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    Excerpt taken from The Independent dated September 23rd, 2027: 
 
      
 
    Authorities in China are under heavy scrutiny from the World Health Organisation after cases of a new strain of flu that has been ravaging the country, nicknamed Shaking Stevens due to the uncontrollable shaking those infected endure, are suspected to have shown up in India, Japan, and Russia, despite the Chinese government assuring world governments that their borders are shut.  
 
      
 
    A spokesperson for WHO stated: “This is a real concern, considering the severity of the infection. Unfortunately, authorities in China have been unwilling to supply the WHO with any information regarding how virulent this new strain of flu is and have also been less than open on the subject of its mortality rate. The official word from the Chinese Government is that the disease is contained but if the cases in their neighbouring countries test positive, then this virus is far more serious than we have been led to believe.”  
 
      
 
    When questioned as to where and who they had received their information, the spokesperson confirmed that they had sources within China that could attest to the severity of the outbreak. 
 
      
 
    A statement from the Chinese government, released to the press yesterday, said: “The comments from members of the World Health Organisation have, unfortunately, been counter-productive to the handling of the outbreak within our borders, and have only inflamed an already frightened public for political gain. Rest assured that all necessary measures are being taken to ensure this disease is contained and eradicated.” 
 
      
 
    When questioned further about the reports of cases being found outside their borders, the Chinese government did not respond.  
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    PART ONE 
 
      
 
    THE LONLINESS OF RICHARD BLOOM 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is a loneliness in this world so great that you can see it in the slow movement of the hands of a clock.” 
 
    Charles Bukowski 
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   A s Richard sat with his cigarette in hand, a sense of calm came over him for the first time in months. He was in the car park of his work place, sat on the curb, his usual spot, with the sun on his face. The ambiance was soothing. The car park was small and empty but for one burnt out vehicle and without the usual bustle of the adjacent high street, the only noise of note was the monotonous drip of an over-flowing gutter.  
 
         A plastic shopping bag rolled past Richard, fluttering like a tumbleweed. His serene feeling was abruptly interrupted when the bag caught on the dried elbow of a corpse.  
 
         It was a shame really, Richard thought, that such a thing could ruin his mood, but then corpses were now a depressingly familiar sight. There was only the one in the car park, two if you counted the skeleton in the wrecked car, and it had slowly mummified over time. There had been no rain for close to a month and the poor devil had dried to the consistency of tissue paper. Not even the crows were interested in picking for scraps. There were many of them now, their increased numbers likely attributed to the amount of decaying food to scavenge Richard thought and they were perched on nearly every building in sight. 
 
         The bag fluttered in the breeze but refused to budge. Richard balanced his cigarette between his lips and stood, walking toward the corpse and its hanger-on. With great care he squatted and removed the offending trash from its perch and let the wind take it. He watched it flutter through the air as it spun, barrelling onward, pitching down and up and down and up until it flew out of sight. He shrugged to himself, stubbed the cigarette out under his shoe and turned to the corpse.  
 
         “Better?” he said. 
 
         The body’s ragged clothing flowed as the gust blew through the car park but, otherwise, it did not respond. Richard nodded and turned toward the rear entrance door of his former employer.  
 
         Much to his surprise, the electricity was still working, despite being over twelve months since the pandemic started. The building was code sealed and Richard typed in the four-digit number to gain entry. There was a beep of acknowledgement and a sharp thud as the electric locks unbolted. The door swung open, and Richard was met with the familiar smell of the office upholstery.  
 
         As he made his way to open plan office of his pre-pandemic job, he was hit by a pang of loneliness. The disease itself had a mortality rate of 99% and whilst Richard initially thought he had been lucky to be immune, he had come to resent living. It was the reason why he returned to work. Though there would be no phone calls, no customers or colleagues, there was a sense of normality to be had sticking to a usual routine. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    He had been wild in the early days. To combat the grief of losing his family - his mother, two older brothers, sister-in-law and young niece - he embraced life recklessly. The collapse had escalated so quickly that looting had been surprisingly light, so Richard took a brick to the malfunctioned automatic doors of his local supermarket and binged. The following day he was violently ill from eating spoiled food. Had he known how close he had come to dying, he probably would have been more vigilant, yet he woke two days later and broke into the nearest pharmacy, shaking, dehydrated, and covered in his own waste.  
 
         He was more wary from then on. He stocked up on essential medication and ate only dried or canned goods. Once his body had recovered, he took to cardio, pushing himself to the point of passing out on more than one occasion. Raiding his brother’s sportswear - Richard himself was never into sports but his brother was a keen fitness fanatic - he found a pair of trainers that were two sizes too big and just ran. It was difficult at first. Having never so much as sprinted for the bus, long distance running was immediately painful and after four-hundred metres he collapsed in a panting, sweaty heap. The grazes on his palms and knees stung yet were trivial to his alarming shortness of breath. It was then he did two things: firstly, he bellowed in a rage that was equal parts anger and grief.  
 
         The death of his family had been a significant and harrowing experience he had yet to address. He had all but pushed the memory of it aside in the name of perseverance, yet the clarity of his pain was now so acute, his grief burst forward like a ruptured dam that could not be plugged.  
 
         Secondly, he stood and kept on running.  
 
         He cried for the length of that first jog and after a circuit of three miles he looked like death with blood from his grazes weeping unabated. Afterwards he stood outside his ground floor flat and vomited, a full body retch that nearly floored him for a second time. He then entered his residence, gulped down three litre bottles of water and collapsed in a messy bundle on the sofa.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The idea of heading to work was an accident. Before the fall of man, Richard would walk the two and a half miles to the office most days, weather depending, and it was on a particularly brisk morning that he opted to forgo his now regular jogging route for his old trek to work. With the exception of the bodies, the route remained almost unchanged. The cars were still in gridlock, passengers still seated, and the roadworks scheduled to be completed in eight weeks’ time never would be. The temporary traffic lights were still cycling through for traffic that would never move. Richard passed all this and carried on, past the silent motorway overpass, the Indian restaurant he had considered visiting but never did, the nursery his niece attended, the KFC that was in mid refurbishment and never reopened, to the high street that was desolate and silent.  
 
         Richard was not consciously aware that he was stood outside his office until he was stood outside the rear entrance, kneeled forward slightly as he searched for breath. He was getting better at running now, despite his penchant for Marlboros, so there was no retching. After he composed himself, he stood and stared at the familiar four-story building, a dated design from the 60s that would normally be an eyesore but for Richard, it imparted a pang of familiarity. He cocked his head curiously as he made his way to the door, where the four-digit keypad waited patiently for use. He buzzed his way in and was met with silence. There were no ringing phones, no banter from colleagues, just an empty office.  
 
         He turned on the lights.  
 
         To be there, at that moment, you would be forgiven for thinking the apocalypse had not happened at all. Unlike his frequent trips for provisions, where corpses could be found amongst foodstuffs, the office was left effectively untouched. No one had been there, an obvious deduction, as there had been no need to sell broadband once things turned bad. Many of the computers, his own included, were left on standby, waiting for the day ahead. The place smelled musty, but clean; none of the decay outside had found its way in.  
 
         Richard walked to his desk and sat. The list of his colleagues’ telephone extensions was still stuck to the partition on his left. He looked through the names of his former work friends and fondly remembered his days there. It did not occur to him that any of them may be alive. If so, he wished them well. Their mark was still felt on each desk. He leant over the partition to the desk opposite to see a pile of Nicolas Cage pictures ready to be hidden strategically around the office by the office joker, Chris. Next to this was a Nerf pistol. Nerf wars were a familiar trend in the office until management banned them, primarily due to Richard himself being shot in the eye. He picked it up and pulled the trigger. A dart flew across the office with a whistling noise and struck the wall twenty feet away. Richard smiled and reloaded the gun, firing off three rounds in quick succession. All roughly struck the same area with a dull thud.  
 
         Richard stood and walked to collect the foam bullets. From then, he knew his visits to the office would be a regular thing.  
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   T he day he released the carrier bag from the body in the car park was his sixteenth consecutive day at the office. He fell into a routine: he would wake at 8am, take a cold shower - despite the water pressure still functioning, any kind of heating had ceased weeks before – pack some provisions and jog to work. Some days he would just sit at his desk and read. After raiding the local bookstore, the surrounding desks had become his own private library. He had stuck to popular fiction; having attempted Great Expectations he had become so enraged with the prose that he threw the book across the room in frustration. Since then, he returned to the comfortable arms of a Lee Child or a Stephen King - the irony of reading the latter during his own personal apocalypse was not lost on him - and became saddened that such books would not be written again.  
 
         He would occasionally venture outside. He kept his cigarette breaks to those wonderings as it still somehow felt wrong to be smoking indoors. There was an electronics store opposite the book shop, so this too he raided. Before the pandemic, the office on the floor above had repurposed one of the larger meeting rooms into a break area for staff, with bean bags, a dart board and 60-inch TV. This quickly became his own private man cave. He rigged up every gaming console he could find and had a game library to rival that of his books.  
 
         Richard had also upgraded from Nerf to BB guns. The same electronics store sold such things and more, mostly merchandise aimed squarely at fan boys. His man den had evolved to an impressive armoury, adorned with Game of Thrones bobble heads and superhero toys.  
 
         During a moment of inspired creativity, he sat in a swivel chair, grabbed a fire extinguisher, and attempted to propel himself across the office. He succeeded to an extent. While he was certainly blown backwards, the resistance of the chair’s wheels on the carpet slowed him to a crawl, resulting in him being enveloped in a cloud of fire-retardant chemicals. He and the upstairs offices were covered in a fine white dust, and he did not stop coughing for over half an hour afterwards. He opened the windows and would not try it again. 
 
         Despite the distractions, however, loneliness was a constant companion. The fun of having literally anything he wanted could not replace the need for human contact.  
 
         He was reminded of it every time he returned home. 
 
         In the times Before, he would often vent any frustrations to his brother. If ever there were issues, no matter how small, his brother was quite literally there as they had lived together. Now, whenever he ventured home to his apartment, he was met with silence.  
 
         Other than his niece, who had passed away peacefully at his elder brother’s home before any of them, the rest of his family were moved to the nearest quarantine zone, their last moments spent in a temporary hospital breathing through tubes. As such, his brother’s room remained largely untouched save for swirls of dust and a half-packed suitcase. Richard would often lean against the doorframe and stare at the now vacant space, thinking fondly of their banter and not so fondly of the panic in his brother’s eyes as he desperately packed that damned suitcase. If there was one thing his brother feared amongst the chaos, it was being confined to one of those hospitals. Temporary death camps, he called them, for their only purpose was to make the dying comfortable. When he had been told he was being taken into quarantine he screamed and despite Richard’s attempts to calm him, his brother ran to his room and began packing. They would run, he said, both of them. They could get far away and make a go of things and when the time came, he would die on his own terms. So panicked was he that he began coughing uncontrollably and his nose started bleeding. Richard, who was already sobbing, went to him and held him. That was how they remained until the trucks arrived, his brother shaking in earnest having finally accepted the inevitable.  
 
         It has all been leading to this of course. The Government initially called for self-isolation, yet with people dying in their droves both at home and among essential workers over the coming months, it became necessary to quarantine the sick for any chance of the healthy to survive. The military had been a formidable presence as they screened homes, offices, and apartments and Richard and his brother watched with growing dread over the course of two weeks as they waited for their turn. They witnessed minimal unrest, as the endless parade of military trucks instilled enough fear for the populous to remain compliant, but it wasn’t until the army showed up outside their door with armed personnel and infrared thermometers that the full reality hit home.  
 
         Their block of flats was emptied in as orderly a fashion as possible, with everyone scanned and the infected packed into the trucks like cattle while the healthy were held back. There were few who resisted and those that did, infected or otherwise, were quickly pepper sprayed and carried away. Any already deceased were carried from apartments in black bags and thrown onto a separate truck for disposal.  
 
         Richard held his brother fiercely. There were no goodbyes, just a sad look of acknowledgement as his brother was led away by the authorities. He would never forget the meek wave his brother gave him as he was marched to his inevitable death.  
 
         Richard shook his head and wiped away a tear as he stared at his brother’s empty room. He remembered knocking on his neighbours’ doors after the authorities had left and being met with silence. Either he really was the only one left in the block, or they were too caught up in their own grief to speak to another survivor. After three days of trying, he gave up.  
 
         That evening Richard went to bed with his bedroom door open. He had an uninterrupted view into his brother’s room. As sleep took him, a fox barked in the distance. 
 
    

  

 
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   R ichard never understood why he was immune and the more he thought on it the less fair it felt. Surely, he should be happy to be alive, to appreciate not enduring the slow and excruciating death the virus inflicted? The loneliness had become a slow death in itself and something he did not feel he could get used to. The quietness of the apartment as he woke hung like a poison for which there was no antidote.  
 
         The news had been thorough until the infrastructure for it totally collapsed, but the narrative was the same:  
 
          The worst pandemic since the Spanish Flu outbreak in 1918 was taking place in China and the government, being far too confident in their abilities to contain it, had allowed enough lapses in border controls for it to spread. By the time other countries reported cases of Shaking Stevens, over forty million people were infected in China alone, with the number increasing exponentially. It was debatable whether China’s reluctance for outside help had contributed to the explosion of cases across the rest of the world, but other countries had little inclination to point the finger when their own populations began dropping like flies. There was not enough time to even consider formulating a vaccine and the only trial that was ever done was rushed and based on the general flu vaccine which was an unmitigated disaster as the volunteers perished.  
 
         That was when the event known as the Great Panic started and all semblance of normal life disappeared within a matter of weeks. Soldiers were sent in to instil marshal law. This resulted in the deaths of thousands as world governments gave permission to use lethal force to disperse the crowds or any growing dissent. Even in the UK, the government effectively left densely populated areas such as London and Manchester to fall, ostensibly for the greater good but the truth of the matter was that resources were stretched too thin to properly deal with the cities. Richard and his brother were fortunate enough to live far enough away from their nearest city for help to come their way, however when the military did arrive, the ‘help’ offered was a simple screening process to determine the sick from the healthy. This in itself took days with many dying before they could be tested. His brother had been well enough when word first got around that screenings were taking place but by the time he was tested, the infection had set in. From his screening to being hauled away was all of half a day, certainly not enough time to come to terms with the finality of it all.  
 
         And yet Richard had stayed and remained well. There was one day after countless weeks of being alone where he woke with a tickle in the back of his throat. He felt happier than he had since before the outbreak. Finally, he would go the way of the rest of the populace and have an end to his painful and lonely existence. Yet the tickle turned out to be nothing more that the natural protest from his lungs at having been starved of nicotine and subjected to rigorous cardio. The coughing lasted only a few short days before his body settled into a natural rhythm. There were no shakes, no dizziness, none of the mucus that accumulated around the eyes and nose and certainly not the discharge from the lungs that was the beginning of the end for those infected.  
 
         Richard had remained very much alive.  
 
         It was odd to feel that living was a nuisance, yet Richard lay in bed that morning with the same lethargy he would have had in the days Before. The idea was absurd, of course, as there was no legitimate reason for him to be at the office other than it was his new home away from home. The other option was to mope in the apartment and cry some more at the memory of his dead family.  
 
         With the heat being so stifling, Richard had taken to leaving all windows and doors open, including the patio door that led out to the block’s communal car park. The area faced the main road through the town, the opposite side of which was Richard’s local pub, The Monk’s Brook. Before everything had gone to hell, Richard and his brother had spent many a night over at the Brook and other nights watching the regular fist fights spill out into the road from the safety of the apartment. While it was all quite amusing to them, they were both conscious of ensuring the front facing windows and the patio doors were locked tight and the intruder alarms turned on. This was a habit Richard had continued, until one night he woke up sweating from the oppressive heat. Opening his bedroom window was not enough to cool him as the breeze from outdoors was so warm. It was then he realised that there would obviously be no trespassers now, no rowdy drinkers looking for a ruckus or would be thieves, so he opened the patio doors wide and slept soundly on the couch. Since then, he had left the apartment open to the elements – except one night during a particularly violent summer thunderstorm where the wind was so strong it blew the rain into the living room far enough to soak the couch and the armchair – and had, had no issues.  
 
         Except this morning it seemed.  
 
         He threw the duvet to one side and sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing his eyes when he heard a sudden clattering in the kitchen. Richard froze and listened, his breathing steady. After another clonk he reached for the closest thing resembling a weapon to hand, which was his very battered and unstrung acoustic guitar, and tentatively walked barefoot to his open bedroom door. 
 
         The floor in the hallway was panelled wood and, considering how clammy his feet were from the heat, his presence would be known to the intruder as soon as his feet peeled from the varnished surface.  
 
         He figured he would have to be quick. If it was another human, they were likely to be as edgy as he was.  
 
         The kitchen door was to his immediate left and he could hear something casually plodding, though the footfalls were unusually sharp, like hard plastic was being dropped on the floor.  
 
         Richard breathed deeply and ran to kitchen door.  
 
         “Hold it right there!” he yelled, holding the battered guitar over his shoulder like a baseball bat.  
 
         His intruder was a deer, a young one as it still retained its spots, and Richard’s sudden appearance caused it to panic. It attempted to turn on its heels and head for the other door that lead into the open plan living/dining room where the patio door was, yet it gained no purchase on the tiled floor of the kitchen and it slipped, falling sideways, and colliding with the worktop. The impact caused the pile of clean crockery next to the sink to collapse, where it hit the floor and shattered. The continued noise was deafening in the small confines of the kitchen and as the deer scrambled to get itself off the floor, it defecated from fright. Richard walked over to aid it, yet a piece of broken crockery sliced into the ball of his foot. He leaped back in pain, immediately hopping, and bringing his injured foot up for inspection. He lost his balance and, failing to gain any purchase, he toppled backward with his arms flailing aimlessly. He collided with the hallway floor with a thwack and let out an involuntary cry as pain spread up his back from his backside. As he reached round to apply pressure to the pained area, he turned on his side to see the deer barrelling through the living room and causing utter carnage. It hit the bookshelf, that quickly toppled forward and broke apart. The deer tried to jump over the couch without success. It practically cartwheeled over the top and landed on the coffee table, its legs hitting the TV, causing the screen to crack inward from the imprint of its hoof.  
 
         The deer quickly righted itself before noticing the open patio door and bolting. It disappeared to the sound of its hooves clopping on concrete.  
 
         The whole scene barely lasted less than a minute and would have been funny had Richard watched it on an episode of You’ve Been Framed or America’s Wildest Home Videos. Unfortunately, it was his home, which now looked as if a bulldozer had run through it.   
 
         At least the idea of heading to work now seemed distinctly more appealing. 
 
         Silver linings.  
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   O nce he arrived at the office that morning and put the incident with the deer far behind him, the strangest thing happened. 
 
         The telephone rang.  
 
         In the rush to abandon the office on the day the government issued their official state of emergency, everyone had packed their things and hurried back to their loved ones. There was no thought of the usual processes for leaving the office, therefore all the computers had remained unlocked, and the phones logged in. So, when Richard’s own desk phone started bleeping, he bucked in his chair.  
 
         He stared in confusion, questioning how the phones could still be active, before eagerly scrambling for his headset and hitting the answer button.  
 
         “Hello?” he asked. 
 
         The response came only a second later, but it felt like a lifetime. Having not seen or spoken to anyone for so long, he was surprised at just how keen he was to have the smallest semblance of human interaction.  
 
         There was a sigh on the other end of the line, one of relief it seemed, and then a sob.  
 
         “Who is that?” came the reply. It was female. Despite the emotion behind the question, Richard recognised the voice. 
 
         “Helen?” he asked. 
 
         “Who is that?” she asked again with a tinge of frustration. 
 
         “It’s Richard,” he said smiling.  
 
         “Richard!” she practically shouted. “Oh my god you have no idea how happy I am to hear someone!” The sobs came in earnest now. Richard could feel himself welling up too.  
 
         Richard’s job Before had been for a company that sold broadband to other companies. As such, there were many representatives from these companies that would call when one of their customers’ had problems. The team that Richard was in dealt with the biggest of these clients and would regularly talk to a number of their representatives, Helen having been one of them.  
 
         They had met the summer before the pandemic, as both companies had arranged a summer barbecue to put faces to names. Richard had liked her well enough and found their rapport continued in person. He remembered her as someone perpetually happy; she had a cheery disposition that would always make Richard smile whenever they spoke.  
 
         So, to hear her now, weeping, almost pitifully, was profoundly upsetting. 
 
         Richard wiped his eyes and said: “If I wanted to listen to blubbering, I would’ve recorded myself.” It was a poor attempt at humour but the giggle it produced was encouraging.  
 
         “I’m sorry,” sniff, “It’s just,” sniff ,“it’s just good to finally talk to someone.” Richard heard her move the phone away from her mic and cough the way one does after a good cry. “How are things your end?”  
 
         Richard had to laugh at that, a full belly laugh that came over him like a warm blanket on a cold night. “Well,” he said between chuckles, “I’m the only one to make it to work the last couple of months, so, as you can guess, I’m quite busy. I don’t know about you, but I’ve got some very strong words to say to HR about all this.” There was another giggle from Helen. “How about you?” Richard asked. 
 
         “Just me and Jason,” she said. “Well, just me really. Jason’s at his desk but he’s not working much.”  
 
         Richard continued to smile. He remembered Jason too; they both shared a love of 80’s rock music.  
 
         “Too shy to come to the phone is he?” Richard said. 
 
         “Oh,” said Helen, “sorry, I was trying make light of things. No, Jason’s dead I’m afraid. I meant his body’s at his desk.”  
 
         “I see,” said Richard, somewhat lost for words. Despite the abundance of death, he still felt shocked to learn that someone else he knew was gone.  
 
         “Sorry,” said Helen. “Poor taste.”  
 
         “It’s fine,” Richard said, chuckling slightly, though with little warmth. “Got to make light of it somehow I guess, or we’ll all go mad.”  
 
         “Yeah, I guess,” she said. “Not expecting anyone else to show up then?”  
 
         “I never thought about it to be honest,” said Richard. “I was the one who lived closest to the office. I’m assuming that if anyone else is still alive they’ve got more to worry about than getting to work. Public transport’s running behind too so…” There was another snort down the phone. He smiled. It was good to hear some form of happiness. “If I’m honest, I only came here out of habit. The office is right in the middle of town, and I needed supplies, so I thought I’d pop in, reminisce. I prefer being here to home now. How about you?”  
 
         “Much the same,” she said. “There’s no one else here.” She suddenly sounded desperately melancholic. “I just needed some kind of normality. Everything still looks the same but, like, the cleaner hasn’t been in for months. It’s so quiet. You remember what it was like here?” 
 
         Richard did. Compared to his place of work, the headquarters where Helen started her career was an enormous complex. Richard was pretty sure it was an old warehouse in a past life, only to be repurposed for the telecoms industry. It was made up of four individual cavernous buildings of equal size partitioned into two floors each. The number of staff on a full day was extraordinary and when Richard had gone to visit on only his second day of work, he was surprised anyone could get anything done. The bustle was extremely distracting compared to his own office, which only had space for twenty other colleagues.  
 
         And now, with only Helen there, the whole complex would be eerily vacant.  
 
         “Man, it must be quiet,” he said.  
 
         “Yeah, peaceful though,” Helen said. “But lonely. Very lonely.” 
 
         “I can understand that,” Richard said. “Did any of your people make it?”  
 
         “People?” Helen said.  
 
         “Family, friends?” 
 
         “Oh!” she said. There was another sniff. “No. None. There weren’t many. Just my parents. I never talked to anyone else like aunts or uncles and I only had one cousin that I’d never met. They’re probably dead though, I expect. The only friends I had were from work.” Her voice was trembling.  
 
         “I’m sorry,” said Richard. 
 
         “It is what it is,” she said. Translation: it is the same everywhere. “I’m guessing it’s kind of the same for you?” 
 
         “Pretty much,” he said. “Just me. My two brothers, sister-in-law, niece, mum and stepdad, they all either died or were taken away to one of the quarantine camps.  It not sure about my father though. He lives up north and I haven’t been able to contact him so I’m just assuming he’s gone too.” 
 
         “That’s a harsh way to think,” Helen said. There was no judgement. Just resigned acceptance. 
 
         “I guess I have to be. If he shows up it’ll be a nice surprise, but I can’t allow myself to hope that much. Saying that, it’s very good to hear from you.” He found himself smiling a big, stupid, content smile. 
 
         “Same,” she said. He hoped she was smiling too. “I’m just amazed the phones are still working.” 
 
         “Curious, isn’t it?” Richard said. “The plumbing still seems to be going here too. And the electric. I’ve got a sweet man den set up here. You should come have a look sometime.” 
 
         “A man den?” she laughed. “The world has ended, and you have a man den? I don’t know whether to high five you or shake my head.” 
 
         The banter had returned and, for the first time in a long time, Richard felt that sense of the ordinary that had been missing. They talked for hours about anything and everything, about times before the demise, the woes during, and the desperation after. There were many tears but there was also much laughter. By the time their conversation came to a natural conclusion, it was dark outside. They agreed to speak the following day.  
 
         But things would be quite different by then. 
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   A fter his conversation with Helen had come to its natural conclusion he had bounded home happy only to be reminded of the chaos the deer had left, including its own faeces, as he opened the patio doors. The apartment stank to the point of Richard gagging, yet he could not be bothered with the trek back to work, so he closed both doors to the kitchen on the offending smell and threw all the windows open as far as they could go. The smell eventually dissipated enough for Richard to go to bed without retching, where he fell into a contented and dreamless sleep.  
 
         Richard woke in the morning to the sound of crumbling.  
 
         The noise was distant, but the resonance could be felt. What started as a low rumble escalated to a persistent growl. He was out of bed quickly and ran to his bedroom window. There was nothing immediately apparent and by the time the noise dissipated, he was stood in his bathrobe in the road outside. Even at 7-am, the sun packed some serious heat. Had BBC news still been running, it would have stated that the UK was experiencing the hottest summer since the 2003 European heat wave. All Richard knew was that remaining stationary in thick cotton was enough to cause him to sweat.  
 
         With no immediate danger forthcoming he prepped for a new day at the office. After the incident with the deer and the sheer relief of his call with Helen, he had returned home with the intention of saying one final goodbye before uprooting permanently to the office. After a cold shower he soaked a white shirt for the walk. It was important to keep cool, he told himself. No point in needlessly passing out from heat stroke.  
 
         As he left his apartment, he coughed. Though only slight, there was a noticeable haze in the air that only got worse the further he walked.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The early morning rumble turned out to be the sudden collapse of a motorway overpass. The dust had gotten thicker as Richard approached yet he could see the damage as soon as he turned onto the main road. There was the occasional clack of concrete on concrete as smaller slabs succumbed to gravity and collided with the ruin beneath. When Richard eventually stood a few feet away, the air was practically unbreathable, the full sight of the collapse partially obscured by a smog of dust and grit.  
 
         His first thought was one of relief. He walked under the overpass twice daily. It did not bare thinking about being underneath such a thing when it fell. The second was one of annoyance. To traverse this mess would make him late for work.  
 
         Either side of the overpass were embankments some thirty feet high and at a steep gradient. Climbing would not be a problem, but time consuming. Richard tightened his shoulder straps and began to climb.  
 
         The heat of the last couple of weeks had sucked any moisture from the soil. As such any purchase he maintained on the slope was tentative at best. He had made it only six feet before his footing failed and he slid, stomach down, to the bottom. The dampness of his shirt turned any dust into wet dirt. He stood, brushed himself off as best he could and tried again.  
 
         By the time he reached the top, after three additional and laborious efforts compounded by the ache in his back from his run in with the deer, he was filthy and exhausted. He took a bottle of water from his backpack and drank heavily. The first mouthful he swirled around his mouth and spat in disgust. The amount of dirt in his teeth was vile and as he closed his mouth, he could still feel grit that was too stubborn to move. Fortunately, during his half-hour ascent, the cloud of debris had abated enough for him to see the extent of the damage.  
 
         Considering it had been months, not years, since the world’s infrastructure had ceased, any neglect since could not be to blame for such a catastrophic structural failure. Only poor maintenance prior could be the cause for such damage and Richard was thankful that such a disaster had not happened Before.  
 
         He creeped to the edge of the elevated motorway and stared down at the broken road. The overpass appeared surprisingly intact, despite falling thirty feet to street level. However, any cars that had been sat peacefully on the concrete were scattered to the wind, dried corpses strewn from open windows or crushed. In one instance Richard saw two legs, visible only from the knee down. The rest of the body was pinned under the roof of an upside-down navy blue Ford Focus. Richard stifled a giggle. He half expected the toes to curl up and slide out of view.  
 
         Fortunately, the wreckage was no more than a minor inconvenience, a blockage that would slow him down no more than ten minutes at the most. Now all he would have to do is slide back down the hill and- 
 
         The road fell away beneath his feet. He noticed his left foot slipping enough to catch him off balance, and before he could right himself, he was falling. His backpack caught on a jagged piece of metal and as he fell, the bag was ripped away from him. There was an uncomfortable tug as the shoulder straps pulled tight against his shoulders, then a snap as gravity won, his weight too much for his pack to handle and he continued his inevitable journey into the rubble. Richard had enough time to see the content of his pack fly around him before colliding painfully with the concrete below.  
 
         The thud of contact pushed the air out of him and forced his top front teeth through his lower lip. He could not breathe and tasted blood. His eyes bulged in fear at his inability to gasp and, at that moment, Richard felt certain the fall was fatal. The pain in his ribs was intense and as he gasped, he placed a hand gingerly at his side. Heat immediately filled him; the pain was such that his body buckled at the discomfort. As his back arched, his lungs finally ceased their hissy fit and began working. His scream was loud and guttural. The swelling at his side was immediate and coupled with a sharp spasm as he inhaled. Richard could only conclude that his ribs were cracked if not broken.  
 
         This would complicate things.  
 
         His options were limited. It would take him time to muster the energy to stand but what then? He had no idea how to treat such an injury and, regardless of whether he walked home or to the office - the overpass was roughly at the half-way point of his morning walk - any exertion would be painful. But he could not stay put.  
 
         It took twenty minutes to get to his feet, the act being broken down into stages to accommodate the pain. He lay on his uninjured side and panted. Between breaths he counted down from three and hitting zero turned to his front and got on all fours. The smallest of movements amounted to serious exertion, not helped at all by the dusty air around him. 
 
         One, two, three… 
 
         He tilted back from the waist and rested on his feet to kneel, outwardly appearing serine, inwardly utilising all his strength not to scream. He could barely breathe and needed to get away from the site of the collapse or he would suffocate. But his chest felt heavy and shot his body full of pain at the slightest of movement.  
 
         Richard stared ahead. Outside the dust cloud, he could see the road as it had been since he had begun to make this walk. It was still littered with empty and rusted cars, all silent. Despite the macabre sight, the world was peaceful. Even in his current predicament, he could appreciate the calm ambience of his life, more so now he knew that someone else had lived.  
 
         He closed his eyes, clenched his teeth, and pushed up from his knees.  
 
         The pain was exquisite and all-encompassing, yet he continued to stand, his thigh muscles feeling bruised down to the bone. As well as his clearly broken rib, the fall had not been kind. The slab he had landed on had smacked the back of his thighs with enough force to begin turning his legs purple from the contusions. His lip was still bleeding and nearly three times its usual size. It too would ache considerably over the coming days, and potentially succumb to infection.  
 
         As he stood up straight, his leg began to wobble. He coughed twice; his chest screaming, and his spittle encrusted with grit as he waved his arms around for anything to grip. He clutched a piece of rebar as his knees buckled slightly, his arms aching as his bicep flexed.  
 
         He had made it three steps. 
 
         The rebar came loose as he leant his weight on it and he stumbled. Still clutching the strip of reinforced steel, Richard brought it forward, and, as it connected with the road, propped himself against. It was rough and irritated his palm, but the ribbed metal was all that was keeping him up. He shuffled another step, his weight on the rebar and found his legs ached less.  
 
         He could make it work. Richard had to allow himself a smile as he hobbled onward, a dishevelled hobo, a lone wonderer in a desolate world.  
 
         It was another six, laborious steps for him to see the dust cloud thinning as turned to look at the wreckage. There was no going back. He could not hope to climb the pile of rubble in his current state and while there was enough for him to be comfortable at the office, he would have liked a few mementos from the apartment. He had no pictures with him of his family and, considering the incident with the deer, it was inevitable that nature would eventually come calling. 
 
         He coughed again, teeth clenched with the pain, and hobbled onward.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    His journey took him past a One Stop that had been all but completely ransacked, but they had what Richard wanted. He limped into the alcohol aisle having taken a single use plastic bag from the nearest till – Richard doubted there would be too much concern over plastic pollution now – and grabbed three bottles of cheap vodka. He would have taken some expensive stuff – Richard had always been interested in trying eighteen-year-old Highland Park – however, with it all located on the top shelf, he was unable to reach for it for fear of tearing his chest open.  
 
          He unscrewed the cap on one of the bottles and poured it one his wounds. It stank and was sharp and caused his split lip to howl and other abrasions to throb. Whether it would work as an antiseptic he did not know, and the risk of infection was now out of his control. One the stinging had subsided, and the alcohol had begun to evaporate, he limped his way out of the One Stop and continued to the office.  
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   I t took Richard three attempts to enter the pass code for the door and even then, the weight of the door itself was a problem. The pass code merely unlocked the door but the mechanism that opened it automatically had not been working for many years – Richard could not remember it having ever worked during his tenure. He opened it a fraction, barely enough to get his foot through, and as his cracked ribs protested, he leaned his weight back against it to stop the door from shutting. Normally, the door’s heaviness was not an issue but now it was agony as it attempted to close on him. He pushed back enough to allow space to get his bag of groceries through, the glass bottles clattering in protest. Richard inhaled, half in the building and half out, and used what strength he had left to push himself through. The door, however, had other ideas, and it closed faster than Richard anticipated and caught on Richard’s right foot. The sudden resistance caught Richard off guard, and he fell forward like his foot was stuck in a snare. His arms took the brunt of the fall but as with everything over the last hour, any exertion or impact was extremely painful, which in turn caused his arms to buckle as his grocery bag hit the tiled floor. The remaining vodka practically exploded outward as the glass shattered. Richard was lucky not to cut himself, not that he would have noticed any additional pain to add to the aching.  
 
         He let out a howl of pain and rage and tugged at his stuck foot. The door wobbled slightly but hardly moved. He tried again as the stink of the alcohol hit his nose and, with an almighty yank, his foot slid from the shoe and was free. Richard stared up to see the shoe jammed in the door as if to mock him. He would have to get it, as the door alarm would go off if it were left ajar for any longer than thirty seconds.  
 
         He slid on his back, feet first toward the door, the alcohol acting as a surprisingly effective lubricant and clenched his toes into the facsimile of a fist as he felt for the offending shoe. As predicted the alarm began in earnest, much to Richard’s frustration, compounding his already bitter annoyance at the events of that morning. How could he have been stupid enough to allow this to happen? The last time he was reduced to a such a state was at university and at least then he had imbibed the alcohol rather than wallowed in it. If this were telling of the next few weeks while his wounds recovered, he could already see the complications in the simple acts of moving, irrespective of the usual activities of day-to-day life like cleaning himself or using the bathroom. Living just got a hell of a lot more difficult.  
 
         His toes made purchase on the tongue of the shoe and Richard let out a short yell of triumph. As he pulled his leg back, however, the weight of the door did not relinquish its hold and his toes slipped. The shoe, its own weight significantly less than the door, was pushed out the way, the wrong way, and as the door finally closed, the shoe slid out of sight and was shut outside.  
 
         As the alarm quietened Richard could only stare mutely past his shoeless foot at the closed door. The acrid smell of strong alcohol filled the corridor and for the second time that morning Richard noticed the sharp stinging sensation as it seeped into his wounds.  
 
         He screamed then, filling the silence with his pent-up anger and the cacophony reverberated around the tiled walls. The hallway was small, but the sound echoed regardless and at the other end was an equally heavy door that Richard would need to navigate through and the idea of this made him howl even harder. Why, of all the things he requisitioned in his time furnishing the office did he not take another pair of shoes? He could have taken any he wanted and raided the stores like he had all his other possessions, yet he never thought about shoes. He could have simply opened the door of course and plucked the missing shoe from where it rested, but the prospect of attempting to open the door did not fill him with joy.  
 
         His throat felt raw, and his screaming was ultimately futile, so he stopped. The sullen grump stamped on his face would almost be comical were there anyone else to see it. Richard folded his arms, his chest aching – what else was new – and festered in his tantrum. Yet it was less than five very long minutes that the smell of the booze and the clamminess of his soaked clothes became uncomfortable. Like it or not, he needed to get into the office and properly tend to himself.  
 
         Richard went through the laborious task of getting onto all fours and slowly crawled to the bag with the alcohol. To his surprise the final bottle of vodka had remained intact.  
 
         Thank God for small graces.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The phone was ringing as he finally found his way into the office and the sound was music to Richard’s ears. He moved as fast has his injuries would let him, sat at his desk, put on his headset – an old habit that was a comfortable reminder of Before – and answered the call.  
 
         “Helen?” he said as he gasped for air.  
 
         She was crying again and while he felt sympathy, there was something off in her demeanour. He knew it as it was something he had experienced himself many times over since the pandemic began and had heard it many times in those he had spoken to back when there were others he could converse with. If was fear. Though she tried her best to hide it, it was as clear as the sky was blue.  
 
         “Helen, what’s wrong?” he asked. His stomach dropped as if she were about to tell him they were breaking up, a silly notion for sure, but it was the only comparison he could equate his dread to.  
 
         “Richard?” said Helen, sniffing.  
 
         “Yes, it’s Richard,” he said, somewhat panicked. “What’s wrong?”  
 
         “There’s someone here,” she whispered.  
 
         “What do you mean?”  
 
         “I mean there’s someone here, in the office,” she said in earnest. “I thought I was just imagining things, but I chanced a look behind me when I was walking in this morning and I saw him dart quickly out of sight.”  
 
         But that’s impossible, thought Richard, but, then again, he thought he was alone until Helen’s call the previous day. Why should there not be other survivors?  
 
         “You’re sure there was someone there?” he asked, hoping his concern came across as earnestly as he felt.  
 
         “He broke into the building!” she hissed; her voice low but desperate.  
 
         “Did he see where you went?”  
 
         “I don’t think so,” she said. “I ran once I’d locked the door but I heard the glass door smash behind me” 
 
         “Ok, and how long do you think it was before you heard the glass break?”  
 
         “I don’t know!” she said, her exasperation coming through. “I didn’t exactly count.” 
 
         Richard thought back to the time when he had visited their offices; it was all very open plan, especially the call centre, which made up two of the four enormous workspaces. This would make it difficult to hide fully. However, the other two warehouses, including the one with the main entrance, had been converted into a warren of offices, training rooms and a large recreation area that included a swimming pool and a gym. Plenty of space, then, for her to seek cover.  
 
         “Ok good, then he probably didn’t see you,” Richard said.  
 
         “I’ve been trying to call you!” she said. “You didn’t pick up! Where were you?” 
 
         Richard looked at the number calling him. It was not her usual extension number.  
 
         “I was delayed,” he said.  
 
         “Delayed?”  
 
         “Long story. Look, have you found somewhere to lay low?”  
 
         “Yes,” she sounded marginally calmer.  
 
         “Ok. Now I want you to stay there and don’t move.” Helen was a forty-minute drive away from what he could remember, on a good run, when the world had not ended. Many of the roads were completely empty, yet many were also packed full of wrecks from when every town or city decided a mass exodus would be the best idea for safety.  
 
         But what else did he have to lose?  
 
         “I’m coming to you,” he said.  
 
         “What?” Helen asked.  
 
         “Give me a few hours. Try and hold on till then, but I’ll come to you, ok?” He hoped he sounded more reassuring than he felt.  
 
         “But what if he finds me?” asked Helen.  
 
         “Then you’ll need to defend yourself. Just try and hold out, find something to defend yourself with and-” 
 
         “Shit, I can hear something.”  
 
         Helen went silent and Richard could only hear her breathing, which was short but heavy and tremendously panicked. In the background, he could hear a slight scuff. Whether this was the intruder or simply Helen moving, Richard could not say, yet he could feel the tension as if it were a vibration through the air.  
 
         She hitched a breath but did not exhale. So quiet was Helen, in fact, that Richard initially thought she had cut him off. There was then another scuff, like the leg of a chair being noisily moved across a tiled floor, and Helen finally breathed.  
 
         “I have to go,” she said in haste. 
 
         “Helen!” Richard shouted, but the line was dead.  
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    “Our dead are never dead to us, until we have forgotten them.” 
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   R ichard immediately called back, yet there was no reply, and by the fourth attempt, he gave up. The line went straight to the answer phone and while listening to Helen’s cheery voice declare she was unavailable at present would normally have instilled some playful frustration, it now fed Richard’s anxiety like a cancer that would not stop growing.  
 
         He would have to find a way to get to her, injured or not, yet his options were limited. Walking was out of the question, considering his condition, besides which, Helen was over thirty miles away. The same could be said for cycling, and public transport was severely lacking. He had no car and, even if he did, he would need to navigate over the wreckage of the collapsed bridge, something he would not be happy to do. 
 
         But she’s in danger now, he thought. I need to get there somehow.  
 
         After so much time alone, it was remarkable how quickly even the smallest modicum of human interaction had elicited such a strong feeling of companionship in him. He barely knew Helen and, in fact, was not even sure of her surname yet, at present, she represented the one hope he had of a return to the ordinary or as ordinary as circumstances would allow. They may end up hating each other, who knew. But, as Alfred Tennyson once said, it is better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all. While there was no love at present, not by Tennyson’s definition at least.  
 
         Then it hit him: not fifty yards from the wrecked bridge was an old used car lot. On a normal walk, it would have taken just shy of half an hour to get there. He allowed himself an hour.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    He packed a rucksack with minimal but essential provisions; a toothbrush, change of clothes and underwear, and a packet of wet wipes. He would scour for food on the road but packed a box of protein bars he had stolen from the local health food store just in case – the store in question was left relatively unscathed from looting, much to Richard’s amusement. The piece of rebar was resting just by his old desk, but his missing shoe was still outside. He would need to collect it and grumbled at the thought of having to navigate the door again. 
 
         Through all the prep he ached. There was a pharmacy just opposite the office where he hoped to find some strong painkillers, but the visit would be fleeting. The more time he wasted the more dangerous Helen’s predicament potentially became. In the interim, he took a roll of cling film he knew to be in the downstairs kitchenette and gingerly wrapped it around his chest until the roll was fully used. Richard had no idea if this would help heal a fractured rib, but it held his upper back in place with moderate rigidity, for which he was thankful.  
 
         He redialled the number Helen had called from one last time in the blind hope that she would pick up and tell him everything was fine. When it, again, went straight to voice mail, he hung up and made to leave the office.  
 
      
 
    *  
 
      
 
    He was fortunate in two regards after he left, unknowingly for the last time. Firstly, the pharmacy had enough painkillers to kill him eight times over, so he took more than enough with him just in case, taking two pills of co-codamol in the first instance and crunching them into a bitter paste in his mouth – he only noticed the bottles of water in the broken chill cabinet after he had ingested the medicine and had to marvel at his own stupidity at having not packed any for his journey.  
 
         Secondly, having only walked one hundred yards, he came across a mobility store with an array of scooters that was next door to the shoe shop he was heading to. While he was neither old, nor obese, his movement was definitely impaired, so he found a rock and threw it at the large store front widow. The rock hit the glass with surprising force, considering his ribs, but it did not break. He picked up the rock and threw it again, this time hard enough for the glass to crack. The third time was the charm, and the rock flew through the window, the glass shattering in an almighty cacophony that was deafening against the peaceful silence of the abandoned town. Richard flinched at the noise as pieces of glass bounced toward him. Taking the rebar, he poked out some of the bigger shards that were still in place, lest he have them fall on him as he entered the shop, and strolled in.  
 
         Back in 2016 Richard had taken a holiday with his brother to Tenerife, where much to their surprise and delight, the hotel was hiring out mobility scooters for tourists that did not fancy walking miles in the blinding heat. They had jumped at the chance and had spent four hours whirling around and being a general nuisance on a scooter that was ultimately not designed for two able bodied men in their early thirties. But what was meant as a bit of fun back then became a necessity now. As Richard limped to the back of the store to find a set of keys and hopefully a fully charged scooter, the tutorial the man back in Tenerife had given him in broken English came flooding back.  
 
         He found a box of keys in the manager’s office attached to the wall just behind the door. There were eight sets of keys in all, though there were only five scooters in the store, and Richard took them all. He was not picky. He did not care about any added extras or colour, just so long as it worked and there was enough juice.  
 
         The first scooter was a green two-seater that none of the keys were for, which Richard found annoying. The next one, also a two-seater, this time in red, had a corresponding key but did not start. He threw the key over his shoulder and moved onto the next one. It too would not start. He threw that key over his shoulder too with an irritated grunt. The fourth scooter was a single seater and glittery pink, an odd colour choice, he felt, as he could not imagine anyone elderly driving such a thing. It had juice however, much to Richard’s delight, and he placed his back-pack in the shopping basket attached to the back.  
 
         As he sat studying the controls determining the top speed, he stared through the shattered window and had a thought. Before him on the road outside was a jam of vehicles. It was small, granted, and made up of only four cars, but they completely blocked the road. It was still another mile to the used car lot, and while he was happy his newly acquired motor scooter would get him there without hassle, the site of the roadblock brought into stark relief a problem that he had not taken fully into consideration: traffic. Most roads would be jammed, especially the motorways, with derelict cars and trucks. While commandeering a car from the lot would be faster, as soon as he reached any form of choke point, he would have to move on foot. Not ideal considering his injuries or considering Helen’s current predicament.  
 
         The mobility scooter though, that he could use.  
 
         He figured Helen was roughly thirty miles away, give or take, and with a max speed of ten miles per hour, the scooter would get him there in three hours. That was a minimum though on a perfect run and taking into consideration any wreckage, blockages or perhaps a collapsed bridge or two – something Richard hoped never to experience again – he was looking more likely at four or five hours. Not ideal, but it was the best he could do and would take considerably longer on foot.  
 
         Richard turned on the ignition fully. He was underwhelmed with the lack of any noise before realising it was electric. Idiot, he thought as he examined the controls. It was all very simple: twist the right handlebar forward to move, and the further forward it was, the faster it went. The brakes functioned like a bicycle and the reverse function was with the flick of a switch. Simple.  
 
         Richard gingerly twisted the handlebar forward and the scooter moved. There was no jerkiness, just a smooth almost silent motion that pushed him toward the smashed window. He eased off the throttle and the scooter came to a gentle stop. Again, simple.  
 
         He checked his provisions were secure, crunched over the broken window and into the street outside. The sun was out yet there was a slight haze and the smell of asphalt and concrete in the air, likely the dust cloud from the bridge being carried in the wind. He would be happy to put it behind him. 
 
         He turned the scooter to the right, hopped out briefly to acquire some new shoes – the pair he found were a very expensive set of walking boots that fit perfectly – got back on the scoot, and headed for the motorway, cheerily waving at the office as he drove past. There was a slight pang of sadness – there was a very real chance it would be a while before he came back – but for the first time since the day he returned to the office, there was real purpose in his life. 
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   T he first significant roadblock came surprisingly late in the journey, after two hours of uninterrupted travel on an eerily deserted motorway save for a handful vehicles with mummified corpses in the driver’s seat and one with an entire family, mum, dad and two kids.  
 
         The motorway cut through a series of hills the area was famous for and undulated with the contours of the landscape. The vistas were stunning, with the ambience unaffected by any further human interaction. There was a time where Richard would have found it all quite stark, but loneliness was an old acquaintance now. Instead, he found himself feeling surprisingly zen. 
 
         The roadblock scuppered that.  
 
         The motorway turned left at the crest of the nearest hill and as the road moved down the opposite side, the traffic jam came into full view. It began in earnest at the hill’s bottom, half a mile ahead, and continued for as long as the motorway was visible, which Richard hazarded a guess at seven to ten miles.  
 
         He stopped at the crest and stared.  
 
         “Shit,” he said.  
 
         He reached for his backpack, pulled out a bottle of water and gulped the whole lot down before throwing the bottle to one side. The sun was blaring down and the early afternoon heat was becoming a nuisance. On the lighter side, the painkillers had taken effect and the agony of his ribs had become merely a tolerable dull ache. He anticipated he would need to take more within the hour. 
 
         He pushed the accelerator forward and made his way down the hill.  
 
         The jam was more treacherous up close. It was a sea of rusting and abandoned metal, exposed to the elements and packed together so densely there appeared to no way through. The hard shoulder was also rammed. Richard guessed the rules of the road were not considered when desperation set in. 
 
         There was a sign above the motorway, close enough to read, that stated the next exit was a mile away. Fortunately, Richard was familiar with the roads once you left the motorway. The issue now was how to get there.  
 
         It was then that Richard heard the patter of footsteps behind him.  
 
         He turned instinctively, having no thought to the potential danger of a fellow traveller approaching from behind. There was no haste in the footsteps, they sounded light, not the footsteps of someone keen to do him harm. Had it been someone intent on violence, Richard would have been completely unprepared. The rebar he took with him was jammed under his seat and not easily accessible, something he would need to address in future considering his newfound knowledge that he was not alone. But for now, he turned and hoped there was no trouble. 
 
         Behind him was a platinum blond golden retriever, panting furiously in the heat, with its head cocked inquisitively. It stopped walking as Richard turned, and sat as if waiting for something. It looked friendly enough but, who knew, maybe it had gone feral.  
 
         “Hello!” said Richard with a smile. The dog’s tail began to wag.  
 
         Richard turned off the ignition and slowly climbed off the scooter. The aches were becoming more pronounced.  
 
         The dog stayed, curious but wary. 
 
         Richard crouched stiffly on his haunches and held out his hand.  
 
         “What’re you doing out here, hey?” he said in a bouncy voice that he used to use on his nieces when they were babies. The dog bowed its head and walked cautiously over, its panting louder and more strained than Richard thought normal. The creature was skinnier than what would be considered healthy and was likely just a domestic pet before the world died. Richard had read once that in desperate times a natural survival instinct is triggered in every canine, a long dormant behaviour from the days before domestication. While retrievers were known for their gentle and friendly temperament, there was no telling what starvation and desperation had done to this animal.  
 
         It continued to be cautious but its tail was wagging in earnest. It gingerly sniffed Richard’s outstretched hand before licking his fingers. Richard held out his arms and the dog walked in for the hug.  
 
         “Good dog,” Richard said as it began to lick his face. He scratched its back enthusiastically and began to laugh.  
 
         “Ok, ok, steady on,” he said as he noticed the collar. It was black leather with two dog tags dangling down under the neck. Richard studied them closely. One had the name, address, and phone number of the owners while the other merely said Tess.  
 
         “Tess,” he said out loud, to which the dog looked up and barked.  
 
         “Well hello Tess. I’m Richard. How about some lunch huh?”  
 
         Tess barked twice and sat, fidgeting in anticipation. Richard stood, went to his backpack, and took out another bottle of water and two protein bars. He had no idea whether they would be ok for his newfound friend to eat but they were not coated in chocolate, the only food he knew to be toxic to dogs.  
 
         He went to the back of the scooter where a small black box that was hardly big enough to contain Richard’s belongings was attached behind the seat. He unclipped it from where it was fastened and poured the water into it. The dog looked crest fallen as he emptied a second bottle into it and threw the plastic aside, however Richard sat next to his scooter, placed the box in front on him and patted its side.  
 
         “C’mon girl,” he said encouragingly. After a moment’s silence, the dog stood on its hind legs, rested its paws either side of the box and began drinking. It practically buried its head in the water and lapped it up as fast as possible. Unsurprising, thought Richard. The heat must have been terrible for it. He stroked the dog’s back and said “good girl” as she drank. Once she had her fill she looked up at her saviour, licked the excess water off her snout and sneezed. Richard had to laugh. It was all too cute. 
 
         He unwrapped a protein bar and held it in front of the dog’s face. There was no hesitation, the dog snatched it up a little too hastily and ate it down in three short mouthfuls. Richard raised his eyebrows. Hungrier than I imagined, he thought, before opening the bar he had reserved for himself and dropped it to the road for the dog. It, too, was gone quickly. The dog then stuck its face back in the make-shift water bowl and drank gluttonously.  
 
         While the dog was drinking, Richard fetched another protein bar for himself and scanned the cluster of traffic before him. On initial inspection it appeared to be impassable, yet the more he looked the more a way through seemed possible. Despite the volume of cars, it all looked relatively orderly. Sure, there were a few wrecks between lanes from  where people had given up and abandoned their vehicles but, for the most part, it seemed navigable. 
 
         The dog nuzzled it head in Richard’s lap and Richard instinctively reached down and scratched behind its ear.  
 
         “What do you think girl?” he asked as he looked over the wreckage. “Think we can get to the next exit?”  
 
         Tess let out a hushed bark and wagged her tail.  
 
         “That’s good enough for me,” said Richard. He finished the last mouthful of his bar, dropped the wrapper, and looked down at his new friend. “Not sure where we’re going to put you though. I only got the one-seater model.”  
 
         Tess barked again.  
 
         “I guess my lap will have to do then,” he said. “Unless you don’t mind the footwell.”  
 
         Another bark. Richard nodded and checked his watch. It had just gone half past two in the afternoon.  
 
         “Well, time’s a wasting. Best get moving wouldn’t you say?” he said as he leaned back in the seat and tapped his leg. “You coming?”  
 
         The dog gingerly stepped into the footwell and sat, looking up at Richard expectantly. He, in turn, placed his knees either side of Tess – there was a surprising amount of space for both his legs and the dog – scratched her behind the ear and slowly moved off. The dog shifted slightly, uncertain of the sudden change in stability, before resting its head on Richard’s lap, content.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Heading to the exit was deceptively easy and while there was an element of scepticism at how straightforward it was navigating the gaps in the traffic, they made it without incident. Richard briefly considered continuing the slalom along the motorway, but the wreckage became noticeably more compact as he continued so he ditched the idea. He took the exit, Tess in tow, and found the roads much clearer. The nearest sign told him his destination was fifteen miles away, closer than his initial estimates. Not a straight shot as it would now be made up of side roads, but the terrain would hopefully be more tenable.  
 
         As he pushed the scooter forward, Richard was cautiously optimistic he would make it to Helen before it got dark. 
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   T ess barked furiously as they passed another rundown car yet, though neglected, it was not abandoned. It had collided with a streetlight, but Richard figured it was without significant force. The bumper was barely dented and the lamp itself was still straight. The car itself was a Ford Mondeo, navy blue in colour and judging by the licence plate, was roughly fifteen years old. It was in a considerable state of disrepair though, and barely looked driveable. The rust around the wheel arches and faded paint work reminded Richard of a haggard face that had not shaved or had enough sleep. 
 
         There was a series of hacking coughs from behind the steering wheel and Richard saw the driver’s window was open. Tess was stood a few feet away, barking frantically.  
 
         “Tess!” Richard hissed as he brought the scooter to a stop and climbed off. The dog excitedly looked to and from the open window to Richard, unsure what to do.  
 
         “Sit girl,” said Richard as he approached the car. The dog did as she was told and stared up at him expectantly. Richard did not notice this. He was fixated on the man sat in the driver’s seat.  
 
         It was a sight he had witnessed many times but not recently. His best friend had succumbed to a similar fate when he opted to cut and run, despite barely being able to stand. Richard had found him, very dead, and not even out of his driveway.  
 
         The man before him, however, was alive but for how much longer, Richard could not say. It was surprising to see someone in the late stages of infection so long after the rest of the pandemic had ended. Had the man assumed he was immune and become brazen in his contact with the dying world? Back in the early days of his loneliness, Richard had tested his own belief in his immunity by sleeping in his brother’s room and explicitly interacting with everything he knew his brother had touched. He did not get ill, only sad that his solitude would continue.  
 
         Richard was confident he would be fine in the man’s presence but was cautious none the less. He bent slightly and peered through the open window.  
 
         The man’s breathing was laborious, as if his lungs had shrunk to a size incompatible with maintaining oxygen to his blood stream. In a way they had; one of the symptoms of the virus was fluid in the lungs and autopsies on early victims found their airways were clogged with a brown muck with the appearance and viscosity of maple syrup and the smell of rotten meat. The cell walls of the lungs broke down and partially liquified, effectively drowning the victim slowly while ensuring they took in little air. This was just one of a multitude of ways the virus killed you. It was usually a race as to what symptom killed you first.  
 
         His breathing continued in vain and bubbled like the hit off a vape. The smell on his breath was repulsive and some of the liquid from his lungs dribbled down his chin. He was shuddering uncontrollably, the kind of full body spasm that gave the virus the nickname Shaking Stevens.  
 
         The man turned and looked at Richard. He said nothing and Richard doubted there was enough energy in the man to communicate other than to widen his eyes at the sight of another survivor. There was desperation in that stare, but whether the man hoped to get well or to have his misery ended, Richard was not sure. The only guarantee was this victim would be another cog in the machine that ended the world.  
 
         Tess began to whine behind Richard, and he turned to pet her reassuringly.  
 
         The man in the car croaked and bubbled.  
 
         Richard turned back to him and could see the effort in the man’s actions. He was trying to speak, that much was certain, but the struggle was causing him immense pain.  
 
         “Water?” Richard asked, leaning in.  
 
         The man shook his head as well as he could. He was shaking like a leaf.  
 
         “De-dea-” bubble “t-th.” the man said.  
 
         Richard looked at him sympathetically and said, “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you’re saying.”  
 
         The man let out a croak of frustration. He breathed three quick sharp breaths, as if charging his body like a battery and, with all the energy he could muster, buckled forward and spat, “Death!”. The effort caused him to fall back hard in his seat with syrupy gunk spattering down his chin and onto his t-shirt and cringe in what Richard could only imagine was tremendous pain.  
 
         Behind him, Tess barked in fright.  
 
         Richard was unsure he could kill the man, despite the pathetic and quite upsetting sight before him. The only thing resembling a weapon in his possession was the rebar and he was not about to bludgeon him to death.  
 
         He shifted uncomfortably on his feet and felt the familiar pain from his ribs. It was time for another painkiller.  
 
         Wait, that’s it! 
 
         He looked down at the man and asked, “Will you be able to respond if I ask you a few questions? Nod for yes and shake for no.” 
 
         The man nodded.  
 
         “Ok,” said Richard, licking his lips nervously. “Do you want me to help you?” 
 
         The man nodded.  
 
         “I mean, do you want me to help you permanently?”  
 
         The man nodded again.  
 
         Richard nodded in return and said, “If I gave you something to drink, will you be able to swallow it?”  
 
         The man hesitated. Richard only had to look at his neck to see how swollen his glands were. There was a very real possibility the man would not be able to ingest anything.  
 
         “I’m going to go back to my cart,” said Richard. “I’ll be right there-” he pointed to the scooter “-and I’ll be back in a moment ok?” 
 
         The man nodded and let loose another fit of coughing.  
 
         Richard limped to the scooter and immediately reached for his backpack. Tess danced around his feet excitedly in anticipation of food, so Richard, mainly to keep her occupied, supplied her with another protein bar. I’ll have to get more of those, he thought as he rummaged through his belongings. It took him a few seconds to find what he was looking for: the penultimate bottle of water and a box of co-codamol. He unscrewed the water and drank a litre of the two-litre bottle as he examined the box of pills. This box was different than the others and when Richard opened it he saw the size of the pills were considerably larger than normal. Confused, he looked back at the box and saw that they were the soluble kind. Good thing I didn’t try and eat these dry, he thought as he took out a strip at a time and dropped the pills into the water bottle where they fizzed away rapidly. There were thirty in total and when he was done the contents resembled heavily diluted milk rather than anything drinkable.  
 
         Should work, he thought.  
 
         He walked back over to the man who eyed him hopefully. Richard opened the driver’s side door, squatted beside the stranger, and produced the codeine slushie.  
 
         “I’m going to give you this,” he said to the man. “It’s a concentrate of high codeine co-codamol, do you know what that is?”  
 
         The man shook his head. No. 
 
         “It’s an opioid designed to relieve chronic pain. There are thirty tablets in here that should help.” Richard found himself holding the man’s hand as he asked, “Do you want me to give this to you?”  
 
         The man squeezed Richard’s hand as he nodded. Yes. 
 
         Richard nodded in return. On the passenger seat he noticed a hoodie that he reached for and began wiping the man’s face and mouth of any mucus or fluid that would impede the flow of the water. He gently brought the open bottle to the man’s mouth and poured a small amount that the man swallowed laboriously but without additional issue. The man grimaced, likely at the bitterness, but he nodded for Richard to continue.  
 
         It took twenty minutes for Richard to finish nursing the man. He waited with him and held his hand as the shakes dwindled to a minor tremble. Tess nuzzled her head in Richard’s lap and whined softly. 
 
         Half an hour later the man was dead.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Richard returned to his scooter having placed the man’s hoodie over the corpse in some semblance of peace. The act was fruitless considering the megadeath that had already happened worldwide, but it somehow felt right.  
 
         As he sat on the scooter and Tess took her place in the foot well, Richard did not check the time but the blaze of orange in the sky told him dusk had come and night would soon follow.  
 
    * 
 
    The remainder of the journey was uneventful and just as the sun finally went to bed for the day, Richard found himself on the ring road that would take him to Helen and, hopefully, a modicum of normality. 
 
    

  

 
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   N avigating the ring road proved simple and the lack of any cars was unexpected. After a journey that had taken him upward of six hours, he turned into the car park of Shire Electric and was surprised to see it almost a third full, with each car facing forward due to some bizarre health and safety rule requiring all vehicles to reverse into their spaces at the beginning of the day.  
 
         The main office of Shire Electric, the partner company of Richard’s place of work and Helen’s former employer, sat on the outskirts of the city and brought into stark contrast at how puny the neighbouring office blocks were. The buildings were much larger than he remembered, each a four-story cube, and would have individually made decent sized offices for any company, but all were owned entirely by Shire Electric. On a corporate scale it was small but compared to the tiny cramped and out of date box that Richard had come from, it was awe inspiring.  
 
         The sheer size of it, however, would prove problematic. Where would he even begin his search?  
 
         Richard pulled up to the main entrance and climbed off the scooter, Tess walking excitedly into the abandoned car park to seek out whatever smells were of interest. Richard called after her to which she looked over her shoulder and barked before continuing her exploration.  
 
         Richard peered into the nearest car and saw the keys were in the ignition with the skeletal driver’s hand still holding them. As Richard looked closer, he saw that to say they were being held was incorrect. A flap of skin that looked like jerky was caught on a decorative keyring in the shape of the Space Shuttle. Despite it being dark, Richard could see another keyring made of leather with a name engraved in it that read Natalie.  
 
         He pulled the hand off the key and turned the ignition enough to start the battery. There was half a tank of fuel.  
 
         “Sorry Natalie, but I may need to leave in a hurry,” he said before taking the mummified skeleton by the shoulders and pulling her free. He dragged the corpse ten feet away to the pavement and lay her on her back. Tess, now bored from exploring, bounded over and began sniffing the skeleton before, again, appearing to lose interest.  
 
         Richard looked up to see the main lobby. It would have appeared quite normal were it not for the shattered glass at the front door where, he assumed, the intruder had made their entrance. He limped over to the scooter, took two more pain pills, and grabbed the rebar. He hoped not to have to use it and doubted his body would be happy at any additional strain but, if pushed, he would defend himself.  
 
         He looked down at Tess who was sat next to him, frantically scratching her neck. She looked up at Richard with a look that said “gimmie a sec” as her scratching caused the tags on her collar to rattle with a metallic clackclackclackclackclack. 
 
         “Ready?” Richard asked with a smile. He was finding his new companion quite sweet.  
 
         The itch quenched, she remained on her backside and stared at him with that open mouthed smile he loved so much in dogs. It had only been a few hours since they met, but Richard was entirely sure that he would be devastated should any harm come to her.  
 
         He hoped Helen loved dogs as much as he did.  
 
         He walked over to the shattered door and peered into the lobby. Tess bounded in, heedless of the broken glass, and began sniffing. Her movements set off the automatic lights and the lobby was showered in the blinding white glow from the halogen strips that lined the ceiling. Both Richard and Tess recoiled at the sudden change in brightness, Tess audibly whined while Richard’s eyes throbbed in pain at the sudden constriction of his pupils. There was a quick feeling of relief at the power still functioning before something blunt and heavy struck him on the back of his head.  
 
         He was unconscious before he hit the floor.  
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    PART THREE 
 
      
 
    OFFICE POLITICS 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Being challenged in life is inevitable, being defeated is optional.” 
 
    Roger Crawford 
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   T he dizziness was profound once Richard came to and the throbbing in his temples made him extremely nauseous. That and the smell of cooking meat that hit his nose. It was quite the affront to his sense of smell. 
 
         His vision slowly came into focus, but everything was off kilter. It took a moment to realise that everything was upside down. His mouth was gagged, and his arms were hanging above his head. He looked up at his feet to see a rope around his ankles, itself tied to the mezzanine ten feet above him. He could hear his heartbeat practically ringing through his ears and his head felt puffy with the blood rushing to his head. It would explain the intensity of his headache.  
 
         “Ah! He wakes!”  
 
         The voice was jubilant and friendly, but the undercurrent of mania was barely hidden. Richard stared toward his new companion, but his vision was slipping in and out of focus. The room was intermittently lit, with all but two of the halogen strips shattered or simply not functioning. From where he hung, Richard and his captor were in the middle of a lightless dead zone. Considering how cavernous the area was, Richard correctly assumed he was in one of the enormous call centres and was tied to the banister from the landing area on the second floor. He gingerly turned his head around to see the bottom of the stairs behind him that would lead up to the next floor of the call centre.  
 
         “Hungry?” asked the man.  
 
         Richard was famished but the smell of whatever the man was eating was enough put aside any hunger pains. It was meaty, but smelled off, or spoiled.  
 
         The man was stood only a few metres away with his back to Richard. Before them was a makeshift campfire, the fuel for which was piled up next to it and was made of whatever was lying around; broken down desks and computer equipment, office utensils, note pads and, much to Richard’s annoyance, a pile of books from the library he remembered being in the recreation area. The man reached for one of these books and threw it on the fire before tending to whatever he was cooking.  
 
         The roasting spit the man had fashioned was quite impressive and included a makeshift handle to turn what was cooking. He stopped turning the spit, grabbed what Richard assumed was a bone and tore a chunk free. The man turned slowly, bringing the cooked and greasy meat to his face, and holding like a drumstick before he bit into it. After tearing away a mouthful of flesh, he strolled over to Richard. 
 
         “Mmmm, now that is tasty,” the man said with his mouth full. He had barely swallowed before stuffing another portion into his face, the juices dribbling down his chin. His eyes rolled into his head as he let out a contented moan that sounded practically orgasmic.  
 
         He knelt before Richard and smiled. His eyes were wide and unblinking, his madness was on full show. It was a feeling Richard could empathise with and had nearly succumbed to but was too scared of what would become of him. The man either had no qualms or had no idea how far he had fallen. He was filthy and the strong smell of body odour crept in among the stench emanating from the spit roast. What struck Richard as most unsettling, however, were just how blue the man’s eyes were. The light was not great, but they appeared ultramarine and pierced into Richard’s being.  
 
         The man held the meat up to Richard’s face. It had the appearance of an oversized chicken drumstick with the man grasping it like a club, the grease dripping down the length of bone and glistening his fingers. 
 
         “Bite?” he asked.  
 
         Richard shook his head as he fought down the nausea.  
 
         “You sure?” the man continued. “It’s good.” 
 
         Richard shook his head again in earnest.  
 
         The man shrugged and said, “Got to have what you can get in times like these.” He studied the oversized chop briefly before grabbing a flappy piece of meat and peeling it from the main. The piece looked different from the rest and disgust turned to concern as Richard saw what appeared to be singed hair along one side of it, like a clump from a person’s scalp. The man dropped it and took another mouthful as it hit the ground with a splat. 
 
         “It’s a bit stringy if you ask me,” he said. “I heard the Chinese love it though.” He shrugged again. “Different strokes.” 
 
         The Chinese? Richard thought, but it came to him quickly and hit him like a punch in the gut. He had read about festivals taking place annually in the city of Yulin on the summer solstice that were dedicated to the consumption of a particular type of meat.  
 
         Dog meat.  
 
         Tess!  
 
         Richard screamed through his gag viciously enough for the man to recoil. He bucked in his restraints and reached for his assailant with his free hands, his arms outstretched as far as they would go, the ache from his ribs imperceptible against his rage.  
 
         The man stepped back with such speed he nearly fell back over an upturned office chair before the meat club he held slipped from his hand. He barely noticed as he kicked the chair away and turned to face Richard. 
 
         “Jeeze! Take a chill pill, would you?” the man said, as he wiped his greasy palms on his t-shirt and scooped his meal from the floor. He examined it and began picking off bits that had stuck to it from the carpet.  
 
         Richard continued to writhe as he hung helplessly. His throat was growing hoarse from the screaming, yet, as the man picked off whatever grit had clung to the meat and took another bite, Richard ceased to notice. His cries grew strained, his chest throbbed in pain, and the binding at his ankles practically burned as it rubbed coarsely against his skin. Yet he could only think of the sweet dog that had befriended him only hours before and the levity it had instilled in him.  
 
         And now this man, this stranger, had taken that away. All he wanted was to take his captor and throw him on the fire. 
 
         The man, who had either had his fill or was simply bored with eating, threw the remaining meat over his shoulder where it landed in the fire behind him. He then turned to a pile of broken furniture a few feet away, grabbed a protruding two by four, strolled up to Richard and hit him in the side directly on his broken rib. He was immediately reminded of his injury as an all-encompassing and blistering pain shot through him. As his captor watched, Richard held his side and began vomiting through his gag as he gasped for breath. Bile streaked his upside-down face and flowed up his nostrils.  
 
         The man simply stood and waited patiently.  
 
         Once Richard had himself under control, noxious stomach acid stinging his nostrils as he tried to breathe, the man reached into his back pocket and pulled out a switchblade. He smiled as Richard’s eyes widened. 
 
         “I’m going to take off your gag. I’d rather you didn’t choke to death but if you make any racket, it’s going right back on, you hear me?” 
 
         Richard nodded furiously. The man stepped forward, knelt before him, and gingerly sliced at the tape around Richard’s head. Richard froze in anticipation of something worse, the vomit sitting in his mouth and nasal cavity. He was entirely vulnerable, a victim to whatever the man could bestow upon him. He could lash out of course, be a nuisance as he had moments before, yet a knife was now grazing his face and the throb from his chest was still yet to fully abate.  
 
         He heard the final rip as the knife finished its work and felt the tension of the tape around his head disappear. The man gingerly pulled the tape away, yanking a number of hairs to add to the cacophony of pain that Richard was already experiencing.  
 
         The man dropped the tape and stood back as if proud with his work.  
 
         “There you are,” he said.  
 
         Richard spluttered the vomit to the floor, taking heed to turn his head away from his assailant as the digested muck assaulted his senses. He could feel pieces of something lodged at the back of his nose, perhaps chunks of a protein bar that had yet to fully digest yet dislodging them would be difficult as he hung upside down. He tepidly raised a hand and wiped his mouth, the man in front of him visually tensing at the move.  
 
         “You going to play nice?” the man asked as Richard flicked the vomit from his lips to the floor. He merely looked at the man and nodded.  
 
         “Lovely!” he said and smiled a smile that was too sincere to be normal. “Sorry, it’s been a while since I’ve spoken to anyone, so please forgive my actions. I couldn’t know if you were dangerous or not.” 
 
         So he is sincere, thought Richard. Sincere enough to assume stringing a total stranger and fellow survivor up by his legs was a reasonable thing to do.  
 
         “Tess,” said Richard, staring past the man and at the spit roast that was fast becoming burned. The fire, he noticed, was ill contained, and beginning to catch on nearby furniture. 
 
         “What?” asked the man.  
 
         “My dog,” said Richard and he felt a tear trickle up his forehead.  
 
         The man merely shrugged. 
 
         “It’s the food chain man,” he said, indifferent to Richard’s tears. “We’ve all got to survive somehow, and I’m not turning down the opportunity for fresh meat. You ever tried the canned stuff?” The man made a mock retching noise.  
 
         Richard raised an arm and wiped away the dampness from his eyes. 
 
         “You didn’t have to kill her,” he said meekly. Despite his initial outburst, there was little energy in him now. His tears were not just for Tess, though he knew it seemed odd for him to be so upset over an animal he had only just met. Yet it was what that dog represented that was precious: happiness. Something that had been sorely missing from his life. Plus, there was Helen, a woman he barely knew, yet had hoped above all hope that he would have another person he could converse with, cry, and laugh with. And alongside them would be Tess, a companion that would want for nothing other than food and company.  
 
         Yet by killing the dog and holding him captive, all hope had been dashed with a simple blow to the head. He had allowed his hope to blind him, to let down all guards he had built up to a point of vulnerability he had allowed to happen.  
 
         Why is nothing fair? He thought. 
 
         “Excuse me?” said the man. 
 
         “Hmmm?” Richard mumbled.  
 
         “You just said something about nothing being fair.”  
 
         He shrugged. He was unsurprised to find he had spoken allowed.  
 
         “Because there’s nothing fair about this,” Richard said.  
 
         “About what?” asked the man, genuinely confused. 
 
         “This! All of it, the whole fucking mess!” Richard shouted his aggression with renewed vigour. “A year ago I was living with my brother and had a job. Now look! My friends and family are dead, and the only other people I’ve met have also died or batshit crazy!” The exertion caused him to cough, and further spasms of pain bolted through him. His breathing was heavy, a potent mix of his injury and rage, and while he bucked in his restraints, his captor stared back impassively. The glare made Richard even more furious.  
 
         “So, fuck your food chain, alright! Fuck YOU! I haven’t survived this long, and this miserably for it to end like this! I haven’t! And now you’ve killed my dog! For what? Couldn’t be fucked to open a can of peaches? You cunt! Cut me down, I’ll show you the fucking food chain! I’ll - ” 
 
         The man brought his foot up and booted Richard hard in the chest, sending him swinging backward as his restraints bit into his ankles. The pain continued and Richard cursed loud and aggressively, his vision blurring through watered eyes. He could count the times he had lost his cool with comparable intensity on one hand and seldom did the reaction suit the cause. Yet as he swung like a human piñata, he knew the exact meaning of the term blind rage.  
 
         The man remained as emotionless as ever, watching him swing once before turning to the fire. Despite his impaired vision, Richard could only watch in horror as the man crouched and grabbed a burning piece of wood. As he stood, the fire at its tip burned out, yet the pointed, glowing end remained, smoking, and searing hot as the man began blowing upon it.  
 
         “Do shut up,” the man calmly said before thrusting the make-shift poker into his side at the fleshy space between Richard’s ribs and pelvis as if brandishing a hunting knife. The heat was extraordinary as Richard clenched his eyes shut and screamed. A full-throated bellow the likes of which he had never made or heard in his life. The man pushed the implement with all his might, the tip burning and stabbing its way through the layers of skin and into the fatty tissue below.  
 
         Richard could have retaliated. He could have reached up and grabbed the man, he could have punched him, scratched him, anything his unbound hands could muster. But there was no modicum of rationale left, the pain and rage had encompassed Richard so completely. There was no common sense there, not anymore, for Richard’s will was closer to breaking now than it ever had been since the apocalypse began, since the world had died around him, and since his family had been taken.  
 
         The implement was at the muscle now and as it splintered through a raw nerve, all air went from Richard’s lungs. He had never believed such agony could exist, one so astute that all his focus would shift to its source while at once forgetting all else.  
 
         His bellow was silenced as his winded lungs struggled for air, yet a guttural sound continued. The man before him frowned in confusion as the growl grew louder. The source, however, was not from Richard. How could it be when he could barely breathe?  
 
         The man’s focus shifted momentarily to his left, the distraction enough to relieve some pressure from the stick in Richard’s side, as the man squinted into the flame licked darkness of the room.  
 
         “What’s tha-” 
 
         A smudge of blond fur leaped from the shadows directly at the man, throwing him sideways and onto his back, as jaws latched onto his arm. The stick in Richard’s side fell away and he began to heave in gulps of air, acrid with the smell of burnt furniture and flesh as he brought a hand to the wound. He gingerly touched it, the pain returning, yet the hole was not as deep as he had feared and not, he hoped, immediately life threatening.  
 
         He stared at the man, who was screaming in wretched terror as he was pinned to the ground by the creature that was mauling him. The animal’s jaws had shredded the man’s arm to pieces and Richard could see flashes of bone among the viscera. The man, for all his earlier posturing, had been reduced to a wailing coward.  
 
         Richard heard scuffling footsteps to his right as another figure emerged from the shadows, approaching him in earnest. This one was demonstrably human and brandishing something sharp and shiny.  
 
         Richard’s eyes widened as the approaching stranger pulled back their arm and sliced forward. 
 
         “Wait! WAIT!” cried Richard. 
 
         The sharp object connected with the rope above his feet, slicing clean through it, and dropping him to the floor. He hit the ground on his upper back, the wind knocked out of him again as all his aches and pains returned to him. He groaned in annoyance, barely aware that he was now free of his bonds, as his rescuer attacked the rope that remained at his ankles. 
 
         “Richard?” the voice was familiar and soothing.  
 
         “Hmm?” he asked, dazed. He was surprised he was still conscious.  
 
         “Richard, can you walk?” the voice continued. His rescuer made quick work of the remaining rope and tossed it aside, before leaning over him and slapping him gently and repeatedly on the cheek.  
 
         The man, still pinned down, continued to scream.  
 
         “Wake up!” the voice said. It was female. “You need to walk with me, ok? Can you sit up?” 
 
         His eyes centred on the person above him. Her features came into focus, her green eyes and mousy blond hair, he was startled to find he recognised them. 
 
         “Helen?!” he asked.  
 
         “Yes,” she said, then, without pause, “you need to get up. Now.” 
 
         Richard rested himself on his elbows, shook what dizziness he could from his head, and peered over to the man. His free arm, the one that did not look like pulled pork, was clambering for something, anything it could use as a weapon to free himself.  
 
         It was only then that Richard was able to get a good look at the man’s attacker. A platinum blond ball of fluff on four legs that, until now, he had assumed was dead. 
 
         “Tess!” he yelled. 
 
         The dog reacted, relinquishing her hold on the shredded arm, and turning to him. Her muzzle was soaked through with blood, yet at the sight of Richard she smiled and let loose a series of barks. 
 
         Behind her, the man had found a weapon: the two by four he had struck Richard with.  
 
         “Tess!” he screamed as the man sat up and brought the two by four over his head toward the dog. Tess caught a glimpse of movement in her peripheral vision and darted left in time to feel the piece of wood glance her hind quarters and connect with the ground. The man’s grip was tenuous and as the impact reverberated through the wood, he lost purchase and the weapon fell from his hand.  
 
         As he scrambled to reclaim his weapon, Tess whined and bolted toward where Helen was helping Richard to his feet. She bounded at Richard, jumping at him as he fruitlessly tried to push her away.  
 
         Richard held the wound at his side, which was bleeding consistently, and was grateful when Helen slinked his arm over her shoulders.  
 
         “Can you walk?” she asked again.  
 
         “Yes,” said Richard. 
 
         Helen stared over at the man. His left arm was ruined, torn to pieces in a way that not even the best surgeons could have mended. His right arm, along with the rest of him, was perfectly fine, and as she and Richard began to shuffle away, the man was using the two by four to help him get to his feet.  
 
         “We need to move,” she said, “quickly.” 
 
         Richard hit a stride in touch with Helen’s own pace and the two hurried from the hall into the neighbouring corridor as their attacker screamed bloody murder behind them. 
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   T he corridor they stumbled into was dark, illuminated only by intermittent emergency lighting and the flicker of the fire their assailant had created. The outer rim of the main hall turned into a warren of hallways and adjacent rooms, many of them offices, others storage, with most of the key card readers. There was one main continuous hallway that looped around the hall itself and where they stood, they realised the main entrance, which was the most obvious escape point, was on the opposite side from where they were.  
 
         Tess had chosen to run to the right, so Helen and Richard followed, Richard’s arm still linked over Helen’s shoulder as he hobbled. There were signs on the wall pointing them to the main entrance, as well as smaller arrows that, in better times, would have led staff to the other departments, the cafeteria, or the onsite gym.  
 
         The wound in Richard’s side continued to weep and left a significant bloom of blood and plasma on his t-shirt that was warm to the touch. Helen took a glance.  
 
         “That doesn’t look good,” she said. 
 
         “It doesn’t feel good either,” replied Richard.  
 
         “Will it be ok?” 
 
         “Let’s focus on getting out of here,” Richard said. They were approaching the first turn in the corridor. Helen chanced a peek behind her. There was no sign of their pursuer.  
 
         “I can’t see him,” she said.  
 
         “Maybe he fainted.”  
 
         “Maybe,” she conceded, though she was not confident. 
 
         “Do you know him?” asked Richard. 
 
         “Know him?” she said in a disbelieving tone. “You didn’t recognise him?”  
 
         “I was upside down,” he said.  
 
         “That’s Pete Anders,” she said, incredulous. “You’ve met him, I’m sure!” 
 
         Richard had, yet only fleetingly. Anders was at the same barbecue where Richard and Helen had first met face to face, though he kept to himself, and merely stared at the festivities with thinly veiled disgust. They had joked concerning his demeanour; passive yet oddly threatening, something they found incongruous compared to the other managers around him, who were all engaging and funny.  
 
         It seemed that, without the checks and balances of the typical world around him to curtail his behaviour, Pete Anders opted to let the mask of sanity drop completely.  
 
         As they reached the turn in the corridor, they found Tess stood, her tail up, ears back, and slightly hunched as she growled at something.  
 
         “Tess?” Richard whispered. Saliva was streaming from her bloodied muzzle.  
 
         He and Helen both peered round the corner and saw, to their horror, Anders stumbling into the hallway in front of them.  
 
         The geography of the corridor was simple enough: it encircled the hall in a square, with four sets of double doors spaced equidistantly, one centrally on each side. Richard and Helen had exited through the doors at the rear of the main hall. Anders had simply used one of the side doors.  
 
         To their advantage, Anders appeared particularly dazed as his tattered arm flopped uselessly to his side. Blood poured over his unusable hand in a consistent flow. Everything between the elbow and wrist glistened, catching what ambient light there was to bring further attention to the sickening injury.  
 
         His uninjured hand grasped the two by four.  
 
         His head flopped as if dizzy and his eyes blinked repeatedly as if the act of focus evaded him. He tilted his head to the left. 
 
         “I can hear you doggy,” he said as he turned in the vague direction of Tess’s growling.  
 
         Richard and Helen hid from sight, slipping back around the corner with their backs against the wall as they heard Anders begin to shuffle toward them.  
 
         “Tess!” Richard hissed. The dog stared at him momentarily before continuing her stance, gingerly stepping back toward them both as she growled further. There was a light crack behind them, and Helen and Richard turned to see the door they had come from was now smoking, the doorframe beginning to catch.  
 
         The fire was spreading.  
 
         “Shit,” said Helen.  
 
         “Is there another way around?” asked Richard. 
 
         She nodded. “Through the recreation centre,” she said, “but we’ll need to run. That fire will move quickly, even if Anders doesn’t get to us first.” 
 
         “Any fire escapes?” Richard asked. 
 
         Helen shook her head.  
 
         “Locked when everyone went home for the last time,” she said.  
 
         Richard stared at her, confused.  
 
         “But the recreation entrance is still open?” he asked. 
 
         “It’s not key locked,” Helen whispered urgently. “It was always open for the public after hours.” 
 
         Tess had backed all the way to them. Richard chanced another peek around the corner to see Anders moving haphazardly toward them as he lurched from side to side. For a moment he and Richard clocked eyes. 
 
         “There you are!” he beamed as if he had found a long-lost friend. His steps gained momentum, despite his shambling like the undead. 
 
         Richard’s eyes widened and he pushed Helen toward the way they had come.  
 
         “He saw me!” he said. “Lead the way!” 
 
         Richard slammed a palm into the wound at his side to stem any bleeding and moved in a half stumble, half running lollop after Helen, who was already ahead of him. She darted right down a corridor just opposite the hall entrance, which was now engulfed in flame that was spreading across the walls, floor, and ceiling in an insatiable flow of destruction.  
 
         “Tess!” Richard called as he reached the turning in time to see the dog bark ferociously at Anders, who had turned the corner with the two by four over his head, ready to strike. She barked again as he bought it down, all fear of his mauler now gone and his face sporting a deranged smile. He missed, yet the impact with the ground did not throw the weapon from his hand this time and, with a surprising amount of energy, he redoubled his efforts and swung the wood upward from the floor, connecting with Tess’s chin. The dog yelped, shook her head, and bolted toward Richard as Anders began his own lollop toward them.  
 
         “Richard!” yelled Helen from further down the corridor. She had reached a different set of double doors that, presumably, lead to the recreation area and freedom. Tess was already bounding toward her as Richard clamped his side and followed. 
 
         “Hellllllllllllennnnnnnnnnn!!” came the sudden bellow from Anders. “Come out Hellllllllllllennnnnnnnnnn!”  
 
         Richard made it to the recreation entrance in time to see the psychopath silhouetted by the fire behind him, dragging the two by four along the floor. There was little of the stumbling he had seen a moment before, as their aggressor now had renewed purpose. Anders stumbled slightly as his foot connected with an overturned fire extinguisher but he righted himself quickly, shaking his head to hold off any further dizziness.  
 
         Richard was grabbed by his t-shirt and pulled through the doors by Helen, whose eyes blazed with fear. As Richard lost his footing and fell on his back, Helen slammed the doors shut. Richard watched as she leant against one of the doors and turned the lock with an audible click. At her feet was a barbell, which she cumbersomely picked up and made to jam between the door handles as a make-shift barricade. The bar was heavy and as she struggled Anders reached them. 
 
         He did not hesitate; he booted the door once, hard, causing it to rattle in its frame. The force was enough to push Helen away momentarily, leaving the full weight of the twenty-kilo barbell precariously balanced. As she righted herself, throwing her shoulder against the door and reaching for the barbell, Anders walloped it again with surprising force. Seeing his kick was not enough, he took two steps back, mimicking Helen, and threw himself shoulder first where the double doors met.  
 
         It budged.  
 
         It was minimal, but enough.  
 
         Richard saw the slight gap between the doors and moved, crawling forward in a frantic bid to grab the barbell before Anders tried again. He took the end closest to him and pulled as Helen pushed, the weight of it difficult but vital to halt entry. It clattered and banged as they shimmied it through. The bar was loose but would, temporarily at least. 
 
         Anders stepped back to the wall opposite the door. He made eyes with Helen and grinned. He bolted forward as Helen pushed her full weight against the metal pole.  
 
         The barbell relinquished whatever tension was against it and slid freely toward Richard, who was pushed back at the sudden force of movement.  
 
         Helen fell.  
 
         Anders hit the door and the lock broke.  
 
         The door opened a full six inches before the barbell did its job and ceased them opening further. Richard and Helen scrambled backward on their behinds as Anders, seeing the obstruction for the first time, howled with unparalleled rage and began booting the door frantically. Tess stood behind her companions and let loose a serious of furious barks, her eyes never leaving the doors. Anders pushed the doors open as far as they would go, poked the two by four through the gap and began flailing it hopelessly as Helen and Richard stood and stared at him defiantly.  
 
         And as quickly as he had started, Anders pulled the piece of wood back through the gap and stared at them through one of the door’s meshed panes of safety glass. His beathing was measured and he sported a welcoming smile, as if the preceding violence had never happened.  
 
         “Peek-a-boo! I see you!” he said grinning. The rage, they saw, was still present. It merely simmered. 
 
         “Let me in Helen,” he said matter-of-factly.  
 
         “Go to hell,” she returned in kind.  
 
         “Is that any way to speak to your boss?” he said frowning. “That’s an official warning for misconduct right there.” 
 
         “Get fucked!” she screamed.  
 
         Anders’s face creased with fury, and he banged again at the door.  
 
         “Think you can keep out!?” he yelled, spittle hitting the glass and dribbling from his chin. “I’ll get you, and I’ll hollow you out, and I’ll splay your guts all over the walls! And your friend? I’ll do more than poke you. I have a spear and I’ll impale you. Hear you scream and watch the life drift out of you. I’LL PUT YOUR CORPSES ON THE FIRE AND FEAST!! YOU HEAR ME? FEAST!” 
 
         Whisps of smoke drifted around him and he spluttered his first cough as the fire continued its incessant march toward igniting the corridor. With the two by four in hand, he began to smash at the safety glass aggressively, shards of glass flying into the room. Helen and Richard flinched and stepped back as the mesh bent and buckled but did not break. Realising the futility of his actions, the attacker threw himself against the door with renewed conviction.  
 
         The wood around the door handles began to splinter.  
 
         “That won’t hold for long,” said Richard. 
 
         “Long enough,” said Helen who pivoted on her heels, yelling a quick “Hurry!” as both Tess and Richard followed.  
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   T hey had barricaded themselves in the gym, which explained the sudden appearance of the barbell. It was an entirely enclosed space, with the only natural light coming from the skylight in the ceiling.  
 
         “No windows?” asked Richard hurriedly over the persistent noise of Anders’s banging.  
 
         Helen shook her head and said, “it’s an internal room. It backs onto more offices and hallways.” 
 
         “Christ! How many fucking hallways are in this place?” 
 
         Helen was running toward the only other door in the gym, which was in the opposite direction from which they came. 
 
         “This’ll take us to the changing rooms. From there it’s a straight run to the exit,” she said.  
 
         There was a sudden crunch from behind them. They both stopped and turned to see the door handles barely retaining purchase. One more shunt and they would be free.  
 
         They ran, Richard muscling past the aches that seemed to have soaked into him and moved with the single-minded need to escape. They crashed through the door, Helen ahead of Richard and Tess in front of both. The trio moved through the changing area which was partitioned into individual cubicles, forming what was ostensibly yet another long and darkened corridor.  
 
         Richard was more than ready to be back out in the open. 
 
         Behind them, and almighty crack of splintered wood and clanging of metal told them that Anders’s had won his battle with the door. There was a scream that was equal parts triumph, rage, and madness as their chaser continued his pursuit.  
 
         The door from the changing area into the next corridor was open, and as Richard went through it, he pivoted left on his heels and followed Helen, where he was hit by the smell of chlorine. There was an open arch placed further along some twenty feet from the door they had just run through that lead to the company swimming pool.  
 
         Richard got a brief glimpse of the space and was quietly impressed. The pool itself was Olympic sized with a roof that must have been twenty metres overhead. Much like the hall they had just exited, none of the halogen strips were functioning yet the lights in the pool were and illuminated the space in a cool ambient glow that was almost hypnotic. It would have been serene were it not for the orange hue that was beginning to spill in from where they had come.  
 
         Richard had time to notice the enormous, windowed façade of the east facing wall and, through it, the car park before noticing that Helen had run right pass it.  
 
         “Hey!” Richard shouted, “What about the pool? There’s windows we can get through!”  
 
         “The exit’s just up ahead!” Helen called from over her shoulder. The tenor of her voice seemed eager. Freedom was only a few metres ahead.  
 
         Richard saw her turn right and out of sight, before hearing a gasp that made hit stomach drop.  
 
        “No! No, no, no, no, no…” 
 
         Richard drew up behind her and came to a sudden halt.  
 
         “Oh no,” he said quietly, in shock.  
 
         Where there should have been a set of automatic double doors was a wall of destruction. The doors themselves were buckled inward, the glass shattered and strewn across the floor, with any hope of them being usable completely gone. Amongst the debris was the cause. A white transit van, itself misshapen from the impact, had driven at speed into the space, while the overhang that once stood at the exit had fallen on top of the vehicle.  
 
         Just a quick glance at the wreckage was enough to confirm it was impassable.  
 
         “Maybe if we crawl-” Richard began. 
 
         “We don’t have time,” said Helen, who quickly began looking around herself in distress. 
 
         “Where’s Tess?” she asked. 
 
         From outside they heard two short barks, followed by three more in quick succession, each getting gradually louder. A moment late Tess reappeared, practically crawling on her belly as she forced her way through a gap barely big enough for her. She looked up at them both and calmly wagged her tail.  
 
         Richard smiled and said, “Clever girl,” before a series of bangs emanated from the changing rooms. Richard peered around the corner. Anders was not in sight, though he would be soon. The banging was accompanied by the creak of old hinges, which told them he was checking the changing stalls, of which there were few. He would only be distracted for so long. 
 
         Richard turned to Helen. 
 
         “The pool, it’s the only way,” he said, taking hold of her shoulders. “We break a window and we bolt.” 
 
         Helen nodded. She turned quickly and squatted before Tess, kissing the dog lightly on the head.  
 
         “Go on girl,” she said, shooing the Retriever toward the gap she had crawled through. “We’ll be right behind you.”  
 
         Tess barked and, without hesitation, made her way back through the hole. In seconds she was gone.  
 
         Helen sighed before she reached for something Richard could not see at first. When she stood, she held out to him a piece of rebar from the wreckage. In the other hand was chunk of cement double the size of her fist.  
 
         “So, let’s go,” she said through hardened eyes. Richard took the rebar and nodded.  
 
         They walked around the corner to see that smoke was already flowing quite freely through the door from the changing room. The glow from the fire was getting ever brighter and the heat was felt on their faces from where they were stood.  
 
         And silhouetted against it, with his trusted two by four held at his side, was Anders. He walked through the smoke like a retched monster spat from hell.  
 
    

  

 
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
     “L 
 
   
 
    ook who it is,” Anders said as he put his hand to his mouth and coughed. It was an abhorrent noise that was wet and came from deep within him. It was a sound that both Richard and Helen had heard much since the pandemic began and not from the healthy.  
 
         “Not sounding too hot there,” said Richard. His knuckles were practically white as he clutched the rebar.  
 
         Anders straightened his posture, though his chest continued to sputter despite his best efforts.  
 
         “Fuck you,” he said with little conviction. He raised his weapon and pointed it at them. “You’re leaking, and she couldn’t throw a punch if she tried.” 
 
         Helen bristled.  
 
         “Want to test that?” she said through clenched teeth.  
 
         “Oh please,” said Anders, “don’t give me that. You’re smaller than a bag of twigs. I just have to look at you and you’ll snap.” 
 
         He took a couple of steps forward, emerging fully from the smoke and the light from the pool illuminating his face. He appeared ghastly; all the colour had drained from him leaving him gaunt, while the first signs of crust were accumulating around his nostrils. It was only now that Richard was aware of how little of the man’s features he had seen, being either upside down or in darkened hallways throughout their exchanges, but Pete Anders was really quite unwell.  
 
         Richard could practically recite the timeline of the virus verbatim: first the fever, then the cough and the shaking, then the delirium as the fever begins to fry the brain. Any swelling, mucus, or fluid in the lungs was simply icing on the cake as your immune system broke down along with your body. 
 
         Even if they escaped Anders’s wrath, Richard figured the man had less than a week to live.  
 
         Anders stumbled forward a few steps and peered through the archway at the pool room. He smiled. 
 
         “Looks like we’re at an impasse,” he said. 
 
         “Is that so?” asked Richard.  
 
         Anders nodded and said, “I know the exit blocked. My van made easy work of that yesterday. So that leaves our very expensive pool and those fucking hideous windows the M.D. decided to spend our bonuses on.” 
 
         “How observant of you,” said Helen. 
 
         “Thank you,” said Anders as he stepped passed the archway and into the centre of the corridor. “Only now,” he continued, “it appears as though I’m in your way.”  
 
         “Thank you Captain Obvious,” said Richard.  
 
         “Oh, stop being a cunt, will you?” said Anders. “Everything was peaches and cream until you showed up.” He nodded at Helen. “I would’ve found her eventually, but then you arrived with your mutt and fucked it all up.” He stared beyond them to the end of the corridor and smiled. “Shame your dog has gone,” he said lifting the remains of his arm, “she needs to answer for this.”  
 
         “It’s a pity she didn’t get your face,” said Helen, “would’ve saved us a lot of trouble.”  
 
         Anders sputtered a half-hearted cough and spat what phlegm he had to the floor.  
 
         “Yeah, yeah,” he said, “look let’s get this over with, because I’m thoroughly bored with all the talking.” 
 
         He paced forward, dragging the two by four along the floor in a bid to finish things. Neither Richard nor Helen attempted to meet him. They simply widened their stances and prepared to defend, Richard taking the rebar in both hands like a sword while Helen held the concrete rock above her head.  
 
         All Richard could think of was how absurd things were. Their escape, their final bid for freedom away from the murky corridors and progressively burning building, was a sick madman armed with a piece of wood. Though there was no anger in him, not now. There was simply an absolute want to survive.  
 
         As Anders descended upon them, Richard gave up waiting and ran toward him. The move took Anders by surprise, stopping him in his tracks, and as he finally registered Richard as a threat, he raised his ruined arm in reflex. He had enough time to register the idiocy of the move before the rebar hit the exposed bone and sinew. The crack was like that of a bundle of sticks and deathly loud in the confined space. Both bones in his lower arm snapped and not cleanly, sending shards scattering upward as the rebar caught in the mess of flesh yanked the arm down. The momentum and shock of the act toppled Anders forward, where he collided with Richard, sending him backwards. Anders’ hand flopped uselessly as it hung from the ribbons of flesh that were its only link to the remaining arm and as both men hit the ground, it scraped Richard across the face leaving a smear of blood from his temple to his chin.  
 
         Anders was on top of Richard and howling the same high pitched shrill as when Tess attacked him. In the chaos the rebar had pierced through his chest with enough depth to be of concern to his immediate mortality. If he had noticed it lodged in his ribcage, however, he showed no sign, for he simply stared at the broken bloody bones that exposed the marrow.  
 
         Richard scurried away on his behind as Helen strode over with calm hatred. Anders noticed her shoes and looked up her, still clasping the concrete over her head. 
 
         “Helen?!” he shrieked.  
 
         “Peter,” she replied calmly before bringing the weapon down.  
 
         “Helen!” was all Anders managed before the ball of concrete hit him in the temple, caving in his skull. His eyes fluttered one last time as he sputtered an awful gargling sound before going limp.  
 
         Ahead of them the archway to the pool was completely enveloped in smoke as the door to the changing room had finally caught fire.  
 
         Behind them they could hear Tess barking from outside.  
 
         Richard stood next to Helen and stared down at their assailant.  
 
         “Dead?” he asked. 
 
         “Not quite,” she replied, pointing to his chest, which was slowly rising.  
 
         There was a crash as something somewhere succumbed to fire damage and collapsed. 
 
         Richard crouched and took the rebar.  
 
         “Leave him,” he said, at once feeling callous for making such a cold decision and aware of the fragility of his own survival. He unconsciously took Helen’s hand and they both walked toward the pool and, with it, freedom.  
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   T hey threw the concrete rock at one of the windows, stepping back as the huge pane of glass cascaded down. Helen carefully helped Richard through the window frame and outside as she followed, both of them wincing as they were cut by the shattered glass and failing to care much. Just another series of injuries to add to the growing collection. 
 
         The night air was still warm, compounded by the fire that had fully engulfed the building. Helen again took Richard’s arm on her shoulder and the two hurried up the small grass incline to the car park.  
 
         “Tess!” Richard shouted, “Tess! C’mere girl!” 
 
         Behind them was an ungodly scream loud enough for them to turn around in terror. 
 
         Anders had crawled his way into the pool hall, his one good arm clasping for any kind of purchase as his feet kicked behind him. To their amazement he had managed to remove the rebar. His mouth was agog, and his eyes fluttered. The noise was appalling, a gagging spew of incoherent screaming that was all his damaged brain could muster. Whether it was outrage or fear neither Helen nor Richard could tell, but it was a sound they both wished they would never have to hear again.  
 
         The sight was pathetic, and Richard almost felt sympathy, were it not for the fact that the man had just tried to kill them. The pool room was billowing black and toxic smoke through the broken window and flames were licking through the entrance archway and catching on the walls. The heat was making Anders’s clothes smoke.  
 
         There was a series of cracks as the roof of the gym collapsed. The rush of air blew detritus through the changing rooms and pool room arch. The heat must have been immense, as Anders’s clothes ignited just as he reached the side of the pool. His screaming intensified. He may have been a monster but it did not make burning to death any less horrific. To their blessed relief, Richard and Helen saw him shuffle forward one last time and fall into the swimming pool. He did not move and remained face down, as if all effort for survival had finally fled his body. As Tess rounded the corner of the building and Richard called for her, the roof of the pool room fell.  
 
         The fire was now snaking around the third of the four main halls that made up the complex. With the rate of spread, the whole thing would likely be ablaze within the hour. With no fire brigade to stem the flow of destruction, the neighbouring buildings would likely catch too.  
 
         Richard placed a hand in his pocket and frowned. Helen watched him curiously as, to her surprise, he produced a set of car keys.  
 
         He smiled.  
 
         “Thank you, Natalie,” he said. He turned to Helen, who also managed a smile.  
 
         “I’m assuming you can drive?” he asked.  
 
         Helen’s smile bloomed into a laugh that was infectious. Soon they were both walking further into the car park, howling like they had heard the funniest joke of their lives.
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   T hey were nearly forty miles and thirty-six hours away, yet the smoke appeared to have followed them. As they sat on the patio of the only beach house that had, surprisingly, not been ransacked and took in the ambience of the wind and lapping waves, they watched with macabre interest at the unfolding destruction of the town they had just left.  
 
         “It’ll burn for days,” said Richard and winced as Helen poured some more disinfectant on the wound at his side. Neither of them had appreciated just how hurt he was until he collapsed in the beach house’s driveway not long after their escape.  
 
    * 
 
      
 
    They had removed Natalie’s corpse from the driver’s seat and stole her car, not that she would have minded. The tank was half full, plenty to get them away from what was once Shire Electric and their ordeal. It was when Richard had asked, shivering from both shock and blood loss, where they were headed that Helen had suggested a house her uncle had owned on the beach front. Richard had simply nodded. Where else was there to go? 
 
         When they pulled into the driveway, Richard had gingerly opened the passenger side door as Helen exited the car and headed for the key safe nestled behind a thoroughly overgrown rosemary bush next to the garage. As soon as Richard stood, a sudden queasiness hit him and before he could call out to Helen, his legs gave out and he collapsed like a rag doll. Tess’s frantic barking alerted Helen, who rushed to him in a state of panic.  
 
         Her uncle had, fortunately, stored a first aid kit in the kitchen. Helen, practically dragging Richard through the front door into the living room and dropping him onto the sofa, went to work cleaning the wound. She was able to stop the bleeding, which had slowed to a steady weep, but more care would be needed as well as stitches too. As she sunk into the adjacent armchair, she closed her eyes and fell right to sleep. 
 
         She woke four hours later in a blind panic and checked on Richard, absolutely certain he had succumbed to his wounds while she was asleep, to fortunately find him alive and sound asleep also. He was shivering, so she went to the large ottoman in the master bedroom, grabbed a couple of blankets to cover him.  
 
         In the light of day, she took his temperature to find it at thirty-nine, not terrible but not terrific either. He sipped at the glass of water she had given him while she prepared a breakfast of tinned vegetable soup. The bread in the pantry had gone mouldy yet she found a packet of stale croutons that she sprinkled in for additional sustenance. Having not had anything other than protein bars for the last couple of days, Richard was happy to be eating anything else.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As they sat on the patio, Helen tending to him, Richard felt his fever beginning to lift. The shakes had dissipated, yet the fatigue remained. It would be a while before he was truly better, the ache in his chest an unhelpful reminder of his broken rib, but they had time and space to both recuperate from their ordeal.  
 
         “I hope the whole town crumbles,” Helen said as she wiped away any excess disinfectant and turned to the implements at her side. There was a lighter, a spool of thin thread, and a sewing needle resting neatly on a tray. Richard stared at them apprehensively.  
 
         “I’m impressed he didn’t find you,” he said, attempting to take his mind off the job at hand.  
 
         “Anders?” she asked as she took the thread and fed it through the needle’s eye. “He tried. He nearly succeeded too, but he got distracted when he heard barking. He moved off to search for the dog instead.”  
 
         She took the lighter and gingerly burned the tip of the needle.  
 
         “He must have been watching me for weeks. How else could he have blocked the rear entrance like that without me even knowing?” She suddenly looked sad and said, “I saw him kill it you know? He coaxed this beautiful looking Staffy over, all friendly, then stabbed the poor thing in the neck. That’s when he ransacked the call centre and made that fire pit of his.” 
 
         “I thought he’d killed Tess when I saw what he was eating,” said Richard.  
 
         Their canine companion was on the beach, chasing seagulls and generally having the time of her life. Her muzzle was, thankfully, clean of any blood. In the morning, Helen had used a large yellow sponge and hot water to wash the dog from top to bottom, much to Tess’s annoyance.  
 
         Richard smiled as he watched her playing.  
 
         Helen held up the needle.  
 
         “You ready?” she asked. 
 
         Richard grimaced.  
 
         “No,” he said, still smiling. 
 
         Helen smiled back and briefly looked out at Tess, the beach, and the sea that stretched on endlessly.  
 
         “Richard?”  
 
         “Hmm?” 
 
         “What do we do now?” 
 
         He turned to her then and saw just how blue her eyes were. Those blue eyes were searching for an answer, for hope, to a future that was far from certain. 
 
         Richard shrugged. 
 
         “Now we live,” he said.  
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   R eece almost made it. He was filled with hope at having nearly arrived home for once without the turmoil of having to face Aaron Jonesy, or Wookie to his friends - of which he only had two and even they were hardly true friends, merely associates that felt safer on the good side of the school bully than on the receiving end.  
 
         Reece had concocted a straightforward yet effective plan to avoid Wookie that day. It was, in fact, quite marvellous, cunning even and Reece could not help but marvel at the sheer simplicity of his own ingenuity. He would just leave school early.  
 
         It was nearly the end of the day and, as his teacher set them a writing exercise to coast through the final half hour, Reece raised his hand. 
 
         Mrs Corcoran, an elderly lady that should have long since retired but loved teaching a little too much, stared over her half-moon glasses and said, “Yes Mr Curtis?”  
 
         The room was silent, and all heads turned at Reece. He knew he would not live the next few moments down, but it was better than fearing the wrath of Wookie for the fourth day running.  
 
         “I need to go to the bathroom,” he said.  
 
         There were stifled giggles across the class. Mrs Corcoran looked at her watch.  
 
         “You pick your moments don’t you Mr Curtis?” she said.  
 
         “I’m sorry but I really need to go,” he said, sounding more pathetic than he would have liked.  
 
         “And it can’t wait fifteen minutes? Class is nearly over.”  
 
         Reece shook his head. He could feel all eyes on him.  
 
         “Well, I’d rather not have you pee yourself in the middle of class and it is Friday,” she said. “Get going then. But leave your backpack here.” 
 
         “My bag’s at home,” he said. 
 
         His teacher raised an eyebrow. 
 
         “Now why would it be at home young man?” she asked.  
 
         “I didn’t need it this afternoon, so I left it when I went home at lunch.”  
 
         “Live locally do you?”  
 
         “A few blocks away,” said Reece. 
 
         “Well, that’s quite convenient wouldn’t you say?” she asked. 
 
         “Mrs Corcoran?” he asked, confused.  
 
         “Never mind,” she said. “Just go before you wet yourself. I can see you getting antsy from here.”  
 
         Reece had begun to get impatient but not for the reasons Mrs Corcoran thought. Though he shared no classes with Wookie, his nemesis would be waiting for him in the usual spot, his two henchmen covering the remaining exits and cutting off any means of escape.  
 
         That was, unless, he were to leave earlier than normal.  
 
         “Thank you, Mrs Corcoran,” he said and stood from his desk. With nothing to take with him, he made his way to the classroom door. As he opened it, a fellow classmate made the noise of a fart that left the class in stitches.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Reece, of course, did not go to the bathroom as he did not need to. As soon as he left the classroom he ran for it. There was fifteen minutes still left of class and, he hoped, there would be no sign of Wookie and his entourage. He could therefore assume he had a clean run home.  
 
         He checked the main entrance to see the gaggle of parents waiting outside, engaged in small talk, and clearly freezing – the winter was so cruel that year, hard and bitter much like the boy he was trying to avoid. While things appeared clear, it would likely arouse suspicion to see a pupil leaving early and he would not be able to exit through the back entrance, as there would be much the same scene of parents patiently waiting to collect their children. To get away unnoticed he would have to use the emergency side exit.  
 
         It was not really much of an entrance and was only ever used for evacuations during fire drills. However budget cuts had meant that the alarm on the fire door had not been replaced after the previous one had failed. While this would be a serious breach of health and safety should it be noticed, there was no need to use it during the general day to day running of the school, therefore a replacement alarm was not a priority and it remain unfixed. Fortunately for Reece, this also meant he could sneak away unseen.  
 
         He pushed down the bar and nudged the door open, peering around it and surveying the path outside. All he saw was the dark mahogany fence that surrounded the school’s outdoor swimming pool. Other than that, there was no one to be seen. 
 
         Bingo. 
 
         He snuck out, circled the swimming pool, and made his way to the school’s perimeter fence, which was chain-linked and in a state of disrepair – again due to budget constraints – where he lifted it from the bottom and squeezed through. As he stood on the other side, he looked down his front to see his coat was muddy. His mother would likely scold him for getting so messy but, again, it was a small problem compared to anything Wookie would offer him.  
 
         Reece dusted himself off as best he could and began the trek home.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    He nearly made it, until he heard the patter of footsteps approaching from behind and at speed.  
 
         He was only a block away from home when it happened. There was a spring in his step and the closer he got to his front door, the more confident he felt. It briefly occurred to him that Monday may be worse – Wookie would likely be unhappy at having missed him – but, for now, his mood was fine.  
 
         But then he heard the footsteps, and his heart sank.  
 
         Reece turned his head briefly in the small hope that it was not his bully but there was Wookie, all two hundred pounds of him with a look of wretched fury accentuated by scarlet cheeks. He was moving fast for a kid as fat as he was but then, Reece figured, rage could do that to a person.  
 
         Wookie allowed a smirk before bowing his head and colliding with Reece with enough force for him to fly forward a few metres. Fortunately for both of them, Reece had been walking past a communal park just off the main road from the school, where both landed on wet mud rather than solid concrete. The force of the impact, however, as well as Wookie’s sheer bulk, knocked the wind out of Reece and, as he lay there in the mud, the half-ton boy straddling him, he could barely breathe.  
 
         “Where the fuck you think you’re goin’ faggot?” said Wookie. He grabbed a tuft of Reece’s hair and pushed his face into the mud. Breathing was all but impossible. The more Reece moved the more panicked he became and the more desperate he was for air. He tried to push himself up but the weight of the boy on top of him kept him pinned in place. His lungs burned and he became dizzy. He could hear Wookie’s pals talking in vain to call him off, but the bully was happy to relish the moment.  
 
         In a last-ditch move, Reece lifted his legs at the knee and began kicking Wookie with any strength he had left. It was enough of a distraction at least. As Wookie let go of his hair and turned to deal with the feet hitting his back, Reece raised his head and inhaled. The air was musty and stank of mud, but it was sweet relief all the same. And Reece continued kicking.  
 
         “Fuck, OFF!” yelled Wookie as he batted the feet away like an annoying fly. He eventually stood, exhausted, and stared down the pathetic sight that was Reece, dirty and gasping for air. 
 
         “Found you, didn’t I faggot?” Wookie said triumphantly between breaths. “You think I’m stupid?”  
 
         It crossed my mind, Reece thought but dared not say.  
 
         “Ten points for effort I guess,” Wookie continued. He turned to his cohorts and said, “Pick him up.”  
 
         Both boys looked hesitant. Reece knew them of course – one was stick thin while the other was shorter and rounder than Wookie: Reece had long ago christened them Laurel and Hardy - and it was all part of the game: they would protest with little effort before Wookie would make an overt threat he would never act on and his two minions would quietly nod their heads and do exactly what he asked anyway.  
 
         “But he’s muddy!” said Laurel in an amusingly squeaky voice. Reece always imagined him in adulthood as being the snivelling office weasel that would say and do anything to carry favour with the boss. He imagined the boss to be much like Wookie. 
 
         “Yeah man,” this was Hardy, “My mum’ll kill me if I get my coat dirty.”  
 
         “I’m sorry, I didn’t realise I was talking to a bunch of fuckin’ pansies,” said Wookie, bored. “Tell you what, either you two pick him up, or I kick you both in the dick then throw you in the mud anyway. How’s that sound?”  
 
         Laurel and Hardy both let out a resigned sigh, almost in unison, and got to it. They each took an arm and lifted Reece, whose entire front, his face, and hair included, was caked in mud. He did not resist. Resisting would only make things worse.  
 
         Wookie leaned in close to Reece, held him by the chin and smiled. His teeth were brown with decay and his breath smelled like a ton of shit. 
 
         “We’re goin’ for a walk chief,” said Wookie as he lightly tapped Reece’s cheek. “If you kick up a fuss, I’ll punch you in the gut and have the boys here carry you. Clear?”  
 
         Reece nodded. He had played this game many times and knew the rules.  
 
         “Awesome!” said Wookie, “Now be a good dog and heel, would you?”  
 
         Wookie pivoted clumsily and strolled off. Laurel and Hardy quickly let go of Reece’s muddy arms and nudged him forward. Reece followed, his clothes filthy and damp, unsure of what the bully had in store. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “This’ll do,” the bully said.  
 
         They had walked in silence for close to twenty minutes, Reece not daring to run and Laurel and Hardy too wary of Wookie’s wrath. They were clearly as oblivious as Reece when they reached their destination, although Reece did not think Wookie had planned their goal; he merely saw an opportunity.  
 
         That opportunity was the crumbling house on the corner of Willow and St. James that was the subject of many bedtime stories and rumours around school. The owner was rarely seen, and no one could remember his name, only that he seemed to have been older than God, and a local figure since before even their parents were born. Reece’s father had joked that that the man was over two-hundred years old, a statement Reece had taken to heart when he was younger. The house was in considerable disrepair with the wood slatted walls having succumbed to rot many years before and several of the windows were cracked or broken due to poor maintenance and the odd thrown rock. The curtains were permanently closed and appeared mouldy due to exposure from the elements, and there were many roof tiles missing and those still present were either broken, loose, or both.  
 
         You could be forgiven for thinking the property was abandoned if not for the lawn, which was enormous, a luscious green, and completely immaculate. There were no flowers or shrubs save for one near spherical rose bush in the lawn’s centre. The only thing marring the image was what appeared to be a branch that had likely fallen during a recent series of gales that had hit the area.  
 
         Interspersed around the garden’s perimeter were signs that would appear more appropriate in a maximum-security prison, were it not for the message embossed on them. There were twelve in total, all reading: KEEP OFF THE GRASS! 
 
         Wookie stood with his legs apart, his hands on his hips and marvelled at the garden as if it were his own. He raised a hand, clicked his fingers and Laurel and Hardy pushed Reece forward, gingerly wiping their hands on their clothes.  
 
         “Know who owns this place?” Wookie said, not turning from the garden. Reece had barely heard him.  
 
         “Mr Whyatt?” Reece said tentatively. 
 
         Wookie snorted in derision.  
 
         “’Mr Whyatt!’” he said in a mocking tone. “You sound like such a fag, you know that?”  
 
         “You bring it out in me I guess,” said Reece.  
 
         He knew how Wookie would respond but, at this stage, he did not care. The bully predictably turned, marched up to Reece and punched him in the gut.  
 
         “What you say?” Wookie asked rhetorically as Reece fell to his knees. “You best shut up man.” He squatted next to his prey and continued, “You best shut up coz I’m ‘bout to tell you what Old Man Whyatt does to keep that lawn of his so nice and neat. You list’nin?”  
 
         Reece, still trying to catch his breath, merely nodded.  
 
         “Good boy,” said Wookie, gently patting Reece on the cheek. “They say that the best fertiliser is human shit, you know that?”  
 
         Reece shook his head. 
 
         “’Course you don’t, coz you’re a retard, but don’t worry, it’s a lie anyway,” Wookie said confidently. “The best fertiliser, and I’m talkin’ Grade A quality stuff here, comes from people.” 
 
         Reece could not help but be confused. 
 
         “People?” he asked. 
 
         “You fuckin’ deaf too?” said Wookie, “Yeah, people, like you and me and your whore mom.” He waited for Reece to react but got nothing. Frowning, he continued, “There’s no homeless people in town. Ever notice that? No? That’s coz they get collected in the night and sent upstate to the fertilising plant that makes the Grade A shit.” 
 
         “I don’t believe you,” said Reece. 
 
         “I don’t give a shit if you believe me but it’s true. They dump ‘em in a vat that boils ‘em down to slush before the whole lot goes in a meat grinder. Turns the bones to pulp, you see? They then mix it up with other stuff and, at the end, you have the perfect food for your lawn. It’s simple really.” 
 
         “I still don’t believe you,” said Reece. 
 
         Wookie smiled and said, “I’m not done. That’s the easy way. No fuss no muss. Old Man Whyatt, well, his lawn is different.”  
 
         Reece looked up and took a peek at the yard. It was, admittedly, very striking.  
 
         “Ever wonder why it’s so green?” Wookie asked. “It’s coz that ain’t grass.” 
 
         Reece frowned.  
 
         “That’s grass,” he said quite confidently.  
 
         “No, it ain’t,” said Wookie. 
 
         “But it is-” 
 
         The bully slapped Reece across the face hard enough to leave a mark. It stung ferociously.  
 
         “Call me a liar again and I’ll knock you out clean,” said Wookie. His tone was flat, like he was bored. “It looks like grass but I’m tellin’ you it ain’t. Every blade of that lawn is a worm like thing that will eat you. Eat you slowly.”  
 
         Reece appeared pained and Wookie relished it.  
 
         “What’s the matter shit head?” said the bully, smiling.  
 
         “It’s just…” Reese hesitated. 
 
         “Just what?”  
 
         “Well, I can’t say because you’ll hurt me.” 
 
         Wookie stood and stretched.  
 
         “Tell you what,” he said. “I’ll give you a freebie. Tell me what’s on your mind and I might listen.” 
 
         Reece swallowed. It was not uncommon for Wookie to renege on anything he had offered but he also could not believe anything the boy was saying. He knew enough about science and biology to know such organisms did not exist.  
 
         “What your saying can’t be true,” Reece ventured. “There’s nothing at all in nature like what you’re describing.”  
 
         Wookie nodded and stroked his chin mockingly. He then looked at Reece and asked, “Who’s older out of you and me?”  
 
         Reece hesitated before saying, “You are.”  
 
         “Exactly. So, wouldn’t it be possible that I know more than you?”  
 
         It was a loaded question, but Reece conceded; “It’s possible.” 
 
         “Good boy,” Wookie said. “Do you know what a pitcher plant is?”  
 
         Reece shook his head. He did not know it but Wookie had only learned about carnivorous plants earlier that day.  
 
         “A pitcher plant eats bugs,” the bully continued. “They look totally harmless but when the bugs go in for the nectar they fall into its belly and die. It’s slow too, like falling into a vat of acid that melts you over days.”  
 
         The thought of this horrified Reece. He was, of course, no insect and there were certainly no creatures in nature that would be able to ingest him in that way but still, the idea of a slow and very painful demise that consisted of effectively being melted for consumption frightened him dearly.  
 
         Wookie, taking further pleasure in the fear he was instilling, continued, “And then there’s the Venus fly trap. That even more nasty. The leaves look like an open mouth and when anything lands on it, BAM!” he clapped his hands suddenly in Reece’s face, causing him to flinch, “it snaps shut and sucks the juices out of whatever poor thing it caught.” He turned to the lawn, pointed at the freshly cut grass and said, “and these guys, well, they’re just the worst. It may look like normal grass but, truthfully, it’s a type of vine found only in the amazon. This yard is made of baby ones, but the full-grown ones are, like, hundreds of metres long and as wide as my leg.  
 
         “Now I bet you’re wonderin’ how it can look so fresh and green when the rest of the place is so run down. It’s simple: Old Man Whyatt uses the best fertiliser known to man and buys it in from a special company that ships it to him in bulk. In fact, that’s all he spends his money on. The man couldn’t give a shit about his house, but his garden? That’s his baby right there. But grass, normal grass, well, that just wouldn’t do, so he went looking for the most exotic, the most different, the most dangerous lawn he could get his hands on. And that fertiliser he buys? The homeless ground beef slurpy? When it’s poured on, the lawn kind of goes into an extended food coma. That’s how the gardener can mow it without being eaten. It’s like being in a lake full of piranhas: they won’t eat you if they’re not hungry. 
 
         “And those signs?” he pointed to the nearest one, it’s circular red rim practically screaming to those who would look, with the text KEEP OFF THE GRASS imprinted in a black so deep that all light seemed to disappear, “they ‘ain’t playin’. You best keep off it, or you’re gonna have a very bad day.” 
 
         Wookie stood. There was no smirk on his face anymore, in fact there was very little emotion there at all, just a cold resignation that Reece did not like one bit.  
 
         The bully indicated to the fallen branch.  
 
         “See that?” he asked.  
 
         Reece nodded.  
 
         “That only fell yesterday. But look how rotted it is. The lawn, you see, it sucked it dry.” He made a slurping noise that caused Reece to shudder. “They latched onto it and sucked out all the nutrients they could.”  
 
         He continued to point, as if to emphasise his claim, as the corners of his mouth began to coil into a sly smirk.  
 
         Reece did not like that smirk. That smirk meant mischief. It meant trouble. And it was tinged with a malice he was all too familiar with.  
 
         “What that means,” the bully continued, “is that they’re hungry.” 
 
         Despite everything that Wookie had said, despite how utterly ridiculous it all was, Reece was ashamed to admit he was afraid. He had been the victim of the bully’s abuse for some time, and had hoped, rather depressingly, that he would have grown used to the beatings and the verbal tirades by now. Yet, whenever he felt that things had reached a plateau, Wookie would throw a curveball and Reece would feel the familiar pangs of intimidation as if they were brand new.  
 
         Exotic, man eating blades of grass: a totally unrealistic proposition. So why, then, was Reece so desperately frightened?  
 
         “Pick him up,” said Wookie.  
 
         Laurel and Hardy slumped their shoulders and grabbed their quarry by the arms, yet Reece gave them no help. This was not out of spite. His legs had all but turned to jelly as the machinations of Wookie’s plan finally blossomed in his mind like an infection.  
 
         “No,” said Reece.  
 
         “What was that?” asked Wookie, as his smirk grew. 
 
         “I call bullshit,” Reece said with confidence. “You’re talking bullshit.” 
 
         Wookie’s face dropped into a scowl that would have been comical were it not for the fact the Reece knew that violence usually followed.  
 
         “You callin’ me a liar?” he asked. 
 
         “Yeah,” said Reece, “I am.” 
 
         “Well ain’t you a stupid cunt?” said Wookie. “Bad things happen to people that say I’m lyin’.” 
 
         “But you are,” said Reece, emboldened. “There’s so much wrong with that story. It stinks.” 
 
         “If that’s so,” said Wookie, “then why you still kneeling? Too chicken shit to see for yourself?”  
 
         Reece could not help but look down at himself and feel his confidence wain at how pathetic he seemed. Why not stand up, why not walk briskly onto that lawn, and show Wookie the conviction that he so desperately wanted to prove?  
 
         “I’m reasonable,” said Wookie with false modesty. “So, I’ll give you an option, right here, right now. I’ll give you the opportunity to show yourself and forever earn my respect. You stand up right now and walk ten paces onto that lawn. Do that, and you earn a pass for today.” 
 
         Reece fidgeted on his knees.  
 
         “I don’t have to prove anything to you,” he said quietly.  
 
         Wookie took a step forward and squatted in front of Reece.  
 
         “Yes you fuckin’ do,” he said. “Stand up on those faggity legs of yours and call me out.” He tilted his head a little to the side and said, “but then you’ll get eaten, wont you? You know it, and I know it, so maybe stayin’ snivellin’ on your knees is safer. No man-eatin’ vines to ruin your day.” 
 
         Wookie stood again and stretched.  
 
         “But you called me a liar, so…” and with that he cocked his leg back and brought it forward with enough speed and force that Reece only had a moment to acknowledge the incoming attack before the tip of Wookie’s shoe connected with his face. There would be pain later, the kind of ache that comes from bruising that has penetrated down to the bone, but the most immediate sensation was the blinding numbness of shock. He had been hit before, numerous times in fact, most of them from Wookie, but the violence here was more complete than anything he had yet experienced.  
 
         He fell backward, his legs still in that humiliating kneeling position and bent uncomfortably underneath him, yet his stunned brain relinquished all ability to move. He simply lay there, his eyelids flicking slightly, his pupils dilating at different rates as the concussion set in. He could hear what sounded like a donkey mewing until he realised it was himself struggling with the simple act of breathing. 
 
         “Jesus Aaron!” Whether this was Laurel or Hardy, Reece could not tell.  
 
         “Call me Aaron again and I’ll rip your dick off,” Wookie said calmly, his eyes not leaving Reece’s. Reece could barely focus: his vision doubled, and all sound muffled as if underwater.  
 
         Wookie strolled nonchalantly to his victim, reached down, and grabbed Reece by the hair.  
 
         “Feeding time,” said the bully as he began to drag the boy toward the lawn.  
 
         Reece began to regain an element of awareness, though the pain from the kick and the pulling of his scalp were somewhat dulled. His breathing had returned to normal, and he was conscious he was moving. He arched his head to the side, as much has he could considering how complete Wookie’s grip was and saw through blurred eyes where they we heading.  
 
         The lawn was edging closer.  
 
         He began to resist then. A half-hearted moan escaped his lips, the kind of annoyed utterance from one roused early from a deep sleep, and reached up in a vain attempt to remove the clenched fist from his hair. There was no energy to it though, and Wookie batted any attempts away with his free hand. Reece began to kick, to dig his heels in the ground, to utilise his now enfeebled grip to retain some kind of purchase as the wet earth moved beneath him. And with every failed attempt his panic grew. It grew painfully as he allowed his worst fears to bloom, to realise that, beyond all rational thought and sense and reason, Wookie had indeed been telling the truth, and Reece was about to be thrown on the pyre as the main course for a carnivorous grass.  
 
         The kicking grew in earnest, and as Reece scratched fanatically at the fingers tangled in his hair, Wookie stopped, used his other hand to grab Reece by the collar before screaming “Come and get it!” and throwing him toward the lawn.  
 
         He flew for what seemed like a lifetime and as far as a football field, his terror complete and struggling to comprehend the enormity of his predicament. He would die, and die slowly, as nothing but feed for a creature he had no knowledge of until ten minutes ago. Life would continue on as if he were never there. Wookie would continue on, and likely find someone else to torment until he grew tired and moved onto the next one.  
 
         It was all so unfair.  
 
         He landed with a wet thud on the lawn and immediately felt the vines crawling into him, puncturing his skin, and writhing into his muscles, breaking through bone and devouring the marrow inside. He twisted and spluttered and screamed, and through it all he could hear Wookie laughing at him.  
 
         And then, as quickly as it had arrived, the sensation vanished, and he was laying on someone else’s lawn, soaked but not eaten, muddy but intact, and behaving like a fool. After all of Wookie’s preaching, his tale of exotic plant life and “specialist” lawn feed, it was all, as he had rightfully suspected, bullshit. 
 
         The reality was far more mundane and humiliating. He had barely been thrown at all, if it could be called being thrown, and the lawn itself was underneath his head and shoulders, nothing more. The middle of his back lay uncomfortably on the garden’s wooden border while the rest of him remained on the pavement in front of the Wyatt house. And at his feet, there stood Wookie, bent forward, and laughing so hard there were tears running down his cheeks. Even Laurel and Hardy were giggling, though whether it was along with Wookie or a nervous release was difficult to say.  
 
         Reece felt a flush of warmth across his face and could only assume his cheeks had turned a shameful shade of rouge. It was not, however, the only warm flush he felt.  
 
         To his shock, whether through fear, the impact, or both, his body felt it prudent to empty his bladder. He stared at his crotch, horrified, and unable to stop as the patch grew.  
 
         It took no time at all for Wookie to notice. 
 
         “Oh my god!” he practically screamed. “Fagot boy’s only gone and pissed his pants!” The laughter came so hard now that it was practically silent. Wookie’s face had turned so red that Reece genuinely worried the boy might have an aneurysm before remembering his own embarrassment and hoping the bully actually would drop dead.  
 
         There would be no end to it. Reece would never live this moment down and Wookie, cruel, relentless Wookie, would ensure the whole school would learn of what happened. The story would be embellished of course to ensure Reece came off worse each time the tale was told. It would evolve much like a game of Chinese whispers and, by the time Christmas came around, Reece had no doubt that he would be known as the kid that voided himself from both his bladder and his bowels. Hell, why not add shit eating to the mix while we’re at it, he thought, as the shame, and rage, and sheer humiliation of the moment combined in one complete and blinding frenzy.  
 
         Laurel and Hardy had turned away, themselves hunched forward, their giggles having bred into full body guffaws. Wookie, on the other hand, was devoting his entire attention at the scene before him. He wiped tears from his face as he took two steps forward.  
 
         “Oh man!” he exclaimed, “I couldn’t’ve planned this better myself! I now dub thee Piss Baby!” This brought on another barrage of laughter.  
 
         The ambient temperature had ensured the damp patch on Reece’s jeans had grown cold, and he had turned around, lying on his back, pressed up by his elbows, and caked with mud, water, and urine. To say he was uncomfortable was underselling things, yet, through all of this, there was one overriding emotion he was finding increasingly difficult to quell.  
 
         Fury.  
 
         Wookie wiped away further tears, put his hands behind his back and bent forward at the waist. He was close enough for Reece to feel the tail end of his breath upon him.  
 
         “How’s that sound?” he said. “Piss Baby: I like the sound of that!” 
 
         Behind him, Reece could hear the door to the Whyatt house fly open with enough force for Wookie to stare up in shock.  
 
         Old Man Whyatt, it seems, felt the need to intervene.  
 
         “What the hell are you kids doing on my lawn!?!” he screeched in a surprisingly high-pitched voice. Reece chanced a glance back to see a man who was physically at odds with the speech that came forth. Old Man Whyatt was a big guy, tall and broad. Not fat, just big. He was, however, as dishevelled as the rumours suggested. The years had not been kind and, despite the odd angle Reece was staring from, he could see the contours of every wrinkle on the man’s face.  
 
         “Can’t you read the signs!?” he continued. “Get the hell off my lawn before I call the cops!” 
 
         At that moment, a dog appeared at the door beside the old man. The dog was young, not much older than a puppy, and was in a considerable state of excitement. Its tail wagged furiously, and it began to bark, mistaking the commotion outside for what it assumed was play time.  
 
         Old Man Whyatt turned away from the four boys and toward the dog, the animal now experiencing the full brunt of his wrath.  
 
         Wookie continued to stare at the commotion by the door, his focus away from Reece.  
 
         Laurel and Hardy were only just noticing the change in dynamic and were slowly composing themselves. They had not yet turned back to face their quarry, let alone worry about the crazy old man.  
 
         And there was Reece, on the floor and filled with blinding anger.  
 
         He brought up his legs, pulled them back like pistons and, as Wookie looked down to see the souls of two very muddy shoes facing him, brought them forward against the bully’s chest with enough force to knock the wind out of him.  
 
         The others, all distracted, did not witness the act. 
 
         Wookie was thrown off balance, compounded by an initial backward step, which connected with the muddy grass of the embankment by the curb. His shoes found little purchase in the sludge and with each step back he found his balance become less and less. It was only as he reached the concrete of the curb that he was finally able to stop his sneakers from sliding, yet the sudden cease in movement from his legs was not enough to halt the momentum of his upper body, which carried on backward as if still propelled by the initial kick. He lost his balance totally then, and with flailing arms and a scream, he fell flat on his back, in the middle of the road.  
 
         Unfortunately for Wookie, his landing coincided with the approach of an oncoming car that was travelling substantially faster the residential limit of thirty miles an hour. The driver, a young man not long from passing his driving test, had been distracted by his phone, and was only aware of the chubby seventh grader as he felt his car violently plough over a significant obstruction in the road.  
 
         Reece witnessed it all as if it took place underwater: the initial kick, the stumbling, the flailing, and the eventual, unfortunate fall that would kill Wookie, all over so quickly yet observed as if at half speed. He hazarded a glance at Laurel and Hardy, who could only stare dumfounded as their companion was there one moment, before being smeared across the road the next.  
 
         The car screeched to a halt as Hardy found his voice and began screaming with the same high-pitched hysteria of a person who has witnessed something truly traumatic. Laurel, in contrast, simply stared, his eyes wide and mouth agape, unable to fully comprehend the scene in front of him.  
 
         As Old Man Whyatt started shouting at someone to call an ambulance, the young driver practically leaped from the driver’s seat, knelt forward, and vomited on his shoes. He was attempting to speak, to say he never saw Wookie let alone have time to stop – which was likely considering his distraction – yet his words were lost among the retching.  
 
         Reece snapped from whatever trance was holding him in place and stood, the mud and damp and urine forgotten as he gingerly approached the road.  
 
         Wookie’s body was roughly fifty feet down the road from where he was hit, however his guts were strewn for all to see. He was very dead, the car practically dragging him underneath it as the driver hit the brakes. The amount of blood was significant and, along with his innards, created an increasingly grisly trail to where his body lay. The body itself was face down, with Wookie’s head turned away, however Reece could easily see the horrific abrasions all over the corpse.  
 
         The driver had ceased retching and was now sat on the curb quietly sobbing into his hands. Hardy was still making noise, although this had dwindled to the heavy breathing of a kid in shock. Laurel was also sobbing, the full realisation of events having finally caught up with him and in that moment, Reece only saw a scared child and could not help but feel sorry for him. Old Man Whyatt has ceased his own shouting and was now in a heated discussion with the 911 operator.  
 
         Reece heard the first faint wails of approaching sirens. He had no idea what to say or do when they arrived. He had been possessed of such a deep fury, the kind that would cause more mature men than he to snap, yet he never intended to kill Wookie. It was too much for his twelve-year-old brain to process. 
 
         The ambulance arrived in a blaze of blue lights along with the first of what would be three police cars. As the commotion began in earnest and the paramedics sprang into action, the one thing that crossed Reece’s mind was inexplicably cold yet not unexpected: Wookie would never bully him again.  
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   M ist enveloped the area. It was light and appeared to float, the drag of gravity almost imperceptible lest you stared close enough, yet even then its movement was lazy, as if the journey itself was of no rush. It was the kind of vapour that deceived and if one were to walk through it, would find themselves soaked within minutes. A drizzle, some would call it, while others would refer to it as “wet rain.” Neither description was wrong, nor particularly accurate, but to those walking through it, it mattered little. In fact, very little of anything mattered to any of them anymore.  
 
         The group began as a single boy, whose initial confusion as to his whereabouts was compounded by his inability to remember anything before he had arrived. His last memory was hazy, as if awoken from a dream and was desperately scrambling to recollect before the fog of sleep abated. There was a tree and heat, the kind of heat that accompanied a terrific summer’s day while the angle of the tree itself seemed off somehow; he was staring down from its summit and within its branches rather than gaping up from the ground. The disjointed series of images came together as a collage, a patchwork made up of Polaroids that took on the amber glow of old photos much like the ones his parents kept in those tattered albums of theirs, the ones in garish red and bound in cheap leather. This struck him as odd: he had never even seen a polaroid camera, let alone taken photos with one.  
 
         In truth the image of the tree was because he had been up it in a vain attempt to reach the top and decided, due to some bizarre instinct, to look down. Then he had gotten dizzy.  
 
         A shuffling came to the boy’s left and out of the mist came an elderly lady using a Zimmer frame to aid her movement. She was hunched so far forward that she appeared to be leaning on it, almost forcibly using her body weight to will the thing onward. Not that there was much weight behind the effort: she was skinny as all hell and barely looked alive.  
 
         She saw the boy and smiled and as he smiled back, he saw others coming forward. He heard more noise to his right and found an extraordinarily tall man stood not two feet away from him, wearing army fatigues and as bemused an expression as everyone else. 
 
         The crowd would keep growing until hundreds all stood where the boy was, people of all ages, genders and races, and even then, the group was likely bigger, unseen as they stood in the mist beyond the boy’s line of sight. No-one spoke as none of them felt the urge to and, should they want to, the ambience felt so heavy as to suck away all sound as soon as it passed their lips.  
 
         Their new world was barren. There was no light amongst them except for where they stood, and should they begin to walk they would find themselves strolling endlessly into the mist with only the crunch of gravel beneath their feet for comfort.  
 
         Yet they knew not to wander. They knew they were exactly where they needed to be.  
 
         All they had to do was wait.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The train did not so much arrive as it did appear without warning while everyone was distracted. None would be able to say why they were preoccupied as there was nothing around them to be preoccupied by, but a turn of the head or a slow blink later, and there was a dark green steam train, fully formed if somewhat hazy in the mist. The gravel beneath them was now the smooth concrete of a station platform and behind the train was a carriage that had arrived straight from the 1800s, its exterior dark cherry wood, while the interior was quite ornate, the upholstery the same green as the train and made of velvet.  
 
         The door to the carriage opened and out strode a man that was not fierce so much as intimidating. He stood taller than anyone else gathered and wore a dark grey poncho that was almost black that covered his arms down to his fingertips. It was so long, in fact, that it reached past his ankles to pool at his feet. His hood was up, and his face hidden, yet the shadow that obscured his features was total, a void of impenetrable darkness that devoured light like a black hole. He moved from the carriage fluidly, despite his bulk, as if floating and as light as the mist around him, the poncho practically billowing behind him though clearly made of heavy fabric.  
 
         As his feet touched the platform, he turned and stood sentry by the carriage door, looking upon the crowd before he slowly raised his left arm before him. He pointed an overly long and bony finger forward, turning his hand palm up and beckoning the milling crowd over with the ghastly digit.  
 
         Hesitation lasted only moments. They knew to wait for the train and, though they knew nothing of the destination, they knew it would take them where they needed to go. On mass the crowd shifted forward and as the first of them reached the carriage, the poncho wearing sentry used his right hand to welcome them aboard.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Joe arrived in his immaculate white suit to see another carriage silently run autonomously across tracks that were not visible and gently couple itself to the one preceding it. Joe counted; it was the sixth to appear since the procession began and, judging by the large number of people still waiting, many more would follow. It was a sad sight. 
 
         These meetings were always fraught with the tension one feels with unbridled animosity between former friends, yet they were, unfortunately, necessary. Once a week this same meeting took place, and it would continue the same time every week until the end of all time. How long that would be, Joe did not know, but until then, this ritual would continue unabated.  
 
         He approached the crowd as the door to the newest carriage opened and the seemingly endless parade of people began to file in. Joe’s arrival was acknowledged by those nearest as they parted to make way, yet otherwise his presence was not registered. By Joe’s design he was visible to no-one. They were miserable enough, knowing they were being watched would only exacerbate things.  
 
         The silent guardian remained at the first carriage, watching the procession as Joe appeared from the crowd. Joe, as always, nodded to the mute giant, and the giant, as always, responded by not responding. He was the ferry man, nothing more, and his stoic acceptance of his role was told through his stillness.  
 
         There was, however, another person in wait, who was the antithesis of both Joe and the ferry man, a character of great renown who was at once charming and articulate while also cruel and vindictive. He was sat away from the ferry man beside the train itself, on a wooden fold out picnic chair, one of two - the second presumably for Joe – with a matching wooden picnic table that he rested his feet on. Also, in opposite to Joe, his companion was dressed entirely in black.  
 
         As Joe ceased his approach and waited, he saw the man appeared to be dozing, apparently bored of waiting. Joe knew well enough to know the man was wide awake.  
 
         “Louis,” Joe said.  
 
         “Joe” said Louis, not opening his eyes. “You’re late.” 
 
         “I think you’ll find I’m right on time,” said Joe. “You’re early.”  
 
         “Potato, potaaato,” said Louis as he opened his eyes and looked upon his old friend with the same mix of admiration and resentment that Joe was too familiar with. “It looks like we may be here a while anyways.”  
 
         “True enough,” Joe nodded to the empty chair.  
 
         “By all means,” said Louis as he produced a freshly rolled cigarette from behind his ear and placed it between his lips, the end already burning. He inhaled with such strength that the ember burned down to his lips within seconds. Louis took the remnants between his thumb and fore-finger and admired it.  
 
         “Still my greatest invention,” he said almost lovingly. Joe merely stared back as Louis crushed it till there was no trace it had ever existed.  
 
         “The problems that invention has caused me,” said Joe sadly.  
 
         “C’mon, you’ve never been tempted?” 
 
         Joe had to laugh, “You, of all people, should know I’m not the tempting kind.”  
 
         Louis smirked back. “See? He does have a sense of humour!” he said, “You know there are times, even now, that I truly mourn what we once had.”  
 
         “And the other times?”  
 
         “The other times I hate you more than anything that has ever existed.” Though it was said with a smile, Joe could see the hatred burning behind those eyes, as pure as it was millennia ago.  
 
         Louis sat up suddenly, his index finger raised with a delighted a-ha! expression on his face. “Fear not, old friend! For I come with good news!”  
 
         “Why do I always distrust you when you get so enthused?” said Joe.  
 
         “What’s wrong with having a little spring in your step?” said Louis.  
 
         “Because, with you, it usually results in mischief.” 
 
         “I always have a spring in my step!” said Louis, in that excessively dramatic way that Joe had found so amusing before but now hated as much as Louis hated him. 
 
         “That’s the problem,” said Joe.  
 
         “Jeeze, you really are a sour pus today,” said Louis. “Well, you’ll be pleasantly surprised that this good news comes with no mischief, I swear on my life.”  
 
         “You’ve said that before.”  
 
         “This time I mean it.”  
 
         “You’ve said that before too.”  
 
         “Will you stop that!” Louis shouted. “Can we not, for once, play these petty games and actually have a genuine, honest conversation, like we used to?”  
 
         Joe leaned back in his chair and folded his hand behind his head. Curious. 
 
         “I’ve not seen you this riled for a good while,” said Joe as he heard another carriage arrive. “So, tell me, what’s the good news that’s got you so agitated?”  
 
         Louis, breathing more steadily and slowly mimicking his friend’s posture, smiled knowingly.  
 
         “Today’s a special occasion,” he said.  
 
         “It is?” Joe said, confused.  
 
         “It is. Today marks the three-hundred and twelfth thousand anniversary of our first meeting as this station.”  
 
         Joe nodded solemnly.  
 
         “I am aware,” he said.  
 
         Louis’s smile faltered slightly. 
 
         “That all you have to say?” he asked. 
 
         “What else am I meant to say?” asked Joe.  
 
         “That’s six thousand years my friend!” exclaimed Louis, “Six thousand years, since their creation!” he pointed at the throngs of people patiently embarking at the station. “Surely that’s cause for festivity!” 
 
         Joe simply nodded again. 
 
         “It is,” he said, “but not this minute. There is work to be done.”  
 
         Louis rolled his eyes and said, “Man alive you’re boring. These meetings are dull enough. Can we not, at least, find something, some ray of hope in this endlessly miserable experience?” 
 
         It was Joe’s turn to smirk. 
 
         “My, my,” he said, “I never took you for the sentimental type. Besides, I thought you said no mischief?” 
 
         Louis stared back at his frenemy with what Joe assumed was mock outrage. 
 
         “Whatever do you mean dear?” he asked.  
 
         “You really aren’t trying today are you?” said Joe. “Celebration? You hate humanity. Your hatred of them is entirely the reason we’re here right now, that we have been coming here for those six thousand years. I am literally teaching you to suck eggs in explaining this to you.” 
 
         Louis shrugged. 
 
         “I don’t hide that fact,” he said, “but isn’t it entirely possible that maybe, just maybe, I would like to celebrate your biggest accomplishment?” 
 
         Joe leaned back in his chair, folded his fingers together and rested his hands on his lap.  
 
         “It’s possible,” he said, “but unlikely.” Before Louis could cry in indignation, Joe continued, “Come on, don’t take me for a fool. It’s a variation of numerous schemes you’ve attempted before: feign a temporary cessation of hostilities on the pretence of the good of humanity so that, should you win our game, you can revel in your victory. It’s transparent, and petty, and unbecoming of your heritage.” 
 
         “Do not speak of my heritage,” said Louis. His demeanour was calm, but Joe knew the fire that burned behind those eyes all too well.  
 
         “It’s part of you and to ignore it is futile.”  
 
         “I thought you just said it was petty to gloat?” said Louis. 
 
         “And at what do I gloat old friend? I find it a great shame that you should look at your past with disgust.” 
 
         Louis leaned forward and slammed his palm against the table with enough force for it to lift it an inch off the ground.  
 
         “God dammit!” he shouted. 
 
         “Blasphemy? Really?” asked Joe. He could not help but scoff. “I always hated you making that a much bigger deal than it actually is.”  
 
         “You forget, Joe, it wasn’t me that exacerbated that. It was them,” he said with venom, pointing again at the queue of people.  
 
         “But you see, that’s just you all over Louis. You fail to take responsibility for anything. Do not take the lord’s name in vain, a horrible rule that you seeded. You Louis, not the people you seem to hate so much, you. I was never arrogant enough to consider such a thing, but you were spiteful and bitter and went with it.” 
 
         The anger appeared to drain from Louis’s features as he slowly sat back in his chair. The Ferryman, having watched the exchange and now lost interest, returned his attention to crowd as yet another carriage arrived. The crowd itself paid them no heed.  
 
         “It’s gotten under your skin though, hasn’t it? That seed I planted.” said Louis.  
 
         Joe merely shook his head, his disappointment in full bloom. 
 
         “As I said,” he said quietly, “petty.”  
 
         They sat in silence for a time as the procession of people continued. It caused a great deal of pain to Joe, just how much his old friend detested mankind. He remembered the enthusiasm he, Louis, and much of their inner circle had when the idea was brought to them. Gabe was practically foaming at the mouth with excitement, not just at humanity, but the world around it. The possibilities, they all said, were truly endless. Yet as things went on, Joe could see a change in Louis, a bitterness that has always been there but usually contained. His friend saw the earth and humanity as a play toy, a creation they could all manipulate and influence to their will. Where Joe and Gabe saw the creation as the ultimate ideal of free will, Louis saw enslavement and omnipotence. Why create a race of sentient creatures, he argued, for them to even question their creator’s very existence? This was the role of free will, Joe would counter. It was not for them to mother mankind, but to guide, to allow them to discover, much like Joe and Louis and the rest of their tribe had at the dawn of their own creation. Were there not questions concerning their own genesis they were unable to answer? And would it not be a thing of great wonder to see their own creation pass the torch and create wonders of their own? Could Louis not see the awe in this?  
 
         But Louis could not be swayed, and chastised Joe for his own arrogance. Was pride not a great sin, and was Joe, for all his protestations of wonder, nothing more than a proud father to his blossoming creation? As the debate went on, the relationship fractured enough for loyalties to emerge and, come the day they were ready to build their great work, Louis attempted the coup that would lead to his exile. Joe himself had made the proclamation as his closest friend lay beaten at his feet, that Louis and those loyal to him, would be forever banished from their realm, never to return. It was an action that would irrevocably damage their relationship beyond all repair.  
 
         Yet, as their creation was born, and the beginnings of Louis’ meddling came to light, it would be Joe who would extend the olive branch that would eventually take the form of the very meeting they would take part in every week, where those that were neither virtuous nor evil would be gambled on a game of chance.  
 
         The idea had been sound and while it was not enough to heal old wounds, it placated any animosity for the duration of the meeting.  
 
         Or so Joe had hoped.  
 
         It was quickly apparent that Louis, as was his want in the ways of disruption, would manipulate their meetings to swing in his favour. There was no question that, on the occasions where Louis would win, he had cheated quite spectacularly. Yet, without the ability to prove any subterfuge – Louis was quite adept at covering his tracks – Joe could only slump in resignation at having been duped yet again.  
 
         The meeting itself had changed over the millennia, and Joe would often think fondly of the days where a pony and trap would be used to transport the lost in, place of a steam train. The number of lost had increased exponentially too, as the human population had grown. Their own attire, also, had evolved from togas to the suits they now wore, and Joe had no doubt that in the next six thousand years the ritual would continue to morph away from its current state.  
 
         Yet the reason for their meeting never wavered, and neither did the bitterness.  
 
         There were no more than thirty people waiting as the final carriage arrived. As the doors opened and the final souls climbed aboard, Joe did a quick carriage count and was surprised to find it less than usual.  
 
         Louis rolled another cigarette and sighed as if bored. He pulled a deck of cards from his jacket pocket.  
 
         “Let’s get on with it then,” he said.  
 
         “No,” Joe said.  
 
         Louis looked up, perplexed. 
 
         “What do you mean no?” 
 
         “We’re not playing cards.” 
 
         “But we always play cards.” 
 
         “And you always cheat,” replied Joe immediately. “Or, at least, you always try to.” 
 
         Louis merely stared, nonplussed. 
 
         “And?”  
 
         “And it’s infuriating,” said Joe patiently. “The only reason I ever win is because I’m used to your tricks by now. It was the same back when we used to play chess. But frankly, I have no want of your malicious streak today.” 
 
         A smile bloomed on Louis’s face. 
 
         “My, my,” he taunted. “Is that you losing your temper?” 
 
         Joe turned to look at his rival, yet his expression gave Louis a moment of pause. It was rare for Joe to lose his cool, yet when he did, it was not something Louis was fond of. It was the only thing that ever truly scared him, and it was only ever directed at him.  
 
         “Not. Today. Louis.” His stare did not waver.  
 
         Louis held up his hands in submission and nonchalantly placed the cards back in his pocket. He was frightened and Joe knew he was frightened, but he would be damned if he were to show his old friend any sign of weakness. 
 
         “Well, what then?” he asked. “Fancy a game of Yahtzee? Checkers? Call of Duty?” 
 
         Joe focused his gaze on the Ferryman. 
 
         “Grim!” he shouted.  
 
         The Ferryman silently turned his head.  
 
         “Would you grace us with your presence please?” 
 
         The Ferryman bowed slowly and began to walk over.  
 
         “What on earth do you want with Grim?” asked Louis.  
 
         It was Joe’s turn to smile, although, to Louis, the smirk bordered on malicious.  
 
         “It’s a surprise,” said Joe as the Ferryman arrived at his side. He turned his attention to the poncho wearing goliath with a cordial demeanour.  
 
         “Hello good sir, it is a pleasure to see you again, as always.” 
 
         The Ferryman nodded.  
 
         “We are in something of a pickle here and I was wondering if you could possibly help us,” said Joe. “Is that alright with you?”  
 
         The Ferryman nodded. 
 
         “So, the conundrum is this: I cannot trust my partner here to play fairly with any game he suggests. Would you say that’s a reasonable assessment?”  
 
         The Ferryman nodded.  
 
         “And my partner here does not trust me on principal, because, well, because he’s not trusted me in quite some time, therefore it will be impossible for me to initiate any kind of game, for he will complain till the world ends that I have not played fairly. Would you say this is also a reasonable assessment?”  
 
         The Ferryman nodded. Louis folded his arms and looked on curiously. 
 
         “Is there a point to all this?” Louis asked.  
 
         “Well,” replied Joe, “This is a stalemate that has been around for some time, as you well know, and we argue back and forth until one of us relents. Honestly? I’m sick of it. So, I can only conclude that, for this week at least, we should call in the services of a third party. And considering the only other entity of note is our friend Grim here, I figured why don’t we get him involved?” 
 
         “You figured huh?” said Louis. 
 
         “That I did,” said Joe.  
 
         “And how do you figure he will be able to help us?” 
 
         “Louis, I’m surprised at you,” said Joe playfully while also showing legitimate regret. “Considering you’re likely the most intelligent person I know, it’s disappointing that you haven’t sussed it by now.” 
 
         Louis stared blankly.  
 
         “You’ve lost me,” he said.  
 
         Joe shook his head in frustration.  
 
         “Louis, think about it. How does Grim decide who lives and who dies?”  
 
         The penny dropped. 
 
         “He…” Louis began. 
 
         “Flips a coin,” Joe finished. “I’m a little frustrated in myself to be honest with you. I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me before now. It’s the perfect game of choice: unbiased, unprejudiced and fair.” 
 
         “Unbiased to who?” aske Louis. “You said yourself that we can’t trust one another to play fair, so who benefits?” 
 
         “I never said it would be either of us that will be responsible for the coin toss. That would never work.” He turned to the Ferryman. “Would you do the honours?”  
 
         The Ferryman nodded.  
 
         “Grim?” asked Louis.  
 
         “Why not?” said Joe.  
 
         “He’s just the Ferryman,” said Louis. “What’s he got invested in this? What does he gain?” 
 
         “Who said he had anything to gain?” said Joe. He turned again to Grim and asked, “is there any material reason for you to do this for us?”  
 
         The Ferryman shook his head. 
 
         Joe turned to Louis. “You see? Sometimes, there is no quid pro quo for others to act Louis. Sometimes, others just want to be helpful.” 
 
         Louis twisted his face into a grimace as his legs began to fidget.  
 
         “And what is to say this has not been pre-arranged between the two?” 
 
         The look on Joe’s face was the most condescending Louis had seen in quite some time.  
 
         “Talk about clutching at straws,” said Joe. “You know Grim sees neither of us outside of these meetings and that my focus is purely on you and our pre-existing arrangement. That is the way it’s been and how it always will be.” 
 
         “You could be lying.” 
 
         “I don’t lie.” 
 
         “But you could be.” 
 
         “But I’m not.” 
 
          Louis sulked in frustration. For all his own protestations, if there was one thing that was guaranteed it was that it was impossible for Joe to lie. He could if he wanted to. But then he never wanted to.  
 
         “Look,” said Joe, “I’m aware it’s difficult to find holes in this to exploit, but, frankly, this is the easiest way going forward. It’s a game of pure chance, with a third party neither of us can influence.” 
 
         “And if you lose?” asked Louis.  
 
         “Then I lose, and the train goes with you.” 
 
         “What, no bartering? No haggling? I know it breaks your heart when you don’t win, don’t tell me it doesn’t.” 
 
         “Of course it does but, again, that’s the way it’s always been and always will be.” 
 
         Louis stared at the train as it idled at the station. He did not want the people on board, not really. He never did. The cheating and subterfuge were always to provoke a reaction from in Joe. The people were a means to an end to dig the knife in his old friend further. So, he cheated, at least as much as he could, to tilt the odds in his favour and to gloat if he succeeded. In reality, those deserving of an eternity in Louis’s domain were already there. Those on the train were usually shepherded to an innocuous section of the first circle, to live the rest of their existence in a relatively ordinary fashion.  
 
         Of course, Joe did not know this. For Joe, once that train left the station, the poor souls on board would spend an eternity fully indulged in worst imaginable torments Louis could conjure. 
 
         The reality was far more mundane. 
 
         “Fine,” said Louis. “This is taking long enough, and I have places I’d rather be.” 
 
         Joe nodded and turned to the Ferryman, who reached into the breast pocket of his poncho and produced an overly large and antique silver coin. Grim held out the coin and slowly showed both sides, one showing heads, the other showing tails. With his other hand, he gestured to Louis.  
 
         “What?” Louis asked.  
 
         “I think he’s wanting you to choose,” said Joe.  
 
         The Ferryman nodded. 
 
         Louis merely shrugged, his boredom plain.  
 
         “Heads,” he said.  
 
         “I guess that makes me tails,” said Joe.  
 
         The Ferryman nodded. He let his arm dip, squatted slightly, and tossed the coin into the air. It was a cumbersome throw, not a flick as such, more a full-bodied thrust, yet the coin spun significantly non the less. His companions watched with bated breath as the coin glittered, what little ambient light reflecting off its impossibly shiny surface. It held in the air for what felt like a disproportionately long amount of time before commencing its journey down. The Ferryman never took his eyes off the coin. He simply extended his hand outward and watched as the coin landed with a soft pat in his palm. It did not bounce, as if his palm had absorbed all energy from the object, and after barely a moment, he closed his fingers into a fist.  
 
         The Ferryman stared at his companions, took a step forward, extended his arm towards them and opened his fingers.  
 
         There was the coin, immaculate, pristine, and undeniably showing tails.  
 
         Joe raised his eyebrow and said, “looks like I win.” 
 
         Louis opened his mouth to protest though precious little was said. Joe could see his mind turning in some vain attempt to conjure up any number of excuses for his loss, yet the more his mouth flopped, the less Louis could find holes in it. Eventually he threw up his hands, slouched in his chair and folded his arms like a petulant child.  
 
         “I don’t like this game,” he finally said, pouting.  
 
         Joe simply looked at his old friend, a wry smirk on his face.  
 
         “I never thought you would,” Joe said. “I must admit, though, it is quite refreshing.”  
 
         “What’s quite refreshing?” asked Louis. 
 
         “The simplicity of it,” said Joe.  
 
         “Simplicity’s boring,” said Louis. 
 
         “Simplicity is efficient. Besides, you said you had somewhere you’d rather be.” 
 
         “I did, didn’t I?” said Louis as he leaned forward and stood like a middle-aged dad rising from his favourite armchair. He stretched, yawned unnecessarily loudly, and sunk his hands in his pockets.  
 
         “I might see if Gabe is available for a game of cards,” he said, staring off into the middle distance as if deep in thought. “It’s about time I caught up with that belligerent prick.”  
 
         “Gabe doesn’t play cards,” said Joe. 
 
         “So, he’s an incredibly boring and belligerent prick then,” said Louis. He clapped his hands and rubbed his palms together. “Well, old friend, looks like I’m heading home early. Can’t say I’m not disappointed with the outcome but you can’t win them all can you?”  
 
         “No, you can’t,” said Joe.  
 
         “Same time next week?” Louis said with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
         Joe nodded.  
 
         “Same time next week.” 
 
         Louis smiled and bowed in deference to his comrade.  
 
         “Until next time Jehovah.” 
 
         Joe tilted his head in recognition. 
 
         “Until next time Lucifer.” 
 
         The Devil placed his hands back in his pockets and casually walked away into the mist, whistling as he did until he was completely gone from sight. God stared at the space in which his old friend had disappeared for only a few moments before standing himself.  
 
         The passengers on the train were patiently waiting to embark on the next stage of their journey. They appeared neither glum nor cheery, just there. 
 
         God faced the Ferryman and said, “let’s get these folks to where they need to go, shall we?” 
 
         The Ferryman nodded and walked toward the steam train. As he embarked, it was God’s turn to walk into the mist. He would meet the Ferryman at the usual destination where Peter and his team would be prepared to register the new arrivals. It was the laborious part of the job that God found really quite tedious, so this week he would take a longer stroll than normal and, as was his want to do from time to time, think about the Devil, and things that might have been.  
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    A note on the text 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A lot of Office Politics is based around my old place of work. During my tenure in telecoms the company changed venue from a crumbling brutalist relic to a brand new sterile open plan office. I kind of miss the old place; it was desperately out of time – very much stuck in the 1960s – but it had a charm that the new office lacked. There were two floors that were crammed with more people than it was really designed for – the new office had far too much room to move – and there was no air conditioning so, as you can imagine, during summer it smelled a bit fresh.  
 
         The area where we find Richard at the start of the story was out the back where the smokers used to congregate. You could just about see Eastleigh high street, but you could barely hear the hubbub, which always struck me as odd.  
 
         My shift patterns always included a week in every three where we would have to work till 8pm. The office kind of became a ghost of its former self and that, coupled with how oddly quiet the whole area was, was ultimately the genesis of this story. 
 
         Office Politics was meant to be part of the collection I released last year, Among Other Things, but after grinding away at it repeatedly, it ultimately became too big. So, I decided to release it separately while I work on my first full novel.  
 
         You could also say that part three of the book is something of an experiment. I’ve never written an extended set-piece before, and considering the novel I’m currently writing will have several of these, I figured I’d better get the practice in. Whether it works or not, I’ll leave for you to decide. 
 
         It’s worth noting that I started writing this novella back in 2018, well before the Coronavirus pandemic. There have been no alterations during the writing process to include nods toward real world events e.g., Shaking Stevens originating in China. As stated in the disclaimer, this is a work of fiction and any resemblance to actual events is entirely coincidental.  
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    It is sometimes said that persistence pays off. I’m not sure about that personally, but this book you are currently holding was a pain in the ass to complete, so persistence at least led me to finish it. Whether it’s any good or not, I’ll leave you to decide but thank you for reading it anyway.  
 
         Shout out to Tess, my father’s dog who was the main inspiration for our canine companion. Unlike Tess in the story, the real-life version is a black Cocker Spaniel but she’s just as mad and adorable as her fictional counterpart. She’s a Retriever here as they’re my favourite breed of dogs. 
 
         As always, there are still people to thank as, without them, I probably wouldn’t put pen to paper to begin with.  
 
         My family, thank you all. I extend this too to my in-laws, Sarah and Andy Payne, who are just as enthusiastic about this odd habit of mine as my own parents.  
 
         Special mention to my stepsister Katie, whose eye for proof reading proved invaluable. You become numb to a manuscript after a while and having a fresh set of eyes on it is always helpful, so Katie, thank you kindly. 
 
         To anyone who bought this book, I thank you kindly. There were some exceedingly kind words said from you about my previous book, Among Other Things, which spurred me on to complete this one. I enjoy the act of writing and to know there’s some of you out there that actually like this stuff is greatly appreciated. Feel free to tell me if you think any of it’s bad though. Constructive feedback is a necessity in this line of work. 
 
         And to Charlotte, my long-term partner, who was kind enough to edit this book for me. I cannot say anything that can rightly express how well you fit into my life. Just keep being you and we can grow old and grumpy together.  
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