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      Kelsie looked into the woods and felt like she was at home again.

      The sun shone brightly through the clouds. Summer had been long and intense. It felt like they were getting more drawn out every year. Two years ago, they’d barely had a winter at all.

      Not that Kelsie was complaining. Winter was always the most taxing, challenging season.

      But they’d found ways to adapt. Ways to get by.

      Fifteen years meant they were more than accustomed to surviving in this world, now.

      There was nothing “new” about this world anymore, in fact. It was just the world.

      There was no adapting. The new generations were born into it. The older generations spoke with reminiscent fondness about the past in the same way her grandparents and parents used to speak about old films, old albums.

      But there was a detachment, now. A detachment from the past. The newer generations didn’t know what it was to live in that old world, so they didn’t long for it.

      They spoke about the past, sometimes. Asked about it late at night. Parents told bedtime stories about the world before. About that mythical magic that was electricity.

      And children listened and were wowed by it. But there was no reality to it. There was no sense that it was a real thing that had once been present. It was just something of myth. Something of legend.

      Kelsie took a deep breath as she looked around the woods. She looked at the lush green leaves on the trees; at the squirrels running around, the birds singing from the branches. Wildlife was far more abundant these days. Sure, some species had been hit in the early days—squirrels, deer, animals like that. But as time progressed, they’d moved towards the farming of animals like cows and sheep again.

      One thing was for sure, though. They treated those animals with far more kindness than the older generations had. The new world had instilled everyone with a new found respect for animals, for those that provided them with livelihood.

      She looked around and listened. She was out here for a reason. And she had to listen out for that reason. She knew they were close by. She knew what she was looking for was close to her. She’d tracked them, and now she could hear them in the light breeze.

      She waited. Kept still. Kept her patience. Kept her cool. Because she knew that she would hear them again if she just waited.

      She held her breath, gritted her teeth.

      Then she heard them.

      The whimpers. The little whimpers that she knew for a fact belonged to what she was looking for.

      She felt a twinge of regret prick up in her chest. Mostly because it was never nice removing something from the wild.

      But then she thought of the lives they would be giving them back at Wright Green Hospital. She thought of the way they would be raising them. She thought of the enjoyment of the others, and she knew that in the long run, it would be worth it.

      It was just always so sad tearing them away from their families.

      It was always sad seeing anyone torn from their families.

      She listened closely to the sound, and then followed the direction of the cries as soft-footed as she could. She was barefoot. It was quieter that way. Stealthier. And her feet had hardened over the years, anyway.

      She held her bow and arrow in hand as she moved further through the woods. She knew she was alone out here—where humans were concerned, anyway. But there was still that undying sense that someone could be hiding in the trees. Someone could be waiting. Watching.

      She shrugged off those irrational fears and kept on moving towards the sounds, towards the whimpers. She got closer, closer. And her heart started racing. Mostly because there was always a sense of adrenaline with anything like this. There was always a risk, always a danger.

      She stepped around the trees when she saw them.

      Her heart melted right away.

      There were five beautiful wolf cubs lying beneath a tree. They weren’t the only animals who had prospered in the wild since humans had fallen. Zoo animals had escaped. People claimed some had bred—claimed they’d seen bears out in the wild, but Kelsie knew that was probably just myth.

      But at the same time… wild wolves were now a thing—and there were a lot of them. Anything was possible.

      She looked around. Scanned her surroundings. Then she sat opposite the wolf cubs.

      They were beautiful, helpless little things. She reached down towards them, let their little paws claw at her, tickled their tummies. She knew they were just like dogs at this stage. When they were young, they could be taken back home, domesticated. When they were older, they were harder. More feral. More difficult.

      And they were valuable. Valuable for transport in the harsher weathers. Good alarms. Good hunters. Good trackers.

      Wolves were man’s best friend, as long as they were raised that way.

      She lowered her bow. Opened up her bag, lifted one of the bigger ones and put it inside as it whined away. Then she lifted another, and another, and then there were only two left.

      She went to reach for the next one, and she thought of Arya. Her first dog in this world, really. A beautiful Siberian husky. A loyal companion.

      She’d lived a long, fulfilled life.

      She missed her to this day.

      She was about to lift another one when she heard footsteps and then a growl right behind.

      She froze. Her body went still. She didn’t want to turn.

      But she knew she had to.

      When she looked around, she saw two wolves approaching.

      Angry eyes.

      Snarled growls.

      The male and the female, no doubt about it. Looking at Kelsie with hate. They knew exactly what she was up to, as their cubs continued to whine. They knew exactly who she was—the enemy.

      She felt guilty. She’d been hoping to avoid this. She didn’t want a fight. She didn’t want a confrontation. She just wanted these cubs.

      She lowered the bag of cubs, slowly.

      Then she reached for her bow.

      But it was already too late.

      One of the wolves—the male—threw itself towards her.

      She abandoned the bow right away and yanked out the knife.

      And as the wolf landed on her, she pulled it back and stabbed it in its neck.

      She heard its whine. Heard it snarl as warm blood poured from its side. And she felt that momentary guilt again, as it fell back, bleeding out, its mate looking on in shock.

      But she knew what this was. It was survival.

      And there was no room for complacency—there was no room for emotion—when it came to survival.

      She held up the bloodied knife, then. And she zoned herself into the moment. She focused on right here, right now.

      Forgot the emotion.

      The wolf cubs continued to whine in that bag. The mother circled, moving side to side as she watched her mate bleed out. Like she was re-evaluating how dangerous Kelsie was. Making a new plan.

      Kelsie thought about throwing herself at that wolf and getting it done with before she could attack her.

      But then she heard something.

      A whine. A louder whine.

      She looked down.

      Saw two of the wolf cubs struggling past her.

      Barely walking.

      Barely on their feet.

      But making their way back towards their mother.

      Kelsie knew she had three cubs in the bag. But that wasn’t the plan. The plan was to get more. To take them all back.

      But all she could do was watch as these two cubs passed by.

      All she could do was watch as they struggled past, further and further, making their way towards their mother.

      And in turn, the mother watched them get closer.

      Frozen in time.

      Kelsie held her knife. Heart pounding.

      “Don’t move,” Kelsie muttered. “Don’t make me do anything. Please don’t make me do anything.”

      She watched as the mother paced from side to side. Wanting to be nearer to her cubs, but at the same time, not wanting to risk anything.

      “Stay there, girl. Please.”

      She watched as the cubs made their final few steps.

      And then she saw the wolf make her move.

      She felt a sense of dread.

      Lifted her knife.

      But then she saw something remarkable.

      The wolf lifted both her pups up by the neck in her mouth.

      She looked at that bag where her other pups, the three remaining, wailed away.

      Then she looked at her dying mate.

      Then into Kelsie’s eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” Kelsie said. “Go now. Leave it. Please. Just go.”

      And then she watched as the wolf turned around and ran off into the trees.

      Kelsie kept still. Held her ground. Waited until she was absolutely certain; absolutely sure.

      Then she walked over to the dying wolf.

      She crouched down. Put a hand on its side. Felt its warmth spread through to her hand.

      Then she put the knife into its head, as quick as she could, getting it done.

      She wiped the knife on the ground. Then she stood up. Looked over at the sun. At the glow. Felt the hope in the air.

      Then she turned around and grabbed the bag of wolves and put it over her shoulder.

      “Come on,” she said. “Time for you to come home.”

      She took a deep breath and headed back towards the hospital.

      The light shone down on the dead wolf.

      Somewhere in the distance, his mate looked on, cubs in mouth.
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      Kelsie hated birthday parties.

      Especially when it was a milestone twenty-first birthday.

      It was night. She was in the main hall of the hospital, where they always held events like this. Truth be told, she’d been dreading this night for a long time. Not that she wasn’t grateful for her friends, for her girlfriend, for the people she considered family.

      It was just that she hadn’t organised any of this. None of this was her idea.

      She’d prefer it if people didn’t surprise her like this. If people respected her wishes.

      But then they’d just tell her to stop being a spoilsport and to cheer up.

      “You could at least try to look like you’re enjoying your birthday.”

      Kelsie looked to her side and saw Siobhan. She was dressed in a long, silver dress. Her blonde hair was down to her shoulders. Her blue eyes were like crystals, shimmering in the candlelight. She’d never get tired of looking into them.

      “Well,” Kelsie said, scratching her arms and twitching. “I would’ve preferred it if you’d given me a warning.”

      “And if I’d given you a warning, you would’ve snuck away somewhere until the night was over. That’s just it, Kelsie. You need surprising with something like this.”

      “And you wonder why I struggle trusting people.”

      Siobhan sighed. Put her arm around Kelsie’s waist, as the pair of them stood and looked at everyone standing there, drinking out of posh glasses, having fun. “Everyone here’s having fun. That’s the main thing. I’d rather be back home—”

      “Back home doing what, hmm?”

      Kelsie tilted her head. “Well. Playing with Arya Jr, maybe.”

      “You need to give that dog some more space,” Siobhan said. “I swear she’s getting separation anxiety.”

      Arya Jr wasn’t a pup herself, now. Far from it. Arya had her not long before she’d died. It’d made getting through Arya’s death a lot more manageable, in truth, mostly because they shared so many of the same traits.

      Arya lived on through her offspring. She always would live on through their offspring.

      She was a constant in world of flux.

      She looked around at the people, all hundred and odd of them, filling this room. Many of them weren’t people who were originally here. Most of them had arrived in the couple of years following. The years where Gina had been in charge of this place.

      She felt a shiver cross her when she thought of Gina. When she thought of what had happened. Of how things had gone down.

      She reached for her left ear, or rather the spot where half of her left ear used to be.

      Felt that space.

      Shivered some more.

      She pushed those memories from the forefront of her mind.

      That was the past.

      This was now.

      “I just think you should be more appreciative,” Siobhan said. “People here respect you.”

      “People here speak behind my back.”

      “That’s just people, Kelsie. Let them talk. At the end of the day, you’re well liked here. And you just so happen to be the girlfriend of the woman in charge of this place. There is that.”

      Kelsie rolled her eyes as Siobhan leaned in to kiss her. “You can’t always win me over with your kisses.”

      She kissed her again. “Want a bet?”

      She felt love whenever Siobhan touched her. Truth be told, their friendship had gotten off to a rocky start. It was hard to believe that this was the same girl who had sided with Graham in the early days of the civil unrest.

      But they were young. Time had passed. Things had changed.

      So much had changed.

      And yet here they still were.

      Wright Green Hospital.

      Still standing.

      Flourishing.

      Thriving. Even without power.

      Because it had the only thing it needed, after all.

      It had people who were all pulling in the same direction.

      “You look a bit peaky,” Siobhan said. “You sure you’re feeling alright?”

      Kelsie tutted. “My meds have worked perfectly fine for the last fifteen years. Imagine they’re not going to stop right now.”

      “It’s experimental treatment. We can’t forget that.”

      “It’s always experimental treatment,” Kelsie said. “That’s the world we’ve always lived in.”

      She had to admit, the production of insulin was something rather remarkable. It took the brains of the scientifically minded in here. Took a lot of work. Work that she didn’t understand; that was far more scientific than she could understand. All she knew was that it took lots of pancreatic organs, lots of lab equipment, and lots of Chemistry knowledge.

      It worked. Who was she to question the science?

      But as much as Kelsie had been doubtful when they’d run out of the original backup supplies all those years ago… she was still here. Still standing.

      Her diabetes was under control.

      “Why are you being so snappy?”

      Kelsie shuffled away. “I just don’t like parties.”

      “There’s something else. Something bothering you.”

      “The woods today. Something happened out there.”

      Siobhan frowned. A reminder of the looks that used to cross her face when they had rivals out in the wild. Of course, that wasn’t the case anymore. There was no such thing as a small band of survivors. Humanity had blown up into small groups, but now it had drifted back towards unity. The country was made up of mass-communities. Some of them co-operated. Most of them were aware of one another. Many of them traded.

      There was order.

      But outside the walls of the communities… there was nothing but the ghostly reminders of a past once lived.

      “What happened?”

      Kelsie shook her head. “It’s… it’s nothing, really.”

      “Whatever it is is clearly bothering you.”

      “I had a bit of a run in with a pair of wolves. Had to kill the father. Had a chance to take the final two cubs and take the mother out. But I didn’t. I couldn’t.”

      Siobhan tutted. Shook her head. “There’s nothing wrong with that. That shit happens.”

      “For the first time in a long time, I just got that feeling that we’re the enemy. We’re the evil. The world would be better off without us. We’re the enemy we fear.”

      Siobhan tightened her arm around Kelsie’s waist. “We’ve always been the enemy. We’re just more in touch with the horrors we’re committing, now.”

      Kelsie nodded, considering what Siobhan had said. She knew she was right. But at the same time, she knew she had to get out of here. She had to get some air.

      Because she remembered the horrors all of them had been through.

      She remembered the loss of the past. The horrors she’d committed. The horrors all of them committed.

      She felt a headache coming on. “I’m going to go have a lie down.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. Just an hour. You enjoy yourself. I’ll… I’ll have a nap then come back down here.”

      “Bloody hell. Anyone would think you’re in your eighties.”

      “Let’s see who’s saying that when you’re getting out of bed with your clicky knees in the morning.”

      She kissed her again. Then, before anyone could come over and bother her, she slipped out of the room, towards the back door.

      She stepped out into the night. Took deep breaths of the cool air. She looked up at the stars. Wondered how many other people in the world were looking up at those same stars, too. Whether any of them had power. Whether any one of them had a life much like the life Kelsie had lived in her childhood.

      She took a deep breath and then she heard the footsteps.

      She turned around.

      “What’re you doing out here, kiddo? Aren’t you supposed to be partying?”

      Kelsie smiled. She smiled when she saw his grey hair illuminated in the moonlight. When she saw his bushy beard.

      “I’m not the party type,” she said. “How’re you doing, Mike?”
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      “So. You never really answered my question. Why the hell aren’t you out partying celebrating your birthday?”

      Kelsie sat in the old pub from years ago. It wasn’t much anymore, just a place where some of the old regulars still showed up and knocked back a drink or two. Kelsie had vague memories of this place when she was younger. One of the first places where the people here were really truly happy. Where they were able to let go of the world outside, even if for just a little while, and let their hair down. Let go.

      Now it was quiet. Dusty. Empty.

      Mike was still a presence in here.

      She looked at him as he sat in the dark, the only light from the moon and a few candles that had been lit. She could still hear the shouts and laughter from her party. “Sounds like they’re having fun without me,” she said.

      Mike smiled. Handed a glass of whisky over towards Kelsie.

      “Oh. No. I can’t… I couldn’t drink that.”

      “You can, and you bloody well will,” Mike said. “It’s your birthday. Your twenty-first. You might not thank me in the morning. But the least you can do is have a quiet drink with an old man, right?”

      Kelsie tutted as she took the glass reluctantly. “You’re not that old.”

      “Old in this world is a whole different concept to what it used to be. We don’t live into our seventies, our eighties. Not anymore. Things are good. But they’re not a miracle. Eventually… eventually the time comes for all of us. And I’ll tell you something. My back’s aching more by the day; I’m actually starting to look forward to croaking it.”

      He laughed, but Kelsie found herself tutting again. “You shouldn’t say that.”

      “Why? Starting to miss me even though I’ve not gone anywhere?”

      “I just think you’re writing yourself off too soon. You’ve got plenty of years left in you yet. Right?”

      Mike lifted his glass. Chinked it against Kelsie’s. “We never know when it’s our time to go. That’s never changed. Now, drink.”

      Kelsie looked down at the ominous brown liquid in the glass.

      Then she took a deep breath and knocked it back.

      She coughed right after swallowing it, her throat burning. “God,” she said. “That’s disgusting.”

      Mike laughed at her. “That’s one lesson I will teach you. Whisky never starts to taste nice. No matter what anyone tells you. We just get better at handling the bitter.”

      “Yeah, well,” Kelsie said, putting the glass to one side. “I think that’s enough bitter for me for one day.”

      “How’s things at home?”

      Kelsie shrugged. “Same as ever. Siobhan’s doing her best job running this place.”

      “And a grand job she’s doing.”

      “A ‘grand job?’ Jesus, you really are getting old, aren’t you?”

      “Told you. I’ll be in my slippers in no time.”

      Kelsie smiled. “But yeah. Things are good. Arya Jr’s as cheeky as ever.”

      “Chip off the old block.”

      Kelsie felt sadness deep in her chest. “Yeah. I think about her a lot, you know?”

      “As do I,” Mike said, staring off into space. She could tell Arya’s death still got to him. He’d lost so many people over the years. Either through death or through… circumstance. Kelsie was the only one he really had left.

      And in a way… he was the only one she had left.

      “Considering it’s your birthday, you seem pretty miserable.”

      Kelsie sighed. She wasn’t sure whether the whisky was taking effect already or whether she’d just been worn down with the constant questioning from people, but she was ready to offload. “I just… now I’m an adult. A proper adult, no excuses anymore. I’ve been hiding behind the fact I was still technically a kid for so long. And I guess in a way, as good as we’ve got things, deep down I was hoping things would be sorted. That somehow, the world could go back to how it used to be. That I’d never have to live a day as an adult in this world. But now I see this is just… this is just how it is. And it’s not easy.”

      Mike sighed. “You know, Holly used to worry about the same thing.”

      Kelsie frowned. Mike didn’t open up about Holly much, not anymore. “She did?”

      “She was close to us. Well. Maybe she drifted from me a little towards the end of the old world, but… but she was always close. She worried about growing up. Saw these kids who ended up estranged from their parents for whatever reason and always swore that wouldn’t be her. Made us make her promise we’d never let that become of her. It’s funny how things work out. She’d… she’d have been in her thirties, now.”

      He looked for a moment like he was going to continue. But he stopped. Looked at Kelsie. Cleared his throat. Then looked away.

      And Kelsie wanted to ask him more about her. She wanted to encourage him to talk. To get his demons off his chest entirely.

      But then Mike continued, “Anyway. Your birthday present.”

      Kelsie rolled her eyes. “You didn’t have to—”

      “Course I bloody well did. Close your eyes.”

      “What?”

      “Just close your eyes, okay?”

      Kelsie took a deep breath and sighed. Then she closed her eyes. “There. Look. Happy now?”

      “What I’m going to show you. It’s… I hope you’ll forgive me.”

      Kelsie frowned. She wanted to open her eyes again. “What?”

      “Just… Well. Open your eyes now.”

      She opened her eyes.

      And when she saw what Mike had in his hands, she felt a lump in her throat. A knot in her stomach. A tightness getting stronger and stronger in her chest.

      “How…”

      It was her old jukebox. The one she had as a kid. It was a little dusty, a little torn, but it looked like it’d been kept in good condition for the most part.

      Beside it, a photograph of her and her mum and dad, years and years ago.

      “I was trying to figure out what to get you for years,” Mike said. “When we were… well. When I was away from here after what happened in the drought… I passed by your old house. I didn’t want to go in. Didn’t want to face it. But I had to. I went in. I… I found these in your old room. And I figured… well. I figured you’d want to see them again.”

      Kelsie felt the tears welling up. She wasn’t sure how to feel about these reminders of a past that seemed so long ago.

      But at the same time… she felt the appreciation building.

      The gratitude swelling.

      “All this time?”

      “I’m sorry for what happened,” Mike said. “For what… for what I did to your dad on the road all those years ago.”

      He held the photograph and the jukebox closer to her.

      “I just hope this brings back some of the nicer memories for you.”

      She felt a few things. Anger. Sadness. Pain.

      But in the end, she took them from Mike.

      She took them, and then she leaned in with tearful eyes, and she hugged him.

      “You don’t have to be sorry,” she said.

      “But I—”

      “You don’t have to be sorry for anything,” she said. “You did what you did. And you… you’ve done so much for me, since. You’ve made me who I am.”

      She saw Mike’s eyes frosting in turn. Saw the tears building up.

      And as they stood there together, emotion splitting through this dark, dusty room, laughter sounding out from Kelsie’s party just down the road… Kelsie felt for the first time like she really had a father again.
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      Tate Islington held on to his seat for dear life as the helicopter spiralled out of control.

      It was late. The darkness outside was suffocating, intense. All around him, he heard the sound of screeching, of crying out, of electrical systems falling out of control. But it was the feeling that got to him most. That feeling that he was totally out of control. That all these years he’d worked towards something better, and it was all going to end like this.

      He thought of all the people down below in this country. All the things he needed to tell them before it was too late.

      And he thought of all the loss they were going to suffer if he didn’t get the opportunity to act.

      Fast.

      “We’ve lost control of the vehicle,” the pilot shouted. And Tate found himself laughing at that. Despite all the fear, all the drama, all of this chaos, he found himself laughing. Because could there be any more obvious a statement? Of course they’d lost control. They’d lost complete control.

      And they weren’t going to regain it anytime soon by the looks of things.

      “We’re coming in fast! Hold on and—and brace for impact.”

      And as they hurtled and spiralled towards earth, the systems bleeping, he thought of the world he’d left behind. The optimism there. The secrets there. The things they had to share with so, so many people.

      And then he felt the helicopter spiralling even further out of control, and he felt such sadness. Not just for himself, but for the people. The people who were supposed to have a chance of seeing what he had come here to promise them. The people who were supposed to be enlightened about the new possibilities out there—the new future out there.

      The people who were going to suffer all because he hadn’t made it.

      He looked out of the window. Looked at the ground below as it got closer and closer.

      “If there’s a god up there,” he muttered, “grant me this. Just spare me, this once. So I can help. So I can save these people. Please.”

      More spiralling.

      More bleeping.

      The smell of burning engine fuel, and the heat from the flames getting warmer.

      “Impact imminent!” the pilot shouted.

      He looked out at the ground one last time.

      Then, he squeezed his eyes shut.

      He saw flashes of his family. His daughter, Fran. His wife, Ophelia. All of the people he’d ever cared about, and how he’d never see them again.

      Then he pushed them from his mind.

      Because he wasn’t ready to die yet.

      “Please, God,” he said.

      He felt the rocking of the helicopter get stronger; the noises of the failing engine and the shouts of his companions louder.

      “Please,” he said.

      And for a moment, it felt like everything went still.

      It felt like time came to a halt.

      It felt like everything paused, right there, right in that moment.

      He opened his eyes—

      The helicopter crashed against the ground.

      Everything went black.
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      It was the early hours when Siobhan got back home, and Kelsie was convinced she was drunk.

      Kelsie hadn’t slept much. She’d spent most of the night playing with Arya Jr. She wasn’t like the other dogs. More playful, more of a pet, whereas the bulk of the dogs here were working dogs. She was soft as anything.

      But one thing was for sure.

      Like her mum, if anyone crossed her—if anyone tried to stand up against her—she’d go to any lengths to protect herself; to protect those she loved.

      But Kelsie must’ve dozed off on the floor because she felt woozy and disoriented when the door opened. She was cold, too, even though Arya Jr’s warmth spread through her body.

      She looked up and saw Siobhan in the candlelight, staggering across the bedroom.

      She stood up. Couldn’t help smiling. “Someone looks like they’ve had a few too many.”

      But she wasn’t met with a smile from Siobhan.

      She was met by a tut as she pushed past her, collapsing onto the bed. “Oh get a grip. Like I would in my state. I’m just tired.”

      Kelsie knew she should’ve left it. She knew she shouldn’t even try to reach any kind of consensus with Siobhan, not while she was in this state.

      But she just couldn’t help herself.

      “What’s your problem?”

      She regretted it right away.

      Siobhan turned around. Colour to her cheeks. Frown across her forehead. Wide eyes darting across Kelsie’s face. “What’s my problem?”

      “Keep your voice down.”

      Siobhan ignored her. “What’s my problem? It’s your birthday. Your twenty-first. And you’re stuck in here on your own.”

      Kelsie looked away. “If you must know, I had a couple of drinks with Mike.”

      “Oh, good. Another loner.”

      “Don’t speak about Mike like that.”

      “You’re going to end up lonely, just like him. If you’re not careful…”

      Kelsie saw the look on Siobhan’s face, like she’d realised what she was saying just as the words came out.

      “Are you suggesting you’re breaking up with me?”

      Siobhan shook her head, turned away. “Don’t be stupid.”

      “You said I’m going to end up lonely if I’m not careful. Is that what this is about?”

      Siobhan turned around again, then. “I’m just saying. He’s… he’s a good guy, yeah. But you’ve got to be careful you don’t, like, inherit all his bad traits, too. Because he has them. We all have them.”

      Kelsie knew she should try her best not to be flippant, but she couldn’t resist. “Bad traits? Being leader of this place and in a state like you’re in. Sounds to me like you’re the one with the problem.”

      “Get a grip, Kelsie. What happened with Gina really screwed you beyond repair, didn’t it?”

      Kelsie heard Siobhan’s words, and she felt shivers creep up her arms. Up the back of her neck. Right to her ear, which had been sliced in two when she was only a kid, really.

      “I’d be lying if I said it hadn’t affected me. All of us would.”

      Siobhan climbed to the edge of the bed. She’d quieted down, now. Seemed more understanding, more conciliatory. “Gina made her decision. She made it years ago.”

      “Still. It didn’t have to work out like it did.”

      “She left this place because she wanted something different. So too did many other people. We couldn’t have known what would happen next. We couldn’t have been prepared for what followed.”

      Kelsie thought back to that blurry day many years ago when Gina walked away. First, her election to leader of this place. The honeymoon period after Graham’s coup devastated the community.

      But then the tough months that followed. The disorder. The conflict.

      And the cracking down that Gina showed.

      The punishment.

      Kelsie reached for her ear. Remembered the way one of Gina’s guards had held her down for disorder. Snipped away her earlobe.

      She’d never forget the pain she’d felt.

      Things hadn’t worked out for Gina in the end. But she wasn’t overthrown. It was her decision to leave.

      She addressed the people. Told them she’d made a mistake. Told them she couldn’t lead—but that she couldn’t be a part of this community anymore, either.

      She’d walked away, into the woods. A band of followers with her.

      “I just worry,” Kelsie said. “That… that leadership. That’s what it makes of everyone, in the end.”

      Siobhan sighed. Reached out a hand, touched Kelsie’s arm. “I’m not Gina. And neither are you.”

      “But Gina wasn’t that person either. Not once upon a time. And now… Well. She’s out there. She’s running her community. I just… Sometimes I think about her. Whether things are still the same with her. Or whether she’s gone even further down that path. And I just wonder what this world’s making of all of us.”

      She looked back at Siobhan.

      “I don’t want our child to grow up in a world where everything decays.”

      Siobhan looked at her belly, then. She put a hand on it. Smiled. “We made it this far, didn’t we? And we turned out alright. Besides, there’s so many other kids in this world. No reason why ours can’t be just like them. Why they can’t just have a normal life. Anyway. Don’t go getting cold feet now. I’m due very soon.”

      Kelsie smiled at her. Took her hand. Then she leaned in, kissed her mouth. “I’m sorry I ruined my birthday for you.”

      Siobhan snorted. “Like I’d drink when I’ve got a little one coming. I was on the non-alcohol brew all night. It really is ghastly, believe me.”

      Kelsie smiled. Kissed her again. And then she got up, blew out a candle, then got herself and Siobhan undressed and climbed into bed. Arya Jr jumped up, tucking herself between them, sharing their warmth.

      They were quiet for a while. Lying there. Stars shining through the window. Holding hands.

      “I love you, you know?” Siobhan said.

      Kelsie sighed. Warmth building inside. “I love you too. I—”

      She didn’t finish what she was saying.

      Because in the distance, she heard something.

      A blast.

      An explosion.

      Cracking through the silence of the night.
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      When Kelsie heard the bang, she knew something was wrong right away.

      Arya Jr started barking. So too did so many of the other dogs in the hospital grounds, the wolves howling in turn. The sky illuminated, just for a moment. The blast came from somewhere in the distance. Somewhere Kelsie couldn’t pinpoint, not exactly.

      But she’d heard it and so too had so many others.

      It clearly wasn’t a figment of her imagination.

      She went over to the window, looked outside. She couldn’t see anything within the grounds—at least not visible to her—which was reassuring. She couldn’t help replaying some of the things that had happened in the past. The thought that a rival group might be attacking. The thought that everything could fall apart with the click of a finger. She’d seen it before. Many years ago, sure, but serious enough to put a permanent mark on her psyche.

      But of course, they had more guards these days. More people watching to make sure nobody got within a radius of this place without fully knowing who they were. Vincent’s legacy from all those years ago—of openness, of tolerance—had lived on in a sense, sure. But it was important to respond to the state of the times, too.

      It was important to be cautious. To always be aware.

      To be ready for whatever happened.

      Kelsie guessed Graham had made just as much of an impact on the running of this place all these years down the line, after all.

      “What is it?” Siobhan asked.

      Kelsie gritted her teeth. Because she could see something, off in the distance. It was further away than she’d expected. The explosion sounded close—very close—but this looked some distance away.

      A glow.

      A glow right in the distance.

      And a part of Kelsie wanted her to stay here. To leave it be. Because it was in the distance. It was out of their boundaries. It wasn’t their problem.

      But on the other hand… she knew she couldn’t just let a blast like that go unnoticed. She couldn’t just sit by and act like nothing had happened.

      She took a deep breath and stepped back from the window. “I’m going out there.”

      Siobhan grabbed her arm. “No you aren’t.”

      “I can’t just leave it. Not while we don’t know exactly what it is. Whether it’s a threat. Whether it’s anything to worry about.”

      “You don’t have to go. Not personally. Sure. We need to investigate. But I need to get a team together. I need to put a search party together. I… Kelsie?”

      Kelsie looked back out of the window. Looked at the little glow in the distance. The source of the bang.

      The truth was, Kelsie had already made her mind up. And Siobhan knew it.

      “The guards should stay here, just in case. And I know the outside of this place better than anyone. I can be there and back in no time.”

      She pulled free of Siobhan’s hand, walked over to the door.

      “And how do you know you’re going to come back?”

      Kelsie stopped, then. Looked back. She could see the pain in Siobhan’s eyes. She could see the way she was looking at her with such a sense of loss—even though she hadn’t actually lost anything at all yet.

      She could see just how much she didn’t want Kelsie to go.

      And yet at the same time… Kelsie knew what she had to do.

      “I’ll be back here in no time,” Kelsie said. “I promise.”

      She looked at Siobhan. Then at Arya Jr. And she wanted to stay put. She wanted to stay with them.

      But then she took a deep breath.

      She knew what she had to do.

      “You better had come back,” Siobhan said.

      Kelsie grabbed her coat. She grabbed her shoes.

      And she grabbed her bow and arrow.

      “I will do,” she said. “I promise.”

      She stepped out of the door, out into the darkness.

      But she felt a sense of discomfort.

      She knew she should’ve stopped making promises she wasn’t sure she could keep by this point.

      

      The night was thick and suffocating, and the journey to the source of the explosion was taking Kelsie longer than she’d expected.

      She was deep in the woods. It was silent in here. Serene. And there was something she liked about it—something she enjoyed about being reunited with nature at its core.

      She moved quickly but quietly. She didn’t want to disturb the animals in here. Not just because she was thinking about them… but also because she could never be too sure exactly what animal she was disturbing anymore.

      She felt like there were people watching her. That creeping feeling up the back of her neck that always accompanied her when she was out here. It was strange. She felt more self-conscious out here in the dark than she did when people’s eyes actually were on her.

      Probably that sense of the unknown.

      The sense of not knowing what she was walking into.

      Or who she might be surrounded by.

      She walked further through the woods. She realised then just how tired she was. She’d barely slept, and it was surely well into the early hours now.

      She knew the guards back at the hospital would still be planning, still deliberating. At least her going out meant she could get a head-start.

      She made her way further through the trees when she stopped.

      She could see something up ahead.

      The glow.

      The flames.

      She felt nausea build up, then. She was right. She’d tracked this place perfectly.

      But it still seemed weird.

      What would explode right out here in the woods?

      She swallowed a lump. Wished Arya Jr was with her, but she wasn’t the same as Arya used to be. Far too pampered a pooch to even consider stepping foot out here this time of night.

      She was on her own.

      She lifted her bow. Closed in on the source of the flames. Got closer, tried to wrap her head around what it might be, tried to figure it out.

      When she stepped around the trees, she saw it, and the realisation hit.

      It was a helicopter.

      It had crashed, clearly. It wasn’t in a good way. Flames were engulfing it, surely burning everyone inside to a crisp by now.

      She stood there for a few seconds, heart racing. It was the first time she’d seen anything like this in years. There were rumours about the outside world, of course. Talk of people seeing helicopters; of people hearing discussions of a world of power out there. But they were just fairy tales. They were the same kind of urban myths for a new generation that unicorns and the tooth fairy once were.

      She stepped closer to the helicopter. Tried to understand why she was seeing this. All she could think was that someone had got a helicopter working. Tried to fly it with what little fuel they had managed to preserve. And then age and inexperience had got the better of whoever was flying it.

      She looked around at it. Felt sadness. She could see figures in there now. Bodies, burning. She wanted to know who was flying. She wanted to know the story of the people sitting in the pilots’ seats.

      She wanted to know so much.

      But her chance was over.

      She went to turn around.

      That’s when she saw it.

      The movement, in the woods.

      And then a cry.
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      Kelsie heard the movement in the woods, and every hair on the back of her neck stood on end.

      At first, as she stood there in the darkness, she thought it was another figment of her imagination. An invention, a construct of her mind. She’d had visions before. Hallucinations. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      But this. This definitely wasn’t a vision. It definitely wasn’t a hallucination. It was reality.

      There was a survivor.

      Someone had survived the crash.

      She heard them struggling as they dragged themselves through the grass. And again, Kelsie got that reluctance. That desire to turn away. Because at home, things were good. They had everything they needed. They had a life that they could savour, that they could enjoy.

      But then there was always that itch. That itch that needed to be scratched.

      That thought of… what was out there?

      What secrets were hiding in the world?

      You couldn’t just pull the wool over your eyes and convince yourself that everything was as normal when something like this happened.

      You couldn’t just close the box and pretend you hadn’t caught a glimpse of what was inside.

      You had to keep on going.

      She walked over towards the man—she could assume that much from the cry. Bow tight in her grip.

      He was still struggling away. Still trying to drag himself into the woods.

      She stopped. Stopped right by his side. Bow in hand.

      She saw him lying there in the dark. In his forties, thereabouts. Considering he looked like he’d been in a helicopter crash, he looked surprisingly… well. Intact.

      He was quite chubby, with long, dark hair. Certainly didn’t look like anyone Kelsie had seen for quite some time.

      His face was covered in blood. And his right ankle was in a bad way—twisted in an angle that made her wince.

      His shirt was peppered with blood marks. Something that only teased at the burn wounds underneath.

      But he was very much alive.

      In pain, but alive.

      He opened his eyes and looked up at Kelsie.

      When he saw her, he nearly jumped out of his skin.

      “Shit,” he said. “I—Help. Help me. Please.”

      That human instinct inside Kelsie made her want to help this man. Because he was in pain. He was suffering.

      But that rival force was pulling at her.

      The one telling her that she had to be cautious.

      Cautious of everyone.

      “Who are you?” Kelsie asked.

      “I just—I need help. I—”

      “I won’t help you, and I won’t help anyone if you don’t tell me who you are. If you don’t tell me where you come from.”

      He looked up at her, hand on his leg, writhing away. “Shit. This world really did the dirty on you, didn’t it?”

      She didn’t know what he meant by that. But then as she looked at him, she realised something. A few things, in fact.

      First, he was well dressed. Dressed in clothes that were torn, now, sure. But clothes that looked like they didn’t have the layers of grime covering them that she was used to with the people of this world.

      Then there was the weapon. The weapon in his pocket. A handgun. A handgun unlike any she’d seen in years.

      “Who…”

      “The name’s Tate,” he said. “Tate—Tate Islington. I appreciate your urgency for information but—but right now I’d really like to get on my feet. I’d like to—to get somewhere I can get this ankle seen to. Because trust me. You’re going to want—want me fully coherent when I tell you where I’m come from.”

      Kelsie knew his words were supposed to reassure her. But all they did was intrigue her even more.

      And they scared her, too.

      Made her reluctant to trust this guy.

      Even if her interest was well and truly piqued.

      She crouched down. Looked at Tate’s ankle. “Tate. I’m Kelsie. I can’t take you back to my home. Not when I don’t know who you are. But I can take a look at your ankle. Look to get you back on your feet. How does that sound?”

      He waved at her, wincing. “Do whatever you can. My life’s in your hands, and all that. Just hope they’re trustworthy hands.”

      Kelsie ignored his quip. She still couldn’t believe she was going along with what this guy wanted—trusting him, in a sense.

      But at the end of the day, she couldn’t deny that she was interested.

      She lifted his trouser leg, slowly. Heard him yelp when she did.

      And that’s when she realised her first error.

      The ankle wasn’t just hurt. The whole leg was burned.

      Burns making the trouser cling to his skin.

      She gritted her teeth. This wasn’t good. “I’m going to need to cut your trousers away.”

      “Cut my—my trousers away? What kind of a world have I stepped into?”

      “Your leg,” Kelsie said. “It’s burned. Badly. I need to get the material free before I can do anything else.”

      Tate waved at her again. “Just—just get it done with.”

      “You might regret saying that in a few seconds.”

      “What—”

      Kelsie lowered the knife and cut away some of the material before Tate could prepare himself—before he could worry himself.

      He yelped. Squealed like a baby.

      And then the worst sound of all.

      Or lack of sound.

      Tate went quiet.

      She looked up. He’d passed out with the pain. “Shit.”

      But at least he was out, now.

      At least she could get done what needed to be done.

      She took a breath. Steadied her hand.

      And then she continued cutting the trousers free.

      Some of them were glued to his leg.

      She pulled them away.

      Exposed the burn.

      Looked away, cringing.

      She needed to get him back. Get the wound cleaned.

      But then she remembered that reluctance. That uncertainty.

      He was a stranger.

      He was from somewhere else.

      He was—

      He opened his eyes, and right away, he grabbed her arm.

      He looked at her with wide, terrified eyes. Pure panic.

      But something else, too.

      He looked at her with tears building, illuminating in the moonlight.

      “You need to get me back to your home,” he said. “You need—you need to warn your people.”

      Kelsie frowned. “Warn them of what?”

      She leaned closer to Tate.

      He told her.

      He told her, and everything changed.
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      Kelsie lifted Tate as much as she could and tried to get back to the hospital urgently—but it wasn’t proving easy.

      The darkness was intense. Every move was laboured, a struggle. Tate was drifting in and out of consciousness, his leg propped up by a makeshift crutch. She needed him to stay awake. She needed him to stay with her.

      She needed to get him back to the hospital.

      Because if what he had told her was true… it changed everything.

      She struggled on. Her legs were weak through holding up the bulk of his weight. She’d barely dragged him anywhere, in truth, but she’d been trying to move him for quite some time. She was sweating, not helped by the fact she’d barely slept a wink tonight, either. She thought about dropping him, rushing back and getting some help, but it was too much of a risk.

      She didn’t want to let Tate out of her sight.

      She didn’t want to risk losing him.

      Not if what he had told her was true.

      And after seeing him on the helicopter… who was she to doubt him?

      She heard him gasp. Heard him spark back to life, back to consciousness.

      “Are we—have we got far?”

      She wanted to tell him the truth. That they still had quite a way to go. That they were still far, far from home.

      That she wasn’t sure she could get him back.

      But instead, she just took a deep breath and nodded, hoping that a white lie would keep him fighting, keep him pushing. “We’re getting close.”

      “Good,” he said. “Because… because the pain. The pain…”

      He drifted off again, and his weight fell down, pulling Kelsie down even further.

      She moved further, further. She was strong. Stronger than she’d ever been. It was something she’d been working on every single day for years.

      But she couldn’t argue with simple science.

      She wasn’t going to be able to carry Tate’s weight all the way back.

      Not on her own.

      She stopped. Stopped right in the darkness. She looked around. Looked at the trees. Looked beyond.

      If what Tate told her was true… they weren’t alone.

      They could be out there.

      They could take away everything he’d told her about.

      Everything he’d promised was out there.

      “I’m going to have to find somewhere to hide you,” she muttered. “I’m… I’m going to have to leave you here. I don’t want to, but I’m going to have to. But I’m going to come back for you. Okay? I’m going to come back.”

      He mumbled something. But Kelsie wasn’t satisfied. She wasn’t satisfied he’d heard her, not properly. She wasn’t satisfied that he wasn’t going to try and crawl away.

      And if he did… so too did all the hopes she now had.

      The hopes that had cut through her distrust—cut through her scepticism of new people, of trusting outsiders—and promised her something different.

      Something that scratched the itch she didn’t even know she had.

      She lowered him down. Rested him upright against a tree. Put a hand on his shoulder. He was drifting.

      She slapped him. Slapped him a couple of times.

      And when he didn’t respond, she did something she knew wasn’t going to be nice.

      She pressed down on his broken ankle.

      He yelped. Sparked back to full consciousness right away.

      And then he gasped. Breathing heavily. Looking right at Kelsie. “What—what—”

      “You’re going to stay here,” she said. “You’re not going to move a muscle. Okay?”

      “Don’t leave me.”

      “I’m not leaving you. I’m just doing something I need to do. I’m getting help. I need help taking you back to my camp. I’m not going to make it. Not on my own.”

      “But—”

      “I know it’s dark. I know it’s scary. But… but sometimes when I’m scared, I just close my eyes and pretend it’s light. I pretend it’s all good. And it’s hard, but it works. I promise it works. Can you do that for me?”

      Tate looked agonised. He looked like he was drifting once again.

      But then he looked back at Kelsie with his most cognisant expression yet, and he nodded. “I’ll wait. I’ll wait.”

      Kelsie stood. “Good,” she said. “Because I’m going to go back home. I’m going to tell them everything you told me. I’m going to take you back to my… to my leader, Siobhan. And I’m going to tell her everything. Everything about the place you come from. The world out there.”

      She went to turn around when she saw something.

      Movement.

      Movement in the woods.

      She lifted her bow and arrow. Remembered what she’d heard. Remembered what Tate had told her. The people out there. What they were doing. What they wanted.

      How she had to stop it, no matter what.

      But when she saw the figures move through the trees—when she saw them appear—she felt a different kind of feeling.

      “Well well,” one of the three women said, bows of their own raised. “Fancy seeing you here, Kelsie. Now what’s all this about a world out there?”
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      Gina looked at the man standing with the rope around his neck, and she tried to push aside any feelings of sadness over what she had to do.

      It was morning. The sun was only just rising. She preferred getting up early these days. Just something that she’d shifted towards as she’d got older. She was in her early thirties now. And although it felt like a long, long time since she was a helpless little girl, she still sometimes heard that voice in her head trying to hold her back; trying to protect her.

      More often than not, it was the voice of her mother.

      Her mother who she’d killed, long, long ago.

      The man who had the rope around his neck was snivelling. He’d been battered and bruised by her guards. She felt sad for him, in a way. Sad to see the blood trickling down his face. His bloodshot eyes. Because he had been one of their people, once.

      But he’d committed a crime that deserved death.

      Take emotions out of it, and order needed to be maintained.

      She didn’t even want to think of his name anymore. Because naming him humanised him. And humanising him was exactly the opposite of what she was trying to do right now.

      Gina turned around. Looked at the rest of the early risers who were standing in the middle of the village square. Their home was an old village centre. They’d secured a good area of it and walled the rest off from the outside world. They weren’t the only people to do such a thing. Most survivors were living in similar communities now and had been for years.

      Living in a village created that illusion that things were as they’d always been. They had houses. Shops. Even a church.

      And sure, there were differences. There were the plants creeping up the sides of the buildings, taking over these man-made constructions, returning things back to normal. Decay was setting in. Plenty of buildings had had to be reconstructed in places.

      But it felt like home. That was the main thing. It felt like home.

      But law and order was very much a part of that home.

      Gina looked around at her people. And for a moment, she thought she saw fear in their eyes. She didn’t want that. After all, she knew how easy it was to be toppled; to be overthrown. She’d seen several attempts here already in her many years here, all of which had been quashed.

      But it was the earlier revolutions that she remembered most. The ones at Wright Green.

      Graham. The overthrowing that changed everything.

      And then there was what happened after.

      What led her to be here today.

      The day that everything changed.

      She pushed that thought from her mind and took a deep breath.

      “This man here committed a treacherous crime. A man who used to be one of our own. A man we called Jake. He marched into Meghan’s house, and he raped her. And when he’d finished, he didn’t stop there. He tied her up. And then he raped her again.”

      Gina heard the whispers. Heard the gasps.

      She looked around at Jake, who she couldn’t think of as an it now. The name, she’d said it. It was in her head. And she saw it now. Saw the tears in his eyes. The guilt on his face. “I was drunk. Please. Please have mercy. I’ll do anything. Anything.”

      Gina didn’t feel an ounce of pity. Sad that she had to be the one to do things like this, sure. But part of that was just from a perspective that prisoners could be put to good work. They were a good source of labour.

      But it was important people understood there were boundaries, here. There were things they could absolutely not get away with.

      Things that cost them their right to live.

      “The punishment for any action like this is, as you know, death. And you know the procedure. That hasn’t changed, either. If you have any objections, stand forward now and make them known.”

      Gina watched. She waited. Nobody moved. Nobody came forward.

      She took a deep breath. Went to turn to Jake. “Right then. If there’s no objections, we’d better get—”

      “Please.”

      Gina heard the voice in the crowd.

      When she looked around, she saw something that stopped her in her tracks.

      Laura was standing there. Her two children, Rosie and Joe, were by her side.

      All three of them were looking at Jake.

      Because Jake was Laura’s husband.

      Jake was Rosie and Joe’s dad.

      “Laura,” Gina said. “You shouldn’t be here with your children right now—”

      “He’s an awful man. He’s… he’s done a bad thing. He’s done so many bad things. And I’ll never forgive him. Never. But if there’s one thing I can say, it’s that he loves his children. Think about… about them. We have to live with what he’s done for the rest of our lives. And Meghan. She has to live with even worse, I know. She has to live with what he did to her for a lifetime. But don’t make it worse than it already is. Don’t punish my children for the crimes of their father. Lock him away. Throw away the key for all I care. But give him a chance to be there for his children. Let them—them get to an age where they decide what’s right for their relationship. Please.”

      Gina looked down at Rosie. At Joe. At the confusion in their eyes as they looked up, curiosity in their eyes at what was going on; what was happening to their dad.

      She looked to their left at one of her guards, and she nodded. “Take them away.”

      “Gina. Please! Please!”

      She watched as the guards grabbed Laura. As they took the hands of Laura’s children.

      She watched as they were marched away.

      She saw the looks on their faces as they stared up at their beaten, dignity-stripped father one final time.

      Then she took a breath and turned to Jake.

      He was crying even more, now. Lips shaking. Totally out of words. Snot dribbling down his chin.

      “Forgive me,” he said. “Show—show mercy. Like you’ve shown mercy before. For my children. I love them. Please. Please.”

      It was the way he said those last words that really got to Gina. Like you’ve shown mercy before. Because of what they implied.

      That her standards were malleable.

      That she was subject to change based on favouritism.

      That was something she had to make absolutely clear wasn’t happening anymore.

      “If there’ll be nothing else,” she said.

      “No!” Jake said. “Please. Please don’t. Please!”

      But it was too late.

      Gina put her hand on the lever.

      Opened the trap door.

      And she watched as Jake fell to his death.

      When she heard him gasping, heard him struggling, she knew it wasn’t a clean break.

      She saw the horror in the eyes of her people as they stared at this former citizen, strangling, choking, coughing, spluttering. Eyes bulging like bubblegum.

      She looked at them and then she looked off at the eyes of the children looking through windows, pointing. Some of them even laughing like they were desensitised at this point.

      She looked back at the world she’d built.

      And then she pulled out her knife, and she slashed the rope.

      Jake hit the ground.

      He was still coughing. Writhing. Spluttering.

      Gina put the knife away and walked off the platform. “Strip him. Whip him. Tie him up naked for three days. A reminder of what happens when you commit the sort of crime he commits. When his humiliation is over, that’s when we castrate him. Make him eat his own genitals. Then we’ll see how much of a father he is to his children.”

      She walked down the steps, away from Jake’s coughing body, past her people.

      When she reached the other side of them, she was ready for a break. Ready for a rest. Ready to hide away for a while. Hide away until she gathered her thoughts completely.

      But then she saw Romesh standing there. Holding Emilia’s hand.

      He looked at her. And there was something to his scarred face. A look she didn’t like.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “I didn’t kill him.”

      She went to walk past him.

      He stopped her.

      Looked right into her eyes.

      “You showed forgiveness now. You showed mercy. I hope you’ll remember this. Remember that there are other ways to make an example of people. Other ways to punish people.”

      She half-smiled.

      That’s when she heard Emilia by her dad’s side.

      “Why didn’t you just kill him, Mummy?”

      She looked down at Emilia, and she felt filled with fear. Not just at those words. But at the way she said them. So nonchalant. As if killing was just a part of the way things were.

      She reached down. Squeezed Emilia’s cheek. “Like your dad says. Killing’s not always the way.”

      “When do you ever listen to what Dad says?” Emilia asked.

      Gina laughed. And Romesh laughed, too. And it felt nice. It felt surreal. In a way, it actually felt… normal.

      “Now come on,” Romesh said. “Let’s grab dinner, the three of us. No outside stuff. Nothing to worry about at all. How’s that sound?”

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d dropped all responsibilities running this place and just allowed herself a night. So she had to admit it was sounding appealing.

      She was ready for all of this when she saw Thorgen rushing towards her. He was one of her advisers. He looked like he was running from some of her hunters who had been out through the night.

      “Not now,” she said.

      “It’s important.”

      “It can wait another hour.”

      “I don’t think it can. Not when I tell you who’s here to see us.”

      Gina looked at Thorgen and frowned at his old, weathered Icelandic face. “Who’s here to see us?”

      Thorgen smiled. “It’s your old friend Kelsie,” he said. “And she brings a guest along with her. A very important guest.”
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      When Kelsie heard the door to the cell rattle open, she knew exactly who was walking inside before she saw her.

      The room she was in was dark and damp. It was cold, too. A chill creeping right through her body, right up her spine.

      There was a smell in here, too. A smell like there had been someone in here before her. Many people in here before her. She knew the direction Gina had gone in when she had left Wright Green many years ago, and she only assumed that direction kept on getting greater and greater, pushing further and further.

      On all evidence of what she’d seen—including the gallows right in the centre of this converted village—not much had changed where Gina’s attitude was concerned.

      Gina walked down the steps towards her. She stopped a few feet away from her. Kelsie couldn’t see her properly. Just her silhouette. But she could tell it was her. Tall. Slim. Her ginger hair shorter now, more at her shoulders.

      But undoubtedly Gina.

      There was silence between them at first. Silence that pervaded for a while.

      It was Kelsie who broke it.

      “Are you going to just stand there? Or are you going to roll out the welcome mat for me?’

      Gina sighed. It was as if she was relieved in a sense that the silence had been broken; that one of them had broken the ice. “It’s not exactly the welcome I was anticipating. You sure know how to pull out a surprise on a Thursday morning. How are you, Kelsie?”

      The way she asked her, it wasn’t with the same warmth that it might’ve been. Sure, there was an element of that. Emotion cracking through her mechanical, machine-like tone.

      And Kelsie knew why it was. She knew what had happened between them. The bad blood that had bloomed.

      “I’m good. Looks like you’re getting along okay here, too.”

      She resisted asking about Gina. Resisted telling her that the rest of their people were okay. That Mike was okay. That Arya Jr and Siobhan and everyone she used to know were still okay.

      “We get by,” Gina said. “Running a place like this, it has its challenges of course. As we well know.”

      “Oh, we know too well,” Kelsie said.

      Gina’s face became visible in the changing light, just for a second. And Kelsie swore she saw annoyance across it. She swore she saw a glimpse of pain, like a scab had been plucked at and was starting to bleed all over again.

      But then she took a deep breath. “You know I wouldn’t just capture you like this. Lock you up like this. You’re here for a reason. And that reason is your friend.”

      “Oh yeah?” Kelsie said. “What about him?”

      “Don’t beat around the bush, Kelsie,” Gina said. And it was only then that she saw the handgun in her pocket. Tate’s handgun. “Don’t insult my intelligence, or your own. My colleagues overheard you discussing something with your friend. Something about a place this guy came from. A place of hope. Of promise. What’s that all about?”

      Kelsie found herself caught in two minds. On the one hand, she wanted to tell Gina everything. Because deep down, she had to believe that the Gina she used to know was still under there. That the Gina of old was still alive under there somewhere.

      But on the other hand… she knew time had passed. A lot of time. And she knew doing anything like telling her the truth wasn’t something she was comfortable with. Because she couldn’t bring herself to trust Gina. She couldn’t push herself to take that risk.

      Not with the history they had.

      “What concern is a conversation between me and a friend to you?”

      Gina sighed. “You know how it is. What we have here, it’s good. But I’ve heard things, too. We’ve all heard things. Things about a world out there. Things about the power being reinstated. We’ve heard all these nuggets of hope, and we have to believe they aren’t just based on speculation. They have to be based on something real.”

      “You sound like you’re prone to fairy tales,” Kelsie said.

      “You’re the one protecting a man promising some sort of secret out there. So tell me more about how I’m the one prone to fairy tales.”

      Again, Kelsie felt that urge. The urge to tell Gina the truth. To just get it off her chest so they could make the right decision and move on together.

      But then she found herself replaying what Tate had told her around her mind, and that resistance and reluctance built up all over again.

      “Tate’s not protecting any kind of safe haven or new world,” Kelsie said. “He’s a friend of mine that comes from another community. A community with something we need.”

      “What?”

      “None of your business.”

      “You’re the one in cuffs here, Kelsie. You’re not in the position to be telling me something is or isn’t my business.”

      Kelsie sighed. “His group has a lot of cattle, okay?”

      Gina frowned. “Cattle?”

      “We’ve been struggling for numbers. We have something his people want. I wanted to take him back to my place because he might be able to offer a trade.”

      “And the helicopter?”

      “What?”

      “The helicopter. The explosion. I mean, I’m assuming that’s why you were even out there in the first place, right?”

      Kelsie sighed. Tried to think this through. To play this as smoothly as she could. “So they had a helicopter, yeah. They don’t anymore. Tate survived. That’s the main thing. So now you know… can I go back home and get on with what I was doing?”

      “And you trust him?” Gina said.

      Kelsie gulped. “I guess.”

      “Then you’re naive. You’re making a mistake trusting anyone, Kelsie. Anyone but yourself.”

      Kelsie heard these words, and she saw a flash of what she could be. A glimpse of a road she’d been heading down. Of the person she could become if she kept on going.

      “I appreciate the advice,” Kelsie said. “But I’m an adult now. I can make my own decisions. So are you going to let us go or what?”

      Gina stood up. Sighed. “I guess I don’t have a choice, really.”

      She walked away, though. Over to the door. Like she’d forgotten to let Kelsie free.

      “Well if you’re going to do that, you’ll have to un-cuff me first.”

      “Your friend isn’t fit, yet. He has some pretty nasty burns and a twisted ankle. We’re going to nurse him back to strength. And then when he’s back to full strength, we’re going to speak to him. Privately. We’ll see if he corroborates your story. If he does, we shouldn’t have anything to worry about. If he doesn’t… well. We’ll just have to reassess where we’re at with regards to trust, won’t we?”

      She said it with just enough bite, just enough of a smile, to make Kelsie wonder.

      Did she know something already?

      “You need to stop punishing me for what happened years ago,” Kelsie said. “You need to stop punishing yourself.”

      She reached the door. Looked back at Kelsie. And for a few seconds, Kelsie thought she saw a look of regret. A look of dismay.

      But then she saw that exaggerated deep breath and that smile, once again.

      “I’ll see you again soon, Kelsie.”

      She stepped out of the cell.

      Slammed the door shut.

      Darkness filled the room.
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      As the afternoon sun shone down brightly from above, Siobhan couldn’t deny she was getting worried about Kelsie.

      She’d been gone for a good eight hours now. There was no way travelling that far and back should take that long. Besides, she’d been standing by the main gates to this place waiting for quite some time, too. Waiting to see what the scouting team she’d established and sent out there brought back here. But they hadn’t appeared, either. They hadn’t resurfaced. Which had Siobhan worried. Very worried.

      She paced from side to side, Arya Jr along with her, clearly picking up on her nerves. People were asking questions, growing more and more worried. Kurt, one of the hotheads in her ranks, wanted to go out there and find out what was going on, once and for all. And Siobhan had to be the one to maintain order, to keep things under control.

      She felt lonely, even though there were a lot of people about, a lot of people in the streets. She wanted to offload to someone. To tell them they needed to up their search.

      But then the leader inside her started speaking. Telling more people to go out there and find her.

      But she had to be rational. Reasonable. People were needed here. They couldn’t go acting on a whim, even if it was for someone she cared about more than anyone.

      Even if the pair of them did have a baby on the way.

      “You shouldn’t look so worried.”

      Siobhan turned. She saw Scottie standing there, grinning. He was about their age, dark haired, well built, bright green eyes. A good guy. Bit mischievous sometimes, but he’d grown up in the same world that they had, at the end of the day. He was firmly on Siobhan’s side.

      Siobhan sighed. “Easier said than done though, isn’t it?”

      “There’s capable people out there searching for her. Checking on the site of the explosion. And besides. This is Kelsie we’re talking about. She always comes back. Always finds a way.”

      Siobhan gulped. “That’s the problem.”

      “What is?”

      “Sometimes I worry that… that maybe she won’t come back. That the day will come where she just… where she just takes a step too far and doesn’t return. What if today’s that day?”

      Scottie put a hand on her back. Smiled. “She will. Because she loves you.”

      Siobhan wanted to tell him that it wasn’t always as simple as that, but resisted, for now.

      “I’ll wait a little longer.”

      “And then what?”

      “If she’s not back by dark, I’m going out there.”

      A look of shock on Scottie’s face. A look of fear. “Siobhan, you can’t—”

      “I can, and I will.”

      “But you’re—you’re the leader of this place. You belong here. This is your home. Emotions aside. All of that aside. You know what the rules are. You said it yourself. They can’t be different rules for different people. Besides. Your baby. Think about your baby.”

      “But Kelsie isn’t just anyone,” Siobhan said. “And it’s not just Kelsie. That search party, too. They are out there. If something’s happened to them, and it’s to do with this explosion, we can’t just sit by. We owe it to ourselves to find out what’s happening.”

      Scottie opened his mouth. Like he was preparing to protest. And Siobhan knew why, really, as she held her hand against her baby bump. She understood his true motives. He was in love with her. He always had been. Unlucky for him, Siobhan wasn’t interested in guys. But he was sweet. He didn’t let that love get in the way of their friendship. He didn’t let it blind him.

      He was loyal. And she respected him for that.

      He was just a little too loyal sometimes. Too protective.

      Especially considering that biologically, he was the father.

      “You go home,” Siobhan said. “You get ready to work, and you go to work. You don’t worry about this. You don’t worry about me. I’ll make the right decision, at the end of the day. The right decision for myself, sure. But more than that, I’ll make the right decision for this place. Have I ever done something that’s jeopardised the interests of this place, after all? Have I ever done anything that’s put the livelihoods of our people at risk?”

      Scottie looked like he wanted to say a lot more. But in the end, he just shrugged. “I guess you’ve got me there.”

      She smiled at him. “Go on. Get on your way. You’ll be late for work. Can’t have you slacking.”

      He smiled back at her. “Just… just promise me something, Siobhan.”

      “Anything.”

      “Don’t do anything stupid. Don’t do anything that’ll put you or your baby at risk. And not just for you. Not just for you but for Kelsie, too. Because if anything happens to you. If anything happens to that baby. It’ll destroy her. You know it will.”

      Siobhan heard those words, and they hit her more than anything else Scottie had said. Most of all because she knew he was right. Kelsie was so hopeful about their new future that lay ahead. About that child. About everything they had ahead of them in their lives.

      If Siobhan did anything that put that future at risk… she didn’t want to even think about what it might do to Kelsie.

      She smiled back at Scottie. “I won’t. Don’t you worry. Now hurry off to work, okay?”

      He didn’t look convinced.

      But he turned and walked away, anyway.

      Siobhan watched him walk. She watched him disappear. And then she found herself looking back through the hospital grounds. Back at the life they’d built. At the place she was in charge of—that she’d done so much for.

      She looked at this place, and then she looked at the gates.

      And as she looked at those gates, she knew what she had to do.

      Exactly what she had to do.

      She looked at her baby bump, and she took a deep breath.

      She was going to get her stuff.

      She was going to get her bow and arrow.

      She was going to go out there.

      She was going to find Kelsie.

      No matter what it took.
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      When Tate opened his eyes, he had no idea where he was.

      Only that he wasn’t at home. And that was bad news. Bad, bad news.

      Because there really was no place like home. Especially not anymore.

      Sunlight beamed in through a window to his right. It was clearly late morning or early afternoon, he couldn’t tell when, not exactly. Only that it was warm wherever he was. A summer’s day.

      He looked around. And as he turned, he realised something. He wasn’t just anywhere. He was in a bedroom. A bedroom in some kind of flat or house. He was upstairs, that much he knew for sure. He just had no recollection of how he’d got here. No recollection of the circumstances that had led to…

      He remembered, then. The memories hit him hard and sharp, right in the chest.

      The memory of the helicopter crash.

      Dragging himself through the woods in agony, his ankle and his leg hurting like mad.

      Then the girl.

      She couldn’t have been all that old. Maybe late teens, maybe early twenties. He wasn’t sure. Just that she’d appeared out of nowhere. And as much as he was scared by her, as much as he was intimidated by the way she was holding that bow and arrow, looking at him with that mean expression… he’d felt relieved.

      Because at least he’d had a chance to warn her.

      At least he’d had a chance to tell her where he’d come from—and why she needed to go there, as did the rest of her people, wherever they might be.

      But that was a while ago now. He’d drifted in and out of consciousness a few times since. He’d remembered fragments of memories; some of them he wasn’t sure whether were real or not.

      But this was real. This room. This bed. This place he was in.

      That was what mattered right now.

      He lifted himself upright and looked down at his leg.

      It was bandaged up. Raised. It looked like whoever had seen to it had done a pretty good job. It reassured him that he was in good hands. That people were actually doing okay out here in this Wild West world after all.

      “You’ll probably want a glass of water or something.”

      He jumped when he heard the voice. Looked to his right, saw a woman sitting there on a chair. He hadn’t seen her before; hadn’t noticed her. Her skin was pale, and her hair was bright red. She was slim. Very slim. Sternness to her expression that told of a life of hardship. And really, who was to blame her? If she’d been living out here all this time, what else did he expect?

      “I could do with some. If that’s okay. Thanks.”

      The woman waited a few seconds. Didn’t move. Like she was really weighing him up; really analysing him.

      And then she stood. Brought a glass of water to his lips.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “It’s not spiked. If I wanted to kill you, I’d have done it by now.”

      Tate took a few sips of the water that fast became frenzied gulps. He was thirsty. But then he supposed he’d been through a lot.

      When the woman moved the water glass, he gasped, wiped his lips. “How long have I been out?”

      “Hours.”

      “Hours? That’s all, really?”

      “That’s all.”

      “And Kelsie. She… she told you everything, did she?”

      “What is there to tell?”

      He went to open his mouth. But he sensed something, then. He saw it in this woman’s eyes. And all of this, it didn’t feel right. Didn’t make sense.

      Something was out of place.

      “About…”

      He stopped.

      He stopped because he remembered Kelsie telling him to stay put.

      He remembered her turning around.

      And he remembered seeing her being ambushed.

      Was that what this was?

      Was he a prisoner?

      And if he was… were these the kind of people he should be trusting at all?

      “I’d like to see Kelsie,” he said. “If that’s okay.”

      “Kelsie isn’t available to speak right now,” the woman said. “But anything you’ve discussed with her, I can assure you that you can discuss with me.”

      “And you are?”

      She smiled and held out a hand. “I’m Gina. I run this place.”

      Tate took it reluctantly. “That’s funny,” he said.

      “What’s funny?”

      “I just swear Kelsie told me that her place was run by someone called Siobhan.”

      Gina shook his hand. But the smile and the politeness in her eyes dropped. And now more than ever, Tate was certain he’d made the right call not opening his mouth about the secret to this woman, whoever she was.

      “My leg’s feeling a whole lot better,” Tate said. “Thanks to you; I think you’ve got me well on the road to recovery. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to meet with Kelsie and discuss the… the plan we were developing before your people rudely interrupted us.”

      Gina didn’t even try to mask anything now. “My relationship with Kelsie is far, far more complex than you can even begin to understand. But I’ll tell you one thing. If you’re hiding something from me. If you’re hiding something from my people. I promise I will find out. And when I do… believe me when I say that mercy isn’t something that comes natural to me. So tell me. Tell me the truth. What were you and Kelsie discussing out there?”

      Tate looked out of the window. He knew this woman had no doubt spoken to Kelsie already. So he had to play this cool. He had to think as logically as he could. “We were discussing a business exchange.”

      “A business exchange?”

      “My people have something Kelsie’s people want. They have something we want.”

      Gina narrowed her eyes. “And the helicopter?”

      Two options. Pretend he didn’t know a thing about it. But then his leg and the burns…

      The second option.

      “Yeah, we had a helicopter. But we don’t anymore. Sucks to be us, right?”

      Gina sighed. She looked like she wanted to ask more. Like she wanted to grill him even more. And he thought she had a look about her like she might just turn around and kill him anyway.

      But then she put a hand on his shoulder, softly, and leaned closer towards him. “Rest up, my friend. You’re in the right place. You’ve had a close call, but you’re going to be okay. We’re going to make sure you get back to wherever it is you came from as safely as possible.”

      And then she smiled again and walked out of the room, leaving Tate alone.

      

      When she stepped out of the room, Gina took a deep breath.

      She looked at Thorgen, who was waiting at the door.

      “Well?” he said.

      She sighed. She didn’t want to go ahead with what she was going to do. Because she respected Kelsie. A part of her still loved her like family.

      But family could be complicated.

      “He’s lying,” she said. “They’re both lying. And we’re going to make sure they regret it.”
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      When Siobhan reached the site of the flames, she wasn’t sure what to think.

      Her walk had taken her a little longer than she’d expected—mostly because she’d forgotten just how difficult it was going to be traipsing in here carrying a full sized baby, pretty much. She’d run into some trouble on the way, mostly in the form of a series of animal traps that had been placed right in her path. She’d worried when she first saw them. Panicked. Maybe that’s what’d happened to Kelsie. Maybe that’s what’d happened to the search party, too.

      But she’d passed through those traps no problem. And in the end, she was relieved that Kelsie and the others hadn’t stepped in any of them.

      But at the same time… it just further added to the mystery of exactly where her people had got to.

      She looked to her right. Saw Arya Jr running alongside her. She looked cautious of her surroundings rather than curious. She was right—Kelsie pampered her far too much.

      But at the end of the day, she loved this dog. She wouldn’t change her for the world.

      She looked around at the source of the flames. They had burned out now, but smoke was still resting over it. Like a blanket of memories over a ghost town.

      And as she looked at what it was in front of her, she tried to piece things together in her mind. She tried to figure out how this could’ve happened. Where it could’ve come from.

      But more than anything, she tried to work out what this might have to do with the disappearance of Kelsie. The disappearance of her search team.

      It was a helicopter. Well, the burned out, crashed remains of a helicopter, anyway. She could see from here that there were people in there, but they were mostly burned to a crisp, now, too.

      She felt her skin crawl as Arya Jr whimpered beside her. Like there was something nearby. Something unsettling her. Something… wrong.

      That sense that something here had led to the disappearance of Kelsie. The disappearance of her search team.

      The sense that whatever it was… it was close.

      She swallowed a lump in her throat. Looked around at the woods behind her. She swore she could hear things. Movement. And she could see something, too. Things moving in the shadows.

      She shook her head. Squeezed her eyes tight, and then opened them again.

      It was all in her head.

      All in her imagination.

      She looked back at the helicopter and took a deep breath.

      Then, she walked towards the helicopter.

      The closer she got, the more she marvelled at this beast of machinery. And all it did was spark more questions in her mind. Who had been flying this thing? Where had they come from? Overseas? Or were they people who had just come across this, sent it spiralling back to earth after all?

      She moved closer, and she saw something. Something around the neck of one of the men at the front of the helicopter. At first, she thought it was a necklace. Some sort of chain.

      But the closer she got, she realised that wasn’t exactly true.

      It was a badge. Some sort of identification.

      What was this guy doing with an identification badge around his neck?

      Where had he found it?

      She moved closer to the helicopter, and she heard Arya Jr whining. She looked back. Saw that she was unsettled. Looking all around. Like something was near. Something was closing in.

      And Siobhan wanted to turn away. She wanted to heed Arya Jr’s warnings.

      But she needed to investigate this helicopter.

      She needed to know exactly what the deal with this identification badge was.

      She looked away from Arya Jr and edged closer to the helicopter. She could smell its burned metal. Feel the slight warmth of this thing still radiating. She reached out for that identification badge; stretched out for it, tried to get a grip on it.

      And then something clattered behind her.

      She froze. Looked around.

      Looked at the trees.

      Silence. Stillness.

      A slight shuffling in the bushes.

      Arya Jr growling.

      Siobhan cleared her throat. Held her ground. Her heart was racing. She sensed danger all around. But she knew she had to prioritise, here. As much as she knew she needed to get away. As much as she knew that something was closing in, no matter what it might be.

      She had to make a move.

      She had to act.

      Fast.

      She made a grab for the identification badge and ripped it away from the dead body’s charred neck.

      She fell back, then. Looked at the badge, squinted at it.

      And the more she squinted at it, the less sense it made.

      There was a name on it. Prishna Patel. A photograph. One that looked… recent, for that matter.

      And underneath it, “Pilot.”

      She saw other things on the tag. Weird writing. A name of what looked like a company at the top. All kinds of signs that this was the part of some kind of official operation.

      She didn’t get the chance to fully take it in, though.

      Because she heard the noise behind her, in the trees, again.

      She heard Arya Jr’s growling and kicking back growing stronger.

      She looked around. Half expected not to find anything again. To find that it was all just a figment of her imagination, once again. That it was nothing more than the wind; the atmosphere getting to her.

      But when she looked around, her thoughts and her wishes weren’t granted.

      Because there was something there.

      Something that filled her with fear.

      The rumours.

      They were true.

      All of them were true.

      “Arya,” Siobhan whispered. “Come—come over here. Please.”

      Because this wasn’t a person.

      This wasn’t just any old thing.

      It was a bear.

      A grizzly bear.

      And it was walking right towards them.
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      Kelsie wasn’t sure how much time passed before the door swung open.

      She woke with a jolt. She hadn’t even realised she’d dozed off in all truth, but then when did you ever? She felt groggy and sick and wanted nothing more than some water or something to hydrate her. She could taste vomit and acid right at the back of her throat. How long had she been here? And what next?

      All she knew was that Gina was walking down the steps of the cell towards her.

      And then everything came flying back.

      Gina had grilled her on what she knew about Tate; on what Tate had told her. And she’d stayed firm. She’d held her ground. Because in spite of their past, in spite of the things they might’ve been through together, she didn’t trust Gina. Not an iota. Not anymore. Time had passed. Things had changed.

      And she wasn’t just going to give up valuable information like that she knew to someone she couldn’t trust.

      Not when the information could change everything.

      Gina reached the bottom of her steps. It was even lighter now, and Kelsie could make out more of Gina’s silhouette. Slimmer. Taller than she remembered.

      But all the time, those eyes. Vacant. Like something was missing.

      She knew Gina had been to talk with Tate. She knew she’d have grilled him about what he knew and what his and Kelsie’s relationship was to one another, just like she’d questioned her. And she had to hope that he’d stood strong. She had to hope he’d woven a lie just like the one she had.

      Because if he hadn’t—if he’d told a different story to the one she had told—she feared the consequences.

      She feared Gina. She couldn’t deny that.

      Gina walked towards her, wordless. Stopped right before her.

      Then she put a hand on her shoulder.

      “You’re free to leave.”

      Kelsie frowned. She frowned as Gina reached behind her back, as she un-cuffed her. Then as she stood her on her feet, helping her up, giving her some water in the meantime.

      Kelsie drank. And she couldn’t stop drinking, even though some of it was dripping down her chin, down her body.

      She stopped, squinted at Gina. “Are… Is that okay?”

      Gina smiled at her. “Is there any reason it wouldn’t be?”

      Kelsie nodded. Then she walked along, ahead of Gina, who still had a hand on her back. Slightly comforting. Slightly intimidating.

      And as she walked her up the steps, Kelsie felt sadness. Sadness that this was what things had come to between them. That the best case scenario in a situation like this was that the two of them were going their separate ways, all over again.

      “It’s a shame,” Kelsie said, thinking aloud more than anything.

      “What is?”

      “Our communities. They could be… they could be even stronger together.”

      Gina puffed out her lips. Chuckled a little. “You know more than anyone that’s not going to happen.”

      Kelsie looked at her as they stood there right at the entrance to the cell. And she knew Gina was right. It was her, after all, who was reluctant to trusting. It was her who was afraid of the damage that might be caused by taking a leap of faith like this.

      “I mean I dream, sometimes,” Gina said. “I dream about what we had, once upon a time. I dream about things going back to the way things were. But that’s a long time ago. Things have changed. So many things have changed. I don’t think there’s a common thread between us anymore. I just don’t think that exists anymore. Do you?”

      Kelsie wanted to say that it did. She wanted to say that they had each other. They had their past. They had their differences, sure. But they had the same values, too. They wanted the same things.

      “Maybe… maybe one day, we can work something out,” Kelsie said.

      Gina smiled. “I don’t think that’s going to happen, do you?”

      Kelsie frowned. She saw the shift in Gina’s eyes.

      And then in the corner of hers, she saw two people emerge from around the corner.

      They were holding Tate.

      He had been beaten. His eyes were bruised. Blood trickled down his forehead.

      Gina’s two henchmen kicked him to his knees right before Kelsie.

      One of them grabbed a wrench and clenched it around Tate’s two front teeth.

      “What the hell is this?” Kelsie said.

      “What the hell is this?” Gina said. “This is what happens when you lie. So you’d better start speaking.

      “I’m not—”

      “Don’t bullshit me, Kelsie,” Gina said. Her voice so calm. So composed. “I can tell when a story isn’t consistent. And I can tell when you are hiding something. So you’d better tell me what you’re hiding. You’d better tell me every damned thing about what it is you’re holding back. Because if you don’t, I’m going to have Tate’s teeth pulled out, one by one. And then I’m going to take his tongue out. And then I’m going to take his fingers off. And then, when I’ve had my fun, I’m going to put a bullet through his skull with this shiny handgun of his. So whatever information he has that’s so precious to you, it’ll never reach your people. Especially not when I take your tongue out, too. So what’s it going to be?”

      Kelsie stood there, heart racing. She stared into Tate’s wide, panicked eyes. Listened to him shouting out, trying to say something, trying to speak.

      She saw that wrench getting tighter around his front teeth.

      “Speak. Speak, right this second.”

      She heard Tate starting to cry out with pain, and she saw blood dripping down his teeth. She knew pressure was being applied. She knew they were being pulled.

      Gina was holding her word. She was staying true.

      “Speak, Kelsie.”

      “What the hell are you?” Kelsie shouted.

      And she meant it. But at the same time, she worried. Because she saw very clearly how leadership could do this to someone. How distrust could do this to someone.

      The thing that scared her most was that she could still see Gina in the eyes of this woman—the old, timid, caring Gina.

      She wasn’t a different person. She wasn’t a monster.

      She’d just evolved and adapted to her surroundings.

      She thought for a second Gina might see something. A common ground. That she might stop this.

      But then she sighed and shook her head.

      “Forget it,” Gina said. “Take his two front teeth out and get it started.”

      “No!” Kelsie shouted. “I’ll tell you. I’ll… I’ll tell you the truth. The truth about where he came from. The truth about what he’s promising. The truth about what’s coming. About—about everything.”
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      Siobhan watched the grizzly bear step closer towards her.

      Seeing this beast, out here in the afternoon light, was surreal. She thought the talk of zoo animals being out here in their droves was just a myth. I mean, she could see the logical argument for why it might be a case. But it was the kind of thing you didn’t actually believe until you saw it for yourself. Not truly.

      She was seeing it for herself right now.

      Staring it in the eye.

      And it was terrifying.

      The bear was huge. That was something you didn’t realise about grizzly bears until you actually saw one up close. When you saw them in a zoo, there was still that screen between you. A screen much like that on your television—creating distance.

      But seeing one in person like this, so daunting, so uncompromising… it seemed twice as large as Siobhan had expected and imagined.

      The bear itself was scarred. It was bony, too, which wasn’t a good sign. Because it looked like it was starving. Hungry.

      And Siobhan felt sadness deep down, as she clutched on to her bow and arrow, her knife in her back pocket.

      Because this was a beautiful, terrifying creature. It was Mother Nature personified.

      It was hungry. It needed food more than she did.

      But there was no bargaining with the situation.

      There was no room for sadness or for sympathy.

      There was only room for survival.

      She watched as the bear clambered closer towards her.

      But more towards Arya Jr.

      Arya Jr who was standing her ground and barking.

      Arya Jr who was showing more guts and nerves than she’d ever shown in her life before.

      “Not now, Arya,” Siobhan said. “Just—just come here. Please. Come here now.”

      But Arya Jr didn’t budge.

      She stayed there. Kept kicking back. Growling. Making her territory clear. Making it obvious who she was protecting.

      And Siobhan felt so thankful for her. So grateful for her.

      But she couldn’t have this. Not now.

      She lifted her bow and arrow, and she pointed it through shaky hands at the grizzly.

      And she found herself allowing Arya Jr to stay there.

      Allowing her to continue barking.

      Allowing her to continue drawing the grizzly bear towards her.

      She had it in her sights.

      She just had to wait until it was close enough.

      Wait until she was absolutely certain she had a clean shot.

      Wait until—

      A thump.

      That’s all she could describe it as.

      Something flying at her from her right.

      Sending her tumbling down towards the ground with a force unlike any she’d felt before.

      Snapping the bow and arrow from her grip.

      She lay there a few seconds. Dizzy. Disoriented. She could still hear Arya Jr barking, but it felt distant now. Further away. Foggier, somehow.

      Something had knocked her down.

      Something had…

      When she turned around, she saw it.

      And her fear turned up a notch.

      There was a grizzly bear above her.

      Only this one was bigger. More muscular.

      And it looked angrier.

      Siobhan realised then, in that devastating moment, that there wasn’t just one grizzly.

      There were two.

      And they were fighting over her.

      She tried to reach for her knife as the bear swiped at her, cutting right across her chest, sending red hot pain right through her body.

      She gripped on to that knife with her shaky hand. She knew she just had to make a move. Just one move—

      But then the bear lifted her with its mouth and tossed her right against the helicopter.

      She hit it with a slam. The side of the body where the bear had bitten her was pierced. Her head was bleeding from cracking against the metal of the helicopter. She could barely breathe; a combination of the pain and the charred dust of the burned bodies surrounding her. She clutched her belly instinctively, which ached, felt the fear of her baby.

      She looked out of the helicopter, hardly able to move. Then at her belly. Her bleeding belly, where her little baby rested inside.

      Then back up at the bears. Growling at one another now. Throwing themselves at one another. Fighting.

      Arya Jr was nowhere to be seen.

      Siobhan dragged herself further back, back into the helicopter. She reached for her knife, but she realised that had gone, too. Must’ve fallen from her grip when she’d been thrown across here.

      She knew that she didn’t have much of a choice, so all she did was curl up into a ball and wait. But it wasn’t good. Her body was icy cold. She was shivering all over. And she was bleeding. Badly.

      The bears weren’t going to have much of a problem pulling her out of here, either. And if they did, they would just wait. Wait for their moment. Wait for their chance. She had to face up to it. She had to accept it. The bears were going to kill her. It was the same fate that had most likely met the search party. Most likely met Kelsie.

      There was no glamourising the death she was on the verge of dying.

      She looked out at the bears, then. The bigger one looked like he was winning this scrap. But the bonier one was giving a good fight. And even so… he seemed like he was backing off a little. Like he was letting the bigger one see to this before hopefully swooping in for some remains.

      She curled her body up and closed her eyes.

      And then she noticed something.

      The smaller bear.

      It had turned.

      It was giving attention to something else.

      Somewhere else.

      The tree she’d walked past on her way here. The tree that looked open. Like it had been lived in at one stage.

      It was only when she saw him with her blurry eyes that the reality hit her.

      “Oh no. Oh… oh no.”

      She wasn’t alone.

      She might’ve known he’d have followed her.

      “Scottie, no.”

      He was hiding in the mouth of a tree.

      He’d followed her out here.

      And now he’d attracted the attention of a bear.

      As she held her body tight, blood pooling out, she started to drift. Started to get woozy.

      Then she saw the bigger bear turn around, look right at her.

      She swallowed a nauseous blob down.

      Saw the smaller bear reach the tree, swipe at it, try to break Scottie out of it.

      And then she watched as the bear made its way towards her.

      Hunger in its eyes.
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      The afternoon was dragging on, and Mike was home alone again.

      He didn’t go out much these days. Didn’t need to, in all truth. He had all he needed here in his little flat at the far end of the old Wright Green Hospital building. A small garden area, where he could catch animals and make his own food. A little self-catering system that he’d made, improvised with.

      Oh. And plenty of bottles of whisky. Enough to last a lifetime.

      He was content.

      Not whole, sure. But content.

      And at his age, that’s what he had to settle for.

      He sat back on his sofa and looked out of the window at the setting sun. He could hear laughter out there. Teenage girls living their lives the way they should be lived.

      And in a sense… sometimes he reminisced about how things used to be. How much of a better life these people would have had if they still had power.

      But they were happy with what they had. They were content.

      Just like him, they were content, in their own ways.

      He poured himself a glass of whisky and took a sip. The sweet taste kissed his lips. He’d lied to Kelsie about something last night. He’d told her you never got used to the taste of whisky. But that wasn’t true. He certainly had got used to it. It was his best friend, these days.

      Not that he was an alcoholic. Not that he was destructive, or anything like that.

      It just kept him warm.

      Which was especially important when Holly invaded his thoughts.

      He took another sip when he thought of Holly. Tried to push the thoughts away. Tried to resist them. But it was no use. All these years, and it still hurt just like the day it first happened.

      And seeing this place thrive, in a way, that made things worse. Not to sound selfish, but it was true. Because he knew Holly’s death was so pointless. He knew it was so avoidable. He knew it was nothing but a momentary reaction that had cost her the very luxury of existence.

      She should still be here. But she wasn’t.

      The same applied for Alison, too.

      He felt a different kind of sadness when he thought of Alison. Because he thought of everything they’d built together. Everything that had started between them from the most unlikely, unexpected of sources.

      Day one. Her arresting him when he was at his lowest.

      Then the day she died.

      Her telling him she loved him.

      He took another sip of whisky. Blotted out that memory again. In a sense, Alison hadn’t died that day. She’d died when Arya had died. Because she was the constant between them. She was the thread that held their love together.

      And now she was gone… Mike could barely bring himself to look at Arya Jr. Not anymore.

      Because of the reminders it brought up of the past, all over again.

      He thought of Gina, then. About how things had turned so sour. He couldn’t pretend he liked her for the things she had done. He couldn’t easily forgive her for the path she’d decided to go down.

      But he wished that somehow, one day, for the sake of this place and the sake of every place, they would be able to put their differences aside and move forward. Together.

      He was about to take another sip of the whisky when he heard something at the door.

      It wasn’t a knocking. More a tapping. And Mike thought about ignoring it. Dismissed it as just the wind or something like that.

      But it tapped again and again.

      And then Mike heard a yelp.

      He opened his eyes. Frowned. That yelp, it sounded familiar. Frighteningly familiar.

      He got up from his seat. Looked at his trusty old combat knife, a relic of a past long gone. Thought about grabbing it, then shrugged it off. He wouldn’t need it. He never needed it. Not anymore.

      He reached for the door. Held his breath. Waited for whoever—or whatever—was about to greet him.

      Then he opened the door.

      Arya Jr rushed inside.

      “Arya?” Mike said. “What… what’re you doing here, girl? Shouldn’t you be…”

      Then he noticed something.

      Arya Jr was distressed. Seriously distressed.

      Circling.

      Pacing.

      And there was something else.

      “What’s that there?” he asked.

      But he didn’t have to get much closer to see exactly what it was.

      Blood.

      Not a large patch. But enough to worry Mike. Enough to get his attention.

      He felt his heart racing. Because he didn’t know what this was. He didn’t know what had happened. Only that Kelsie and then a search team had gone out to some explosion in the woods. Only they hadn’t come home yet.

      And that got him wondering.

      He went outside. Kept his head low. Made his way to Siobhan and Kelsie’s place, walking past the huge crate of explosives that was foolishly placed right by the walls of the cells. Idiocy. Pure idiocy.

      He reached Siobhan and Kelsie’s place, knocked and waited.

      But there was no answer.

      He tried the door, but it was locked.

      Then he tried Siobhan’s office, too, but no luck.

      “You okay, Mike?” Colin, one of Siobhan’s aides, asked.

      “Yeah,” he said, lowering his head, the shyness kicking in. “Actually… have you seen Siobhan today?”

      Colin shook his head. “I’m kind of not supposed to say, but…”

      “Well you better had. She’s the leader of this place. What’s happening?”

      Colin sighed. “Look. She wanted to go out there after Kelsie. Only Scottie… he wouldn’t let Siobhan go alone. He followed her.”

      “He followed her? But…”

      He looked at Arya Jr, then.

      And suddenly, in that moment, he understood.

      “Is everything okay?” Colin asked.

      “I don’t know. But I’m about to find out.”

      He rushed back to his cabin. Mulled this situation around his mind. Thought of his options. The possibilities. The right thing to do. The thing he should do. The thing he wanted to do.

      He looked at Arya Jr.

      Then he looked over at the Becker BK2 gathering dust at the other side of the cabin.

      He waited a few seconds. Heart racing. Hands tingling.

      And then he reached for it, and he felt like the clock turned back fifteen years.

      “Come on, girl,” he said. “Let’s go see what’s going on out there.”
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      Siobhan watched the smaller, skinnier bear make its way towards her, and she tried to keep herself together.

      But with the rate she was bleeding out from the wounds this beast had given her, she wasn’t sure how long she could hold on.

      Her vision was blurring. She thought she could see rain falling heavily, but she wasn’t sure whether that was just her imagination playing tricks on her. She could feel warmth. Warmth starting at the centre of her body and radiating out, inviting her to lean in towards it.

      And a part of her wanted to. A part of her wanted to give in to it, allow it to take over her. Because she could be more comfortable if she just sank into that warmth. She could be more at ease.

      But at the same time, she knew falling into that warm bliss was giving up.

      And she wasn’t ready to give up.

      Not when she had so much to fight for.

      Not when she had a baby to fight for.

      She cleared her throat, shook her head a little, trying to regain her focus, her composure. The bear was much closer now. Far closer than she’d realised. She wondered if she’d started drifting in and out of consciousness already. And she dreaded to think what might happen if she passed out for a few seconds again.

      A few more seconds of unconsciousness could just be enough to finish her off.

      Because that bear wasn’t going anywhere. Not when it had food.

      Not when it was so close.

      She looked around the helicopter. There had to be something in here. Something she could use. She didn’t want to be responsible for the death of a beautiful creature, but this wasn’t a time to let emotions start taking front and centre.

      This was about survival.

      And if she didn’t act fast, she wasn’t going to survive. It was as simple as that.

      She reached around the helicopter. Tried to find something sharp. Something she could use to pierce the bear’s neck if that’s what it came to.

      She saw some of the metal at the side of her, curled around. Some of it loose.

      She reached for it. Pulled at it. Tried to yank it free.

      It was a moment later that she heard the growl right in front of her.

      She didn’t want to look around. Didn’t want to turn. Didn’t want to see.

      But in the end, she knew she didn’t have a choice.

      She held her breath and forced herself to look.

      The bear was right by the smashed-open door of the helicopter. Its head was inside, blocking the doorway, blocking any possible escape.

      It was looking right into Siobhan’s eyes like it knew exactly what it wanted.

      She held still. Felt her jaw start to shake. She wasn’t sure if it was the fear or the delirium from losing blood, but she found herself crying. Begging. Trying to reason with this bear.

      “Please,” she said. “I’ve—I’ve got a child. Nobody needs to get hurt. None of us. Just—just please. I know you’re hungry but… just let me go. Please.”

      She looked into the bear’s eyes again. And once more, she wasn’t sure whether it was the delirium that was sending her loopy, but she thought she saw the bear’s gaze soften.

      And then it lunged in towards her and grabbed her by her left shoulder.

      Its teeth split through her skin, sliced through her flesh like butter. She tried to hold on to the sides of the helicopter as the bear pulled her out of it even further, but that just made things worse—made it feel like her skin was splitting even more.

      But she clutched on for dear life.

      Clutched on to that loose metal.

      And then she fell free of it as the bear pulled her out into the open once again.

      She felt a mixture of things. Contrasts. Pain with relief. Drifting with intense focus. Despair with ecstasy.

      And as she lay there, the late afternoon shining down so softly and beautifully, this stunning warrior of nature peering down at her, she wondered if this was what death was like. Contrasts. Happiness with sadness. Hope with loss.

      Existence with non-existence, and the fragile tightrope between them.

      She felt a tear roll down her cheek as the bear sniffed at her body when she realised something.

      There was something in her hand.

      She had almost lost all sense of her bodily sensations because of the pain—and even that was fading now too.

      But there was something in her grip. Something she was holding on to.

      And it felt like that loose piece of sharp metal.

      She watched the bear lift its head. Watched its rancid saliva dribble down onto her face, covering her eyes.

      And then she watched it throw its face at her, get ready for a bite.

      That’s when she used what little strength she had left inside her to swing at its neck with the sharp piece of metal.

      Hard.

      The bear whimpered before she realised it had even hit. It cried out. Metallic blood spewed out onto her. The bear backed away, staggered, cried, gasped.

      And as she watched, she could only feel sadness. She could only feel sympathy.

      Because this was nature.

      It was nothing personal.

      It was survival.

      And it wasn’t fun for anyone.

      There was no universally happy outcome in any of this.

      The bear stumbled back. And as Siobhan lay there, she thought about getting up. Thought about moving. Getting away from here.

      But that warmth was intense.

      That warmth was inviting.

      That warmth was strong.

      And that warmth felt like all the love she’d ever felt in her life bundled into one.

      She felt the tears roll down her cheeks once again as she lay there in the fading light.

      She thought of Kelsie. Lucid, real thoughts of her, and their baby, and their happy future together.

      She thought of all the life she had left to live. All the life both of them—all of them—had left to live.

      And then she took a deep breath, and the warmth took over with darkness.
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      If there was one thing Kelsie never expected to be doing today, it was travelling through the woods back towards her home with Gina at her side.

      It was getting late. The sun was setting. Darkness would be upon them soon, which meant time was even more of the essence.

      Not like it was rational to prioritise the light over the dark anymore. It was irrational, illogical. It was just as likely something would happen under the cover of daylight than darkness.

      But it was a primordial fear. Something that had been deeply ingrained into humanity’s psyche. That fear of the unknown. Darkness was the unknown. A fear like that didn’t just go away for reasons of logic.

      She looked to her right. Saw Gina walking along beside her. They weren’t alone, of course. They were with a band of Gina’s people. Six of them.

      And they were with Tate, too.

      Kelsie looked at Tate, and she couldn’t help feeling bad for him. He’d been through the wringer at the hands of Gina. He’d gone through things he should never have had to have suffered. And that can’t have done wonders for the sort of opinion he’d have for Gina and her people, now.

      But Kelsie would get to him. She’d make him see that Gina was on her side, once. And that as much depravity she’d sunk to… she could be again, someday.

      Either that or Kelsie would act on Gina and her people before it even became a problem.

      “I fear for my home while I’m away,” Gina said.

      Kelsie looked at her. They hadn’t spoken much on the road. As far as Kelsie was concerned, there wasn’t a lot to be said. But this openness… this honesty… it was rare. Unexpected. “In what sense?”

      “In the sense that you remember Romesh. You remember what he’s like. Well, he hasn’t changed.”

      Kelsie couldn’t help smiling when Romesh’s name came up. She hadn’t seen him when she had been down at Gina’s place. But to know he was there, that they were together after everything… it gave Kelsie hope.

      Hope that Gina could be loved by someone she used to know. Someone she used to trust.

      Hope that the Gina she used to know was still in there somewhere.

      “Good to hear you two are going strong,” Kelsie said.

      “Got a little one, now,” Gina said. “Emilia.”

      “I’m really happy for you.”

      “You sound it. Really.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s just… it’s still weird. You can spend all this time away from someone you used to know so well. When you see them again, it’s like there’s nothing to say. Like you’re—”

      “So different now you can barely imagine knowing the other person in the first place.” She looked at Kelsie. Half-smiled. “Don’t worry. You’re not exactly on your own, here.”

      Kelsie smiled. As much as it was disappointing, it was reassuring at the same time. Reassuring that they were both in the same boat and that they’d put those honest feelings onto the table, raw and open.

      “So what do you think?” Kelsie asked.

      Gina frowned. “About what?”

      She looked around. Nodded at Tate, who was being escorted behind them. He didn’t exactly look as enthusiastic as he had. But he was on his feet—with the help of a crutch, anyway. He was alive. And he was joining them. That had to count for something.

      Gina sighed. “I mean. I want to believe in what he’s saying. In what he’s promising.”

      “But?”

      “But I can’t help thinking back to the past. The past where we were let down so many times by people promising false dreams.”

      “But all these years on,” Kelsie said. “And… and the helicopter. The helicopter and the things he told us about—”

      “It’s something I want to believe,” Gina said. “Trust me. It’s something I’m trying my hardest to believe. But… Well. Let’s just see how this goes, shall we?”

      “Yeah,” Kelsie said. “I can’t exactly imagine you’re going to get the warmest reception from my people.”

      “That’s why I came prepared.”

      Kelsie felt an undercurrent of a threat in those words. A promise of something untoward if things didn’t go to plan. Because as much as it seemed like her and Gina had reached something of a compromise… there were always constant reminders there that something could fall apart at any second.

      Because things had fallen apart before.

      They were very fragile foundations they were walking on right now.

      She turned around. Looked at the road ahead. She knew the hospital was close. And she wondered what Siobhan would say when they all got there. She was more understanding than Kelsie. More forgiving.

      But Gina was a line that many, many people wouldn’t want to even entertain crossing.

      “What happened,” Kelsie said. “All those years ago. It’s… it’s not personal. I understand that. You were just… just doing what you had to do.”

      She looked at Gina. Hoped for some kind of warmth. Some kind of look that she got where she was coming from. Like she was happy for a further breaking down of the walls between them.

      “I get that now.”

      Gina nodded. And then she resorted to her usual, cold self. “Rules are rules. You broke them. There is no favouritism where order is concerned.”

      Kelsie nodded. “Sure. Just wish you hadn’t taken half my damned ear off in the process. But hey. Rules are rules, right?”

      She nodded. And she actually found herself smiling. Laughing a little.

      Then she heard the footsteps in the woods around her.

      The people emerging from the trees.

      “Stop right there. Do not move another muscle. Not unless you want to lose your kneecaps.”
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      It was dark when Mike found his first trace of their missing people, and already he was beginning to wonder whether this journey was going to bear any fruits after all.

      It was cold. He hadn’t wrapped up properly. Probably hadn’t expected to be out in the wild this long. It had been a long time, after all. Years, in fact.

      But now he was out here, Becker BK-2 in hand, Arya Jr by his side… it felt like it hadn’t been a minute.

      It felt like this was his truth.

      This was his reality.

      He looked down at the tracks on the ground. Footsteps imprinted into the mud. And then a chain. A chain that he knew belonged to one of the members of the search party, Harriet. One they always twiddled around their neck. Something that caught his eye whenever he saw her, and annoyed him, quite frankly.

      It disconcerted Mike. Firstly because it was here at all. He knew Harriet. There was no way she’d have just dropped this chain. It meant a lot to her. Sentimental value.

      But there was something else, too.

      Blood sprinkled across that chain.

      Mike held it in his hand and looked ahead, Arya Jr sniffing by his side. He knew he couldn’t be far from the source of the flames, now.

      But the closer he got to them, the more he got the feeling like something was coming. Something he didn’t want to see. Something he didn’t want to find.

      But he’d felt that way many times before in the past. And he’d always had to throw himself into those situations. Always.

      This time was no exception.

      “Come on,” he muttered, knowing there was only one path ahead—the path towards the footsteps. “We’d better keep moving.”

      They moved further through the woods. Arya Jr kept on sniffing the ground like something had been here. Something that disturbed Mike even more. Because things seemed so good inside the hospital grounds. They seemed… well, peaceful. A stasis that he’d grown comfortable in. Maybe far too comfortable.

      The thought that there were things out here that could threaten their very existence—that actively wanted to cause them harm—was a difficult one to get his head around after all that time on the inside.

      He kept on walking when he saw it.

      First there was the blood.

      Then, the body.

      Mike couldn’t properly make it out in the light of the moon. But as he got closer to it, smelled its immediate stench, he started to have the sense that he knew this person.

      And when he got closer, his worst fears were confirmed.

      It was Scottie.

      He hadn’t just been killed. He had been brutalised.

      Whatever had done this was an animal. But an animal unlike any he’d encountered in the wild.

      He was partly eaten. Ribcage snapped like twigs. Insides mashed up like chopped spaghetti Bolognese.

      He felt the chills creep up his arms as Arya Jr walked over to him, sniffed and whined as she circled him.

      And then he saw something else.

      There was a trail.

      A trail of blood.

      And that trail in the grass led right to the helicopter.

      Mike had no doubts about it right away. This helicopter, it was almost certainly the source of the explosion and the flames they’d seen.

      And that struck him as odd from the off. Because someone flying wasn’t something they saw—ever. There were the rumours, of course. But they were nothing more than the UFO sightings of old, really.

      But this. This was real, and it was now.

      And even worse, it looked like something else had happened here.

      Something that went much further than a crash.

      It was as he got closer to the helicopter that he noticed something else. Something that filled him with fear.

      There was something between him and the helicopter.

      Something he didn’t recognise, not immediately. Thought it must just be a big rock or something like that.

      But then as he got closer, he realised it was very much… a creature.

      He reached its side, cautiously, and he felt his knees wobble as he looked down at it.

      It was a grizzly bear. It was dead. It looked like it had been stabbed through its throat.

      His heart raced. The state Scottie was in, this explained it. A grizzly was more than capable of doing something like this.

      But not just that.

      There wasn’t just one bear.

      There were two.

      Both of them lying flat.

      Both of them fallen.

      Mike held his ground. He could barely move, barely think. Because what if that’s what had happened to his people. What if there were more bears out there and they’d done the same to the search party? To Siobhan? To Kelsie?

      He thought about the animal traps he’d passed in the woods, and he wondered who was out here; who was prepared for this.

      He felt that fear building inside him. But that fear only evolved even more when he heard the growl.

      The growl that made Arya Jr leap, start whimpering.

      The growl right behind him that filled him with a fear unlike he’d never felt before.

      He turned around.

      And he saw the large dark silhouette approaching him, every step revealing its true form; every step making him fully aware of the truth.

      This was another grizzly.

      A third grizzly.

      A bigger grizzly.

      And it was closing in on him.

      He took a breath through his nostrils. Tightened his grip around the knife. His hand was shaking, but he was doing his best to keep it steady.

      But how could you?

      How could anyone keep their composure when they were faced with something like this?

      He saw it get closer. Saw the blood covering its face. The redness of its teeth. A feast, that’s what it’d had. An absolute feast. Which just made him wonder even more.

      Wonder about his people.

      He kept his ground. Saw that bear closing in. Knew he had to get his timing right, as Arya Jr barked beside him.

      “Come on,” he said. “Come on, you mean bastard. Give me your best. Come on.”

      He waited for it to close in.

      And then he pulled it back and got ready.

      That’s when something happened.

      Something snapped.

      Something whooshed.

      And before Mike knew it, the bear was struggling. Trying to get away. Trapped.

      He stood there and watched in disbelief as this bear kicked and tried its best to move. Because it had triggered something. Something that Mike must’ve been inches from triggering himself.

      “What…”

      He watched then as someone appeared.

      A dark figure emerging out of nowhere.

      Lifting a knife.

      Putting it into the side of the bear’s head.

      Taking it down in one.

      Mike stood. Watched in awe. Stared as that figure got closer, approached him.

      And when he reached him, Mike’s disbelief reached new heights.

      He was bearded. He had long, grey hair. And he’d aged—even though he used to look old in the first place.

      But there was no mistaking it.

      No denying it.

      “Hello Mike,” Graham said. “Long time no see.”
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      “Don’t move another muscle. And that applies for all of you. Kelsie included.”

      Kelsie heard the words, and she knew that she was in trouble. These were her people. But as she’d told Gina—and as she knew damn well would be the case—they had seen exactly who she was with. So they had grown sceptical. They were wary.

      Memories of a conflict a long, long time ago were still imprinted on to their psyche.

      And Kelsie never, ever thought she’d be the one to trying to resolve the peace between them.

      “It’s okay, Kurt,” Kelsie said, recognising his voice. “We’ve figured this out—”

      “You’re with her. So don’t even pretend you’ve figured things out.”

      Kelsie looked at Gina. Saw that slight smile to her face. Almost as if she was enjoying all of this drama. Again, that discomforted her. She couldn’t deny just how much it seemed Gina had fallen to the other side—fallen over the edge between trying to stay emotionally neutral and being… well, detached.

      But right now she couldn’t think about what Gina might be feeling.

      She had to win her people over.

      Because whether they liked it or not, they were going to be in this together.

      “I was out here investigating the source of the explosion,” Kelsie said. “I found a helicopter. And… and I found Tate here, too.”

      She held a hand out. Pointed to him as he stood there, bruised, bloodied.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, that’s me. The guy who’s been treated like shit despite everything he’s had to say. Don’t mind me.”

      “Tate told me something important. I was trying to rush back to get home so you could come out and help him. That’s when we ran into Gina’s group.”

      “They took you prisoner, didn’t they?” Kurt said, clearly leading the rest of the people who had their arrows raised. “You only have to say the words, Kelsie. Say them, and—”

      “Kelsie’s alive because of me right now,” Gina said. “And so too is Tate here. And as much as I’d have loved to have killed him and disciplined the pair of them for lying, unfortunately the information Kelsie has told me—information that Tate has corroborated—has made that impossible, quite frankly.”

      Silence. Even Kelsie was surprised to have heard Gina speak up like that.

      “Nobody asked you,” Kurt said.

      “She’s right, though,” Kelsie said.

      Again, there was surprise. Not just from Kurt and the rest of her people, but from herself, too. She felt surprised that she’d vocalised her thoughts, and that these were even her thoughts at all. Surprised that she’d spoken up.

      But now she was in the moment, the words were flowing. Everything was flowing.

      “We might’ve had our differences in the past, but—”

      “Differences?” Kurt said. “She took half your ear off, Kelsie.”

      “Like I said. In the past, we had our—”

      “She killed dozens of our people. And that’s just first-hand. Who knows how many died because of her rules? And who knows how many have died since?”

      “I can assure you,” Gina said. “My community is going very strong. There’s a reason I’m still in charge of it and that it’s still thriving. And I can tell you for certain that you absolutely would not be a part of it if this is the way you behave. Besides. If I’d really disliked her, I’d have taken her whole ear off.”

      “Screw this,” Kurt said.

      “Wait!”

      Kelsie shouted it. Almost screamed it, in fact. Because she felt like this was it. This was her moment. Her opportunity.

      She had to take it.

      “The source of the explosion. The thing we saw. The thing I went out there to find out about. It was a helicopter.”

      “A helicopter?” Kurt said.

      “Tate… Tate comes from a community.”

      “What kind of community?”

      “A community that isn’t living in the dark,” Tate said.

      Kelsie looked around at him. Everyone looked around at him, then.

      He stood up. Stepped forward. Even though he was beaten. Even though he was bruised. Even though he was clearly afraid.

      “The place I come from has power.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I know that’s the logical conclusion, but did you really believe the world out there wouldn’t be at least trying to get things back on track? That there wouldn’t be any attempts to restore order?”

      “I believe in what I see. And right now I see a man using whatever information he might have to beg for his life.”

      “I lost my tag in the crash. My government approved tag. You’ll find them on the bodies of my friends who fell in the helicopter, too.”

      Silence. Silence, as the questioning began to grow. The wondering. Could it be? Could he be telling the truth? Really?

      “The place I come from. It’s not… it’s not perfect. But it’s something. It’s better than this. It’s a new world. A world with power, all over again.”

      “So you came here to take us all out there on your helicopter?” Kurt said. “Good luck fitting us all into one of those things. Especially when it’s already been downed.”

      “It’s not the only helicopter. There’s more like me out there. And if you’ll just trust me, I can take you to where you need to go. Or at least where I hope is still the place to go. But anyway. That’s… that’s not the only reason why I came here,” Tate said.

      Kurt frowned. “Then why did you?”

      That’s when Kelsie felt the dread. The urgency. The thing she’d learned from Tate. The truth.

      He looked at her, and then he looked back at Kelsie’s people.

      “I didn’t come here to extract you. I came here to warn you.”

      “Warn us? About what?”

      “About what’s coming.”

      “What is coming?”

      He looked at Kelsie again. Uncertainty on his face.

      And then he sighed.

      “Just tell them, Tate,” Gina said. “Tell them what you told us. Leave it to them to come to their own conclusions.”

      He quite visibly swallowed a lump in his throat.

      Then he sighed. “I came here to warn you that this place I come from. It’s… it’s already nearing full.”

      “Already full? Then what the hell are you doing here?”

      “I’m here because… because I wanted to help at least some people get away from this country, while they can.”

      Confusion growing. Tension growing.

      “What’s happening?” Kurt asked.

      “The gatekeepers of the new world,” Tate said. “They’re… they’re gathering as many people as they can to start this new world. This new community. The biggest global community of all. But the rest of the people. The rest of the survivors…”

      “What about the rest of the survivors?”

      He looked into Kurt’s eyes, and he half-smiled. “You’re too much of a danger. They can’t have people… people like you. People who might band together. Countries who might risk everything they’ve worked towards building, one day.”

      “What are you trying to say?” Kurt asked.

      “I’m saying they’re going to wipe you all out. The whole country. Every single person who doesn’t make it to that new world. They’re going to cleanse and start over again, totally afresh. Once and for all.”
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      The second Mike rested his eyes on Graham, the first thing he felt was an urge for vengeance.

      It had been fifteen years since he’d last seen him. Hadn’t seen him since the fateful day he’d returned to the Wright Green Hospital, in fact. Overthrown him.

      And he’d come so close to killing him. So close to putting him down for what he’d done to Alison; for what he’d put so many people through.

      But he’d shown restraint. He’d shown resistance. He’d found the resolve to be able to hold back and in a sense, he’d found forgiveness.

      But it was on one condition. That Graham stayed away. Far, far away. That he never showed his face anywhere near their home ever again.

      So the fact that it looked like he was surviving right here on their doorstep… that was problematic.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Mike asked. It was all that he could manage. All that he could say.

      Graham smiled a little. He looked pale, a little dazed. His skin was flaky, his hair and beard were both long and grey. He used to always look old back when he was at Wright Green. Used to get teased for looking older than he claimed he was.

      But right now… well, he was still here. Fifteen years had passed, and he was still surviving out here.

      “It’s been quite some time, hasn’t it?” Graham said. His voice was a little shaky and raspy as if he hadn’t used it for a long time. “I mean, I always got the feeling that we’d run into each other somewhere along the line. You’re looking… well. You’re looking older, I’ll say that much. The dog there. She a pup? She’s gorgeous. Really.”

      Mike turned away from Graham, away from the fallen bears, which Arya Jr was sniffing around. His heart was racing. As much as he was curious as to how Graham was still here—how he’d survived for this long—he didn’t want to talk with him. He didn’t want anything to do with him. Simply looking at him was a reminder that he didn’t want; didn’t need. A reminder of a past that had long gone.

      Of a future that had been stolen from so many.

      “Don’t I at least get a thank you?” Graham said. “I mean, it’s not every day you get cornered by a grizzly bear.”

      “Leave it out. I’ve got people to find.”

      “Oh you do?” Graham said. “That’s fortunate. I’ve been alone for a long time. A long, long time.”

      “Poor you.”

      “You know, it wasn’t as hard in the early days. But nobody chooses solitary confinement. Even if we don’t think we want to be surrounded by others, that’s our mind playing tricks. Nobody chooses prison.”

      Mike thought about Graham’s words. Thought about his own situation. “Don’t pretend to know what others want. You tried that before a long time ago, and look how it worked out for you.”

      Graham shrugged. “I made a mistake, granted. I made lots of mistakes. But that’s a long time ago, Mike. The past is the past. If you’re trying to tell me you haven’t changed in all that time, you have to be lying, right?”

      Mike tensed his jaw. Felt that urge for vengeance of old building all over again. “You killed Alison.”

      “And I am sorry for that. Truly. I was in a difficult situation, and I acted in the only way I felt I could. I acted out of selfishness to try and resume order that was so fragile at that time. I made a bad decision. It came back to bite me. Rest assured; I’ve paid for what I’ve done.”

      Mike wasn’t sure. On the one hand, he knew what Graham was saying, and actually sensed sincerity to his words. But on the other…

      “You’re still alive,” Mike said. “Still surviving. I’d say you haven’t paid nearly enough.”

      Graham tilted his head, shrugged. “Again. That’s something the gods will have to decide on a case to case basis, right?”

      Mike looked at the blade in Graham’s hand.

      “So how have you been surviving out here?”

      Graham smiled. “Like I say. Years have passed. I’ve learned my ways to hunt. To catch animals. It hasn’t been easy. At times, it’s been damned hard. But it’s doable. Just got to take each day as it comes.”

      “But fifteen years,” Mike said. “Fifteen years out here. How?”

      Graham smiled, then. He laughed a little. “Fifteen years? Oh no. No. I’ve not been out here for that long.”

      That made more sense. “Let me guess. Tried to topple another community. Didn’t quite work out?”

      “Not as straightforward as that,” Graham said. “I was a survivor at a community for many, many years. Fourteen or so. Everything was fine and well, as hard as you might find that to believe. And then… well, one day I woke up and found the place massacred.”

      “Massacred?”

      “Everyone was dead. Well, not everyone, but pretty much. Blood drooling from their ears and their nostrils, that sort of thing. Looked like there’d been some kind of chemical attack.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Mike said, trying to sound as sincere as possible.

      “I was mortified, of course. Until I found myself on foot and found other communities in the same state. The same symptoms. Dropped dead. Blooded nostrils and eyes. Entire communities, gone.”

      Mike thought about the two communities that had dropped off the radar over the last few years. The nerves those moments had sparked. The tensions that had built. And he thought about what Graham was saying. Could that be it? Could some kind of mystery chemical attack or virus be doing this?

      “So what brought you back here?” Mike asked.

      Graham rubbed the side of his head. “I guess… I guess I came here to warn you.”

      “To warn me?”

      “Curiosity brought me here. And you have to believe me when I say I’m guilty for the things I did. I’m not a bad man. I just did some bad things a long, long time ago. But I figured if I got here… at least I could warn your community, if it was still here, anyway.”

      “So what’s stopped you?”

      “What?”

      “You’ve been in the woods for a year. What’s stopped you?”

      “That’s the thing,” Graham said. “I tried to warn you.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve travelled a long way to tell you the truth. To tell you what I discovered.”

      Mike frowned. “That can’t be true.”

      “It is true,” Graham said. “I thought long and hard about whether I wanted to tell you. About whether I should even let you know at all. But I figured enough time had passed. Enough water under the bridge, or however you want to put it. And… well, what I discovered. In spite of everything, we were still part of the same community, once. We were still pulling in the same direction, for the same people.”

      “What are you trying to tell me?”

      “I’m not trying to tell you anything. I’m trying to warn you.”

      “Warn me?”

      Graham cleared his throat. Brushed his fingers through his long, greasy hair. “I know who is responsible for the chemical attacks,” he said. “I know who is responsible for the killings.”

      He told Mike.

      And in that moment, everything changed.
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      Gina approached the Wright Green Hospital, and she felt like her past was flashing before her eyes all over again.

      It was dark now, but it still looked as beautiful as it always had. The walls that had been built and extended, now. The people lined on the tops of them, looking out, standing guard. The slight glow of candle and torchlight from within. And that slight mumble of conversation. That was something Gina missed about this place. The jovial nature. She didn’t have that at her home. People were taught to show more discipline, to focus more on work.

      They did get recreational time, of course. And Gina always kept an ear to the ground to make sure people were happy.

      But she’d seen already that the strongest groups were those who managed their time—carefully.

      And that was why her home was going to prosper long, long beyond Wright Green.

      She looked around. Looked at Tate. Looked at Kelsie, and at the rest of the combination of people. They were still reeling from what Tate had told them. The talk of where he’d come from. The safe haven outside of this country. But the place that was closing its doors. The place that was battening down the hatches against newcomers and carefully vetted outsiders.

      And then to stop any chance of the people out here rising again—and to give opportunity to expand and grow into this vast world—they were having a mass cull.

      She thought about what Tate had told them and how she’d echoed the fears he’d began to stoke. The chemical attacks. The dead people in communities. Building that fear that something was coming; that something was imminent.

      Because as much as he might be building those fears, and as much as Gina might be adding to them, there was only one person responsible directly for those chemical attacks.

      And that was her.

      She took a deep breath as she got closer to Wright Green. She’d had her eye on this place for a while, just like she’d watched many of the other communities. It was only the strongest ones that she targeted. The most thriving ones. Because by targeting them, she could expand. She could take what they had, and she could add them to her growing ranks.

      She used to feel guilty about what she was doing. She felt bad about the things she’d done. The lives she’d taken. The innocents she’d slain.

      But it was important to expand.

      It was important to prosper.

      And there could be no emotions where that was concerned.

      But as she walked with Kelsie now, she felt those rival forces pulling at her. She felt something of a bond. Something of an attachment. And she wondered whether she could go ahead with what she was planning. Even if it meant more supplies—and even if it meant less of a chance of conflict with someone she couldn’t trust—she wasn’t sure she could.

      But if she had to… she would.

      Anything to create a safer world.

      Anything to create a place her daughter would never have to worry.

      A world where she didn’t have to look over her shoulder.

      “I have to warn you,” Kelsie said. “My people. They aren’t going to be happy to see you. You’re going to have a hard time convincing them of your motives.”

      She looked at Kelsie, and she felt disappointed. Disappointed that she’d turned out so naive. Because if she’d learned anything in the many years that had passed, it was that she couldn’t trust anyone.

      Including those she wanted to be close to.

      Those she had a nostalgic desire to bond with once again.

      Gina nodded, though. She smiled. And then she looked at the Wright Green Hospital as the group began to approach.

      The gates opened. She saw the grounds inside. Heard the voices rise. Smelled those familiar smells.

      “Welcome home,” she said to herself.
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      Mike sat by the fire opposite Graham and tried to wrap his head around what he’d told him.

      It was late. Mike was feeling exhausted through lack of sleep. Arya Jr was fast asleep right beside the flames. He envied her. No matter what happened, he wasn’t going to be getting any sleep tonight. Not with what he’d been told. Not with what he’d learned.

      Whether he believed it was a different matter altogether.

      It was cold. So cold that he found himself wrapped in the fur of the bear which they’d skinned between them. They’d eaten some of it over the fire, too. Mike felt sad about that, but at the same time, he knew that it was just survival. It was part of what had to be done.

      And besides. He was more preoccupied with what Graham had told him.

      “I know it’s hard to accept,” Graham said, as he lay there by the fire. “Especially from someone like me. But I saw it for myself. I saw the people who caused these mini-explosions. The people responsible. They used chlorine, Novichok, any old supplies they could get their hands on, mostly from the groups who came here a long time ago. The groups who fell into this abyss just like the rest of us. But anyway. I saw where they went to. I saw exactly whose people they were. Who made the order.”

      “Gina,” Mike said. “I know. I heard you the first time.”

      He sensed a smile on Graham’s face. Some kind of mild pleasure in the circumstances. And as much as he knew what had happened to Gina—the path she’d gone down—he wanted to believe that she’d found a new way. A new approach.

      That she hadn’t fallen further down that dark road she seemed so certain to keep on tumbling down.

      But this. If what Graham saying was true… this was something different entirely.

      “I know the pair of your have your shared history,” Graham said. “So I’m sorry that this is a bombshell. But I had to warn you.”

      “Warn us? I see what this is now. You’re here to goad us.”

      “Goad you? Believe me, Mike. My years of goading are long gone. I’ve lost so much. I’ve lost everything. What on earth do I have left to goad about?”

      Mike thought about Graham’s words. And he saw parallels with someone else. Calvin. The way he’d taken someone he loved from him. The way circumstance had brought them together again.

      The way he’d fallen into the trap of trusting him, only to find it such a costly, almost life-ending decision.

      It might’ve been a long time ago. But Mike had learned an important lesson that day. A lesson he couldn’t ignore.

      A lesson he had to bear in mind for the rest of his life.

      “Why should I trust you now?”

      Graham shrugged. “At the end of the day, I have nothing left to lose. But you… you still have people. People you care about. People who respect you.”

      “And I’m supposed to believe this isn’t just you stirring to try and spark some kind of war? Because believe me… if this comes out, that’s what a lot of people will want.”

      “I’ve better things to do than start wars.”

      “Like catching bears?”

      Graham smiled. “Exactly that.”

      Mike thought about what Graham had told him. Gina. The moves she’d made. And as much as he didn’t want to believe him, he had to accept that it wasn’t exactly uncharacteristic of Gina. She’d shown traits of this kind of behaviour years ago. It was part of why they’d taken different paths. So he didn’t have much to lose in warning his people about this. In preparing them for the worst.

      And then he thought about Kelsie, again. About Siobhan. The search party. The people he’d been out here searching for, and how he didn’t want to give up on them. How he didn’t want to just give in.

      But what else could he do?

      What else did he have?

      “I need to go home,” Mike said. “As much as I don’t want to… I need to warn my people.”

      “I sense there’s a ‘but’ coming.”

      “I can’t take you back there.”

      Graham smiled. “Save you from a bear. Tell you how in danger your people are. The least I hoped for was a good old-fashioned cup of tea.”

      “I was serious when I banished you all those years ago. So too was Gina when she took over. You’re lucky that you’ve run into me out here and not her.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “But… but as much as I need to find my people… I feel like there’s something else I need to do.”

      “And what’s that, Mike?”

      Mike played events through his mind. Played everything through his mind. And in the end, there was only one conclusion he could come to. Only one outcome he could reach.

      He looked at Graham, and he swallowed a lump in his throat.

      “I need to find Gina,” he said. “I need to talk with her. I need to… to look her in her eyes and understand whether this is true, for myself.”

      Graham smiled. “And you think that’s a good idea?”

      “What?”

      “Going to her first. Especially when you know how ruthless she can be. You think the wise decision is to go to her first before warning any of your people?”

      Mike heard what Graham was saying, and he was pleased. Because that’s the answer he was looking for. The answer he was hoping Graham would give him. If he was trying to catch him out, he could’ve just bitten the bait.

      But he hadn’t.

      That gave Mike a sense of hope.

      “You’re right,” Mike said. “I need to go back to my people. I need… I need to put the information on the table. Not that I believe you straight up. But it’s something that we need to talk about together. Something we need to consider. That we need to weigh up, one way or another.”

      Graham nodded. Smiled. “You tried to catch me out then, didn’t you?”

      Mike half-smiled back. Because that put him back to square one. Graham knew exactly what he was doing. He could’ve double-bluffed him.

      But the fact still stood.

      He needed to talk with his people about the next step.

      Even if as far as he knew… there wasn’t even a leader at home to consult with.

      He stood up. Looked into the darkness of the woods. Heard animals, saw shuffling.

      “Sure I can’t tempt you to stay out here for the night at least?”

      Mike looked at Graham.

      Then he shook his head.

      “Perhaps I’ll see you around again. Or perhaps not—”

      “I’m sorry for what I did to Alison. I’m sorry for what I took from you.”

      Mike felt that raw pain that would never heal. And as much as he didn’t want to, as much as he wanted to stand firm, he nodded. “Right.”

      He turned away, then, and headed into the night.

      He needed to go home.

      He needed to warn his people.

      And he needed to figure out what their next step was going to be.
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      Graham waited until Mike had disappeared into the woods before he put the light of the fire out and made his move.

      It was pitch black. The air was icy cold. But he was used to it. In a sense, he found it comforting. Most people would be inside their communities. Surviving in their numbers. Only the wild would be out here.

      He felt far more comfortable with the wild.

      One thing he was not used to, not comfortable with was the company he’d just spent around the fire.

      He walked into the woods. Felt a longing for that company once again. A longing for Mike to have stayed for longer. Because although they had past and they had history… he didn’t hate him. Not anymore.

      He had a feeling he would be seeing him again.

      And that was a part of his plan.

      He walked further through the woods. Traced his trail. And as he moved, he thought he saw movement in the trees. Thought he heard footsteps. Stopped, checked, and made sure he wasn’t being followed.

      But the longer he stayed put, the longer he held his ground… the more certain he grew that he was in fact alone.

      An animal, he could cope with. He could handle.

      But a person…

      Well. That might just leave him with some explaining to do.

      He thought about his community. His home for so many years. How he’d watched it fall, just like that. All those years of bonding, all those years of work. And he didn’t want that for Mike and his people. Truly. He didn’t want him to suffer in the way he had.

      And sure. Part of him had to admit there was a sense of smug satisfaction that one of Mike’s own people in Gina was the one responsible for the damage. And that would hurt him. That would sting him. Because he and Gina were always close. Very close.

      But that was just a small part of things. That was just a minor part of the whole.

      Time had passed. Priorities had changed.

      Because there were other, larger things at stake.

      He got further through the woods when he heard something.

      Footsteps. Definite footsteps.

      And movement.

      Voices.

      Coming towards him.

      He dropped down to the ground out of instinctive reaction over anything. Heart racing as he lay there, at one with the earth, camouflaged by the clothes he was wearing and the night.

      Knife in hand. Ready. Just in case.

      He waited. Heart racing. He still couldn’t see anyone. Anyone at all.

      He was about to get to his feet when he spotted them.

      There were four of them. Dressed all in black. Masks over their faces.

      Even though it was dark, the first thing that struck Graham was that these people were… well, clean. They were neat. They didn’t look like any kind of survivor he’d seen. Not for a long time.

      He kept still as he watched them pass by, agonisingly close. It looked like they had goggles, which Graham faintly recognised as night vision.

      And they were speaking quietly.

      Speaking in whispers.

      Holding hi-tech rifles the likes of which he had to admit he’d never seen.

      He kept still as they walked past him. Gritted his teeth together. Felt their bodies so close to his. And he wanted to leap up. He wanted to put one of them on the end of his spear and make the others talk. But he knew that would be reckless. It would be madness.

      He could only wait as they passed by, further, further.

      He kept totally still, totally static, as they disappeared into the trees.

      And for a little while longer after that, too.

      When he was absolutely certain they were gone, he stood.

      He brushed himself down. Tried to wrap his head around what he’d just witnessed. Those people. They weren’t from around here. They were from somewhere else.

      Somewhere far, far away.

      That much he knew for certain.

      He looked at where they’d disappeared into the woods, and he felt sickness. Nausea. A sense that he was looking at something dark unfolding. Something that was about to occur.

      And then he swallowed a lump in his throat and headed back along the path, back through the woods.

      When he reached his home—a large, opened up section under an uprooted tree which he’d made perfectly cosy, perfectly sheltered, he saw her sitting upright, her wounds bandaged.

      Handcuffs around her wrists and ankles.

      Graham sighed with relief.

      Siobhan was still here.
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      “What do you mean she just left?”

      Kelsie stood inside the Wright Green Hospital grounds under the light of the stars. It felt good to be back home. A big relief, especially after everything she’d been through, after everything she’d encountered at Gina’s. But at the same time, she’d returned home to a problematic situation, of that there was no doubt.

      Because apparently there was no leader in this place right now.

      Apparently, Siobhan was gone.

      “She went out after you,” Mark said. “I tried to stop her, but you know what she’s like. She couldn’t cope with the fact that you were gone. That something might’ve happened to you. Especially when the search party didn’t show again.”

      “Wait. The search party hasn’t shown up?”

      Mark shook his head. “Haven’t seen them since they went out there. Completely disappeared. And then you show up with Gina and her people by your side… it gets people wondering, you know? It gets them asking questions.”

      Kelsie nodded. “I can understand the trepidation about Gina’s presence right now—”

      “Good. Because it’s not going to change. That trepidation isn’t without reason.”

      “She wants to keep herself to herself just as much as we do,” Kelsie said. “But what Tate said. What he told me. What he told both of us. The community out there. The world out there. It’s somewhere that offers hope. And he knows a place. Another location we can go to and get ourselves taken out of here.”

      “It’s a carrot on the end of a stick. A stick that’s gonna beat us. Hard, if we aren’t careful.”

      “Is that what you think? Really?”

      “Think about it, Kelsie,” Mark said. “This guy, what’s his motive? He supposedly knows about some place that just so happens to be shutting its gates. He knows about a bunch of people culling the citizens of this country. He’s on his own. He’s weak. You don’t think he’s just using us to stay alive until he finally gets some chance to reunite with his own people, one way or another?”

      Kelsie nodded. After all, she’d thought of the possibility that Tate was double-crossing her. That there could be an ulterior motive behind what he was doing.

      But then it had been years. There was still the evidence—the helicopter. If he was a part of the larger group committing the so called cullings, then why would he simply give up this kind of information? Why would he offer them any hope at all?

      Especially when he knew that if the truth ever came out… he would never get away with it.

      “It’s not easy for me to… to trust people. It’s not easy for me to just blindly believe in anyone. Believe me. But… but I have to consider what Tate’s saying. I have to consider why he’s saying it. And I can’t ignore the fact that he’s telling the truth.”

      “And you trust him? You trust Gina, even after everything? Really?”

      “Whether we can or can’t trust them, there’s something more important right now. And that’s finding Siobhan. Finding Arya Jr. Finding the search party.”

      “It’s not just them who have gone missing,” a voice said.

      Kelsie turned around. Saw Colin, one of Siobhan’s most trusted advisors, with a look of concern on his face.

      “What’re you talking about?” Kelsie asked.

      Imogen scanned the floor, clearly nervous, clearly uncertain. “Mike. He—he’s gone too.”

      When Colin said his name, Kelsie felt like her whole world was falling apart.

      “Arya Jr came back here,” Colin said. “And it got Mike worried about you both. So he went back out with her.”

      Kelsie’s heart began to race. As tough as this was to swallow in its current form, she couldn’t help feeling like this wasn’t the full story. “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

      Colin looked away. “I don’t—”

      “Tell me. Tell me right now.”

      He looked up at Kelsie, regret glimmering in her eyes. “Arya Jr. She… she had blood on her fur. A bloodied print.”

      The possibilities circled around Kelsie’s mind, all of them hard to envision, all of them hard to take.

      The thought of that bloodied handprint.

      Of who it might belong to.

      She took a deep breath and stepped away from Colin, from Mark. “That’s it.”

      “Kelsie?”

      “I need to go out there.”

      “I think that’s the last thing you need to do right now.”

      “Siobhan’s out there,” she snapped. “Our… our baby’s out there. I can’t just stand here and wait while she might be in trouble.”

      “This place needs someone right now. Especially with the… with the new arrivals.”

      Kelsie tasted bitterness in her mouth. Because she understood the urgency of Tate’s predicament. The importance of getting Gina and her people back on the road so this didn’t escalate to something more than it currently was. So no nefarious forces could twist it in any way.

      She understood all of the consequences. But right now, there was only one thing that mattered.

      “Put Tate and three of Gina’s people in the cells,” Kelsie said.

      Mark frowned. “What?”

      “You say they’re getting agitated. Well, if they aren’t willing to wait peacefully, they’ll have to wait by our rules.”

      “I don’t think you realise—”

      “I realise exactly what I’m doing. And it’s not an easy decision. Believe me. But right now, we need them keeping under wraps. We need Tate keeping under our control at least until we figure out exactly what we’re going to do next. But I can’t be here right now. I have to be out there. I have to find Siobhan. I have to find them all. I can’t risk anything else happening. I can’t just lie down. I just can’t.”

      Mark shook his head. But it looked like his resolve was waning. Like his fear was still very much intact, but like he was fighting a battle he wasn’t going to win.

      “Do what you have to do,” Kelsie said. “And I’ll do what I have to do.”

      Mark took a deep breath, and then he nodded. “Right,” he said. “I can’t pretend I’m endorsing this. I can’t pretend I’m happy about this. But—”

      “Just do it,” Kelsie said.

      She turned around. Looked at the entrance to the Wright Green Hospital. The home that had seen such stasis, such peace, for so long.

      A peace that had been unsettled.

      And a sense of unsettling that was giving Kelsie a dark feeling that things were only going to get worse.

      She took another deep breath. Thought about her situation. Her predicament.

      And then she thought about another choice she had. Another option.

      She walked with Mark. Walked to the canteen where Gina and her people were waiting. Where they were inside.

      She looked in. Saw Gina.

      “We’ll start with her,” Mark said. “If we can get her to co-operate, maybe we—”

      “You won’t do anything with her,” Kelsie said.

      “What?”

      She looked at him and forced a smile. “Gina’s going to pick two of her most trustworthy people. She’s going to tell the rest of her people to back down—just for now. To comply. And then the three of them are going to join me. That’s how we get her people to co-operate. Then we’re going to find Mike. We’re going to find Siobhan. We’re going to find our people. We’re going to do it, no matter what it takes.”
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      Romesh looked down into Emilia’s gorgeous brown eyes, and he felt his heart melting with joy.

      It was morning. A beautiful one at that. He didn’t sleep great at the moment. Not that he cared. When he couldn’t get to sleep, it gave him a chance to just go and check on her. Watch her sleep. Watch the rise and falling of their breath, in unison.

      It helped him keep his mind off the fact that Gina was gone.

      She hadn’t been gone long. A day, in total. And as much as he knew that Kelsie was an old friend … he still couldn’t help feeling cautious that she was away from this place. That she was out there.

      Because as strong as he knew she was—as strong as he knew the people around her were—the world outside these walls was unpredictable. It was dangerous.

      It was a great unknown beast that Gina should know far better than to gamble with.

      “Is Mummy coming back soon?” Emilia asked.

      Romesh smiled. Stroked her jet black hair, which she’d clearly inherited from him, out from her eyes as she lay there in her bed. Her bedroom was full of books. Stories from the old world telling tales of how things used to be. About how Romesh dreamed things would be again, one day.

      “Course she’ll come back,” Romesh said. “You know what your mum’s like. Never met a stronger person.”

      “But what if the bad people hurt her?”

      “What?”

      “What if… what if that Kelsie… what if she hangs her like Mum hangs people?”

      Romesh felt a sense of regret the second Emilia said those words. He tasted their bitterness. He wanted to shield Emilia from the horrors of the world as much as he possibly could. But he knew not everything could be covered up. After all, the world they lived in was a violent one. It was one that required order. Discipline.

      But he just wished Gina could learn to curb her efforts when Emilia was around, sometimes.

      “Kelsie’s… Kelsie’s not a bad person,” Romesh said.

      “But didn’t you get your fingers chopped when you were with them?”

      Romesh looked at his hand. Looked at his missing fingers. He didn’t like to think back to that time too much. Even though it was years ago, it still haunted his nightmares, taunted his dreams.

      The PTSD was very real. It was something that would stay with him for a long time.

      But he would learn from it.

      He would grow from it.

      He had been doing for the last fifteen years.

      “Kelsie didn’t do this to me,” Romesh said. “She was one of the good ones. I mean, she still is.”

      “But I thought Mum didn’t trust her?”

      “Just because you don’t trust someone doesn’t mean they’re a bad person,” Romesh said. “It just means you have some differences, that’s all.”

      Emilia looked like she was mulling things over. Like she couldn’t wrap her head around the fact that things weren’t just black and white. She had a lot to learn in her life. A lot of growth to be done. It upset Romesh. But it was something that had to be done.

      It was a part of the evolution of people in this world.

      Romesh was about to tell Emilia not to worry herself with matters like this at this stage of her life when he heard a crack of gunfire outside.

      He froze. The hairs on his arms stood on end. That noise… it was a long time since he’d heard it, thankfully.

      But when he heard it, he knew it was bad news right away.

      Not only because it was gunfire.

      But because of the timing.

      Emilia looked back at Romesh. Horror in her eyes. “Daddy? What was that?”

      Romesh stood up. Put a hand on her shoulder, walked over to the door of her room. “Just wait here.”

      “But—”

      “Wait here, Emilia. Please.”

      He stood outside, and he felt like all his worst fears were creeping up on him; like everything he dreaded was approaching.

      But he was the temporary custodian of this place.

      So he’d do what he could to defend it.

      No matter what the threat might be.

      He swallowed a lump in his throat, and he stepped outside.

      The first thing that struck him was the silence. The eerie silence splitting through this place.

      And it made him think of some of the communities that Gina had… well. That she’d cleansed.

      He didn’t like it when she’d done that. He didn’t support every choice that she made. But she was the leader of this place, and people had a better quality of life than they would anywhere else as far as he was concerned. So he had to bear that in mind. Everyone did.

      She was doing it for their future. For their children’s futures.

      He didn’t condone her actions. He hoped she’d tone it down. He hoped she’d stop altogether.

      But things took time.

      Getting through to Gina took time.

      As Romesh looked outside though, into the quiet, he knew this was a different kind of silence.

      It was the silence of a place that was holding its breath.

      He saw people stepping out of their homes. People narrowing their eyes, looking on, confusion in their eyes, fear in their eyes.

      He looked over at the entrance to the village.

      And that’s when he saw them.

      They were dressed in black. Wearing masks.

      And the thing that struck Romesh most was the weapons they were holding.

      The guns they were holding.

      He wasn’t only struck by the fact they were holding guns. Which was alarming in itself.

      But just how… new the guns looked.

      How clean and modern they looked.

      He thought about what Kelsie and Tate had said about the rival group out there, trying to cleanse this place of any perceived threats; of any larger groups.

      And then he felt the dread inside him pick up.

      Because he saw what was in front of this group.

      There were people. Fallen people. People he recognised.

      People who had been shot.

      He felt that dread build as he watched them step further inside the community. And he heard the silence start to lift, now. The shock start to alleviate.

      The stunned silence replaced by sheer terror.

      The second the terror erupted, he saw the group lift their rifles and fire.

      They shot indiscriminately. Men. Women. Children. Dogs. An unstoppable force, taking down everything in their path.

      He saw the armed guards trying to fire back at them with arrows, but to no avail. They were just shot at. Targeted methodically. The place’s defences overthrown with the click of a finger. Cut through like melting butter.

      Romesh wanted to step outside. He wanted to defend this place.

      But he knew he had a duty right now.

      He rushed back inside Emilia’s room.

      She was hiding by the side of the bed.

      “Emilia, I need… I need you to go to the wine cellar in the shop behind here. I need you to lock yourself in. And I need you to hide.”

      She looked at him with shock. “But Dad—”

      “No,” he said, voice cracking. “I’m sorry but there’s—there’s no time. You need to do this, okay? You need to do it for me. For your mum.”

      Tears were pouring down her cheeks. Outside, the gunshots fired louder. Closer. “But I’m scared, Dad.”

      “I know you’re scared. And that doesn’t go away. It never goes away. But you need to be strong. Okay? You need to show how strong you are. Like we said you might have to some day. Like you promised.”

      Emilia shook her head, tears flowing. But it was like as much as she wanted to resist, she understood now. She saw what had to be done.

      Romesh lifted her chin. Put a hand on her shoulder. Looked deep into her eyes, the tears flowing from his now, too. “I love you, baby. Don’t you forget that. Don’t you ever forget that.”

      “Don’t go, Dad.”

      He wanted to go with Emilia. But he knew there was no time. Not now the footsteps were so close. He needed to hold these people off. He needed to buy his daughter some time.

      He needed to do this, and he needed to avoid over-thinking it.

      He kissed her, just once on the forehead. Squeezed her shoulder.

      And then he stood up.

      “Go,” he said. “Go now. Before it’s too late.”

      He looked at his daughter, and he felt his life lighting up with love all over again.

      And then he turned around and rushed back to the door.

      He was expecting more time. More time to go out there. More time to take a stand.

      But it was already too late.

      The armed group was already at the steps.

      They were looking up at him.

      Rifles in hand.

      He swallowed a lump in his throat.

      Felt sadness. Dread. Regret. Everything, all of it merging together, dancing together.

      Saw the people he loved cross through his mind.

      He lifted his shaking hands in the air and thought of everything good he’d had. The life they’d managed to live here, in spite of all the odds being against them.

      He took a deep breath. Waited for the inevitable.

      “Just do what you need to—”

      He felt the bullets spray against him.

      Tasted blood in his mouth.

      And then he fell back against the floor.

      When he looked into the room, he didn’t see Emilia in there.

      And as much as he wanted to see her just once more… he felt so happy she wasn’t there. That she’d got out.

      He felt so proud.

      He smiled.

      Felt a tear roll down his cheek, along with blood.

      And then he closed his eyes as the footsteps passed him.

      He thought of the good times.

      Of the warmth.

      And more than anything, he thought of Emilia.

      He held her hand in his mind.

      Tears flowing.

      Smile stretching.

      And then he thought of nothing.
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      Mike hadn’t been walking long when he heard something up ahead.

      He paused. Froze. Arya Jr was beside him, whining and pacing. He tried to squint ahead, the sun rising, the night giving way to a beautiful morning. Tried to see where the source of the talking came from.

      Because part of him wanted to know for his own selfish reasons, sure. He wanted Kelsie and Siobhan and the search party to be out here. He wanted to know for certain that they were okay.

      But then on the other hand… he thought of what Graham had said. Gina’s people. What they’d done to his community. What they’d done to other communities.

      He thought about it, and he knew that he was going to have to tread carefully here. Because as much as he told himself that the survivors still alive today were good people… he knew there was every chance that there was still an evil out here that he wasn’t previously aware of.

      He crept to his left. Away from the voices, which he’d sworn a few moments ago sounded like they were approaching. He hadn’t been able to make out what they were saying; hadn’t been able to identify any words exactly.

      But he’d heard something. Things being discussed. And that was enough. Enough to worry him.

      And enough to pique his interest.

      He kept on rushing to his left when he heard a shout.

      It struck him as odd right away. Because it sounded like someone other than the voices. Someone else.

      Someone afraid of the voices.

      And he couldn’t deny that filled him with fear of his own.

      Because if people feared these voices… then just what exactly were they?

      Who exactly were they?

      He took another few steps to his left when he tripped over something.

      He looked down. Saw Arya Jr showing an interest, too.

      He couldn’t make sense of it. Not at first.

      And then he saw exactly what it was.

      Or rather, who it was.

      It was the search party.

      The five of them.

      All of them were dead.

      Except for one. Manny.

      He moved closer to Manny, tried to inspect his wound. He was clutching his chest. It looked like he’d been… well. Shot.

      Which wasn’t what Mike was expecting. Especially if this was something to do with what Graham had warned him about with Gina.

      He hadn’t said anything about guns. Chemical weapons maybe, but not guns.

      So what was this?

      Who was this?

      He heard the voices again. So much closer now. And he felt his urgency to get out of this situation building up. His eagerness to escape this mess one way or another.

      But he needed to help Manny. He couldn’t just leave him here with this hole in his chest. Even if he was drooling blood.

      He heard the voices again, and that’s when he turned and saw them.

      The black outfits.

      The rifles.

      There was something about them. Something… official about them.

      Something that sent shivers up Mike’s spine.

      He kept low. Kept still. Kept quiet, as these masked people searched the grass, searched the trees.

      And that’s when Manny coughed and wailed.

      The people turned. Looked over, right at where Mike was.

      He swore they looked right at him, but it was hard to tell with the masks.

      But one thing was for sure.

      They had heard the sound.

      They were on to Manny.

      He had to do something.

      He had to act.

      He looked at Manny, and he felt regret for multiple reasons. Mostly for even coming out here in the first place. For being forced into a position like this.

      A position where he was considering what he was considering.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered, as the footsteps got closer and closer. “Truly. I’m sorry.”

      He looked at Arya Jr.

      Then together with her, he ran off into the woods, away from Manny, away from the footsteps.

      When he was far enough away to be safe, he stopped. Crouched. Arya Jr shook beside him like she was nervous about something. Uneasy about all of this.

      He saw the people with the rifles appear.

      Look down at Manny.

      One of them shook their head. Then they lifted their mask.

      Underneath, Mike was surprised by what he saw.

      A blonde woman. Good looking. Clean. Healthy.

      Something otherworldly about her, he had to admit it.

      No way was she from anywhere around here. Not looking that clean. That healthy.

      He watched as she crouched over Manny. As she took his hand.

      He listened as Manny cried. Spluttered. Begged.

      “Please. Don’t. I have—I have family. I have…”

      “I’m sorry,” the woman said. “Truly.”

      Then she placed the rifle on his forehead and sighed.

      “But there’s no family for you to go back to. Not anymore.”

      “Pl—”

      She pulled the trigger.

      Manny went silent.

      She stood up, then. Looked around at the rest of the people with her. Four that Mike could see. “What did I tell you about making absolutely certain you’ve eradicated them?”

      “Yes boss. Sorry.”

      “There’s no use being sorry. You’ve got to do better than that. It’s not good to leave them to suffer. Not any longer than they have to.”

      Silence followed, and Mike realised in that silence that people respected this woman. She was their leader—whoever they were.

      “Now come on,” she said. “We’ve got to get moving. The community these people come from. It looks stronger than the others. But it’s nothing we can’t handle.”

      He saw them disappear through the trees. Start to walk away. And he stood. He stood out of instinct.

      Because he’d heard what they said.

      About his community.

      About them having some kind of plan for it.

      He realised then that as much as his urgency and as much as his fear were building up, he’d made a bad decision standing up.

      Because right at that moment, the woman looked around.

      She saw him. Looked right into his eyes.

      And for a moment, Mike wondered if she might show some mercy. If she might let this slide.

      But then she lifted her rifle and pointed it right at him.

      And Mike knew there was no fighting. No bargaining.

      He looked at Arya Jr.

      He took a deep breath.

      And then, knowing it was the only thing he could do, he ran.
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      When Siobhan opened her eyes, she had no idea where she was.

      It was light. But there was something blocking the bulk of the light—some kind of tent erected above her. She wondered if that’s where she was. A tent of some kind. But she couldn’t figure out how she’d ended up here, or what had led to her being here.

      That’s when she felt the pain.

      A sharp pain. Right on her belly. And her arm, too. Something stinging like mad. Something she wanted to itch at, scratch at, but something biting at her with agonising malice.

      She had blurred memories. Memories that were jumbled and didn’t totally make sense. She tried to piece them together in her mind; tried to understand them, but she wasn’t doing a very good job at that.

      She just knew that she felt sick. Her throat was sore and dry. She was cold and shivery. And that pain, it wasn’t getting any easier.

      That’s when she saw that she wasn’t alone.

      There was someone beside her. A man, looking down at her. Long-haired. Slim. Bearded. But familiar somehow.

      He was holding some kind of needle and thread. When she glanced at him, it took him a few seconds for him to notice she was awake, then he smiled. “Hello, Siobhan.”

      It hit her like a brick wall. The realisation. Then the fear.

      Because this had to be a dream. No, this had to be a nightmare.

      Because this person. He couldn’t be here. He couldn’t be real.

      “No,” she muttered.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. And as she did, a montage of the things that had happened to her replayed in a more logical, coherent order now. The helicopter. The bear. Scottie. Hiding from the bear. Trying to defend herself. The pain of its bites.

      And then…

      The last thing she remembered was more muddled, more blurry. She’d assumed when it happened that it was some kind of construction of her hallucinatory states of consciousness.

      But now she could see that it wasn’t. Her fears. What she’d thought she’d seen—who she thought she’d seen.

      All of that was true.

      She just had to keep her eyes shut and hope that wasn’t the case.

      She just had to keep her eyes shut and—

      “There’s no point closing your eyes and pretending I’m not here, Siobhan. Yeah. It’s me. It’s Graham. Long time no see and all that. You’re lucky your injuries weren’t as bad as they could’ve been. But it’s still a good job I found you when I did.”

      She opened her eyes. He smiled at her again.

      And then she passed out all over again.

      

      The next time Siobhan woke, she was propped upright.

      Graham was pouring something into her mouth, and she was swallowing without much protest.

      But when she realised the reality of the situation, she spat it out. Tried to shake free, tried to turn.

      “Siobhan,” he said. “Please. It’s just water. You’re dehydrated, and you need fluid. Especially after the injuries you’ve sustained.”

      She felt panic and confusion kicking in, taking a hold. “I need—I need to get away from here—”

      “You need to rest.”

      “Let me go.”

      “You’re free to go whenever and wherever you want. But believe me when I say that if you go out there, you’re going to die. You’ve been through a lot. Your body is in shock. And by the looks of things… you’re not just the one body to think about, are you?”

      Siobhan looked down at her belly. Looked at the slight bump where her baby was growing. And right then, despite all her animosity and hatred towards this man for his acts so many years ago, she felt nothing but curiosity about the state of her child. “Is my baby…”

      “Alive? Yes. As far as I can tell. But that’s why you need to rest. I got you out of a bad situation. You need to believe me when I say that regardless of what we experienced in our past, I’ve got your best interests at heart right now.”

      He held out some slightly charred looking meat, which made Siobhan feel sick.

      “Now eat. Get some revenge on the beast that did this to you.”

      All that did was make Siobhan turn over and hurl.

      

      When she’d finished vomiting, Siobhan drank a little. She ate a little. She still couldn’t get her head around this, though. Around Graham. Around why he was here. Or most of all, why he was helping her.

      “It’s been a while, hmm? Long time ago that I had you on my side. Little sympathiser. Recognised you the second I saw you.”

      Siobhan felt like a little girl again, even though she was a leader. “You just wait until my people find out about—”

      “They know,” he said. “At least Mike knows, anyway.”

      Siobhan frowned. “Mike knows? How…”

      “I ran into him in remarkably similar circumstances to how I ran into you. Let’s just say I told him something that sent him home quite urgently.”

      Siobhan swallowed a lump in her throat. “Kelsie. Is she…”

      “I don’t know how Kelsie is,” Graham said. “All I know is that your people are in danger. As I tried to warn you before. Except, perhaps the threat from Gina isn’t quite the gravest thing to worry about right now.”

      Siobhan narrowed her eyes. “The helicopter.”

      “So you’ve seen them, too?”

      “I haven’t… I found the bodies. The name tags. Something’s not right about them.”

      “I saw them. Saw them moving towards Gina’s community. Only… well. Let’s just say the Gina problem could be resolved pretty soon. Only you’re going to end up with another large problem sitting on your doorstep. Very soon.”

      Siobhan frowned. “What are you trying to say?”

      “I’m saying that there’s some very bad people in those woods. And I’m saying that they’re going to head to your community, and they’re going to destroy it. So I’d say you’re in the safest place right now, right?”

      Siobhan felt a mixture of things. But mostly urgency. Urgency to get back to her people. To prepare them for whatever this was.

      “I need to—”

      “Again,” Graham said, putting a hand on her arm. “I’d advise you don’t go anywhere. Not right now.”

      “There’s something in this for you, isn’t there? Some kind of ulterior motive.”

      Graham held out his hands. “What are we if not creatures of motive?”

      Siobhan looked around the weird room they were in. The earthy smell. The tree-like surroundings. Something she could use. Something she could attack Graham with quickly, before getting out of here.

      She spotted something. The needle. Right within reach.

      “As much as you might be resistant to the truth, it’s time to start moving forward. To start putting differences aside. Because what’s coming for us… it’s going to have to unite everyone. Or it’ll destroy everyone.”

      She went to reach for it. Went to throw herself at it. And then at Graham.

      That’s when she heard the footsteps.

      The voices.

      That’s when she saw the shock on Graham’s face.

      That’s when he reached over towards her and covered her mouth with his hands.

      Looked right into her eyes.

      “Not a word,” he whispered, as the footsteps and the voices got closer.

      That invisible force edging further and further towards them…
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      The sun was beaming and warm when Kelsie and Gina reached the site of the crashed helicopter.

      Seeing it again today gave this whole environment a surreal vibe. It gave Kelsie the feeling like she was in some kind of museum, looking at artefacts that she wasn’t totally connected to, in a sense.

      And that sense of the surreal was exacerbated.

      Mostly because something had changed.

      The three bears lying in front of them.

      After the initial shock of finding the bear like this, she started to study them. One of them had been cut open. Its insides had been removed. Something had messed with its corpse, taking some meat in the process. Although Kelsie couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the doing of a human. Someone else.

      And as much as that sent shivers up her spine, it also gave her hope.

      Hope that Siobhan might be out there.

      Hope that she might be alive after all.

      “All this way, and this is what you have to show me?”

      Kelsie looked at Gina and narrowed her eyes. Behind, she saw Gina’s three companions, who she’d specifically asked along with them. It had been a tough deal to reach. A hard bargain. But the faith Kelsie showed Gina in allowing people along with them seemed to do the trick, as much as the rest of her companions weren’t happy about being essentially imprisoned, as it stood.

      But it was the only solution right now. People at Wright Green, they were scared—and rightly so. They saw all this drama unlike anything experienced in years, and they grew defensive and fearful.

      Kelsie knew she couldn’t blame them. Which was why it was important she got this done. That she found Siobhan and Mike and the search party.

      And then she got back home to her people.

      To Tate.

      Only then could they think about the next step. The end-goal.

      Tate’s promise. But also his threat of what was coming, looming on the horizon...

      “The helicopter,” Kelsie said. “Like I told you.”

      “A crashed helicopter is peculiar, that’s a given,” Gina said. “But I was hoping there’d be more… well, tangible evidence here. Something that makes me more likely to believe the story you’re telling.”

      Kelsie smiled smugly as she approached the helicopter, remembering what Tate had told her about the tags on the necks of the dead. “Well luckily for both of us, I’ve got just the thing.”

      She reached the helicopter.

      And then she stopped.

      Something made her stop.

      The name tags.

      They were gone.

      “Everything okay?” Gina asked.

      Kelsie looked around at her. She knew there was undoubtedly a look of fear and confusion in her eyes. She was trying her best to hide it, but to no avail. “The tags…”

      It wasn’t just the tags, though. The bodies. The charred bodies of those who had crashed in here. They looked like they’d been disturbed. Like something had happened to them.

      And there was something else Kelsie noticed that she hadn’t seen before.

      Blood.

      Blood on the floor of the helicopter.

      Blood on the side of the doorway.

      Blood smeared everywhere.

      “Kelsie?”

      But there was something else, too. Something other than the moved tags. Something other than the disturbed bodies. Something other than the blood, even.

      It was something that hit Kelsie with more of a force than she’d felt before.

      She reached inside. Lifted it in her shaking hand.

      “What is it?” Gina asked.

      “It’s… it’s her ring,” Kelsie said, dazed, tears building in her eyes.

      “Whose ring?”

      “Siobhan’s ring.”

      Silence followed. A silence where Kelsie tried to wrap her head around this. Whether the discovery was a positive or a negative. What any of it meant.

      All she could conclude was that Siobhan wasn’t here. Something had happened, but she wasn’t here.

      She felt a hand on her back and jumped.

      When she looked, she saw it was Gina.

      She looked at Kelsie, sympathy in her glowing eyes. Half a smile across her face. The most warm and real she’d seen her look for a long time.

      “She’s not here,” Gina said. “Whatever happened, she’s not here. That has to count for something. That has to be a positive. Right?”

      Kelsie wanted to disagree. She wanted to fight back. She wanted to sink deeper into her fear.

      But then she took a shaky breath and nodded. “We… we need to search for tracks. To scan the area. If she’s been here recently, she’ll be out here. She has to be.”

      Gina took her hand. Helped her out of the helicopter. “But that evidence you told me about. It’s gone?”

      “Gone,” Kelsie said.

      Gina sighed. Nodded.

      “And we’re just supposed to believe this isn’t some kind of trap?”

      The voice came from behind Gina, over her shoulder. One of her people.

      “Renae, we’ve discussed this—”

      “She’s got our people locked away in a cell back at her place. She bumps into us—by chance—and only then tells us this story about a place out there. A place of hope. But now she’s roped us into her little adventure. And you believe her? You trust her?”

      Gina looked at Renae. Then she looked back at Kelsie. And as much as Kelsie was hoping Gina would come straight to her defence, she scanned her. Studied her. Hard.

      “I trust her,” Gina said. “And so should you.”

      Renae shook her head. Muttered something under her breath, then turned away.

      Gina looked into Kelsie’s eyes. And Kelsie looked back into hers.

      “Come on,” Gina said. “Let’s keep looking. Let’s keep searching. We—”

      She stopped, then.

      Because she couldn’t mistake it.

      None of them could mistake it.

      Somewhere in the distance, far away in the silence, carried by the wind, Kelsie heard gunshots.

      And she heard the screams.

      She saw the look on the faces of Gina’s people.

      Then on Gina’s face.

      “That’s coming from the east,” Gina said.

      Kelsie frowned. “It’s far away. It’s—”

      “It’s coming from the east,” Gina said. “We’re the only people with a community immediately to the east. It’s… it’s coming from my home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike didn’t even think.

      He just ran.

      The bullets came quicker than he’d expected. Scattered shots surrounding him, engulfing him, peppering him, threatening to swallow him up. He knew he had to be careful—and had to be lucky. All it took was for one of those shots to make contact and he was screwed.

      He’d survived gunshots in the past. He knew there were only so many times someone could say that.

      He didn’t look over his shoulder, but he didn’t have to. He could hear the footsteps racing closer. Arya Jr pelted along by his side. He had images of one of those bullets hitting her. Hearing her yelp. Watching her fall. And he couldn’t even entertain that. Not now. Not after everything.

      He dreaded the thought of seeing Kelsie and Siobhan again only to tell them their dog was dead.

      The last relic of Arya herself, dead.

      He felt his knees buckling as more bullets passed by him. The stiffness of his arthritic legs kicking in. He wasn’t as agile as he used to be. Wasn’t anywhere near as quick or as mobile.

      And it was going to cost him.

      If he wasn’t careful, it was going to cost him dearly.

      It was going to end him, once and for all.

      He went to take a right when he tumbled to the ground.

      He didn’t know what happened. Didn’t know how it was happening. But it felt like the earth was just giving way under his feet. Like he was falling—even though he was sure there was nothing but solid ground beneath him.

      He hit the ground below with a smack.

      Arya landed alongside him.

      He looked up, a little dazed. If there was one thing he could be grateful for, it was that he felt like he’d fallen on soft ground.

      He looked around, though. Tried to make sense of his surroundings. Because something told him this was some kind of trap.

      But the more he looked around, the more he realised he was wrong about that.

      It wasn’t a trap.

      It was a home.

      There were soggy old photographs pinned up to the dirt walls. There was a blanket that smelled and looked like it hadn’t been used for a long time. The sense that someone had lived in this place, but not for a long time, was pervading.

      As Mike looked around, he couldn’t help feeling a sense of sadness. Because whoever had lived here was clearly gone. And yet their memories were not. The reminders of their life. The people they cared about most dearly.

      He took a deep breath and then heard Arya Jr growling, and it suddenly hit him again the situation he was in.

      The footsteps. They were somewhere above. The hole that Mike had fallen through looked like it had bounced back up; some kind of mechanism self-created to maintain the illusion that this was nothing more than a normal patch of ground.

      He could hear them talking. Shouting, even. And Mike knew who these people were, as much as he didn’t want to admit it. As much as he wanted to resist it.

      He knew exactly who they were and where they’d come from.

      The crashed helicopter. It had to be something to do with those people. A group far more advanced than his people. Somebody out there, after all this time.

      He couldn’t pretend to fully understand where they’d come from or what they wanted. But he didn’t need to. What mattered was that they were here, and they didn’t seem like they were pleased to see him.

      It didn’t seem like they were pleased to run into anyone.

      Whoever they were, and whatever they wanted, they were here, and they were closing in. Fast.

      He heard them rush by. Heard their footsteps. And he found that he was still holding his breath. Heart still racing. His eyes scanned the side of this drop; the little ladders that led back up to the top. He held his knife tight in his hand. If anyone dropped down here, he’d be ready for them. He’d be waiting for their fall.

      He was about to shift when the mouth of the drop opened up, just a little.

      He gripped his knife. Waited.

      And then it stopped moving.

      The voices disappeared into the distance.

      He’d survived.

      He’d made it.

      For now, he’d made it.

      He waited a little while longer before standing. The ground beneath him squelched. This home made out of nothing more than mud and earth, it scared him. Felt like it might just collapse at any second.

      All the more reason to get out of here. To escape.

      He looked at Arya Jr. Saw the way she tilted her head like she wasn’t sure about how she was going to get out of this either.

      And then he smiled. “Don’t worry. Not gonna leave you down here. You’d make a mess of this place.”

      He walked up the little steps carved into the sides of the wall. And as he climbed, he grabbed on to Arya Jr’s paws. He knew she wasn’t happy about this. Knew she wasn’t comfortable. And damn if she was heavy.

      But it was the only way out of here.

      The only way the pair of them could climb.

      He got to the top of the opening, and he stopped. Because he was still cautious about who might be out there. Still worried about who he might run into. The way those people had passed by, it still felt very sudden. Very forced.

      But he pulled himself out of the mouth eventually. He dragged Arya Jr out too. The pair of them stood there in the woods. And right then, Mike knew what he had to do. He had to get back home. He had to warn his people. Because if he didn’t, those armed people could head right towards his community. They could cause panic. Chaos.

      Massacre.

      He looked at Arya Jr and the way she was tilting her head, and he felt so bad. Because he wanted to find Kelsie. Siobhan. He wanted that more than anything.

      But right now, he had to fear for his community. The wider community.

      They were the most vulnerable people in this instant.

      Especially with the knowledge that Gina was out there too, and what her real motives were.

      He went to take a step into the woods back home, Arya Jr by his side.

      That’s when he heard the footsteps.

      Right behind them.

      Someone was here.
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      When Kelsie, Gina, and her people reached Gina’s home, Kelsie knew it was bad news right away.

      The sun was still beaming down brightly. There was warmth to the air. A sickly clamminess, stuffiness from their run over here.

      And as much as Kelsie knew they’d acted in the way they had out of reactivity… she couldn’t help feeling like they were already too late.

      The second they’d heard the gunshots and the screams, she knew they were too late.

      The gates to Gina’s home were ajar. Kelsie couldn’t see what was behind them, but she knew something was waiting inside. Something she didn’t want to see. It was like she was preparing to open a door to a world she didn’t want to witness.

      But it had to be done.

      Because only then could they confront the truth.

      She looked around. Saw Gina and her three people. The pale expressions on their faces. Like they knew what was coming before they even stepped inside; like they knew exactly what was waiting for them.

      But they were the same as Kelsie. They were holding their ground. Waiting. Not moving a muscle.

      Like they were just as cautious. Just as reluctant. Just as afraid of what they might find.

      Kelsie put a hand on Gina’s arm. Saw her flinch. Look at her hand, then up at Kelsie.

      “It’s okay,” Kelsie said. “I’m here. Okay? I’m here.”

      But Gina’s eyes were glassy. Distant.

      That warmth that had shone through them so recently had faded once more.

      Then she pushed the gate open and stepped inside.

      The first thing that hit Kelsie was the smell. A damp, musty smell.

      But there was something else to that smell, too.

      A metallic tang.

      A metallic hint that Kelsie hadn’t smelled for many, many years.

      That tang hanging in the air.

      She knew what it was before even seeing what was ahead of her.

      Gina’s home village wasn’t exactly buzzing in the same way as Kelsie’s home, from memory. It was more cautious. More subdued.

      But there was still that sense of life about it. Still that undeniable quality that everywhere inhabited had; a buzz about it; an electricity about it.

      But there was none of that, now.

      Just silence.

      And it wasn’t a peaceful kind of silence, either.

      Because the noise of the violence that had occurred here still haunted it like a spectre.

      There were bodies everywhere. Bloodied bodies. Masses of them. None of them twitching. All of them still. Totally still.

      She saw the way Gina stepped inside. The way her people stepped inside. The way they looked around. Processed everything. Tried to take it all in. And she wanted to say something to her. She wanted to apologise. She wanted to just say something that she knew would get through to her; that would resonate with her.

      But she knew there was nothing she could say. Nothing at all that would connect. Not in a moment of sheer loss like this.

      She saw Gina’s people wander off. Run off. Like they were looking for people. People who they feared were with the bodies. She saw one of Gina’s people break down. She heard another shout out. And she felt the pain of all these people. All of this loss.

      Gina was focused ahead. Focused on the house at the end of the street. And Kelsie knew why. She knew exactly why.

      “Gina, you don’t have to be the one to—”

      “Shut up.”

      She walked forward. Powered on. And Kelsie wanted to give her this moment to herself. She wanted to respect her wishes.

      But at the same time, she knew she shouldn’t be alone. Not right now.

      “Gina.”

      She rushed after her. Rushed after her as she ran up the steps in front of her house. As she powered towards her door.

      And when she got there, she stopped.

      She froze. As if she’d seen something.

      And as Kelsie reached her side, she prepared for the worst.

      But when she got there, she realised Gina was staring into space. Wide-eyed. In a trance.

      “Gina?”

      She blinked. Then looked back at Kelsie. And Kelsie knew what this was. The imagined pain; the imagined loss.

      “I’ve got you,” Kelsie said. “Like I said. I’m here.”

      Gina took a deep breath again and nodded.

      Then she opened the door to her home.

      The first thing that hit Kelsie was the sight in front of her.

      And she felt the sadness of her discovery right away.

      She hadn’t seen Romesh for many, many years. She’d always liked him. He was always nice to her, always a reasonable guy. Always friendly.

      He was lying on the ground.

      Bullets pierced through his body.

      Gina crouched down by his side. She seemed too calm. Too relaxed about all of this. And Kelsie didn’t know whether it was just a front or whether it was numbness. The numbness of so much loss aiding her in a time of devastation.

      “I’m so sorry,” Kelsie said, feeling a lump in her throat, too. “Gina, I’m—”

      “Quiet.”

      She stood up, then. Searched the room. As if she was possessed. As if something had taken control of her. And Kelsie knew what it was. She knew exactly what it was. Her daughter. Emilia.

      She was looking for her.

      She reached the window.

      The window that was ajar.

      Froze again. Stared into space. The resolve cracking. The emotion splitting through.

      That attempt at frostiness falling apart by the second.

      “Gina. I’m here, okay? I’m here.”

      She looked back at Kelsie. But it was more like she looked through her. Like she wasn’t there at all.

      Then she turned around to the window.

      Walked over to it.

      She stopped right in front of it.

      Looked out of it.

      Looked down at the ground below.

      And Kelsie didn’t even have to look herself.

      She didn’t have to see what was outside first hand.

      She knew from the way Gina finally cracked, wailed, and fell to her knees with a deafening cry exactly what she’d seen out there.

      Exactly who she’d seen out there.

      And exactly what state they were in.
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      When Mike heard the footsteps behind him, a sense of dread filled his body right away.

      He’d heard the armed group—whoever they were—disappear. Waited for a long, long time, just to make sure they’d definitely gone. He’d checked his surroundings before climbing out of that hole in the ground—the home, covered up, hidden. He’d made absolutely certain that he and Arya Jr were alone.

      But clearly he hadn’t done a good enough job.

      Because someone was approaching him.

      He waited for the bullets to hit. Waited for them to pepper his body; to finish him off, once and for all.

      But nothing happened.

      He held his breath.

      Then he turned around.

      When he saw who was standing opposite him, it took him a moment to make sense of what he was looking at. At who he was looking at. The combination of people; a combination unlike any he’d expected, any he’d imagined.

      And he could tell from the look on Graham’s face that he was just as surprised to see Mike, too.

      “Mike,” he said. “I…”

      But Mike wasn’t looking at him.

      He was looking at the person in his arms.

      Siobhan.

      “What… How…”

      “I can explain,” Graham said.

      But it was the very fact that he said something like that which made him realise that Graham was attempting to hide something after all. That he hadn’t just come across Siobhan out in the woods.

      He was hiding something. Something to do with her.

      “What’re you doing with her?” Mike asked.

      Graham looked into his arms. Then up at Mike, then back at Siobhan again. And for a moment, it looked like he was going to concoct a story. Like he was going to try and come up with something.

      But then he took a deep breath, and he sighed.

      “I found her,” he said. “Found her in a bad way. Looked like she’d been attacked by one of the bears.”

      “Attacked by the bear. So you found her before you and I met. Before we spent time together.”

      “I was trying to—”

      “You lied to me,” Mike said, anger building up. He tightened his grip around the knife in his hand. “You had a chance. More than a chance to tell me you’d come across Siobhan.”

      “I know and I—”

      “You’re a liar. A schemer and a liar. You haven’t changed. Not a bit. I’m just an idiot for actually believing you.”

      He walked towards Graham, the shame and embarrassment of allowing himself to be double crossed by this guy surging through him, and he knew exactly what he had to do now. The only way he could act—the right way to act.

      He lifted the knife.

      “I needed leverage,” Graham said. “I needed… I needed something to keep me valuable. Just in case you tried to turn on me.”

      “You used her.”

      “I saved her.”

      Mike kept on walking towards Graham. He still didn’t believe Graham. Still wasn’t convinced.

      “She was in a bad way. She still is. But I stitched her up. I got her back on her feet.”

      “And that’s why she can’t speak for herself right now?”

      Graham looked down into his arms. “Something… something’s happening, Mike.”

      “I don’t give a damn what’s—”

      “The baby,” Graham said. “It’s coming.”

      As Mike got closer to Graham and Siobhan, he realised something. She wasn’t unconscious. She was very much awake.

      But she was struggling.

      Wincing.

      Fighting.

      When Mike got to her side, he looked into her eyes, and saw her looking right back up at him.

      She didn’t look well. Not one bit.

      “I did what I did, and I made a mistake,” Graham said. “But I stand by it. I had my reasons. Right now, what matters is that… that we get her back to somewhere safe. Because she’s in trouble. Big trouble. She needs special attention right now. Especially with… those people out there. You must have seen them too.”

      Mike shook his head, caught between two opposing forces. He knew damn well who Graham was referring to. He just felt too caught in the moment right now to think about it any further. “You probably planned this, didn’t you?”

      “I didn’t—”

      “You probably wanted this to happen. To play the white knight. Pretend you’d found her. Didn’t you?”

      Graham could only shake his head. His chance of arguing was over. Gone. “I can only tell you what I want to do now. I want to help her. I want to help all of you.”

      “Well it’s too damned late for that,” Mike said.

      He grabbed Siobhan. Lifted her into his arms.

      Pulled her from Graham.

      And for a moment, Graham held on. He held on to her like she was one of his people. Almost like she was family.

      But then his grip loosened.

      He let Mike take her.

      He looked down at Siobhan. At her sweating. Blushing. Struggling.

      And then he wiped the hair from her eyes.

      The leader in her reduced to something far weaker right now.

      “We’re going to get you back home,” Mike said. “Nothing else matters right now. Just getting you back home. And getting this baby delivered. Okay?”

      She did something that looked like a nod. And Mike had to take it. It was something.

      But then she shook her head.

      Squeezed his hand.

      Looked at him with total urgency.

      “I can’t. The baby. It’s… it’s coming. My baby’s coming. Please.”

      Mike felt caught up in a dilemma again. He didn’t want to have to deliver this baby out here in the wild. He didn’t want to deliver it at all, for that matter.

      But he was well aware that time was running out.

      He just hoped her injuries didn’t cause any problems.

      He fully realised that was wishful thinking.

      Siobhan let out a cry. And when Mike looked, he realised with a sickening dread that Graham was right. She was in labour. She was actually giving birth right here. There was no taking her home. There was no getting out of this situation without it ending one way or another.

      Right now, their responsibility was to Siobhan and to her baby.

      And whether he trusted Graham, or not, he knew what he needed to do.

      “Give me a hand over here,” Mike said.

      Graham rushed to his side. He held Siobhan’s hand. Mike held her other hand. Kept on checking she was okay, that everything was alright, as Siobhan held on tightly.

      “It’s okay,” Mike said. “You’re going to be okay. Just—just take deep breaths.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can. Just take deep breaths. Take deep breaths, squeeze my hand and push.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can.”

      “I…”

      But her resolve broke this time, like it always did, as the inevitability crept up. There was no other way about this situation. She was going to have to try. Whether she had the strength in her or not, time didn’t wait around for anyone when having a baby was concerned.

      It wasn’t even now or never.

      It was just now. No negotiation.

      He held Siobhan’s hand as her breathing grew more rhythmic. As she started to cooperate. And as she started to accept her fate.

      She squeezed Mike’s hand and pushed.

      Looked into his eyes.

      Tears dripping from her face.

      And Mike could only look back at her, without patronising her, without putting down her sense of leadership that she held so dear.

      “You’ve got this. Like you always do. Like you always do.”

      He looked, and he saw they were close.

      “Just once more,” he said. But he felt himself well up when he said those words because he could only think of Holly. The moment Caitlin had her. The pride he’d felt. The joy he’d felt. The horror at how fragile life was, right in front of him.

      “Come on,” he said. “You’re almost there.”

      She looked up at him once more, that sense of fear in her eyes. That fear of what was coming next.

      And then he heard the biggest cry of all, and he knew that she’d made the final push.

      There was silence. Stillness. A total stasis, where the baby was quiet, silent, fragile.

      And then he heard a cry, and he sighed with relief.

      He smiled. Passed her to Siobhan. Put her into her shaking arms. Watched the pain be replaced by joy. The agony switched with elation.

      And then he put a hand on Siobhan’s shoulder and gave her a moment. A moment to be alone. A moment with her child. With her little girl.

      He looked at Graham, and he saw the look in his eyes.

      When he’d first bumped into him again, he thought he saw a man who was comfortable with solitude. A man who was happy to be living out in the wilds, like he was.

      But that wasn’t the case at all.

      This was a man who was lonely.

      Who wanted company.

      And was willing to go to any lengths to get it.

      He could see the joy in his eyes at this situation too, and he couldn’t deny him this moment.

      He couldn’t deny that he had been a great help.

      But Mike couldn’t show sympathy. Not right now. There was no time for it.

      He lifted Siobhan, her baby in her arms. Took a deep breath.

      “I don’t know why you did what you did. I can’t pretend to understand your motives. But you can’t be with my people right now. You can’t come home with us right now. There’s just… there’s too much going on.”

      He swallowed a lump in his throat and took in a deep breath. Forced himself to do something he never thought he’d be able to do.

      “But I thank you. Whatever your reasons for doing it… you saved her. You got her to me. And you helped her have her child. I’ve got to be grateful for that. All of us have.”

      Graham looked like he was going to say something. But then in the end he just nodded. Half-smiled and nodded. “And I understand why you’re doing what you’re doing. Just… just be careful. Promise me you’ll be careful. Look after her. Look after them both. Because I wouldn’t like you to lose what I lost. It breaks you. You understand? It breaks you completely.”

      Mike smiled and nodded again. He heard Graham’s warning, loud and clear. “I’m not going to let that happen,” he said.

      He turned around. Went to run through the woods.

      That’s when he heard it.

      The blast.

      The deafening blast.

      He stood still. Totally still. Didn’t really know what had just happened. What he’d just witnessed. Not at first.

      When he turned around, he saw Graham clutching his neck.

      His bleeding neck.

      Confusion in his eyes.

      He saw him holding it before falling to the ground.

      And then he saw something else.

      Another blast.

      Another blast cracking through the air.

      Sending him falling back to the ground.

      He thought he’d been hit. Thought he’d taken a bullet. Didn’t understand it. Not where it came from, not anything.

      But then he felt something.

      Siobhan.

      Her body going weak in his arms.

      “No,” he said.

      He pushed her body off him.

      Rolled her onto her back.

      And then he saw it.

      The hole.

      In the side of her head.

      Her blank eyes looking right up at him.

      She reached out a shaky hand. Touched his arm.

      “Tell Kelsie…”

      She didn’t finish.

      She passed out.

      With a beaming, joyous smile on her face, she passed out.

      “No!” Mike said.

      He tried to revive her. Arya Jr whining beside them.

      Tried to spark her back to life in whatever way he could.

      But it was too late.

      She was gone.

      Graham was gone.

      Siobhan was gone.

      He lay there in the silence, the blast echoing around his mind, and he stared down at Siobhan.

      Crying baby by her side.

      Tried to understand where this left things.

      Tried to understand what to do next.

      Tried to understand how he could possibly explain this.

      He went to stand when he heard a rustling in the trees.

      The rustling of their killer, closing in.
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      Kelsie heard the blast, and she feared the worst, right away.

      She was in the woods, alone with Gina. She’d chased her after the events back at Gina’s home. After her discovery. Her discovery of the mass devastation. The discovery of Romesh. And the discovery of her daughter, Emilia.

      And she knew that was the hardest loss to take of all. Mostly because it looked like there had been some kind of an attempt to get away; some kind of an attempt to escape.

      The thought that she’d known danger was coming and tried her best to get away… but been unable to escape. That was hard to take. And she knew it would haunt Gina for the rest of her life.

      But she’d reacted in a way Kelsie hadn’t been expecting.

      As Kelsie had tried to comfort her, tried to offer her condolences, Gina had turned around. She’d barged past her. Knocked her out of the way.

      And then she’d rushed out of that room. Out of that building. And as Kelsie had tried to tell her to stay back, tried to tell her to wait, she’d only turned around. Lifted one of the rifles on the ground; one of the few that had fallen in the conflict. She looked back at Kelsie, terror in her eyes, and pointed it at her.

      “Stay back,” she just said with a look of sheer disdain in her eyes. Like someone who had lost control. Someone who had snapped. “Just stay back.”

      And Kelsie knew at that moment that Gina wasn’t messing around. The shock of grief had done something to her—it had changed her, all over again.

      She was serious when she pointed that rifle at her. Serious about what she was going to do.

      And Kelsie had to take that seriously in turn, too.

      She had to hold her ground.

      It was only when Gina went rushing out of the gates that Kelsie knew now was the time to go after her.

      She rushed after her. Looked around for some kind of weapon. Something she could use if she had to. Because she had to be fully prepared for anything, now. She had to be ready for whatever was coming.

      She knew that Gina, in her grief, might be about to do something rash. She knew that going after the group that had done this was suicide.

      But then maybe that was exactly what she’d wanted after all.

      Maybe she just wanted to go down fighting.

      But Kelsie owed it to Gina to make sure she didn’t go out without a point. That she didn’t go out without reason.

      And that’s why she had to get her. As dangerous a task as it might be for herself, that’s why she had to go after her. Why she couldn’t stop for anything or anyone.

      She rushed out of Gina’s village gates, past the fallen bodies of her people, and she stepped outside and out into the wilderness beyond.

      She stood there a few seconds. Held her breath. She wasn’t sure where Gina had gone. And at the same time, she wasn’t sure how she’d possibly got so far away. After all, she hadn’t been so far in front of her.

      She knew she was risking it, now. She knew she was gambling. Gina could’ve gone anywhere.

      Then she saw the footprints—bloodied footprints—on the ground ahead of her, and right away she got the feeling she knew exactly where Gina had headed after all.

      She looked ahead. Looked in the direction these footprints headed towards. And she got a sickening sense of dread, right away.

      What if she was going back to Kelsie and Siobhan’s home?

      What if she was heading to the Wright Green hospital?

      What if grief was making her act in crazy ways?

      She had seen people react in frenzied ways in the past, especially when they’d suffered such a loss. She didn’t want to risk witnessing that again.

      So she took a deep breath, and she followed the footsteps off into the unknown.

      She picked up her pace as she kept on going. There was something about the silence of her surroundings and the stillness of everything that made her well up with dread. The sense that something was rotten here. And that something was only going to get worse and worse as time went on.

      She stepped behind a tree when her worst fears were confirmed.

      There were three bodies on the ground in front of her.

      Bullet holes in their heads.

      Right away, Kelsie recognised them as Gina’s people.

      She crouched beside them. That sickening dread, welling up. Because as far as Kelsie was concerned, this could only be the doing of one person.

      A person who had previously been so adamant that they were a defender of her people. That her people meant more than anything to her.

      She’d gone over the deep end.

      And as much as Kelsie knew she was taking a massive risk by trying to go after her—by trying to stop her going further over the edge—she knew it was a risk that she was going to have to take.

      That she was willing to take.

      Because Gina, regardless of her differences, was a friend.

      Regardless of the bad blood that had boiled between them, she was someone who she had history with.

      If she couldn’t stop her, then Kelsie wasn’t exactly sure who could.

      Not now she’d already lost so many people.

      The closest people to her.

      She stopped when she heard something.

      A blast.

      A deafening blast.

      Followed by another blast.

      She froze, then. Because something told her that blast could only be one person. But then a million possibilities spiralled in her mind. The thought that this blast might not belong to who she thought it did. That it might not be the enemy that had slaughtered Gina’s people after all.

      That it might be someone else.

      She heard voices. Shouting. Struggling.

      And then she stepped forward, and she saw the scene in front of her.

      There were bodies on the ground. Two bodies.

      Only… one of those bodies was in someone’s arms.

      Mike’s arms.

      “Mike?” Kelsie said.

      He looked over at her. Wide-eyed. Shock on his face. Sadness on his face.

      Arya Jr came running over to her. Whimpering. Shaking. Like she was scared.

      And as Kelsie studied the scene, as much as she knew what had happened, what was going on… she still wasn’t processing. Not fully. Not completely.

      But she knew.

      She knew, and she felt everything in her body caving in.

      “No,” Kelsie said, staggering forward. “Please. No.”

      But when she got closer, all of it just became more real.

      All the more real.

      It wasn’t just anyone in Mike’s arms.

      It was Siobhan.

      Siobhan… and a crying baby.

      Gina was standing there.

      Eyes wide.

      Rifle in hand.

      Tears on her cheeks.

      “I’m…” she started.

      Then she turned around.

      She disappeared into the woods.

      She left Kelsie alone with Mike. With her dead lover. With her newborn child…
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      Tate wasn’t sure how long he’d been locked away in this cell when he finally started to get the sense that something was drastically wrong.

      It was grim in here. Could be day or could be night for all he knew. He thought back to the time since the helicopter crash, and he couldn’t wrap his head how awry things had gone, in all truth. He’d been dragged along from community to community. He’d been treated like a prisoner.

      And yet somehow… he still had the best interests of these people in mind.

      Somehow, he still felt like they stood a chance of integrating in the new community he was promising.

      Even if he knew the truth, deep down.

      He looked around. Looked at the rest of Gina’s people—three of them—who were down here with him. All of them with that same anger about them. That same sense that they had been wronged. Because they had become voluntary prisoners, in a sense. They had walked right into something that they perceived as a trap. And really, they couldn’t be blamed for thinking in that way. From their perspective—and from Tate’s perspective—they were prisoners, and they were here for no reason in particular. Even though Gina had come to an agreement with these people, there was still the sense that they’d been hard done by to actually end up in here.

      Tate was just relieved they seemed like rational people. But still, he wasn’t keen on pushing their buttons anytime soon.

      He thought about the helicopter accident. How he’d spoken of this community far away. The truth of it. Because it was true. He’d come from that place, and it was good.

      But there was something else. Something he hadn’t quite told these people. Something he wanted them to figure out for themselves. Something he wanted them to weigh up with before disclosing too much. Something like that.

      But the truth was game-changing.

      The truth was coming for them all.

      And it was coming far, far quicker than they thought. Quicker than they feared.

      “What d’you make of all this then, hmm?” a voice said. “What’s your expert opinion? Really think those people are gonna just come back here and let us out here?”

      Tate turned to his left and he realised the speaker—a thin man with red hair and gaunt cheekbones—was speaking to him. One of Gina’s people.

      “I’d say we wait and see,” Tate said. “Not a lot we can do locked in here—”

      “This place you told us about,” the man continued. “And these… these people. These people that’re coming for us. I still feel like you’re holding something back.”

      “Go on.”

      “If your helicopter crashed. Then what hope do we even have of getting out of this mess at all? What’s the plan B?”

      Tate took a deep breath. Because he was surprised he hadn’t had to address what the plan was next, in all truth. He was surprised he hadn’t had to lay out his plan. But these people had been so concerned about getting their own shit in order and sorting their domestic problems that things hadn’t even reached that point yet.

      “I’m not without a plan,” Tate said. “If there wasn’t a plan, then I wouldn’t even divulge the information I had, would I?”

      “Then you’d better get talking.”

      Tate sighed. “The helicopter I was in. I’d be lying if I said that was the only one.”

      “So there are other people like you?”

      “We’re in a minority. But yeah. Yeah, there’s other people like us. People trying to get as many people out of this place before it descends into chaos. I told Kelsie as much. But…”

      “But what?”

      Tate stopped. He could feel a lump swelling in his throat. A lump growing, as the imminence of the impending doom built up.

      “There’s something you’re hiding from us, Tate. Isn’t there? Something you haven’t even told Kelsie, yet. Right?”

      He swallowed the lump in his throat, and he knew that now was the time to start talking. He had no other choice.

      “The… the people. The ones wiping people out. They’ve… they’ve already done the bulk of the job. There aren’t… there aren’t many people left in this country. And when they’ve manually gone through it, there’s going to be an explosion.”

      “An explosion?”

      “Much like the explosion that caused the EMP,” Tate said. “Only… only this one isn’t going to just wipe out the power. It’s going to cause a chemical reaction. A chemical reaction that weeds out the survivors, once and for all. And only then can Britain truly become habitable again. Only then will the powers that be trust this place. Because as it stands… it’s full of people who aren’t averse to objecting to law and order. Letting people here live creates a wider community of people who might be okay with toppling order all over again, one day.”

      Tate saw Gina’s allies staring at him. Wide-eyed. Staggered looks on their faces.

      “How long do we have?” the man asked.

      Tate looked away. The information he’d been trying to hold back so not to scare the people too much. To try and help them keep their shit together.

      “Tate,” the man said. “How long do we—”

      “Two days. Thereabouts,” Tate said.

      The man frowned. “What?”

      “Forty-eight hours. You… we have forty-eight hours to get the hell off this island. Because if we don’t, and if we survive that long… we fall with the rest of the country. We become a part of history. We fall, and the world goes on.”

      He heard the shocked silence. He could almost hear the cogs turning in the minds of these people. The dark realisation setting in, once and for all.

      He was about to say something to reassure these people when he heard something.

      Something at the gates.

      A bang.

      A series of bangs.

      Then the panicked shouts.

      “What was that?” one of the men asked. Panic building. Fear building.

      And then Tate looked around at them, the dread sinking in, the fear taking over.

      “It’s too late,” he said. “They’re… they’re already here.”
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      Kelsie didn’t feel anything as she held her baby girl in her arms.

      Just numbness.

      Just emptiness.

      It was late afternoon; she knew that much. She could just tell from the light, the way it was shining down. She felt cold. So cold. She didn’t know how cold it was, not really.

      Just that the only warmth was from the bundle in her arms.

      She held on to her baby, and she thought about how this moment should have been. How it should have played out. It should not have gone like this. It should not have ended like this. She and Siobhan were supposed to be happy. They were supposed to be together forever. Siobhan, she was supposed to lead the Wright Green Hospital for a long, long time.

      Things were not supposed to end up like this.

      But as she held her baby, as she looked down at the quietness of Siobhan’s body, the silence of her features, she knew there was no turning back from this. She knew there was no changing this.

      This was just how it was.

      There was no going back from this.

      There was no changing this moment.

      She just knew that there was one person responsible for this.

      One person.

      It didn’t matter what she’d lost.

      It didn’t matter how much she had been through.

      It didn’t matter how much pain she was in.

      She’d killed Siobhan.

      She’d killed her love.

      There was no coming back from that.

      “Kelsie?”

      When Kelsie heard Mike’s voice, it was as if it drifted in from nowhere. She wasn’t sure how long he’d been trying to get her attention. It was only at that moment that she realised his hand was on her shoulder, squeezing, trying to bring her back into the moment.

      But all she did was look down at her baby girl.

      Look down at her big blue eyes as they looked back up at her.

      She wanted to look down at her with love.

      But all she saw was Siobhan lying beneath her.

      All she saw was the blood.

      The emptiness.

      And she knew this moment would stay with her forever.

      For all the wrong reasons.

      The happiest moment of her life, gone. Just like that.

      “Kelsie… we need to get back home. I’m sorry, love. I’m so sorry. But this… this changes things—”

      “I don’t care what it changes,” Kelsie said. “I don’t… I don’t care about anything right now.”

      “You need to come with me.”

      “I don’t need to do a thing,” Kelsie said. But she could hear her voice cracking. She could hear the pain in her words. The pain that she was trying to push back. The pain she was trying to repress, to suffocate.

      She wanted to fall into Mike’s arms. To feel his comforting. To disappear into him forever, as she held on to her baby.

      She wanted to go over to Arya Jr, who was sitting there, head tilting, trying to figure out what was going on, and hold on to her.

      But she couldn’t.

      She just couldn’t.

      She walked over to Mike, then. Legs shaking. Body weak. She reached him. Looked up at him. Double vision. Barely able to make him out.

      She saw the way he looked back at her with such sympathy. Such… identification. And that was what hurt the most. She’d never wanted to feel the way he felt. Even though she’d lost in the past, a long time ago, she’d never really lost someone this close as an adult. She’d never felt such raw pain, the kind that Mike had felt, the kind that even Gina had felt.

      But she did just one thing.

      She handed the baby over to Mike.

      “Kelsie, we need—”

      “I need to go after her.”

      Mike shook his head. “Not now. You need to be home right now. Home, with your child. Don’t you see?”

      But as much as she knew what Mike was saying… she couldn’t hear him properly. She couldn’t look past the grief. She couldn’t look past the pain.

      She couldn’t look past the only thing she knew right now.

      The only thing that could possibly satiate her wounds, even just for a short while.

      “Kelsie, going after her won’t—”

      “Take her,” Kelsie said, handing her baby over to Mike, forcing her into his arms. Not wanting to make too much of a bond. Not wanting to form too much of a connection. Not yet.

      And then she stepped back from Mike. Avoided eye contact with him. Avoided giving him even the slightest opportunity to make a connection with her.

      “I’ve got to go after her,” Kelsie said.

      “Kelsie—”

      “I’ve got to do this. I know who she was. I know how close she was. But… you know. You understand. And if you understand—if you remember—you’ll know. Just like I do, you’ll know.”

      Mike looked away. He opened his mouth. For a second, he looked like he was going to go against her again. He looked like he was going to try and stop her again.

      But then he just looked back at her, and he half-smiled.

      He reached into his pocket. Held out his Becker BK-2. His trusty knife of so many years, right there in front of her.

      She reached out and took it. Held it. Felt Mike’s strength transferring over to her.

      Kelsie shook her head. “No.”

      “It’s about time I handed it over to you, anyway. Gathering dust stuck at home with me.”

      “I can’t take this—”

      “You can, and you will. Because… because as much as I don’t approve of what you’re doing, I know you’re going to make the right choice. When it comes to it, when that moment comes, you’re going to hold this in your hand, and you’re going to make the right decision, whatever that is. And then… and then you’re going to come right back home. You’re going to come right back home and we’re going to start talking about… about a funeral. About a christening. Okay? And I’m going to be there for you. I’m going to be by your side. No matter what.”

      Kelsie looked up at Mike, tears welling, throat bobbing. There was so much she wanted to say. So many words she wanted to say.

      But in the end, she just nodded.

      She just smiled and nodded.

      “I’m so, so sorry, Kelsie. But I’ll look after your baby until you come back. Because you will come back, okay? You promise you will come back?”

      Kelsie looked at her baby.

      Then at Mike.

      Then at the knife.

      “I’ll come back,” Kelsie said. “I promise.”

      She turned around. Looked at the woods ahead where Gina had disappeared into.

      Then she looked back.

      “There’s a man back home. Tate. I found him in the helicopter crash. He… he knows a place. A place out there where people are being gathered. Where a new world is being built. You’ve got to get to him. And if I don’t make it back… you’ve got to trust him. Okay?”

      She saw the look on Mike’s face. The uncertainty. “Kelsie, I’m not sure I can—”

      “You can,” she said. “For me. Okay? For me.”

      He opened his mouth like he was going to protest.

      Then he closed it. Nodded.

      Kelsie smiled. Felt warmth between them. A love between them. An understanding between them.

      “Holly,” she said.

      Mike frowned, confused. “What?”

      “My girl,” Kelsie said, looking at the baby in Mike’s arms. “Holly. That’s her name. That’s what I’m calling her. That’s… that’s who she is.”

      Mike’s eyes welled up. He looked down at the baby, then back up at Kelsie. “You don’t have to do this, Kelsie. You don’t.”

      “I’ll see you soon,” she said. But she didn’t look into his eyes when she said those words.

      She turned around.

      She took a deep breath.

      It was time to go after her.

      It was time to hunt her down.

      And it was time to make things right, once and for all.
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      Gina walked into the woods, and she felt like she was floating.

      Everything around her looked fake. Fake trees. Fake leaves. Fake everything. But most of all there was numbness. Numbness at the memory of what she’d seen. Of what had happened. Of what she’d found. Of what she’d done.

      And of what she’d lost.

      She tried to think about where she was going. Tried to make plans. Something cohesive. Something that worked. But she couldn’t. All she could do was feel the pain. The pain of everything that had happened, all of it so surreal.

      And she knew it wasn’t something that was going to snap out.

      She knew she’d had a permanent change.

      She knew that there was no going back from any of this.

      She remembered looking out of that window. Feeling the hope and the dread. The hope that she wouldn’t find her little girl out there. But also the dread that she might. The dread that Emilia might be there after all.

      And when she’d looked over the edge, she thought she was hallucinating. Just for a moment, she thought she was imagining things. That none of this was real.

      But then she’d seen her, for real, and her whole world had fallen apart.

      She’d run down to her. Landed at her side. Tried to hold her. Tried to tell her that everything was going to be okay. That she was here now.

      But then the more time passed, the more she realised that she wasn’t alright. Everything wasn’t going to be okay. Nothing was going to be okay at all.

      So she’d grabbed a rifle, and she’d gone off into the unknown.

      Her mind was spinning right away. Nothing made sense anymore. Only the lust for vengeance. The desire to make things right.

      The desire to punish those who had taken her little girl away from her.

      The desire to punish anyone, in essence. Because Kelsie. Her people. They were just as guilty. In a way, they were just as responsible.

      They’d dragged her into this mess. They’d been the ones to bring this whole catastrophe upon her. The ones to change things.

      And for that reason… she’d had to make a point.

      She’d had to do something.

      She’d had to make some kind of stance.

      So she’d walked. She’d walked into the woods, and then she’d shot them. Her people. Following her. Their voices like ants in her minds. Trying to stop her.

      She had nothing left, so she’d stopped them.

      And then she’d kept on going.

      No sense of guilt.

      No sense of shame.

      Just doing what that voice in her head begged her to do. Demanded her to do.

      And as she’d walked, she saw someone. Someone she was sure was a hallucination. A haunting from a past long gone.

      Graham. Older, greyer, different. But still undeniably Graham.

      Couldn’t be real. Had to be in her mind.

      Like ants.

      Memories.

      So she’d lifted that rifle, and she’d shot him.

      She thought of Siobhan, then. The shaking of her hands as she’d turned that rifle to her. The uncertainty of why she’d done it. Why she’d acted rash.

      Mostly so that someone else could feel what she’d felt.

      So they could feel her loss, too.

      But mostly because she was hurting so, so much.

      She’d lifted that rifle, and she’d shot her.

      And that’s when she’d realised what she’d done.

      She’d looked at Mike. Saw the horror on his face. And then she’d watched as he’d gone over to her. As he’d lifted her baby. Her crying baby.

      And everything in that moment felt like a blur.

      A horror story.

      Especially when Kelsie had arrived.

      She remembered the way Mike looked up at her. “What have you done, Gina?” He’d said. “What have you done?”

      She’d looked into Kelsie’s eyes.

      Saw the hurt.

      Saw the hate.

      All of it creeping up on her, making her feel wrong, making her feel evil, making her feel…

      And then she’d turned around, and she’d run.

      And she was here, now. She was still here. Wandering. No real aim. No real direction in sight.

      She was here, and she had no path in mind. Nowhere to go. Nowhere to be.

      Because she had no one. Not anymore.

      Just a slim hope that she might find someone out here.

      Someone else who she could punish.

      Someone else who she could make suffer for what she’d had taken away from her.

      For what they’d done.

      But then something else sparked in her mind. A rival force.

      A force that made her look at that rifle.

      A force that told her she was a mess and a scared girl and the same as the child she’d been all those years ago.

      That she hadn’t really changed, and she needed her mum, she needed help, she needed someone; she wasn’t strong enough for anything, not on her own, not without anyone, not without—

      She grabbed the rifle. Crouched down. Turned it on herself. Looked into it. And she knew she could end everything. She knew in the click of a finger that she could end everything.

      And she knew deep down that that’s what she wanted.

      That’s what she needed.

      That’s what had to happen.

      She thought about Romesh. Then she thought about Emilia. Thought about how sweet she was. How she’d kept her sane. How she’d kept her going, in spite of everything.

      And then she felt the tears rolling down her cheeks.

      She felt the tension building up.

      The urgency.

      The need.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, and she tightened her grip on the trigger as she felt the inevitability of this situation getting closer, closer.

      “I’m sorry,” she muttered. Quietly. Barely audible. “I’m… I’m sorry.”

      She took a deep breath. Opened her eyes. Once more. For one final look at the world, as little sense as it made anymore.

      And then she tightened her grip around the trigger some more.

      “Put it down, you coward,” a voice behind her said.

      And in that moment, she felt a shift.

      In that moment, she felt her suicidal urges drop.

      In that moment, she felt that rival urge.

      That urge for vengeance, all over again.

      She loosened her grip on the trigger and turned around.

      Kelsie was standing there.

      Knife in hand.

      And pain on her face.
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      Mike held Baby Holly in his arms and stood alone in the woods, only Arya Jr for company.

      The light was faded, blocked by the clouds that were forming overhead. Specks of rain were falling down from above. And all Mike could do was stand there. All he could do was hold Holly, who bobbled around in his arms.

      All he could do was stare at her, then at Siobhan, then at Graham.

      And all he could do was feel immense pain deep within that things had reached this point.

      He thought about that look on Gina’s face. The look in her eyes. Like she was possessed by something. And Mike knew exactly what that something was. It was grief, plain and simple. He’d been there before. He’d lost before. He knew that grief and its subsequent shock could make a person do the most horrible of things.

      But what Gina had done was cold-blooded murder.

      And as much as he didn’t want Kelsie to go down a path of vengeance that he’d travelled all too often over the years—albeit not recently—he couldn’t blame her for wanting to go after Gina. He couldn’t blame her for wanting to confront those demons.

      He looked back down at this baby, this beautiful bundle of life. He’d been so lucky with what had happened. So lucky that Siobhan had gone into labour when she had. Because any later and she would’ve died too. Both of them would’ve died.

      And he felt tears building up. Because Siobhan would’ve been such a good mother. Just like she was such a good leader of the Wright Green Hospital.

      At least her final moment had been one of elation. One of bliss.

      At least she hadn’t known anything about what had happened to her.

      To die in such ecstasy. Isn’t that what everyone strives for, when push comes to shove?

      He heard Baby Holly crying, felt the trees clawing towards him. And all this added to his claustrophobia. It made him feel like he was suffocating. Like he’d made a mistake coming out here.

      And he felt so weak, so vulnerable, without his knife.

      A chill came over him. Shock. Nausea. The lot. But that shock was combined with urgency. Urgency to get back home. To get this baby back home.

      As much as he wanted to know Kelsie was safe… he needed to get her baby back to the Wright Green Hospital. That was his absolute priority right now.

      He looked around. He felt lost, disoriented. But after some time composing himself, he gathered his thoughts, and he made his way through the trees.

      The walk felt long and stretched out. He was getting warmer and warmer now, but he was shaking. And all this time, Baby Holly kept on crying. All this time, she kept on calling out for a mother—one who was gone, and one who might not be coming back.

      He couldn’t stop thinking about the future. Kelsie out there. Kelsie and Siobhan’s baby in his arms. But also Wright Green. Their leader, dead. What did that mean for the future? Kelsie would follow in Siobhan’s footsteps in the interim, sure. But how would a democratic election play out? What did the future hold?

      It felt like they’d been lulling themselves into a false sense of security for so long that now, with uncertainty finally taking a hold, they weren’t ready for it.

      He pushed past some branches and got closer towards home, but he knew it would still be some time before he got back. He had to pace himself, as urgent as getting home might be. He couldn’t burn out, or make any foolish mistakes or errors of judgement. One step at a time, that’s what it had to be, what he had to do.

      He took a few deep breaths. But he found himself thinking of Gina, now. Holly’s friend. The timid one who had always been the most reluctant of the group. The one who nearly snapped in the early days.

      She’d come so far.

      But had she, really?

      Because in the end, she’d ended up in the situation she was in now.

      A killer.

      A killer being hunted down for what she’d done.

      A grieving wreck, totally broken down, totally weak.

      Was there more Mike could’ve done for her after all?

      Was there more he could’ve done for her in those earlier years that would’ve averted the horrors of her recent years?

      He shook his head, kept on going. He couldn’t think like that. He’d done everything for her. And in the end, she was older now. She’d chosen her path. She’d chosen who she wanted to be.

      He just lamented the fact that who she’d chosen to be was so at odds with what the rest of Mike’s people wanted—what they were.

      He wiped the tears from his cheeks as he ran even further, baby in his arms. And in all this darkness, he found himself smiling. Not a happy smile. Not a joyous smile. But just a smile of relief as he looked at Siobhan’s healthy, happy baby.

      In the darkness, hope still shone.

      In all of this chaos, there was still a flicker of hope. A glimmer of optimism. A glow of warmth.

      He went to run a little further when he heard something ahead.

      Voices.

      Then footsteps.

      And then, out of nowhere, Mike heard gunshots.
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      Kelsie looked at Gina as she crouched there, rifle in hand, and she felt a world of hate rising up in her body.

      The sky was greying, going dark. Everything was still. Quiet. Everything except the whirlwind of emotions raging away inside of Kelsie.

      The flashes of what had happened to Siobhan playing through her mind, over and over again.

      She felt her jaw tensing. Her fist tightening around her knife. Especially as Gina went to stand. Holding that rifle. Knowing the damage she could do to her with it.

      But there was recklessness about Kelsie right now. A sense that she could do just as much damage, given the opportunity. That somehow her rage, her loss, put her at an advantage over Gina.

      But she could see the look on Gina’s face, too. She could see the tears. The exhaustion. The pain.

      And it hurt her.

      Because she saw, right there, that Gina was suffering too.

      She could see that Gina was in just as much pain, in her own way.

      But that didn’t stop Kelsie tightening her grip on the knife.

      It didn’t stop her walking towards Gina, even if Gina was holding a rifle, even if she was now pointing it at her.

      Because she’d seen what Gina was trying to do when she’d first got here. She’d seen the kind of pain Gina was in herself—pain that led her to almost end everything.

      And Kelsie thought about the same. She thought about just ending it all, too.

      But she couldn’t.

      Because as much as everything hurt… she had a baby in Mike’s company.

      She had to do what she had to do here, and then she had to get back to her baby.

      But this right here was her priority.

      In the moment, this was the most important thing of all.

      “So what’re you gonna do?” Kelsie asked, walking towards Gina, barely able to keep her voice steady. “Just end it? What is it? Can’t live with the guilt of what you’ve done?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” Gina said. Trying to sound assertive and confident, but at the same time sounding just as lost and fragile. Just as broken. “I was going to do what I nearly did because I have nothing left to lose.”

      “So you don’t care at all, do you? You don’t care what you took from me? You don’t care who I lost?”

      Gina just looked at her. Blank expression. Glazed eyes. “I lost, Kelsie. I lost—”

      “And you’re not the only one.”

      She lurched further towards Gina, then. Lurched towards her. And in turn, Gina lifted her rifle even higher. Pointed it right at Kelsie.

      And in a sense, she wanted her to pull that trigger. She wanted her to finish her. To put her out of her misery so she didn’t have to do it herself. So she didn’t have to go on.

      But then she remembered her baby. She remembered Siobhan. She remembered Mike, and Arya Jr, and all those people back home, and how much she had to be back there for them.

      And she forced herself to say something she didn’t know she’d be capable of.

      “I’m sorry for what happened to your people,” Kelsie said. “Really, I am. But… but for what you did. For what you took from me—for no reason. I’m not sorry for what I’m about to do to you.”

      She took a deep breath.

      And then she threw herself towards Gina, knife raised.

      She saw the trigger of the rifle click.

      Saw Gina try to fire at her.

      But nothing happened.

      Nothing erupted from the tip of it.

      She saw the shock on Gina’s face. The momentary surprise.

      But by that point, it was too late.

      Kelsie flew into her with all of her weight, all of her force.

      She hit Gina right in the stomach. Right in the belly, right where her baby had been inside Siobhan just some time ago. She punched her, hard, with her free hand.

      And then when she had her on the ground, she lifted that knife.

      She had a moment. A momentary window where she could bring that knife down. Where she could end her. Finish her for what she’d done. For what she’d taken from her.

      But then Gina took a swing and cracked Kelsie right in the face.

      She tasted blood. Tried to steady herself. Tried to pull back that knife once again.

      But this time, Gina’s teeth clamped around her wrist, and she bit down. Hard.

      Kelsie let out a cry. But in a way, she was grateful for the pain. She was charged by the pain.

      The pain made her all the more determined to fight back.

      She yanked her wrist, now bleeding, out of Gina’s mouth.

      And she pushed down on her neck. Tightened her grip. Tightened, hard. Even as Gina hit back. Even as Gina tried to kick free. She just tightened her grip. Kept on tightening. Kept on going, knowing that Gina’s time was running out. That she just had to keep on holding. She just had to keep on—

      A smack.

      A smack, right between her legs.

      She fell back. Loosened her grip.

      And Gina didn’t allow her a moment to gather her composure again.

      She punched her. Repeatedly. Hard. Punched her until she had her on her back. Until the balance of power had shifted.

      Until Gina was the one on top of her, holding Kelsie down now, tightening her grip.

      Kelsie tried to push free. Tried to shake free. She tried to make a grab for her knife.

      But then she noticed she wasn’t holding it anymore.

      She noticed Gina was holding it.

      That she was lifting it over her.

      That she was hovering it right over her face.

      “I didn’t want to have to do this,” Gina said. “I didn’t want to have to be responsible for another. But I’ve killed so many people already, Kelsie. So many groups. So many, taken out, one by one.”

      Kelsie tried to wrap her head around what she was hearing. Gina. Responsible for the massacre of these groups. “What are you talking about?”

      Gina was in a daze, clearly, but she was making sense. Which was the scariest part. “I wanted to make sure the world wasn’t dangerous. For my child. For my family. And I failed. I… I failed. Because my child is dead. And your group, they’re still living. They’re still alive.”

      Kelsie wasn’t sure how to feel. Only anger, growing, growing. “You’re selfish. You’d watch so many people fall just to keep yourself alive.”

      “I’m sorry. Really. I’m sorry.”

      Kelsie tried to shake free.

      Tried to break free.

      But it was too late.

      She felt the red hot pain of the knife, right across her neck.

      And she knew right then her time was already up.
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      Mike heard the gunshots and the footsteps, and he knew he was in trouble right away.

      He crouched down. Fell into the grass. Baby Holly was still in his arms, so he had to be careful with her. He couldn’t just go racing along like he usually would. She was fragile, so he had to be careful; he had to watch himself. It wasn’t just himself that he was looking out for now, after all.

      Arya Jr fell to his side, looking off into the distance, also panting. He was thankful for her. Such a loyal dog, it seemed. He’d held off bonding with her because he’d bonded with Arya, and he knew all the trauma that had caused; all the sadness losing her had brought.

      He didn’t want to make that kind of connection again.

      But right now he couldn’t help being proud of the dog Kelsie and Siobhan had raised her into.

      He squinted into the distance, off towards the voices. His eyes weren’t what they once were. Probably a cue to start looking into getting glasses, but again, he was standing strong against the idea of ageing. He didn’t want to accept that he was getting on. He didn’t want to accept he wasn’t as strong as he once was, or as youthful as he once was.

      Then again, he figured he’d be better served if he just faced up to it one way or another.

      He saw movement ahead. Black silhouettes. And he felt a dread right away. These people, they were the ones he’d seen before. The ones he’d been hunted down by in the woods. Whoever they were, whatever their endgame was, they didn’t look like they were giving up searching this vicinity.

      And he could only assume they were something to do with the extraction Kelsie had told him about. This “Tate” character.

      A rival.

      Mike held his breath as the people approached. He stroked the baby Holly’s head gently, trying to make her calm down, to quieten her. The last thing any of them wanted right now was for her to burst out in tears and wailing. That would be the final straw.

      Because one thing was for sure.

      Mike was pretty certain these people weren’t the kind who held back.

      Besides. He’d heard the gunfire off in the distance.

      And he got the sense that something terrible was unfolding.

      He saw them getting closer, firmly in view now. And he thought about backing away. Trying to sneak out of this mess.

      But then he saw one of these people looking right over in his direction, and he knew the time for movement was over.

      He heard the voices. Heard some of what they were saying. Something about needing to get away from here. Something about how… how their masks might hold, but that they didn’t want to risk it. That they wanted to be far, far away from this place when the “cleansing” happened.

      And Mike didn’t know what they meant. He didn’t know what they were talking about.

      He didn’t need to know a thing.

      He knew already that whatever they were discussing wasn’t good news.

      He saw one of these figures getting closer. Dangerously close. And he knew he needed to be extra silent now. He knew they all needed to be extra silent. Because if they weren’t, their time was up. Their game was up.

      He saw the person just feet away. Scanning the surroundings. Searching around.

      And then he heard baby Holly wail, and his stomach sank.

      He covered her mouth. He didn’t want to. It felt wrong. But he just had to.

      He held it as she wriggled.

      As she tried to cry some more.

      But it was pointless.

      It was already too late.

      The figure closest to him turned.

      Scanned the area with those blackened, masked eyes.

      And he saw them settle on him. He saw those black circles look at his eyes. And he knew they’d seen him. He knew they were onto him.

      He saw that figure raise their rifle.

      Point it at Mike.

      Shakily.

      “Please,” Mike said. Body tensing. Heart racing. A sense of desperation spreading through his body. He didn’t like to beg. Didn’t like the weakness it filled him with.

      But this begging was not for him—it was for this baby. For Kelsie and Siobhan’s baby.

      He saw that rifle wobble some more as he waited for the inevitable.

      Then he heard something.

      “Get out of Britain,” the masked man said. “Just—just do whatever you can to get to Blackpool and get away from here. You’ve got two days.”

      Mike watched him turn around.

      Watched him walk away.

      And as he rested there, he couldn’t believe what he’d witnessed.

      What he’d heard.

      He had two days to get to Blackpool.

      Something was in Blackpool.

      Something that could help.

      He watched these people congregate again. Alien in their demeanour, with their masks, their covered faces.

      He watched them disappear off into the woods, off into the distance.

      And then he felt the urgency of this situation building up.

      He had to get to Blackpool.

      He had to get himself and baby Holly out of here.

      But more importantly, he had to tell his people. He had to go home. Tell them what had happened. Warn them about what was happening.

      He stood up, Arya Jr by his side, baby in his arms, and he made his way back home.

      The rain was lashing down now. The tension was growing. Even though Mike felt like he’d been thrown an olive branch, he still felt like something was coming. Like something hidden was still looming. Something dark; something he didn’t want to confront.

      He got closer to the hospital grounds when he saw what it was.

      The gates.

      The gates to the hospital.

      They were open.

      He froze. Narrowed his eyes. The rain heavy. Everything getting colder. He wanted to feel hope. He wanted to feel like he had a chance. Like this was it—the moment everything had been building towards.

      And then he heard the gunshots and the screams inside the Wright Green Hospital—inside his home—and he knew he was already too late.

      He was out of time.

      The armed group was here.

      They were already here.

      And they were tearing his home apart.
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      Kelsie felt Gina’s blade press against her neck, and she couldn’t help fearing the worst.

      She knew what that contact meant. What it foreshadowed. The logical conclusion to this standoff. Gina had got the better of her. She’d overthrown her. And now she was holding her knife—no, Mike’s knife—to Kelsie’s neck and ending it for her, once and for all.

      And Kelsie saw things, then. Things flashing in her eyes. Siobhan’s smiling face. Arya Jr rolling over for a cuddle. Happiness. Joy.

      The joy of the birth of her baby, even in a moment of sheer horror.

      And she found herself smiling too, all of this playing out instantly, all of it playing out in a matter of seconds.

      But there were other memories, too. Other things flashing in her mind. Memories of Gina when she was younger. The way Kelsie used to look up to her. Maybe not in the same way as she’d once looked up to Holly, but still looked up to her all the same.

      She’d respected her attitude. Respected just how normal she was. How caring she was. But how she still wasn’t afraid to make the difficult decisions when everything came down to it.

      And as she lay there, knife to her neck, Kelsie couldn’t help but open her eyes, look Gina right in hers, and cry.

      “Why are we doing this to ourselves?” she said. “Why are we destroying each other?”

      She saw the way Gina’s gaze turned, then, just for a second. The way she looked at her changed, right in an instant. As if Kelsie had struck some kind of a chord with her. Like she was considering all of this herself and coming to the same conclusions.

      But that knife was still to her neck.

      Still cutting.

      It was only in that instant Kelsie realised it wasn’t cutting deep.

      “What we had,” Kelsie said. “How things used to be. They were so good. We were so good.”

      She felt Gina’s warm tears fall onto her face, and she wanted to reach up to her. To find a way of connecting with her. Even in all the horror. Even in the shadow of everything Gina had taken from her.

      “We can’t change what’s happened,” Gina said. “There’s no going back. Not… not now.”

      Kelsie wanted to agree with her. She did agree with her, after all. There was no changing what had happened. There was no bringing Romesh and Emilia back for Gina. But at the same time… there was no coming back from what Gina had taken away from her. What she’d done, in cold blood. Whether she claimed she was coherent in her actions or not, Gina had done something irreparable.

      So no matter what happened here, nobody was going to reach a resolution the pair of them wanted.

      “You’re right,” Kelsie said. “We can’t change what’s happened. We can’t change the past. But maybe we can find a way to move on. Between us.”

      Gina’s eyes narrowed. “What—”

      “The place Tate told us about. It’s still out there. It’s not going anywhere. And… and as much as we’ve lost, we should be there. We should get there. And no matter what’s happened. No matter what we’ve lost. We should have a chance at starting again.”

      Gina shook her head. Like she was convinced, right away. “I don’t think that’s going to happen. I don’t… I don’t think I can. Not after this. Not after… not after everything.”

      “Then give me a chance, at least. If you can’t do it… think about me. Think about… about my baby. Siobhan’s baby. Don’t deprive her of a mother. Don’t leave her with even more loss than she already has to deal with.”

      She could see Gina’s face turning. Her resolve cracking. “Kelsie—”

      “Don’t deprive me of living just because you’re hurting so hard you want someone else to feel it, too.”

      She saw it, then. The waterfall of tears. The cracking of Gina’s resolve. The way the knife dropped. The way she fell back. Collapsed into herself.

      “I’ve tried,” Gina said. “All these years, I’ve tried. I’ve believed. But I can’t anymore. I can’t. It’s left me with nothing, and I can’t keep going. I can’t do it. Not anymore.”

      Kelsie pulled herself up. She reached over to Gina. Carefully. Crouched opposite her. This woman she hated. The woman who’d taken everything from her.

      And she put a gentle hand on the back of her head.

      Pulled her close.

      “You have done things,” Kelsie said. “Things that’ll always haunt you. Things you’ll never forget. But we all have. There’s still a chance to move forward. Still a chance to move on. You have to take it. We both do.”

      Gina looked into her eyes then. Hysterical. Crying. The weak little girl she’d always been. The one she’d been trying to cover up all these years. Here. Undeniable. No doubt about it. “You can’t just forgive,” she said. “You can’t… you can’t just forgive me. For what I did.”

      Kelsie smiled. Forced the biggest smile she possibly could. “Maybe you’re right,” she said. “But I just want to hear you say it.”

      “Say what?”

      “I want you to hear you say you’re sorry. For what you did. For what you took from me.”

      Gina’s head lowered. She looked to the ground like this was all a nightmare she was waking up from. Like it was a bad dream. “I—I—”

      “Accept it. Accept what you did. What you took from me.”

      “Kelsie, I—”

      “Accept what you are.”

      “I’m sorry!”

      Gina’s shout was deafening. Ear piercing. The final bit of guilt inside her, cracking through, surfacing, once and for all.

      “I’m sorry for what I did. And I’m sorry for what I am. I never… I meant to hurt you. But not like this. Not like this.”

      Kelsie moved back a little, then. Inched away.

      She stroked Gina’s long, red hair out of her face, tears staining her cheeks.

      “Good,” she said. “I forgive you.”

      She moved away, just a little.

      And then she pulled back the knife she’d grabbed from the floor, and she buried it between Gina’s ribs.

      She pushed in. Hard. Felt the warm blood pooling from Gina’s chest. Felt it covering her hands.

      And she pushed harder and felt nothing but pain. Pain that made her certain. Certain that Mike was right. Certain that he was right when he told her she’d never feel justice. She’d never feel satiated. She’d never get the revenge she wanted; the revenge she required. It was never strong enough.

      She pulled the knife out, then. Watched as Gina looked down, confused. Watched as she looked back up at Kelsie, tears in her eyes, confusion on her face.

      She watched as Gina put a hand to her torso, pressed it against herself.

      Then looked at Kelsie like she used to, all those years ago.

      “I really am so…” she started.

      Then she fell back to the ground.

      Eyes closing.

      Life fading.

      Kelsie stood.

      She stood and she watched as Gina bled out on the ground below.

      Bloodied knife in hand.

      She watched through tear-soaked eyes as another era—another relic of the past—disappeared before her.

      And then she turned away.

      It was time for her to go back home.

      It was time for her to get to her daughter.

      And it was time for her to take the next step.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Tate listened to the chaos unfolding outside his cell, and he knew he was going to have to get out of here. Fast.

      He heard the shouts. The cries. The crackle of gunfire. And he knew right away who it was; who was responsible. There was no mistaking it—it was the armed group. The Outsiders, as he’d heard people within Britain refer to them. They’d made it here already. It didn’t matter that the plans were to cleanse this place in the next forty-eight hours. It didn’t matter that the chances of getting away from here, getting out of this country and surviving were slim as it was.

      They were too late.

      All of them were too late.

      “So what now?”

      Tate turned around. Saw one of Gina’s people looking at him, fear in his eyes. It was like he understood what was happening, too. Understood the urgency. Understood just how screwed they were.

      And as much as Tate wanted to fight—as much as he wanted to seek out a way of getting out of this mess as soon as possible—he knew his chances were pretty much non-existent.

      Because he’d seen how these people worked.

      He’d been one of those people once, after all.

      “We’ve got two choices, really,” Tate said. The gunfire outside continued to crackle closer. The shouts growing more frenzied, more intense.

      “Well I’d suggest you hurry up. Because it sounds to me like there’s a massacre going on out there. And as much as I appreciate what we’re doing here, I really wasn’t planning to be a part of a purge today—especially not when I’m not even in my home.”

      Tate nodded. “None of us ever intend to get into these situations. We just—”

      “Enough of the philosophical bullshit. What’re we actually gonna do?”

      Tate looked around the cell. It looked pretty solid. Chances they were gonna get out of here were slim to none.

      But perhaps they could try something.

      Perhaps the fact they were locked up in here could actually work to their advantage after all.

      “We’re locked down here,” Tate said.

      “No bullshit.”

      “And the fact we’re locked down here could actually help us when you think about it.”

      “How so?”

      “The people. The people out there. I can only hope Kelsie’s people put up enough resistance. Because if they do… well, they might just back out of here without fully checking the place.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “Well. If they don’t, we’ve just got to hope they don’t decide to show a special interest in this cell all of a sudden.”

      Gina’s friend clearly gulped, nodded. At the end of the day, Tate couldn’t promise anyone anything. He certainly couldn’t promise anyone any more than what they already had here beyond speculation. Because he was a prisoner just like them. He was locked away, just like them.

      He was just as deep in shit as everyone else. And he didn’t have the remedy to get out of here, either.

      “We just have to wait,” Tate said. “We… we just have to hope.”

      The man tutted. Lit a cigarette. “Been living in this world long enough to know that we should never just fall on hope.”

      “Well right now we need to believe hope will work in our favour. Because if it doesn’t… well. I don’t even want to think about it.”

      He stepped back, away from the front of the cell, away from the doorway. All he could do was stare up at those steps. All he could do was watch. Wait. There wasn’t anything else he could do. Anything else he could try. Anything else he could…

      “Wait,” Tate said.

      The man looked around. So too did his two friends. Smoke drifting from his mouth. “What?”

      “Your cigarette. How did you light it?”

      The man reached into his pocket. Pulled out a box of matches. “The old-fashioned way. Home-made. Want one?”

      Tate saw something, then. The smidgen of an opportunity. It was risky. It was dangerous. And he wasn’t sure whether it was the best thing to attempt.

      But it was between this plan—this half-baked plan—or just sitting here and waiting. When waiting here could be waiting for the worst, for the inevitable, after all.

      “The ceiling,” Tate said. “The ceiling up there is made of wood.”

      “I think I see where you’re going with this.”

      “We could try burning it down. But it’s a gamble. We don’t know what’s above us. Who’s above us.”

      The man looked at his people as they debated amongst themselves. Then he looked at Tate, and he shrugged. “Let’s face it. I don’t think we really have that much of a choice, do we?”

      Tate nodded. He was all in on this now, as dangerous as it felt, as risky as it felt. As far as he saw it, there was only one option. Only one choice.

      “We try,” Tate said. “It’s all we have. It’s all we—”

      He was interrupted when he heard something.

      A bang. A bang right outside the door.

      He stopped. Froze.

      Everyone around him froze.

      He waited for something else. A sign of life. A sign of anything.

      But when he didn’t hear anything… he realised time was of the essence.

      “Come on,” he said. “Lift me up.”

      “What?”

      “Well we’re gonna want to reach the ceiling, aren’t we?”

      “Bullshit to that,” Gina’s friend said. “Look at the size of you. With all due respect.”

      “Hey. I come from a place where food isn’t a problem anymore. Believe me, you’ll be big too. When you get there. If you get there.”

      The man shook his head. “Whatever. I’ll burn it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m as sure as shit. Now come on. Lift me up. We’d better get to it. Before we run out of time.”

      Tate nodded. He knew the man was right, that it probably made more sense to lift him. But then he just wanted to control the situation. He couldn’t be blamed for that, at the end of the day.

      But it was time to give up control.

      It was time to accept someone else’s help.

      “Come on,” Tate said. “Let’s get this done. Let’s get—”

      He stopped when he heard the blast.

      Then, the kick.

      And then, when he looked over to the right, his stomach sank completely.

      The door had been kicked in.

      There was somebody standing inside the doorway.

      Somebody dressed in full black uniform, mask over their face.

      Rifle in hand.
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      Kelsie headed into the woods, away from where she’d left Gina to die, and she felt a crippling guilt taking over.

      The main source of the guilt was to do with Gina. Because emotionally, she was caught in a quandary right now. She knew she shouldn’t feel conflicted about any of this. After all, Gina had taken Siobhan from her. She’d executed her in cold blood.

      But then she saw the throes of grief that Gina was caught up in. She saw the rawness; how it must feel. She saw and felt the confusion of loss.

      And as much as she was trying to keep any conflicting emotions from bubbling over… she couldn’t help facing up to the truth.

      She felt guilty for leaving Gina how she had.

      She stopped. Turned around. Looked back into the woods, back towards where she’d left Gina.

      She knew she should keep pressing on. She knew she should forget whatever had happened here, and that she should just turn around, head back home, head in search of Mike and in search of her baby.

      Because as much as the grief split through her—as much as the horror of what had happened still hadn’t totally had time to process—she saw light in the horror. She saw a chance for things to be different. A chance for things to change.

      A chance to start over.

      But she had to be fast about it.

      She had to be fast… but there was still something getting to her.

      Still something else haunting her.

      Still something else pulling her back.

      “Screw it,” she muttered under her breath, Mike’s knife in hand. “Screw it.”

      And then she turned around and headed back in the direction she’d come from.

      She remembered the exact route she’d taken. She was used to remembering this kind of thing, after all. Routes. Pathways. This kind of thing.

      To some, the trees around her were just noise; indecipherable from one another.

      But to Kelsie, they were landmarks. They each had their own individual character. Their differences.

      She remembered exactly where she’d come from; exactly where she was heading towards.

      But when she got there—when she was certain she’d got there—something wasn’t right.

      There was a bloody patch in the grass. And Kelsie knew what had lain there. She knew who had lain there. Who should still be there.

      But they weren’t.

      They were gone.

      Gina wasn’t there anymore.

      She wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

      Kelsie tried to wrap her head around it. She tried to search the area. Questioned whether she’d got something wrong. Whether she’d followed the wrong path or ended up at the wrong spot.

      But everything told her that she hadn’t made a mistake at all.

      This was where she’d left Gina.

      Where she’d stabbed her.

      She should be here.

      After what she’d done, she should still be lying there.

      But she wasn’t.

      Which meant…

      She stood up, then. Looked at the trees ahead. She saw a little trail of blood. She found herself following it. Wondering if Gina had dragged herself off in that direction. Wondering if she was just trying to clamber away, one last spark of life inside her.

      She followed that trail some more.

      And when she reached the end of it, she stopped.

      There was something attached to the bottom of a tree.

      Something she recognised.

      She reached down. Picked it up. And she found herself smirking. Shaking her head.

      Because caught up in the tree was a lock of hair.

      A lock of long, red hair.

      She looked at it. Lifted it. Wondered what it might mean, any of it.

      And then she took a deep breath, dropped the hair and looked off into the woods. Off in the direction she knew Gina would’ve headed into. Because she was out there. She was out there somewhere.

      She wanted to follow that path. She wanted to keep on going. Keep on pushing forward. Keep on pushing on.

      And then she heard something.

      Movement.

      Movement, right behind her.

      When she turned, she lifted her knife, expecting Gina.

      But when she saw who it was—or rather, what it was, she froze.

      It was the female wolf. The one she’d spared what seemed like forever ago. Two little cubs beside her.

      She looked at that wolf, into her eyes, and she sensed something. Hatred. Recognition.

      But also something else.

      An acceptance.

      An acceptance that this was just the way the world was. That Kelsie had only done what she’d had to do to survive.

      Kelsie nodded at the wolf, feeling slightly insane, admittedly.

      Then the wolf turned around and trotted off.

      And as Kelsie watched, she couldn’t believe it. This wolf, it could’ve attacked her. It could’ve seeked its revenge.

      But it had let her go.

      It had understood the rules of the woods, and it had let her go.

      She thought of Gina now and found herself half-smiling. In all the pain, in all the chaos, and despite everything she was going through right now… she found herself half-smiling.

      Because deep down, wherever Gina was, she was pleased. Pleased she’d survived. Pleased she’d got out of this. Pleased that she had a second chance—regardless of how finite and temporary that second chance might be.

      She resisted that urge to go after her, to pursue her, to hunt her down. That urge for vengeance. That urge to even the stakes, once and for all.

      And she turned around. Faced the woods.

      Because right now there were more important things.

      Right now, there were bigger responsibilities.

      It was time for her to go back home.

      It was time for her to get back to her people. To her baby.

      And one way or another… it was time for her to figure out the next step they were going to take.

      Figure out what Tate’s plan was.

      She headed back home. The grief still strong. The pain still strong.

      But on hold.

      On hold, just for now.

      

      She felt a speck of rain hit her from above.

      Heard thunder rumbling overhead.

      The clouds thickening. A storm brewing.

      Right in the direction she was heading…
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      Mike saw the state of his home, and he felt every muscle in his body loosen straight away.

      Arya Jr whined as she stood beside him in the fading light of the afternoon sky. The clouds were thick. The rain was falling heavily. All of it just added to that ominous tone; that sense that things here were not good at all.

      But that was nothing.

      Compared to the chaos unfolding inside the walls of Wright Green Hospital, it was nothing.

      He stood there. Stared at the open gates. Listened to the gunfire. Listened to the shouts. And the main thing he felt was sadness. An overwhelming sadness. Because the people of Wright Green were good people. Innocent people. They didn’t deserve this. Nobody in that place deserved this.

      And then there were the thoughts of the past. The thoughts of how long it had taken them to rise up. The thoughts of how long it had taken them to get this place to the position it was in. All those years of work… all of them undone in a moment by a bloodthirsty group who overpowered them.

      Was that the world they wanted, really?

      Was that the world Mike and his people really wanted to walk back into?

      He looked at Arya Jr as she tucked her head behind his legs.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “I… I think I know what I need to do.”

      Because as much as Mike knew he had to save people, that he had to rescue as many people as he could in this place… the first priority was keeping Kelsie’s baby girl safe.

      He reached down. Ruffled Arya Jr’s fur as he strapped the baby down to her back. And as he looked into Arya Jr’s sad eyes, he saw Arya. He saw the loyal dog Arya used to be. The dog that had been by his side for all those years.

      And he found himself smiling with tearful eyes.

      “You never went away, did you?” Mike said. “You never really went anywhere. I see that now.”

      She tilted her head. Like she was trying to understand what he was saying.

      But in the end, she just leaned her head into his hand and let him stroke her ears, let him fuss her.

      He stood up, then. And he pointed off into the woods. “You take her away from here,” Mike said. Kelsie’s baby on her back.

      Arya Jr whined. Tilted her head again.

      “I know. I’m… I’m sorry. But I can’t go in there with the baby. I can’t go in there but I… I need to go in there. Do you understand?”

      Another tilt of the head.

      “Of course you don’t. You’re a dog.”

      He looked around. Looked back at the Wright Green Hospital as the smoke rose above it. As the chaos continued to unfold.

      And then he looked back at Arya Jr, and in that moment he knew what to say.

      He knew exactly what to say.

      “Go find Kelsie,” he said. “Go on.”

      And remarkably, in that moment, something amazing happened.

      Amazingly, she started sniffing the grass.

      She turned around.

      And then she ran off into the unknown.

      Mike watched her disappear. He watched as she headed into the woods, baby strapped to her back.

      He knew he might be risking it.

      He knew it might be a terrible gamble.

      But he knew what he needed to do right now.

      He turned to face the gates of the Wright Green Hospital.

      Took a deep breath.

      And then he stepped inside.

      The second he stepped inside, the sadness built. He’d arrived late. Too late to change anything from happening here. Too late to stop the massacre from going down.

      The bodies on the ground.

      The silence around this place.

      People he recognised. People all around him.

      A haunting sight.

      He walked further, further through the grounds. And that’s when he saw the animals. When he saw the children. All of these people. All of these innocent people. All of them, snuffed out, just like that.

      He was about to keep on going, aimless, lost, when he heard crying to his left.

      When he looked around, he saw something.

      There were a group of people lined up.

      People he recognised.

      And there was someone standing in front of them.

      Rifle in hand.

      He knew he should be careful. He knew he should watch out.

      But he couldn’t contain his urge to do the only thing he could.

      Especially when there was still a chance to save some of the people here.

      He marched over towards that guard.

      Walked as quickly as he could.

      The armed guy turned right as he reached him.

      But it was already too late.

      Mike had his hands around his neck.

      Tightening his arms around his throat.

      Tightening, tightening, tightening.

      He kept on going until the man fell down. And when he did, Mike grabbed the rifle from him. Pointed it to his head.

      The person looked up at him behind those black discs.

      “It’s already too late,” he said. Something like humour to his voice. “There’s nothing you can—”

      Mike pulled the trigger.

      “Shut up.”

      He looked around, then. Saw the people gathered by the wall. Frightened. Fearful. But alive.

      “You’re going to do what I say now, okay?”

      A few side glances. A few spaced out looks.

      “You’re going to get out of here. All of you. You’re going to run.”

      “But—but—”

      “And you’re going to survive out there. Even if you don’t think you can. Even if it’s so many years since you had to. You’re going to get out of here. Okay?”

      They looked at him, and they nodded.

      “So go,” he said.

      He watched as these people passed by. And as he watched them, he saw something. Something in the distance.

      People.

      A mass of people.

      All of them heading in his direction.

      These people were just like the one he’d killed. Just like the one he’d taken out. And he knew, as he watched them close in, that he wasn’t going to have much of a chance of getting out of this. He wasn’t going to have much of a chance of escaping any of this.

      So he had to do what he could.

      Whatever he could.

      While he still had the chance.

      He went to turn away when he heard something.

      A door. A door just below where he was.

      The door to the cells he’d been in all those years ago.

      Someone was kicking it down.

      He watched the door cave in.

      Watched the masked man step inside.

      And he watched him lift his rifle.

      But before he could do a thing… Mike lifted his.

      Shot the guard.

      Shot him as the rest of those guards got closer, closer.

      He heard the shouting behind. Heard the crying out. And all he could do was look at them and point—point towards the exit, point towards their only escape.

      “Get out of here!” Mike shouted. “There’s no more time. Go! Go!”

      “Holy hell,” a voice to Mike’s right said. “I never thought we were getting out of that one.”

      Mike looked and saw the man standing at the mouth of that cell. Beside him, there were some of Gina’s people.

      And Tate didn’t even have to introduce himself for Mike to know who he was right away from Kelsie’s description.

      “You’re Mike, right? The one Kelsie told me about. I’m Tate. Pleasure to meet you and all that. I need to talk to you,” Tate said. “About these people. About—”

      “I know time’s running out,” Mike said. “I heard about it. So… so I want you to do something for me. I want you to promise me something.”

      He put a hand on Tate’s shoulder and looked right into his eyes.

      “I want you to go out there, and I want you to gather the rest of my people. I want you to make them trust you. And I want you to get them out of this place. I want you to get them to safety. If it’s the last thing you do.”

      Tate narrowed his eyes. Confusion across his face. “What about you?”

      Mike looked at the crowd of armed people racing in his direction.

      He took a deep breath, and he smiled.

      “Don’t worry about me. Just worry about my people, okay? Worry about my people.”

      Tate sighed. And then he half-smiled. Nodded. Gestured for Gina’s people to follow him. “Thank you. Again. Truly. I’ll never forget this. And I’ll do my best to make sure you get what you want. I promise.”

      He shook hands with Mike.

      And then he rushed off, Gina’s people by his side.

      Mike stepped aside, then. He stepped aside, and he scanned his immediate vicinity. He looked around for signs of people. For signs of life. For signs of existence that he was desperate not to allow to fall.

      He looked around, and when he didn’t see anyone, he stepped out, watched as that mass of people got closer, as they approached.

      He took a deep breath.

      Smiled as they lifted their rifles.

      And then he lifted his own and pointed it at the petrol containers beside the hospital.

      He stood there. Tears building in his eyes. Memories flashing before him. Holly. Anna. Caitlin.

      But more of hopeful visions. The people that were with him now. The people that were here for him. The people that were alive.

      He thought about those people. About Kelsie. About her baby. About Tate, and his promises of the future. About Gina, wherever she was out there, hoping that Kelsie had found it deep in her heart to let her go; deep in her heart to forgive her after the tragedy she’d suffered.

      He thought about all this hope; about Arya Jr carrying Kelsie’s baby off into the unknown, off into safety.

      And he thought about this world out there waiting for them.

      A better world.

      But a world he couldn’t be a part of.

      He took a deep breath as the armed group reached the side of the containers.

      Then, he smiled.

      “You’ve got me in those chains at last,” Mike said, Alison in mind. “You got me. Once and for all.”

      Then he closed his eyes.

      And he went to pull the trigger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      When Kelsie heard the gunshots and the screams, she froze.

      The sky was turning dark, but there was still daylight left. There was a chill to the air that teased winter, bringing back the memories of how it used to be, surviving out here in the wilderness. It was raw and so strong that it felt like she was revisiting it all over again, like it was yesterday, even if it was in essence a lifetime ago.

      And that feeling disturbed her.

      But the gunshots and the screams did a whole lot more.

      She clambered across the ground, but her footing was wobbly and uncertain, now. She knew that something dark was waiting ahead of her. Something she wasn’t sure she was ready to encounter; ready to face.

      But she had to keep on going. Because as hard as it might be to admit… as hard as it might be to accept… something was happening. Something big.

      And she needed to be there to witness it.

      She needed to be there to stop it if that’s what it came to.

      She kept on moving onwards. All she could think about now was her baby. Names were spinning around her mind. Tricia. Kelly. Names they’d discussed.

      But one name above any other was stuck in her mind.

      One name she’d always been thinking about. Always been waiting to give her.

      She was just about to say it aloud when she saw scuttling in the trees ahead.

      She stopped. Lifted her knife. Braced herself for whatever was coming. Readied herself for whatever threat that might be heading her way.

      But then she saw what emerged through the trees.

      Who emerged through the trees.

      “Arya Jr?”

      She walked over to her. Because there was something wrong about this. Something desperately wrong. Arya Jr. She was supposed to be with Mike.

      And…

      When she reached Arya Jr’s side, she noticed something else.

      She couldn’t make it out at first. Couldn’t quite figure out what it was, or who it was.

      But the closer she got to Arya Jr, the more it made sense. The more it became clear.

      “Holly?” She said.

      Her baby. Her baby was strapped to the back of Arya Jr. Staring up, trying to make sense of her surroundings.

      Kelsie reached down. Lifted her from Arya Jr’s back. Cuddled her, held her, cried with her.

      And then she looked up. Looked ahead at the sound of the gunshots. Of the crying. Of the unfolding chaos.

      She thought about turning away from it. Of just disappearing into the woods with her baby and Arya Jr. Making a new start. Because that felt like the logical option. That felt like the safest option.

      But at the same time, a stronger force pulled her in the other direction. A more forceful current.

      And that was telling her that she needed to go to her home.

      She needed to find out what was happening.

      And if she needed to… she needed to help her people.

      She took a deep breath, baby in her arms, Arya Jr by her side.

      “Come on,” she said, taking a step. “Let’s go find out what’s happening.”

      The closer they got to the Wright Green Hospital, the more Arya Jr started to whine and grow unsettled. Which disconcerted Kelsie even more. If Arya Jr was so concerned about something… what could it be?

      And if she’d even been out here with Holly strapped to her back, then what had happened to Mike?

      What did any of this mean?

      Deep down, something told her she wasn’t far from finding out.

      She kept on running through the woods, closer to home. Baby in one hand. Knife in the other. Ready to do whatever she had to. Ready to act if she needed to.

      She heard more shuffling up ahead and froze again.

      This time, she was expecting the worst once again.

      But again, she was met with someone different entirely.

      Someone she recognised.

      It was Tate.

      Tate stopped. Gina’s people by her side. They froze. Looked at her with wide eyes. “Kelsie?”

      “What’s happening?”

      “It’s … They’re here, Kelsie,” Tate said. “The people I warned you about. They’re here.”

      “What… what do you mean they’re here?”

      “He means they’ve destroyed your home,” one of Gina’s people said. “Every last bit of it. We were the lucky ones.”

      “But if we don’t take this opportunity to get away from Britain in the next forty… forty seven hours. Well, then it’ll all be for nothing. We won’t be so lucky after all.”

      Kelsie stood there, baby in arms. Heart racing. Trying to understand all of this. Trying to get her head around it. “But Mike. Where’s Mike?”

      Tate’s eyes widened. “I met Mike. He’s… he’s doing what he can to hold them off.”

      It was the way he said those words that sparked something inside Kelsie. A defensiveness. A desire to protect, in the same way he’d protected her all these years.

      “What do you mean he’s doing what he can?”

      “Kelsie,” Tate said, raising a hand. “It’s already too late.”

      But Kelsie kept on moving. She pushed past Tate. Heart racing. Tension building. “No—”

      “You can’t go back there.”

      “Let me pass!”

      “You can’t—”

      But Kelsie did something.

      She punched Tate, right in the balls.

      Then she left baby Holly by his side.

      “I’ll be back for her,” she shouted as she raced through the trees. “But I can’t… He can’t…”

      She wasn’t sure what she was saying. She wasn’t sure what exactly she had in mind. Only she knew that she needed to be with Mike right now. Whatever he was doing, he couldn’t be alone. She couldn’t accept that. Couldn’t allow it.

      She raced along, Arya Jr by her side, Tate and the others shouting at her, calling her. She ran past people. Escaped people. Some of them bloodied. Some of them struggling. But alive. Survivors.

      She reached the gates to the Wright Green Hospital, and that’s when she saw it.

      That’s when she saw him.

      There were bodies on the ground. Smoke in the air. Blood and destruction everywhere. Their home had been wrecked. It was barely habitable.

      But amidst the chaos, Kelsie only saw one person.

      “Mike.”

      His eyes were closed. His rifle was raised. Pointing at something ahead of him.

      She followed his aim, and she saw it.

      The containers.

      The explosive containers.

      And the people approaching it.

      The mass of armed people. The Outsiders.

      And she realised. “No. Mike. No!”

      He opened his eyes, and he looked at her, then. He didn’t look afraid. He didn’t look sad. He just looked… content. He looked happy.

      “You stay safe, Kels,” he said. “You stay safe, and you look after that precious little girl of yours, no matter what.”

      Kelsie lunged forward. “Mike!”

      He closed a tearful eye again.

      “Look after Holly,” he said.

      And then he pulled the trigger.

      It didn’t happen in slow motion.

      It wasn’t dragged out or like something from the movies like she always thought these dramatic moments would be.

      Just a single moment.

      A pulled rifle.

      An explosion.

      A cacophony of sound.

      Falling back. Hitting the ground. Ears ringing. Mouth filling with blood.

      She pulled herself up. Tried to shake off the disorientation. Because there could still be time. There could still be a chance. There had to be…

      But when she looked up, she screamed out, tears pouring down, defeat filling her, a wail emitting from her chest.

      “Mike,” she said. “Please. Dad. Please.”

      But there was no Mike.

      And there was no… Dad.

      The container had erupted and destroyed what was left of the entrance of the Wright Green Hospital.

      The Outsiders had fallen.

      And where Mike had stood just moments ago, there were flames.

      Flames and a gun.

      Flames, a gun, and a body.

      “Mike!”

      She felt a hand, then. Felt hands pulling at her. Dragging her away.

      “I’m sorry,” a voice said. A voice she recognised. Tate. Or maybe someone else. “I’m so sorry. But we’re running out of time. There’s only two days to go or…”

      But she didn’t hear anything else.

      Because all she could look at was where Mike had stood.

      All she could look at was that body, crackling in the flames, rifle by his side.

      All she could think about was the way he’d looked at her with such a contented expression.

      And all she could think about was that he was at peace now.

      That he’d saved so many people.

      And that he was at peace.

      With his Holly.

      At last.
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