said. “Oh, God. No. No. I can’t—I can’t—”

      “It’s okay, Dad,” she said, spluttering blood. “You… you saved them. You saved… you saved them all.”

      And she smiled.

      She smiled in her bleeding daze because she truly believed her own words.

      That’s because she couldn’t make sense of what was going on around her.

      First, they pushed one of the women off the cliff.

      Then another.

      Then another.

      And before Mike knew it, they were pushing more of these innocent people over it, too.

      “No!” he shouted.

      He didn’t look. He couldn’t look.

      All he could look at was Holly, as her face got paler.

      All he could look at was Holly, as she coughed, spluttered.

      But smiling.

      All this time, smiling.

      Smiling with pride.

      Like she’d finally, finally made it.

      “My girl,” he said, in tears. “Please no. Please don’t go. We—we can work through this. We can fix this. We can—we can make this better.”

      She held a hand up to him. A shaking, bloodied hand.

      In it, she was holding her ring.

      The ring Caitlin had given her.

      The last gift her mum gave her.

      “Kelsie,” she said. “You… you give this to Kelsie. And you bring her… you bring her up like you brought me up. You… you love her like you loved me. You teach—teach her to be good. Teach her to be good. Just… just like you taught me. And if—if you do that, she’ll be good… And she’ll be so happy to… to have you… as her… as her d…”

      She stopped.

      Her eyes went blank.

      But still that smile was on her face.

      Mike cried. He punched the ground. He tried to give her resus. He tried to bring her back.

      But it was no use.

      She was gone.

      Holly was gone.

      He looked up. Time felt weird. Nothing felt real.

      When he looked up, he saw that Calvin was already walking off in the distance. Some of his remaining people by his side.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, looking at Mike with regret. “Truly. But you’ve sacrificed enough now. You understand, now.”

      “I’ll kill you. I’ll—”

      “You won’t do a thing like that,” Calvin said. “Because this is where we walk away. This is where our paths diverge. Goodbye, Mike.”

      “I’ll kill you!”

      But Mike couldn’t move.

      Mike couldn’t go anywhere.

      Because Mike couldn’t leave his daughter’s side.

      He could only watch as Calvin and his people walked off into the distance.

      He could only watch as they made their way towards the helicopters, which were departing. Another symbol of hope, gone.

      He could only watch, as his people joined his side, as they tried to comfort him, as they tried to reassure him.

      He could only watch as the man who’d destroyed his life got away.

      And he couldn’t do a thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      A day passed.

      A dark day. An impossible day.

      But a day passed, and Mike stood over his daughter’s grave.

      Burying her was the hardest thing to do. The most impossible thing to do. Ian offered to do it for him, but he hadn’t been able to let him.

      He’d had to do it himself.

      It was a father’s duty.

      It was his duty.

      It was cloudy. Rain fell heavily, making the earth slushy. Arya was by his side the whole time through the burial, and had been by his side a long time, after too.

      It was like she understood. Like she knew.

      He looked at the grave of his daughter and he felt like jumping into the earth, too. He felt like burying himself in a hole and letting the ground swallow him whole.

      But he couldn’t do that.

      He couldn’t do that, because he’d made a promise.

      He heard footsteps behind.

      When he turned around, he saw Kelsie approaching.

      She looked at him with that sadness on her face. That little curious sadness that broke his heart all over again.

      She didn’t say anything. She just stood by his side. Held his hand.

      The little ring from Holly’s finger cold against his palm.

      It was a while before she finally said anything.

      “What are we going to do about it all, Uncle Mike?”

      Mike took a deep breath of the cold, damp air. He looked down at Kelsie. Then he looked over his shoulder, back at Alison, at Ian, at Gina and at Arya. He looked at the two new people who’d joined his group—Hailie and Beth—the sole survivors of Calvin’s massacre.

      He looked at them, and then he looked over into the distance, over towards the coast, over past Holly’s grave.

      “We’re going to find them,” Mike said. “We’re going to hunt Calvin and his people down and we’re going to find them. No matter what.”

      “And then?” Kelsie said.

      “And then we’re going to kill every last one of them,” Mike said.

      He squeezed Kelsie’s hand.

      Kelsie squeezed his hand back.

      It was time to get to work.

      It was time to get his revenge.

      It was time for war.
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      Fight for Survival, the sixth book in the Into the Dark series, is now available to pre-order on Amazon: http://smarturl.it/FightForSurvival
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