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Prologue: Ellen’s dream
 
So hypnotic, the man’s eyes draw her in, but they are different. White in colour, their irises erased; translucent, staring globes of nothing with lines of red etched across. He offers a grim smile as bile slides out from between his cracked lips, once so full and sensual. It drips upon the surface of her hand, burning into the skin, searing, and she withdraws it quickly, yet it remains there on top of the bed. Why doesn’t her hand move? She gazes down at her skin turning red from the liquid, bubbling, as a stinging pain spears all the way through to her palm. 
Fear grips her senses, squeezing.
Turning, she wills her body to run in the direction of the exit, stumbling into a wild sprint, not daring to glance back. She feels the movement, slow but sure, like gliding through a thick fog, yet her body is still there; she can see it frozen by the bed as the man gapes at her, his eyes fixed on her face, the mouth opening wider to reveal a black endless nothing. 
She screams, but its existence snaps silent. Out of the corner of her eye she notices the tick-tock sway of the bulb flickering its last and she senses she is doomed; knows it as surely as the fact that the rusting chain will swing again, back and forth, relentlessly, forever.
His face moves closer, the skin flaking in the way of old paint curling away from a wall, the edges creeping up. Then it disintegrates altogether. Beneath, the muscles continue to ebb and flow like water as he smiles. Blood oozes, dripping, as his teeth sink into her flesh.
From the far distance creeps the incongruous ripple of laughter and a man’s voice echoes all around, “This is a warning. This will be the last warning before the end.”
 



June 2013
Week 7: Sunday, 16 June
 
Marla stretched her arms high above her head and gazed out across the green, open fields upon which the summer sun cast its golden glow. Though not a cloud broke the clear blue sky, two blurred figures interrupted the view. Creeping out of the distance like litter blown on the wind, dragging their wasted legs in a jagged gait, the dead drifted. She imagined their ghastly calls in this restless hunt to satisfy their morbid hunger. As she watched they dropped to the ground out of sight, wiped off the face of the earth by gunfire. Their bodies would be transported away to be burned with the others that managed to seek out this place; a daily routine at Haven. Once more, nothing corrupted the peaceful scene. Here, you could almost trick yourself that the dead no longer existed. 
Turning away from the window, Marla cast a last, lingering look around the small room where she had spent an entire week alone with her thoughts, recollecting the arduous journey here from London. In a way she would miss this stillness, this calm away from the world during quarantine, but it was high time she returned to the living. Hibernation had never been a cure for any ills and the dead-lookers she spied in the field every day were a constant reminder that death was never far from their door, no matter how solid these walls or strong the fences. Now and then she’d had to remind herself not to forget; never to assume her own safety and that of those closest to her. The vivid dreams of the dead still haunting her sleep seemed to promise that she never would.
The tap of footsteps grabbed her attention, soon followed by a knock upon her door, and she ran towards it, her mind buzzing. 
“Are you ready?” a voice called out.
“Was I ever?!” Marla responded, grabbing her jacket and rucksack. The lock clicked. When the door finally opened, she launched herself out of the room enthusiastically, only to bump straight into Robert.
“Steady,” remarked the soldier, backing away. 
“I was dying to get out of there.” 
“Bit bored were we?” he asked with a glint in his eye.
Marla rolled her eyes and laughed. “I was climbing the walls!”
“Now you get your life back,” he said, opening the door opposite. Ellen walked out carrying her rucksack, another bag and some books. “Can I hold on to these?” she queried. 
Robert nodded. “Of course you can. You just need to take them back to the library once you’ve read ‘em.”
“Great,” Ellen replied. “Hey, Marla, how…” She didn’t manage to get any more words out, because her sister wrapped her up in a bear hug and squeezed tightly. Ellen giggled, almost dropping everything. From behind her, Ruth wandered out, peering up shyly under her fringe and dragging her doll, Jemima, along the ground. Marla bent down and asked, “How are you, Ruthie?” but the little girl hid behind Ellen’s legs again.
“Hey, girls!”
They all turned to see a grinning Tommy standing in the corridor. Bob bounced at his feet while Barney rushed over to hug his sister, sandwiching Jemima between them.
“How are you doing, Barney?” asked Ellen.
“Cool,” the boy replied. “Can I play football outside?”
“Maybe Tommy will give you a game,” she suggested and Barney nodded, staring up at the man who smiled down at him. “Hey, Bob! Miss me?” added Ellen, distracted by the Labrador wagging his tail for all he was worth. 
Tommy’s attention remained fixed on Marla and he strode right up to her. “Am I glad to see you?! Come here,” he said, wrapping his arms around her.
Marla breathed in the scent of him, his sudden proximity making her feel awkward. While they had grown closer during the trip to Haven, it now seemed a lifetime ago. Too many thoughts crossed her mind simultaneously. Pulling away, she tried to read his expression, but it was impossible, as always. The guy needed invisible thought clouds to the side of his head, she thought; it would make things much easier. In what way exactly? She had no reply for her own subconscious. 
“It’s good to see you too,” she answered, holding her jacket in front of her like a shield. “How did the week go for you?”
“Neither dull nor lonely.” Tommy nodded towards the Labrador and the boy, peering at the books that Ellen was showing. 
“Since when could your dog read?” Marla joked and he chuckled. A tap on the shoulder made her turn to catch sight of Billy. “Hey, girl,” he said and she grinned brightly. At that moment Peggy and Harold appeared right behind him. “My, you too look well,” Marla told them. “Sort of energised…”
Peggy looked startled for a second, and Marla thought she saw a hint of sadness, almost shame pass over her face. She wondered what troubled the older woman, yet within a moment her expression changed into a smile and she replied, “Best sleep I’ve had in years.” Yet Marla had the odd impression that Peggy was forcing herself to sound cheerful; perhaps the couple had argued?
“We did nothing but talk and read, and sometimes we did nothing at all,” said Harold, tightening his arm around his wife’s waist. Marla smiled and put her concerns aside. 
“Well, guys, I’ve got to take you to your new quarters now,” Robert interrupted, “unless you want to go to the cafeteria first. It’s up to you. Secretly, I think you might have a welcoming party there.”
“Oh?” asked Tommy. “Who…?”
Robert grinned. “That would spoil the surprise. What’s it to be?”
“The cafeteria, of course,” said Marla. “You’ve got me curious.”
“Agreed,” Tommy added.
“Right, follow me,” Robert told them as he led the way to the lift. “We’re heading to the cafeteria on level six where you’ll all be living from now on. We’ve given you rooms as close together as possible…”
“Can I share with Marla?” Ellen chipped in.
“Of course,” he replied, entering the elevator. “Everyone squeeze in. Tomorrow you’ll meet with one of the childcare experts to discuss the children and the administrator for an introductory talk.” 
Ellen looked down at Ruth. Much as she had enjoyed looking after the little girl, she knew she needed a proper carer. It was a bittersweet smile that passed over her lips. When the doors of the lift reopened, Robert strode ahead towards the cafeteria with the group traipsing behind. The place was huge, scattered with round, white plastic tables surrounded by matching chairs. To one side stood the service area, manned by two young-looking men and an older woman. It was a welcoming room in which the rich aroma of coffee and various foods hung around. 
“Now I feel hungry,” Marla commented.
Ellen smiled, hugging her books to her chest. “Me too, and it feels so great to stretch my legs, walk around properly…”
“God, yeah, I was going crazy in that room.”
Ellen giggled. “You could never sit still for long.”
“To the back,” instructed Robert, eeling his way through the tables.
“Is it always this busy?” Tommy asked him.
“Yeah, but it’s always busiest now at breakfast time. Some folks just come here to hang out and meet up with friends. There are common rooms too for that. Here we go – it’s that table over there.”
As he spoke, a group of people stood up and waved their hands. Tommy recognised a familiar face from the coach straight away and he hastened his stride. “Hey, Eric,” he called out loudly, making a few heads turn. “I never thought I’d see your ugly mug again!”
“Nor me yours!” Eric replied with a laugh as he clapped Tommy on the back. 
“Thanks for leaving us that note,” said Marla. 
Eric’s grin widened. “No worries. I was so scared it’d blow away that I stuck it down with a whole roll of tape. What took you so long?”
“We sort of took a detour,” Tommy explained, “on just about every type of transport going, including a barge.”
“On a canal? Wow! Can those ugly fu…” Eric paused when he noticed Barney’s young eyes staring straight at him. “I mean can those fierce uglies swim?”
Tommy shrugged. “Not really, we discovered, though they try to get you anyway.”
Eric winced. “Crap, but you’re safe here. Man, it’s so good to see familiar faces. Marla, Ellen, Billy, this is cool.”
Everyone greeted one another and introduced the people whom others did not know before grabbing some refreshments and sitting down to catch up on things properly. Robert announced that he would be back in an hour’s time to show the newcomers to their rooms. As he left, Marla noticed him take a fleeting look at Ellen, who was preoccupied with Ruth. “So, what’s it like here?” she asked once he was out of sight.
“Okay,” Bella replied. “It’s safe, which is the main thing, and there are things like a cinema, hang-out rooms, gym, a school and stuff. You can take courses and learn things…”
“But you can’t leave,” Claire interrupted with a sour expression. 
Marla stopped eating her cereal. “At all?” 
“Well, no,” said Isabel with a glance at Graham who was sitting beside her. “It’s too dangerous, but you can walk around the grounds. That’s enough for us, isn’t it?”
Graham nodded. “We’re protected from what’s out there. That’s the important thing.”
“But I’m gonna go stir crazy,” Marla complained.
Ellen nudged her. “It might not be so bad. Maybe they organise safe trips?”
“Not so far,” said Eric. “I don’t want to put a damper on things, but the only guys who go outside the facility are the members of the guard. Anyone can leave, yeah, but you do so at your own risk and most people are too scared. If you’re with the guard you’re armed.”
Marla smiled. “So then I have to join up!”
Ellen’s face fell. “You’re kidding? We’ve only just got here and you want to go out there again?”
“Well, maybe not now, little sis, but soon. I need to do something useful. What do the guards do out there?”
“They look for survivors and useful things like medicine,” Isabel explained. “Sometimes we watch the soldiers going out in their big trucks. They always come back, sometimes with new people.”
“Some people ask to be transferred to other facilities,” said Bella. “That’s one way to leave, I guess.”
“Why would anyone want to leave?” Ellen asked, perplexed. If she never saw another one of those grisly dead creatures ever again it would be a day too soon.
“You know, if you’ve got family at another refugee centre, you can ask to move,” said Graham. “The administrator told us that. You’ll meet her soon enough. She seems in charge and you’ll have to see the therapist.”
Tommy laughed. “A what?! That’s a joke, right?”
Eric shook his head. “No, mate, everyone goes to see him. They want to check your mental state after facing zombies or whatever experiences you’ve had. It’s not so bad.”
“Ah, he’s a bit creepy though, that therapist,” Bella added, making shivery motions.
“Eric is right,” said Isabel. “I had problems sleeping because I couldn’t stop thinking about all the horrible things I saw, but Doctor Grice gave me some tablets and now I doze off like a baby.”
“Isabel, would you like to go for a coffee with me sometime?” Peggy asked her. “I think we’re about the same age and it would be nice to talk to you about things.”
The older woman chuckled. “I would like that very much, but I think I’ve got a good few years on you, dear. You must be only fifty, if a day, and I’m pushing seventy.”
“Oh, you look much younger.”
“Thank you. That’s sweet of you to say so. Do you have family here with you?”
Peggy looked crestfallen and she shook her head. Before Isabel could say anything else, Harold replied, “Only us. But, tell me, how long have you been here?” 
“I just realised who’s missing,” Tommy cut in loudly over everyone’s chatter. “Simon, the young soldier guy, what happened to him?”
Eric took a sip of his coffee and shrugged. “Soon as we got here he was off with the soldier dudes and hasn’t given us the time of day since. Not that I mind cos I didn’t take to him. He got us here though, so I thank him for that. The commander here is called Juan Caballero – that’s the guy Simon was speaking to when we were stuck on the coach. He told him to drive here.”
“I’m just glad we’re not still out there, waiting and praying in the middle of nowhere,” remarked Bella solemnly and everyone went quiet for a moment, reflecting on the truth of her words. 
“Well, I think a toast is in order,” Tommy suggested in a bid to cut the silence. Offering the group a broad grin, he raised his mug. “I know there’s no alcohol to be had in here, according to the rule book that was in my room, and do I miss it, but cheers everyone! We made it!”
The others raised their cups and mugs, and clunk them together amongst a resounding chorus of “Cheers!”
 



Monday, 17
 
Tommy held the door open for Ellen, Marla, Billy, Harold and Peggy to walk through into the meeting room, which was rectangular in shape and painted a pale green. Groups of sofas and wooden tables rested at the far end while rows of black plastic chairs were arranged in the centre, occupied by about eight people. Suspended from the ceiling on metal wires, a white screen was positioned in front of a projector perched on a desk. 
“Hello, you must be the new arrivals,” a female voice called out and some faces in the audience turned around. A woman stepped from behind the white screen and approached briskly. 
Marla thought she looked about forty-five. She was slim and sharply dressed in an immaculate dark blue suit, and her stiletto heels tapped along the wooden floor, bringing her to a height of five foot ten. Her reddish-brown hair was swept back in a meticulous French plait and she smiled, showing perfect white teeth. “My name is Miss Evender and I am the administrator. Was the past week relaxing for you?” she asked, shaking hands with each of them in turn.
“I haven’t slept so well in ages,” Peggy answered enthusiastically.
“I’ll second that,” added Harold, circling his arm around his wife’s waist.
Tommy and Marla nodded while Ellen smiled shyly.
“I heard you were outside on your own after the outbreak for quite some time,” Miss Evender continued. “Was it very difficult?”
“You could say that,” Marla replied.
“We have some very experienced counsellors here who can help you, if you wish. We also insist that everyone speak with the head therapist and I have made appointments for you all. It can be extremely helpful. So many people have gone through traumatic experiences.”
“Thanks. I’d like to talk to someone about it,” said Ellen. Noticing her sister give her a look of surprise, she shrugged. “Well, it might, Marla. We went through hell.”
“Good, we will arrange that for you. So, Marla, you don’t feel you need to speak to anyone?” 
Marla shook her head. “No, I’m fine. This week it was good to have the silence, but I’m raring to go now, as they say.”
Miss Evender looked at her with a quizzical expression and then at Tommy, who just raised his eyebrows. “Well, sit yourselves down wherever you like,” she said, “as I’m going to go through everything now.” She then took her place at the front of the gathering. “Let me start by welcoming you all to Haven. As I have just been saying, we understand that most of you will have experienced some difficulties, so we have made appointments for you to speak to our head therapist. Afterwards you may continue to see a counsellor if you feel the need. Likewise, if you have any special needs or require something, or have any questions regarding the way things work here, feel free to come and speak to me. You all know where my office is – right next to Commander Caballero’s – and you are welcome to make an appointment to see me at any time. My secretary is Anne Barnes,” she added, nodding to a red-haired woman in the front row who turned to wave at everyone.
Miss Evender switched on the projector. “Let me begin. Haven is owned by the government. It was used by the army and for medical research, some of which was quite ground-breaking. Since the outbreak it has become a refugee centre. Here you will have everything you need. Levels four to six and eight to ten house the survivors. The soldiers live on level two. Quarantine, where you have all spent the past week, is on level three, and the laboratories are on level eleven, where the scientists have their living quarters. On level seven you will find a cinema, gyms and other entertainment. Level ten has an additional wing with a library, school and learning facilities. The children who have lost their parents live there too, with carers. The first level is home to Mr Caballero, the therapists and I, besides other administrative offices. As you can see, this is all marked on the diagram. 
“Haven is self-sufficient. There are set times for breakfast, lunch and dinner, as you have been told, and we try to keep a structure to the day. Most things are explained in the guidebooks you were given in quarantine. Anyone who would like to volunteer to join the guard can apply and we will try to make use of your skills – we don’t want people to get bored or feel their experience has no meaning now. We do not know how long we will all be living here, so we would like everyone to get along. With that in mind, we take a strong line against any form of violence or intimidation. 
“The downside of life at Haven is that you are confined to the building unless you are a member of the guard. It is simply too dangerous for you to go outside the grounds. If you choose to, you do so at your own risk. We understand this will be difficult. You are allowed to make use of the grounds inside the fence and there is a garden on the roof, but otherwise you are to remain inside. I know this may come as a shock, but we think it is a small price to pay for our safety.”
Marla turned to Tommy in dismay, but he was focused on the speaker. So it was true; no one could go outside unless they were soldiers. Staying inside was going to be impossible and she found it difficult to believe everyone else obeyed this rule. 
Miss Evender was in full swing, however, and continued without pause. “Of course, if you feel claustrophobic, etcetera, please make an appointment to see one of the counsellors or Doctor Grice. Everyone will need to have a health check as we want everyone at Haven to be as healthy as possible. We encourage the use of the gym and the instructors can create individual exercise plans for you. 
“The second thing I would like to talk to you about is the virus. Our scientists, like many in the country, are working on a cure. We are in contact with the government. During the chaos of the last weeks I guess you may have wondered if we still have one – we do, but it was imperative that there was a media blackout and the internet closed down to avoid panic or the organisation of terrorist activity. In the beginning we did not know what this was and it was believed to be a terrorist attack. Currently, we are not sure what has caused this virus or how long it will last.” 
A man put his hand up, but Miss Evender waved it down to Marla’s surprise. “Please, sir, no questions until I finish speaking. At the present time, London has been quarantined and sealed off. No members of the public can enter or leave the capital. The virus has been reported in several countries in Europe, as you can see from this map. It has not been reported anywhere else. The US Government, in particular, is assisting us with aid. 
“In case you were wondering, most of our supplies are driven in, although there are facilities for helicopters: a landing pad on the roof of the building and one on the ground. We are in communication with other facilities across the country. We will be asking each of you to make a list of your relatives and we will endeavour to find out where they are. In certain cases we are able to reunite families, although this can take some time, as you can imagine the number of people in the same predicament. You might even find people you know here. We hope so. I have some handouts to give everyone at the end, which will cover everything about Haven – its facilities, workshops, courses and entertainment, meal times, etcetera. This is in addition to your guidebooks. So now, do you have any questions?” concluded Miss Evender perkily.
A woman put her hand up. 
“Yes?” 
“Do we have internet and can we use our mobiles again?” the woman enquired.
“I’m afraid not. The internet is limited. Only the head offices at each facility have access and the government, but if you wish to send a letter by email to someone at another facility this can be arranged.”
“Isn’t that a bit Big Brother-ish?” asked a man. “What happened to our freedom?”
“I’m sorry, but we are all in the same boat,” Miss Evender told him. “The government demanded access to be restricted due to the risk of ongoing terrorism. Of course, this will change in the future.”
There were murmurs between the man and his two neighbours. Marla thought they looked angry. She put her hand up. 
“Yes?” asked Miss Evender. 
“You said you have no idea what caused the virus. Does that mean you’re sure it is in fact a virus?” Marla asked.
“Yes, we are certain of it.”
“Is it man-made or a product of the government?”
The administrator laughed. “It has nothing to do with the government, no matter what the conspiracy theorists claim, and we’ve heard all those rumours. The current theory is that it is the result of a terrorist attack, the biggest the world has ever seen. The jury is out on what it is exactly. I understand you’ve had close contact with the undead, judging by the questionnaire you filled in during quarantine?”
Marla nodded.
“So that could be helpful to us. New things are being discovered every day.”
“Can it be stopped?” asked a man at the front.
“That’s a question for the scientists, I’m afraid.”
“Do you know what caused the dreams… the nightmares?” Marla queried.
Miss Evender coughed and stared at her for a second. “You’ve experienced them?”
“Yes, and so has my sister.”
“I see. No, I’m sorry, but we have no idea. There are many questions regarding those.”
“It sounds like the government doesn’t know very much,” suggested an elderly man.
The administrator shuffled her papers and turned to the screen. “We are short on time, so does anyone else have any serious questions?”
“I’m a teacher. Can I help in any way?” asked Ellen.
Miss Evender smiled for the first time in a while. “Yes, indeed, you can. We can always use more teachers.”
Peggy raised her hand. “We arrived here with a little boy and a girl. They have no parents and I helped Ellen to take care of them, and I wondered if I could still do so? I would be more than happy to.”
Ellen smiled at her and nodded.
The administrator thought for a second. “That would be up to the care workers here. They would have to assess the children and there are various procedures.”
Peggy bowed her head and Harold took her hand in his. “It’s okay, love,” he soothed.
“Maybe I don’t deserve it,” she muttered.
“Don’t be silly. I’m here.”
 



Peggy’s story
 
As Miss Evender continued to speak, Peggy struggled to keep her emotions in check, as she had done for weeks now, ever since… She took a deep breath. Becoming numb; it was something she had become practised at, for her husband’s sake. The last thing she wanted to do was upset him. She had to endure. 
Peggy studied her husband’s profile, taking in the shape of his nose, which some would describe as Roman and the dimples around his mouth where he used to laugh often, though not so much these days. Now he had become a more serious man, often lost from her in his thoughts, oblivious to her attentiveness or her need for his, although they had managed a communication breakthrough of sorts during the week in quarantine. It didn’t seem enough though.
He was a good man, she had no doubt of that, but she wished they could talk about the experiences they had shared, the good and the bad. That they had managed to get this far still surprised her and she counted every single day as a blessing; one she was uncertain of deserving most days. The time spent on the canal had seemed like a kind of purgatory while she desperately awaited the end of things, inviting it almost, until Marla, Tommy and Ellen appeared; their saviours. But she’d had to keep their past a secret; pretend. Agreeing to leave the canal meant they could escape, and she chose to live, but the memories endured. Those she could never escape. They were burned into her soul forever. 
The things you cannot do. The things you wish you had done. 
She breathed out, shifting her gaze away from Harold. The time would come when they would need to speak of it, but then it would live again afresh. 
But that is how they feel for me. They live, as if they were but yesterday.
How much longer can I pretend these things never happened when I want to scream out the truth to every new person I meet? Yet I promised Harold that I would keep this secret. I fear that to speak of it would break him.
Peggy recalled the beginning of the end: the news reports of suspected bird flu in London. Only a handful of cases to begin with, which gradually ballooned into a mass sickness and people being murdered on the streets on an unprecedented scale. Riots followed. Then details of the largest terrorist attack the capital had ever seen in the form of a virus. A viral attack, which could be contained, the government said. 
That was the first lie. 
London was evacuated and sealed off. The media said the rest of the country was safe and the virus had been contained. 
That was the second lie. 
The sickness spread. The television reports became more frightening while the details became vaguer. Each area will be evacuated, they said, one by one. Everyone will be taken to a safe place. That was the one thing she hoped was not a lie. 
Fear began to spread, as deadly as any virus. People fought for food in the shops. Looting followed. Shopkeepers closed their businesses or left. Signs of the illness appeared, unbelievable signs. If Peggy had not seen these things with her own eyes she would not have believed. The dead began to walk. She saw them.
In the night they came. She recognised neighbours, the people she had passed in the street on a daily basis; those she had spoken to about the weather, the rising price of food or the latest events in their favourite soap operas. How it all seemed so futile, ridiculous. These people now walked by night, restless. 
Monsters; there was no other word to describe them, no longer being what they once were. 
Their faces only half recognisable, pulled and torn as they were into haunting masks with fixed expressions. Like ghosts they haunted the streets, passing the windows en masse. Every night there were more. Through the cracks in the wooden boards, Peggy and Harold peered out into the night and watched the dead. As horrific as they were, they attracted the living to regard them in terror and amazement. Peggy could not draw her eyes away. Insomnia became her friend.
The army did not come as promised on the news and in the leaflets distributed. Policemen had knocked in the early morning, going from house to house explaining why the army could not come yet. There were too many other towns falling to the virus, too many people to evacuate. It was spreading across the country, not isolated, they now knew. The army would get to them eventually and take them to a refugee building, the police told Peggy and Harold, but their street had been moved further down the list. The police could not move them now; they lacked the resources and were dealing with situations they couldn’t even begin to comprehend. 
Peggy knew this was not a lie because she heard the daily gunshots and bloodcurdling screams.
Not all of them stayed. To be honest she was amazed how many had. If I had been a young policeman I would have left. Safety meant staying at home, they said, locking the doors and windows – barricade yourselves inside, they warned. But glass can break, Peggy reasoned. 
Fewer people chanced the streets. But then they grew desperate and chose to leave rather than wait for the army they feared would never come. The police stopped knocking and no one knew where the places of safety were. 
 
***
 
If we had been younger we would have gone too, early on. I am sure of it. 
The days jelled together and two weeks passed while we feared for our lives. During the day we watched our neighbours pack their vehicles and drive away; where to, we had no idea. Those who didn’t drive simply walked; men, women and children. Mothers carried babies. Some took their pets while others left them behind. 
We were too frightened to leave, not knowing what lay out there beyond our street. What if there were more of these creatures? Our town of Whitley was small, so surely there were more in the bigger places? Then the phone lines went dead and we could no longer contact our relatives. We began to pray for our lives.
The monsters appeared in the late afternoon before the sun set, chasing the living, trying to prevent them from leaving, and we saw things worse than we could imagine. They bit and tore people to shreds in front of our eyes, and we were powerless to stop it. No one had guns, except for the police, and they had deserted us. The bones and bloody mess would linger on the pavement, offering a soundless warning to anyone who dared to step outside.
At the turn of the third week our two daughters pleaded with us to leave. You see we were not alone. We had urged them to go on their own much earlier, but they had refused to abandon us. We had been too stubborn. I am not so old, I now realise. No one can know what they are capable of, what energy they have, until they look death in the face and until then he had not come looking for us. 
Harold relented and we made preparations to go. By night we watched the gruesome theatre beyond our brick sanctuary, remaining silent, the lights turned off. We needed to sleep, but that luxury had crept away. Exhaustion hovered, but we thought we could fight it. 
Our beautiful daughters, Eleanor and Juliana, I bore late in life. My husband and I waited until we had really lived before having children. But I wish we had thought otherwise and I would have more memories, seen how their lives panned out. Eleanor was twenty-one and Juliana but eighteen. Both exhibited strength, intelligence and empathy. Were they too kind? No, no one can be too kind. 
But I have not mentioned Edward. Our youngest was fifteen. We cared for him at home as he was bedridden and he was the true reason we waited. He needed twenty-four hour care, unable to do anything on his own except breathe and look at us. I knew he smiled. I could see it in his eyes. 
No one came for us. 
The streets filled with blood and the dead resurrected; for what reason I could not begin to speculate. As a Christian I fought my doubts, the voice in my head that sought answers, but I wanted to keep my faith. Whatever test this was, the dead would not prevail. Yet the monsters roamed outside our doors as if they knew where the last living members of the town lived. We guessed they could smell us because we kept sound to a minimum and they could not see us. Something as simple as smell was their weapon, besides their teeth and the hands they used as cruel claws, and it was our weakness. I watched them thinking I could understand, but there was nothing to understand. 
Our daughters would not go without us, so we could not stay. My husband and I had been prepared to remain with our son and face whatever came our way, but Eleanor and Juliana? We had to leave for them. 
The day came. We packed our most treasured possessions in suitcases and bags, and the remaining food we had, besides bottles of tap water. Harold drove a Peugeot Horizon. It was a car we’d had for a while, reliable and strong, with enough room inside for us and our children. Edward’s wheelchair fitted between Eleanor and Juliana’s seats. They loved him as we did, never viewing him as an inconvenience. He was their brother and we all felt loved by him too. We packed our belongings into every space. 
On the day we left the street was deserted. I saw curtains twitch. Neighbours were still alive and waiting, as we had been. They were probably surprised to see us go, with Edward in his wheelchair, so oblivious to how the world was falling apart around us. 
Luckily, our garage gave our preparations the advantage of seclusion. I hate to think what might have happened otherwise, for when we drove out of it the monsters were waiting. I told my daughters not to look at them, but I could not stop them. Hypnotised we were as my husband drove away, heading for the main high street. The dead things staggered into the road, some losing their footing as they stepped off the pavement. I glanced out the side mirror and trembled. Goodbye Ashmore Road, I said silently; our home for our son’s lifetime. 
We took the main B road – Basingstoke – towards Reading. Harold reasoned such a big town would have a refugee centre, with the police and the army in large numbers. It was a good plan. In reality we did not get that far. We drove in silence apart from Edward’s muffled conversations to us. He was the only one who was unafraid, I thought with relief. He could not know what was happening and that was a blessing. 
I knew my daughters to be as terrified as I, but they did not complain, not once. Harold focused on the road. I glanced at him from time to time; his expression did not change. Determination was written there. Determination to save us all, his family, and I trusted him to save us. 
That was the next lie, but it was one I told myself. You should never expect so much from one person.
The monsters grew in number. It was daylight, but they shuffled along the streets like a Halloween welcoming party, their frozen masks grimacing, red liquid dripping from their mouths. I remember the blood; I saw too much of it. On the way up to Reading they increased. Hindsight is a strange creature. We should have changed direction, but where were we to go? 
We drove blindly, unable to pick up any radio station. Now and then we saw other cars, but no one hooted or stopped. Everyone seemed hell bent on saving themselves. I did not blame them. Other vehicles passed us on the way to Reading. Some even cut us up in their haste. I saw no one walking the pavements save the monsters. What I did see were bodies. Half bodies, limbs, bones, red trails. I always looked away, not wanting to know what the masses of red really comprised. 
The most hideous thing I saw was one of the dead crawling – just a head, shoulders, an arm and a backbone. It moved like an eel along the pavement. We had stopped at a red light until Eleanor pointed out that there were no rules anymore. Then the thing with a head disappeared, but it will always remain in my memory, along with my daughter reminding us. I think she had accepted the world we knew was gone long before we did. 
Basingstoke became Southampton Street. I remember the names. Names become important. Little details become so much more than the whole. Tiny details remain when the big things are forgotten or we choose not to remember them. I feel as if I live my life in hindsight now. Forever wishing I could change things, rerun these events; the big things. Then my mind stops, but today I force myself to remember every single, tiny detail. 
Roadblock – we hit it; lines and lines of cars everywhere. 
My stomach plummeted to my feet. Juliana began to cry a little and I turned around in my seat to hold her hand. Harold looked white. I realised he had no idea what to do. Imagining more cars would follow, I then recognised one parked in front, which had passed us earlier. The driver’s door hung open, but the passengers were nowhere to be seen. Noticing a hotel and a huge shopping centre ahead of us, I suggested them to Harold, but he feared they were too far. As it was, we would have to get out and walk, he said.  
I began to panic. We had to do something before the monsters realised we had stopped. As if on cue one turned to stare from the sidewalk and he slipped off it. Eleanor urged her father to do something while I tried to soothe Juliana. Time escaped me. 
Harold began to turn the car around. I saw fear in his eyes. As we were turning, a car raced out of nowhere and smashed into the front of us. The driver threw open his door and ran past us without a backward glance. Two cars followed behind, parked haphazardly, and their occupants did the same thing. Edward made a gurgling sound and I so wanted to scream, but we had to keep it together. 
Harold thumped the driving wheel. The car wouldn’t start, so we grabbed our most precious things and got out. There was nothing else to do. I wheeled Edward out of the back and I remember thinking how the end of the world had finally arrived this day. I saw three of those dead things watching us. Harold gripped a baseball bat and Eleanor our hatchet. Juliana carried our biggest kitchen knife. I had a small knife in my pocket and nothing else, except Edward, the most defenceless of us. 
An ocean of cars swam before my eyes, filling the space between us and the shopping centre. 
Harold suggested we head to the right rather than past the cars where anything could hide. We moved as fast as we could. I pushed Edward, wishing I had more energy. In the end Juliana took over, being much stronger than I. We swapped knives and made our way. There was a strange aroma in the air. I now know it to be the scent of the dead. They smell of death, like rotting animals. It made me nauseous, but I became barely conscious of it. My heart roared in my ears, beating a rhythm to the sound of my feet. 
We made our way swiftly past the monsters in the gardens of the houses, amid twitches of curtains and murmurs in the air that sounded like the sea but with a bass tone. I now recognise it as the death song: the hunger of the dead. 
We turned up London Street. I remember it well. Engraved on my mind it is. Towards the end the shopping centre stretched up in view – our salvation – and my heart leapt, but hope soon drained away when I noticed the entrance blocked by the dead. I could have cried on the spot, yet I needed to stay strong. Eleanor moved between me and the monsters while Harold shifted alongside Juliana and Edward. The mall was not an option. I expected to see police, army or security guards, but saw none. Where were they? Only monsters lingered here and they sensed us in no time at all. 
We ran. 
Ahead, we crossed the A329, the only route past the shopping centre, hoping to spot another entrance. I feared cars would mow us down, but only five passed us by. Unlike the driver who had rammed us, they slowed down or swerved to make way. We ran while the dead followed. Their deathly song rose all around us and the smell of decay gathered like a fog. 
I found myself deafened to everything, drifting in a world that seemed to have been muted. All I could hear was white noise in my ears, my heart pounding and my breath coming in sore gasps. I gradually slowed to a jog, yearning to be able to stop altogether. When I eventually did, all energy spent, Harold grabbed my arm and dragged me along. Eleanor grabbed the other. Harold wanted to carry me, yet I refused to slow him down. 
Then they surged at us from the other side. Ambushed. 
Harold fought with the baseball bat. It had no effect on the gruesome creature until it fell and he crushed its skull. I watched as all sensation died in my body. Juliana hacked away with her knife and Eleanor with the hatchet. She sheered the arms off one corpse and crushed its head. Blood, brains, the cracking of bone… Screeches filled my head but did not escape my lips. I struggled to shield Edward, my defenceless son. 
Harold’s mouth widened in front of me. Words were said that I could not hear. Juliana fell. Teeth, I remember teeth. Biting. Snapping. And blood. Crimson rose like water all around me. Gurgling noises left Edward as the thing tore into him. Screams ripped through the air, mixing with the most hideous howls. Then I was stumbling, running. Running? I fled while my son shrieked in pain. How could I? But I did not, I remember now: it was Harold and Eleanor who dragged me away. 
Fingers swiped at my back, at my arms. I see their eyes, so empty and streaked with red; hear their groans amid the shrieks. And then Eleanor was gone, sucked away among the grey corpses, pushing them back so we could escape. My daughter’s sacrifice…
My mind goes blank. 
I remember the river, The Kennett, and a boat full of things, as though its owners had just stepped away; such colourful objects. Shock held me frigid, clutching me in its icy throes. I was not myself. 
We will stay on this boat, Harold told me. This will be our safe place. Try to forget, he said, as though forgetting was an option. 
I stared into oblivion and the silent face of death, tasted his dank breath and wished he would steal me away. Endless torment sounded delicious to me, for I did not deserve to live. Yet Harold told me otherwise. I remember believing him cold, wondering who this man was who could say these things after what had happened to our children, but I know now that he did not forget. Crushed by grief, he needed to save someone. He only wanted me to live.
Somehow I did. Somehow I pretended to be me.
 



Tuesday, 18
 
Marla hesitated outside the therapist’s office while she glanced up and down the corridor. If anyone appeared she would have to knock, but if nobody did, perhaps she could simply wander away quietly. Feeling like a naughty child about to be found out, she was almost afraid her breathing would signal her presence. Then she rolled her eyes at the ridiculousness of it all.
“Come in!”
She almost jumped. Discovered anyway! Cursing her luck, Marla turned the metal handle and walked into the room. To her surprise it was painted the brightest of greens, reminiscent of blades of grass beneath strong sunlight. A deep blue rug covered most of the wooden floor. Bookcases swept across an entire wall, packed floor to ceiling with hardbacks. Either side of the single window, a pair of dark green curtains hung undrawn. There was also a matching sofa and two armchairs, upon one of which was perched a bearded man with long, grey hair tied back in a ponytail. He turned his head and gestured for her to take the other chair. 
When Marla hesitated, he stood and offered his hand. “I don’t bite,” he assured her. “My name is Doctor Arnold Baker, although you can call me Arnold.”
“For a second I thought you were going to say Arnie,” Marla quipped, “and then I would’ve had to laugh.”
“Like the actor?” asked the man, visibly unamused. “No, definitely not, please take a seat.”
Marla shook his pasty hand and sat down. The chair was extremely comfortable, and part of her wanted to pick it up and leave. 
“I see every newcomer,” Arnold explained, stroking his beard, “so don’t think for a second that you’ve been singled out. Not to say you aren’t special, because everyone is, but this is routine.”
Marla shifted in her seat awkwardly. She shoved each hand between the arms of the chair and her thighs, unsure which position was most comfortable. Outside the room would have been preferable. 
“I gathered from the forms you filled in that you travelled all the way up from London, and you were wandering around for quite a while,” said Arnold.
She nodded. 
“Was it distressing for you?” 
“Well...” She coughed. “You could say that.”
“Unbearable?”
“We got through it.”
“We…?” Arnold pressed.
“Me, Ellen, Tommy…”
“Ellen, your sister?”
Marla nodded, thinking he must already know that detail.
“Are you close?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Have you always been?” 
She bit her lip. “Yes… no, not always, but we are now.”
“Why were you not always?”
“I wasn’t around much when she was younger, but how is this relevant? I really don’t need to be here.”
Arnold looked Marla directly in the eye and smiled, which unnerved her. He was too direct. “These are only routine questions,” he explained. “I need to check your state of mind; get an idea of how everyone is. You’ve all been through quite a lot.”
“I know, I guess, but will this take long?” 
“As long as it takes.”
 “I see.”
“You don’t like being asked questions?”
“I didn’t say I minded…”
“You’re quite defensive. How do my questions make you feel?”
Marla squirmed, wishing the chair had a launch-out-of-the-window button. “Erm, I don’t know. You’re asking them and I’ll answer. That’s it. I don’t feel anything in particular about it.”
“Right,” continued Arnold. “Tommy, is he a person you have known for a while? Are you in a relationship?”
“Is it really necessary,” Marla asked, leaning forwards, “to know about my relationships?” 
“Only if you think it is.”
“We are not in a relationship and I don’t think it is any of your business. We’re old friends.”
“Right, so how have the last few weeks affected this friendship and your relationship with your sister? Has it caused a strain?”
Marla shrugged. “No, I think it’s brought us closer together.”
“Indeed. I imagine it would. Were you in any… how can I say this… dangerous situations?”
She looked him in the eye. “You’re asking if we had to fight for our lives and if we nearly died? Is that what you wish to know?”
The therapist did not respond and raised an eyebrow.
“Yes, and yes, of course we were,” said Marla, losing her patience. “And, yes, I had to save my sister at times. I think you meant to ask that.”
“Do you feel a responsibility to protect her?”
“Of course; she’s my sister.”
“Do you put her safety before your own?”
Marla paused. “That’s a funny question.”
“And what do you think about that?” asked Arnold, crossing his legs.
“Okay, I guess I have put her safety first. I’m older than her and I’ve seen things she hasn’t. I can cope with them.”
“You’re talking about your experiences in the army?”
“Yes, how did you…?”
“You wrote it on your form and we have to do background checks on everyone.”
Marla nodded. “Ah.”
“Did you feel you were back in the army over the last few weeks, on the front line, so to speak?”
“If you’re asking me whether I got confused, no, I didn’t. It’s totally different. ”
“Alright,” said Arnold, writing something down on his pad. “Have you been experiencing any stress or anxiety as a result of your experiences?”
Marla scraped her hair back off her face and sighed. “How do I answer that? Yes, it has been damn scary and I didn’t know if we’d get through it, but we did and I feel okay. I can cope with a lot.”
“Aha, but how about your sister?”
“She’s fine too. You’d have to ask her, but from what I see she’s good. She coped better than I thought she would.”
“So you doubted her strength?” Arnold pressed.
“I didn’t say that.”
“Alright. I saw on your file that you were discharged from the army.”
“I resigned, but what has this got to do with anything? I thought this was going to be a friendly chat, not the Inquisition.”
“There is no reason to get defensive. These are routine questions.”
 “Fine, but how many more do you have?”
“Were you angry when you were discharged from the army?”
She sighed. “I resigned. I was innocent of what I was charged with, but I am not going to talk about it. You can read all about it in my file probably. I was angry, yeah. Did I do anything stupid? No. I accepted what happened and moved on.”
“Did you kill anyone during the last few weeks?”
Marla blinked in surprise. “What?” 
“Did you have to kill anyone?” Arnold repeated, looking her in the eye.
She held his gaze for a second, debating how best to answer. Images of the men by the lock wandered through her head. “No,” she said, deliberately and slowly, “the dead-lookers aren’t alive.”
He smiled. “Is that how you refer to the infected?”
“Yes. Is that meant to reveal something about my state of mind?”
“Probably not, Marla. Please remember we are on your side. I should tell you that you’ll need to have a medical. We need to know how healthy everyone is and if they have any requirements.”
 She shrugged, weary of the questions. 
“How did you find quarantine?” he asked.
“Nice. Good to sleep in peace and I relished the quiet. I read a lot.”
“Have you been finding it easy to sleep, considering your experiences?”
“Yes, surprisingly,” Marla answered. “The rest has done me good, I reckon, although I’m itching to do something rather than sitting around reading. I’m thinking of asking to join the guard.”
Arnold glanced up from his notepad. “Why would you want to do that, after everything that has happened to you of late? Wouldn’t you rather relax where it’s safe?”
She grinned. “I’ll get cabin fever in here and the army is the only thing I’ve known. I was also a good soldier, as you probably know from my ‘background check’.”
“Yes, I did read it all,” he said with a smile. “I’m glad to hear you are sleeping well and not experiencing anxiety. Those are the things we would like you to inform us of, because then we can help. You referred to cabin fever jokingly, but we take it seriously here at Haven, as most people will not leave its confines.”
Marla laughed. “I’m still having the same old nightmares, but nothing else. I know the dead-lookers can’t get in the building, so I can handle the recurring dreams.”
“Dreams?”
“Yeah, about the dead-lookers – I thought that’s what you meant?”
Arnold’s eyes widened. “You’ve experienced the dreams of the undead?”
“Yes.”
“Since when?” 
“God, since ages ago. My sister had them from the beginning and me about three weeks after. Or three and a half or something, but that’s nothing unusual.”
“Well, as a matter of fact it is,” said Arnold. “Only a very small percentage of the population has experienced them, and yet you say you and your sister do?”
“Yes, we share the same nightmare down to the very last detail, almost. I didn’t take it seriously until I had them myself.”
“I see.” The therapist hesitated, looking lost for words for the first time. “Right… and they are continuing?”
“Yep, every night,” Marla replied. “But they’re water off a duck’s back now.”
Arnold fidgeted and closed his notepad. “I think that will do,” he stated. “You seem perfectly fine to me. I apologise if some of the questions seemed probing, but they were necessary, unfortunately. We can’t take any chances in a confined space such as this.” He stood up. “You are free to go, but if you experience any of the problems I mentioned, please don’t hesitate to tell us and then we can help you. Do you understand?”
Marla rose and smiled, relieved to be able to leave the room. “Thanks, I’ll be sure to do that,” she answered, despite having no intention of it. “Goodbye.” Once outside, she closed the door and breathed a deep sigh. Well, that went better than expected, she thought, striding hastily down the corridor.
Inside his room, Arnold considered Marla’s attitude and her dreams, unsure of whom to inform first.
 



Wednesday, 19
 
“I’d like to be doing something useful. I was in the army and I can handle myself with various types of guns or in hand-to-hand combat,” said Marla. “That’s why I’m interested.”
“I understand,” Robert replied, looking surprised, “but you’ve only just got here.”
“I know, but I’m easily bored. I’m climbing the walls and just need to do something with meaning. I’ve had experience of dealing with the dead look… I mean the undead, as you call them. Tommy wants to help too. I’m not so sure about Billy though.”
“What about your sister?”
“No, she doesn’t want to be involved. I taught her to shoot, but she’s made of softer stuff. I want her to have a normal life, or as normal as possible.”
“I understand that,” said Robert. “I used to have a younger brother.”
Marla paused, unsure of what to say, her mind hovering over the words ‘used to’.
“Anyway,” he added quickly, “I’ll have a word with the commander and see what he says. Best I can do.”
“Thanks,” Marla replied, walking away. “Appreciate it.”
 



Friday, 21
 
A rap on the door made Marla spring up to see who it could be. Ellen looked up slowly from her bed, where she was sprawled out reading a book, as the door opened to reveal Robert. “Hello,” he said cheerfully. “I told Commander Caballero your request and he would like to meet you.”
“When?” asked Marla.
“Now would be good, if you’re free.”
“Sure,” she answered, surprised by the speed of it all. “I’ll just grab my boots.”
“How’s it going, Ellen?” asked Robert, peering into the room.
“Fine,” she answered. “I’m starting to feel myself again, but I have no desire to join you soldiers, unlike my crazy sister. I prefer to lounge around reading.”
He grinned. “Great. I’m not a big reader myself, but what book is it?”
“Crime and Punishment.”
“What’s it about?”
“A young man who battles with his conscience. He doesn’t know if to do a bad thing or not.”
Robert rubbed his chin, looking thoughtful. “Sounds interesting. What does he choose to do?” 
“I haven’t got that far yet.”
Marla watched the interaction between them with interest and then stood up. “I’m ready. See you later, Ellen.”
“I’ll be here,” she replied, “or in the cafeteria. I’m meeting Bella, Claire and Eric later.”
Outside the room, Marla closed the door softly and turned to Robert. “Should I get Tommy?” 
He shook his head. “Just you. The commander likes to interview one person at a time.”
Marla followed the soldier into the elevator, where he pressed the button for level one in silence. She wondered what this Caballero was like and hoped he had not prejudged her on her military record. Still, she could not imagine sitting around doing nothing in this place while dead-lookers roamed outside. When the doors of the elevator opened again, she cleared her thoughts and stepped out into the grey coloured hallway near the main entrance to the building. Robert took the right-hand corridor and she trailed him some distance until he stopped at a door. He rapped his knuckles on the black-painted surface a few times. 
“Come in,” a deep voice called out.
Robert led the way into a small room in which a well-built man with dark hair sat behind a mahogany desk. His hands were clasped together and the moustache beneath his nose began to twitch. Marla noticed his eyes were very dark, almost black, and she presumed he had some Spanish heritage. 
“Please sit down,” he said, pointing to one of three chairs. Marla sat on the nearest one while Robert took the furthest away. “My name is Commander Caballero, but you can call me Juan. Can I call you Marla?”
She tried in vain to smile. “Yes.” 
“How are you finding things here?” 
“Great. It’s a relief not to be out there,” she said, gesturing towards the window.
Caballero smiled and nodded. “But I understand you requested to join the guard and wish to get back out there?”
“Yes, I did. I want to help.”
“And you were in the army?”
“Yes.”
“So you miss it?” he enquired.
“Well, I didn’t, but over the last couple of weeks I’ve felt like I’m back in it. We’re in a war zone at home and I figured you might need some help.”
“Why did you leave the army?” Caballero asked.
Marla raised an eyebrow at his directness, but she had been expecting it. “It’s a long story.”
“Try me.”
“Well, I joined up when I was sixteen. My father was in the police force and my grandfather the army. It was all I knew really – seemed the right thing to do. I enjoyed it and worked hard. Then I was sent to Afghanistan. Tommy, the man who came here with me, was there too. Everything was fine until there was an incident and I had to leave or be court-martialled. I was accused of being responsible for the death of another soldier under friendly fire. Because I had been decorated before, they let me resign.”
The commander nodded. “Were you guilty of the charge?”
“No,” she replied, looking the man straight in the eye. “I resigned. My superior officer... well… I’ve been doing security work ever since. I kept my hand in.”
“That’s what I understood. We’ve already checked into your background. Did you know your superior officer was involved in a controversial matter himself? He is no longer in the army. Disgraced.”
Marla’s eyebrows crept up in surprise, but she kept her cool. “No, I had no idea.”
“Perhaps that will give you some closure on the matter. As for joining the guard here, we could do with all the men we can get. And women.” 
“Are there many women?” 
“A few.” Caballero stood up quickly. “Right, I understand your companion, Tommy, would like to volunteer also?”
Marla nodded.
“Robert, if you could take Marla to get kitted out, I’ll speak to Tommy this afternoon. Thank you, soldier.”
Robert stood and nodded to the commander. “Good, sir.” Turning, he opened the door for Marla to walk through and then exited, closing it behind him.
“Well, that was less intimidating than I was expecting,” Marla admitted as they walked along the corridor. “You didn’t salute him though?”
“He hates all that and won’t have it here,” Robert replied. “In a crisis he’s a different man again. I never saw a braver one.”
“You fought alongside him? Where?”
“Over here. We had to travel to Haven from another base, which was overrun by the undead. Terrible time. Juan saved our lives. He thinks fast and acts faster.”
Marla bit her lip, wondering at the full story. For some reason she’d imagined that everyone had started out at this base and not witnessed the awful things she had. But now it dawned on her that Robert had been out there at one time, just as afraid.
“The guards sleep in a different section to the regular Joes. I hope that won’t be a problem, Marla,” said Robert, disturbing her thoughts.
“What about Ellen?” she asked. “We’re sharing.”
“She’ll have to stay on level six.”
“Can’t I stay there?”
“No, it’s a rule and it might be good for her. Make her more independent again.”
Marla considered it. “Okay. I don’t like it, but you might be right.”
“And rules are rules.”
She nodded and followed quietly, dreading telling her sister.
“This is it,” Robert announced as he came to a halt. 
He peered into a screen where a red light flashed and the doors in front of them opened slowly. They closed behind the two of them once they had stepped through. The area beyond was huge. Marla glanced around the gym section in which there were some soldiers working out and others running in a straight line behind an instructor who was shouting commands. To the right was a wall of glass and Marla guessed it was sound-proofed as a shooting range could be clearly seen on the other side. To the left she noticed several doors. Straight ahead, at the far end of the gym, there looked to be a refreshment area. 
“Hello!” waved a young, dark-haired female soldier, walking towards them with a bounce in her step. Her ponytail flapped from side to side as she strode.
“Hi, Syl,” said Robert. “This is Marla. Can you get her kitted out and show her everything? Check her fitness and all that?”
The woman returned a broad smile. “Will do. You off now, Rob?”
“Not yet. I get a break soon though – was on duty all night.”
“No rest for the wicked, eh?” Sylvia joked.
“Yeah, right. See you later, Marla. I’m off to get your friend, Tommy.”
“Tell him I said hi,” she replied as the young soldier took his leave.
“He works too hard,” confided Sylvia who continued to stare after Robert.
“You know him well?” Marla asked.
“Pretty much,” Sylvia answered with an odd expression in her eyes. Marla guessed there was a story there somewhere, but thought it rude to ask. The woman smiled again. “Okay, my name is Sylvia, but that’s a bit posh, so everyone calls me Syl. There are mostly guys in the guard, so you have to work harder for them to take you seriously. There are only nine women, including you.”
“Not many…”
“I know, and fewer women than men made it here, too. Women are a minority. There are thirty-eight members of the guard altogether.”
“How long have you been here?” Marla asked.
“Since the beginning. I was relocated here pretty fast. We secured the perimeter with two electric fences, as you could see.”
“I saw.”
“We’re far away from any residential area up here and that’s where the zombies seem to migrate to,” said Sylvia. “But we still get some coming up here every day. The wide, open fields are an advantage – we can see what’s coming. I heard you were in the army and you’re not just a volunteer.”
Marla smiled. “Twelve years, since I was sweet sixteen.”
“Cool. That’s going to make my job so much easier!” exclaimed Sylvia. “I hope we can be friends. Congrats on making it here, by the way. Did you come alone?”
“No, there was a group of us in the end. We sort of gathered people. To start with there was my sister and friend, Tommy. He was in the army with me. Oh, and his dog... the pooch came too.”
Sylvia’s eyes lit up. “Great, I love dogs! Okay, I’ll show you the changing rooms and stuff, and give you two uniforms. No one can use the showers here, as you know, but there are lockable cubicles with sinks inside and towels. You have to wear your uniform at all times, except on your days off. That way, everyone in the building will know you’re part of the guard and listen to you. You get respect from the regular Joes. Some people get a bit stir crazy in here. It gets to some people and we have to calm situations.”
“Does that happen a lot?”
“Not too often, but it has,” Sylvia replied. “You need to be on the lookout for anything that might get out of hand. We’re expecting more tension as people stay here longer. I’m just praying for a cure, so life can go back to normal.”
“Do you think that will happen?”
“I have to, or I’d give up. Come on, I want to find you some uniforms that fit properly or you’ll end up looking like you’re wearing a sack.”
Marla chuckled. “Cool. I hadn’t expected things to be so regimented.”
“We’re organised here. Everything runs like clockwork.” 
 
***
 
“Last, but not least, I’m going to show you the laboratories,” Sylvia announced, walking ahead. “Only the scientists and guards have access to this area. It is forbidden to everyone else and we’re not meant to talk about anything we see here, although the regular Joes know what’s on this level. Some sections of the labs also require special passes, which we aren’t given.”
“Okay,” replied Marla. “My lips are sealed.”
“That includes your sister,” added Sylvia as she pressed the button for level eleven. “We’re going right to the top.”
“Funny. I thought it would be in the basement.”
Sylvia shook her head. “It’s at the top because of the light. Most of the ceiling is made of glass and solar panels. The facility is as self-sufficient as possible. Water is recycled and there are generators, but geothermal power warms and cools the building.”
“That kind of thing blows my brain, I’m afraid,” said Marla, giggling.
“Mine too. I was just trying to impress you with my magnificent knowledge!”
Marla laughed again. “Beats mine.”
The elevator doors opened and the two women stepped out into a round hallway. Steel doors circled them, evenly spaced and each with a retina scan beside it. The doors were simply labelled A, B, C, D, E and F, with nothing to give away what existed inside. Sylvia peered into the retina scan for door A, which opened slowly. Marla followed her in. 
“We’ll have to get your eyes scanned too,” said Sylvia, turning around. “This is the main laboratory. It’s the most public one. I don’t have access to all of them, only A and B. You’ll probably have the same.”
Marla’s attention wandered to the numerous shelves full of multi-coloured bottles and tubes, and heavy looking books. Rows of computers and equipment filled the huge white-painted room, which seemed to go on forever. There were many men and women inside, all busily going about their work. 
“This way,” said Sylvia, striding ahead. 
Marla followed, checking out the various computer screens. Sunlight cascaded through the glass ceiling, creating an extremely bright working area. She noticed solar panels on several pieces of machinery.
“This is Dr Schinar,” introduced Sylvia.
Marla stopped and turned to see a tall, dark-haired man bent over a microscope. He looked up immediately and brushed his floppy fringe out of his eyes. “Nice to meet you. You can call me Jakob,” he said, holding out his right hand to Marla. 
His gaze seemed steady and confident to her. “Hello,” she answered. “It’s nice to meet you, too.”
“How are you finding Haven?” he asked, smiling broadly. 
Noticing his brown eyes flicker in the sunlight and the lines beneath them crease, Marla found herself feeling embarrassed for some reason she could not fathom. “Great, I can’t believe how well I’m sleeping,” she replied, and then had the urge to kick herself for saying something so incredibly inane.
“It’s good to feel safe, isn’t it?” 
Averting her eyes, Marla nodded. “Yes, we were out there for several weeks.”
“Why did you join the guard so soon? Don’t you want to forget about all that?” he asked.
“I can’t. It’s just outside these walls and I don’t want to sit around taking things for granted.”
“Fair enough,” said Jakob. “Right, we need to scan your eyes, so if you could look into that piece of equipment there? Wait, I need to switch it on first,” he added with a slight chuckle. “I’d forget my rotten brain if it wasn’t there.”
“Bad choice of words,” Marla joked, thinking of the dead-lookers, but Jakob looked confused. She shrugged. “So, I look into here?”
“Yes. The scanner will detail your retinas.”
Marla did as she was told, careful not to make any more inappropriate jokes. When she straightened up, out of the corner of her eye she noticed Jakob studying her. 
“Can you explain to Marla what you are working on here?” Sylvia asked.
Jakob tapped some keys on the keyboard of the computer to save the retina scan. “Still working on a cure,” he replied. “Slow going, but we’re hoping for a breakthrough.”
Marla’s interest was piqued. “How close are you?” 
“I’m afraid I am unable to give details, but we are working all hours of the day on tissue samples.”
“Samples?”
“From those who turned,” Jakob explained. “Tissue samples were put into freezers. We use those.”
“I see,” said Marla, giving a sigh of relief. “For a second there I thought you were experimenting on dead-lookers.”
Jakob shook his head. “That would be highly dangerous. Is that what you call them?” 
“Dead-lookers? Yeah, or things…”
“I see. I think of them as the unfortunate. Excuse me,” he added, walking away briskly.
“Oh,” said Marla, turning to Sylvia. “Did I offend him?”
“He’s an odd one,” she replied softly. “Very handsome, yes, in that dark, brooding kind of way, but he has absolutely no sense of humour. Come on, I’ll show you lab B. It’s similar to this one and just as busy.”
 



Saturday, 22
 
Tommy, Marla, Billy and Ellen entered the cafeteria, looking out for Bella and Eric. Sighting them towards the right, they hurried to the counter to buy some drinks before making a beeline for them. The two friends glanced up and waved when they saw them approaching. “Sit down,” said Eric, dragging over two extra chairs to make six around the square, plastic table. “How’s things?”
Ellen smiled. “Good. I love this safe feeling!”
“Yeah, it’s great having no uglies around. I can almost forget what I went through to get here.”
“Can you forget, really?” asked Marla. 
Eric shrugged and took a swig of his can of Cola. “Course not, but I try.”
“I’m trying,” Ellen agreed, “but Marla and Tommy have joined the guard.”
“No way!” Bella exclaimed. “Can I ask why you’d do something like that?”
“It’s boring in here,” Marla replied.
Eric’s mouth fell open. “As opposed to what? Wrestling with the uglies? Girl, you surprise me.”
Billy clapped him on the back and laughed. “After only a few days you can’t really be bored, Marla.”
“I am.”
“Just tell me why.” 
“I want to help find people and breathe in fresh air,” Marla replied. “This place is too small for me.”
Tommy nodded and dunked a biscuit into his tea. Eric nudged him. “You agree?” he asked, to which the other man nodded again and took a sip of his drink.
“Man of few words today, Tom,” said Billy with a grin. 
“Don’t you want to help find survivors?” asked Marla. “Do your bit?”
“My bit is staying right here. That way I’m giving our species a chance of not dying out,” Eric answered, to which everyone chuckled.
“I agree with him, Marl,” said Ellen. “Life’s too short and it’s dangerous out there.”
Marla turned to her and smiled. “I’m going to be with trained soldiers travelling in armoured vehicles with mounted guns, and also have guns of my own. I’m going to be as safe as I can be, Ellen, so don’t worry.”
“But don’t you want to take it easy for a few weeks at least?” asked Bella, not understanding at all. 
“Honestly, Bella, aren’t you the tiniest bit bored?” Tommy countered. “I’ve only been here a short time and it’s kind of repetitive.”
“It’s safe.” 
Eric nodded. “She’s right. I mean maybe I will get bored, and I’ll think about joining up and helping then, but for now I want to chill. It’s one thing having to fight for your life, but it’s another when you have a choice. I wouldn’t leave this place unless I had to.”
“Reminds me of being in halls at Uni for some reason,” Bella added. “I’ve made new friends here and so has Claire.”
“I dunno. Maybe I missed the army without realising,” said Marla. “The camaraderie and stuff.”
“Ah, I reckon you were one of those little girls with a Wonder Woman outfit!” Eric joked. 
Marla giggled. “No, it was Catwoman. Black PVC. But maybe I was a teenager by then.”
“Wow, sexy!” said Eric, making the sound of a cat meowing, which made Billy and Ellen laugh again. “What do you think, Tommy, can you imagine her purring in black PVC or do you see her as Wonder Woman with a golden whip. Ka-ching?!”
Almost spitting out his tea, Tommy gave Eric a quick kick under the table. The other man squeaked, causing the three women to gawk at him in curiosity. 
“Come on, stop ribbing me or I’m going to forget why I missed you,” Marla pleaded. 
“Sure,” Eric replied with a side glance at Tommy, who didn’t seem to know where to look. “Let’s start again. How are settling in, Marla?”
She smiled. “Fine. I didn’t mean to slag it off already. You’re right, we’re safe, and everything we need is here. The food is okay, people seem fine and there are things to do.”
“Like a little community,” Bella chipped in.
“I miss crap TV,” said Tommy. “Being able to turn it on and switch my brain off.”
“You can watch something in the cinema instead,” said Bella. 
“You know, if you’re in the guard, maybe you can find out what it’s like outside in the rest of the country,” Eric suggested. 
“Doesn’t anyone tell you?” asked Tommy.
“Not really. We get update meetings now and then, but we don’t get told much. If you could get talking to one of the guys who go out in the helicopters maybe you could ask what they see. Being here is like living in a vacuum.”
“The administrator told us there’s no internet. Is that right?” asked Ellen.
“Yep,” Eric answered. “No one gets to use it, only the top dogs. We can use the computer room, but that doesn’t mean internet.”
“What about our mobiles?” Tommy asked. “They took mine when we went into quarantine, but I haven’t had it back, or my laptop.”
“You won’t get your phone back,” said Bella. “If you’ve got stuff on it that you want, like photos or messages, they’ll put them on a disk for you to keep.”
“As for your laptops,” Eric added, “they’ll check ‘em to make sure you can’t communicate in any way at all and then give ‘em back. You’ll only be able to use them in the computer room anyway, because…”
“Yeah, I noticed there are no sockets anywhere,” said Ellen. “I’ve been towel-drying my hair.”
“Like everyone,” said Bella. “I miss my luxuries, like a shower. You can borrow a CD player and headphones from the library and CDs, as well as books and magazines. Anything like an iPod is useless, because you’d need to plug it in to charge it.”
“It’s to use as little power as possible,” Eric explained. “We have CD players and hand the batteries in at the library to get them charged.”
“But the Grid is still up and running. There’s still power,” Billy remarked.
“Maybe not everywhere,” said Eric. “We’re not getting told much, but a guy I know works in the generator room and there are loads of backup generators, ‘just in case’, he says. No one knows if the Grid will go down some day. Everyone is in the dark. I don’t know what the administrator gets told by the government, but it’s not being passed down to us.”
“And no one is protesting about being told nothing?” asked Tommy.
“Most people only care about being safe,” Eric answered. “Nearly everyone you talk to went through some kind of shit. There are kids with no parents living up on the tenth floor, where they’ve got people taking care of them. Outside what would have happened to them?”
“We know. Barney and Ruth are up there,” Ellen chipped in. 
“There you go. Those who didn’t experience first-hand shit have heard the stories. Besides, if anyone does protest in here, Commander Caballero and the administrator don’t take too kindly to it. If you cause trouble they can send you to another facility. That happened to some guys who started a fight in here; didn’t see them again. That was the last bit of trouble I saw.”
“Okay, so you’re making me even happier I joined the guard,” Marla concluded. “At least I might find stuff out. I want to know what the government is doing to solve this mess. I want to know if it’s getting worse out there or better.”
“I’d have thought the army would be clearing each town, one after the other,” said Tommy.
“Things moved too fast,” Eric pointed out. “I’ve heard so much shit from people in here. They heard stuff from families in other counties. I’ve been getting the impression the virus has spread everywhere. If you’re not in a safe facility like this your days are numbered.”
“Yeah, I’ve watched the guards go out, but you don’t see them coming back with many people,” added Bella. 
“I’m not too keen on going out there at all myself,” said Billy. “Think about it: if the army had been clearing the towns, the soldiers here wouldn’t be going out armed to the teeth, would they?”
Tommy leaned back in his chair, the look on his face showing he concurred. 
“And they go out looking for things like medicine and food, even though we have all that delivered here,” Eric added. “That makes me wonder if it’s cos they’re scared things will run out or if they already are. I guess our industries have stopped.”
“Okay, this is depressing,” said Ellen, finishing her tea. “I thought other countries were helping us. Remember, from those last TV announcements?”
Marla touched her arm. “Those were a long time ago, little sis. But Eric, Bella, from what you’re saying, we’re totally in the dark. No information or anything. Basically we have no idea what’s happening in the rest of the country?”
Eric nodded. “Or the world. That’s the downside.”
“Remind me of the good side again,” said Tommy. Picking up his bar of chocolate, he peeled off the wrapper, snapped off a chunk and stuffed it into his mouth.
“You’re safe,” Billy answered. “So, are you going to offer us any of that?”
Tommy grinned chocolate teeth. “Nope.”
Billy stood up, shifted his chair back and nodded towards the service counter. “Right, anyone want anything from over there?”
Ellen, Marla and Bella grinned at one another. Together they replied, “Chocolate!” 
 



Eric’s story
 
As Eric watched Billy make his way towards the service counter, he remembered how he’d once loved being outside and yet now he had no inclination to leave Haven. His mind drifted back to the day things changed. 
 
***
 
I was working the nightshift and had been for a couple of months since being laid off as a coach driver. Company ran into deep shit and filed for bankruptcy, just my luck. So here I was, carrying boxes and stacking DIY stuff all night. A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do to make a living. Some nights it got claustrophobic. I missed driving; being outside in the open air, the endless road your friend, and all that. But, hey, here I was working the nightshift.
One of the best things about it was talking to Laia. The cutest girl I ever laid eyes on, and she was intelligent and witty to boot. She made the time pass quicker. Hell, I think she made everyone’s time pass quicker. But this night was one of those nights. This was one to forget.
How they got in I didn’t know. Where they came from I didn’t know either. I’d read in the papers about weird things happening, yet the news had often been wrong in the past and I never paid it much thought unless things were going on in my own backyard. But here it came. Bang! Close encounters of the shittiest kind.
I emptied my box of tools and stacked them neatly in the correct places. I had about twenty minutes until my break and I’d timed it so I’d be drinking my tea at the same time as Laia, and she seemed fine with that lately. I’d even plucked up the courage to ask the girl out. That’s where my focus was when I heard shouts and commotion coming from the exit where the deliveries came in. 
I ran down the aisle, bumping into Fred and Bob, two of my co-workers on the way. Fred could often be a pain in the arse, but Bob was a straight-up guy and fun. We shrugged at each other’s questions, having no idea what was going on. Then we saw them; about eight strangers, all male, dripping blood and making the weirdest sounds. 
They wandered in, and when the security guards tried to stop them they attacked. Some of the other guys working in the warehouse jumped into action and tried to pull the men off. At that point time shifted and it was like I wasn’t there for a minute as these strangers started biting and clawing at the security guys. One guy’s neck was ripped out. Blood spouted everywhere. 
The yells and shrieks of the guards was the worst part of it. Even worse was that Bob, Fred and I didn’t move. We didn’t go to help. We just stood there, gawping in disbelief. I saw Laia and her workmate, Susie. Walking towards us, they asked what was going on. When they saw, Susie started having some kind of panic attack. The strangers were ripping our guards apart. 
Then my brain seemed to switch into gear. I clocked the workers trying to help, battling these eight men with anything they could get their hands on. I saw the manager on the phone – calling the police, I hoped. Grabbing this metal pole, I strode up to the biters and hit the nearest one, trying to get him off this security guy who was writhing on the floor in pain. Fred and Bob did the same. Many of our co-workers armed themselves and dived in. I felt proud that everyone was doing something to save the lives of the guards who were screaming in pain, and these were brave guys. I’d seen them handle many a problem maker. 
Anyway, after hitting this man, he turned his eyes on me and I choked. They were unreal; dead white and full of blood – no irises. The skin on his face was peeling off, as if it had been burned, and he had a huge bite on the side of his neck. I nearly spewed when I saw it was full of flies and infected. Pus squeezed out of it. 
He raised his hands as if to grab me and I whacked him again. He didn’t go down, even though I was using a metal pole. I guess it hadn’t dawned on me that you could do someone a serious injury with a weapon like that. I just wanted to save the guard’s life, but this madman not only didn’t go down, he didn’t even flinch. 
I looked around to see the other seven men had spread out and there was this mass fight going down. My co-workers and the security guards against these strangers, all of whom were bloody and reeking, as if they’d already been in a huge beat-up and hadn’t slept for days. That’s what I thought anyway. 
I checked to see where Laia and Susie were, and they were standing beside another guy, who was protecting them. I don’t know why they didn’t run to the other exit and get out. Maybe they feared more of these attackers being outside. I yelled at them to hide in the break room. Then I hit that stinking guy again, but it was like fighting a rubber man. He didn’t give. I guessed he’d taken some serious shit. 
At that point two workers appeared, helped up the security guards who had been bitten and led them towards the break area. Mrs Brewish, our first aid rep, followed.
Not before time we heard sirens. Thank Christ. I reckon an hour or more had passed. Soon, so many policemen rushed into the building that I thought I was in some movie. It was that surreal. To my surprise they were carrying tranquilliser guns, which they shot at the eight men, none of whom had been injured during this big fight. All of them had gruesome bites on their bodies and were spitting blood. None of them were saying anything understandable; so high, drunk and rowdy, they were. Fucking hooligans. 
All of us workers stepped back while the police tried to take control. The tranquillisers took down a couple of the guys, but only once a few shots had hit. Then more police arrived. They moved in with batons. I saw one copper get bitten and his fellows took him out of the building sharpish with a tourniquet around his leg. It was chaos. The assailants didn’t stop. They didn’t seem to want to rob the place, just fight. I’d never seen anything like it. 
It seemed ages until everything was under control. Bob and I watched in shock really, unable to take it all in. It was all too crazed. Two coppers were injured in the end, both bitten. I’d never seen men bite other men in a fight. It was sick. 
Six of the eight attackers were tranquilised – seemed the only way to stop them. Two were shot and killed. I watched them being shot in the chest and nothing happened. The cops resorted to headshots and I didn’t blame them. I reckon many of us would have died otherwise. Those guys were psychos. 
Next, the police asked if everyone was alright. We were. Then they asked if any of us had been bitten as they wanted to take us for treatment immediately if so. By now there were ambulances waiting outside. The sirens were deafening. Then the manager piped up that two of our security guards had been bitten about two hours ago and taken to the break room by some of the workers, along with the first aid rep. Oddly enough, the policemen reacted in panic and legged it. I didn’t get why. I guessed they were eager to save lives. 
I remembered telling Laia and Susie to go to the break room to get out of the way, so I started walking that way, intending to check on Laia mainly. Although I was bothered about the other guys, of course she was the person at the front of my mind. Then I heard gunshots coming from the direction in which I was walking and I started to run. 
I never saw Laia again. A policeman stopped me entering the break room. 
It was then that I learned about the virus, how it’s transferred and how its carriers are killed – you have to destroy the brain. I also found out that some people turn quicker than others. Sometimes it takes a day. Other times it’s a matter of hours. 
Laia. 
That was the day everything changed. Trouble had reached my backyard and it was here to stay.
 



Week 8
Sunday, 23
 
“Hi, Ellen!”
The owner of the name spun around to see Robert walking towards her. “Where are you off to?” he called out.
“The gym,” she replied. “Can’t you tell by my glamorous jogging bottoms and trainers? Marla’s dedication to it is making me feel guilty.” 
Robert grinned. “I imagine she’s a tough act to follow. How are you settling in?”
“Fine. I like it. It’s strange being cooped up inside most of the time, but it’s an okay trade for being able to relax.”
“I know. The good thing about being in the guard is that I get to go outside, but I know that isn’t for everyone.”
“No, it’s really not for me. I’ve never been one of those action women. Sorry to disappoint.”
He smiled. “Ellen, I’m not disappointed. Most of the people in this place aren’t interested in being in the guard. Everyone’s made of different stuff.”
“That’s true. Different strokes for different folks – isn’t that the saying?” 
“I believe so…”
“Well, here’s the gym,” Ellen remarked. “I guess it’s goodbye.”
“Erm, would you like to have a coffee with me some time?” Robert blurted out.
Ellen was unsure how to respond. The guy looked slightly awkward and shy, which she had not expected of him. He also appeared to be very earnest. On the one hand, she wanted to say yes, but on the other, recent events made her wary, frightened even. She shook her head and looked the other way.
“No worries,” he said. “I didn’t mean to alarm you.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. I didn’t want to disappoint.”
He frowned. “That’s the second time you’ve said that. Why d’you think it?”
“I have bad luck with men,” she answered, biting her lip. “I think it’s best not to get involved with any.”
“Right. Sorry, I didn’t mean to back you into a corner, but if you fancy a ‘friends’ coffee some time, let me know. Just to talk, get to know you, because I thought you were a nice person straight away. I’m not the type who asks all the girls out – you can ask anyone. But there’s something about you, like you’ve got this glow…” He fell silent and looked even more embarrassed.
Ellen grinned in spite of herself. “It’s nice… to be asked. I had a bad experience on the way here. There was this guy, younger than me. I was friendly, but he wanted more. I didn’t.”
“He didn’t take it so well?” Robert asked. 
“That’s an understatement. A girl died and he flipped. I think something bad happened to him earlier, before I met him. It’s a long story, Robert, but in the end he kidnapped me and he died.”
“Oh, Ellen, that’s awful. Shit, I really put my foot in it. I didn’t mean to bring back bad memories. Now I get it. Sorry.”
“It’s okay. I’ve often felt that people want more from me than I can give. I’m just me, but they seem to think I’m someone different and want to change me, or they’re just disappointed when they realise I’m not who they thought I was.”
“That sucks, but are all people so demanding?” Robert asked.
“I think so. I’m just me. What you see is what you get, nothing else. I can’t give what people seem to want.”
“Ah, I didn’t mean to get all heavy.”
“No, Robert, it’s me. It’s been a crazy few months. I guess I’m tired. I need to work through things. You asked me to go for coffee and I’ve turned it into something else, but at least you can see how crazily confused I am about everything right now.”
He nodded. “I can see it and I’m not surprised, and I don’t blame you. Friends then?”
Ellen beamed. “Friends!”
Robert held out his hand and she shook it. “When I want coffee, I’ll let you know,” she said.
With a grin, he did a fake bow and walked away, glancing back only the once to find she was still looking in his direction. Surprised by this turn of events, Ellen opened the door to the gym and walked inside wearing a smile.
 



Tuesday, 25
 
“Why do you have to go?” Ellen pleaded for the second time. “You’re safe here.”
“Because other people don’t have this,” Marla replied, gesturing to their neighbours eating in the cafeteria. “I want to help those who are still out there, like we were.”
“But it isn’t safe.”
“I’m going too,” said Tommy.
Ellen grimaced. “That just makes it worse,” she scoffed. “You can be the one to tell Barney because I’m not. If you two want to act like superhero idiots, it’s up to you.” Getting up, she stormed off, leaving the other two to stare after her fast disappearing butt.
“Still wanna go?” Tommy asked Marla.
She shrugged. “Yeah, I can’t think of anything better to do today. Can you?”
“It’s a bit like old times, but with freaks to deal with.”
“Sure is. I don’t know why, but I’m looking forward to it in a strange way, because I want to find people. Do you know what I mean?”
“Yeah, I feel the same, only I’m not really looking forward to it.”
“Well, you’re just freaky then,” added Marla, flicking her straw at him. She giggled and got to her feet. “I’m going to head up, so I’ll see you in a bit.”
“Sure.”
Making her way to the exit, Marla contemplated the rows of people eating and talking in a way that was as close to normality as they would probably get now. Remembering old times, she smiled wanly. It was worth going out, even if it saved one person, and she had a bad case of cabin fever. Heading to the elevator, she made it up to her room quickly, where she changed and freshened up before grabbing her faithful Glock and taking the elevator down to the first floor. The rest of the patrol were already waiting in the guards’ meeting room opposite Caballero’s office, including Tommy, who gave her a big grin as if to say ‘beat you’. “Hi,” she greeted them.
The eleven men and one woman nodded in reply. Marla was relieved to see the latter was Sylvia.
“Right,” said Caballero, “now that everyone is here, we will be going out in two Panther CLV vehicles, which have general-purpose machine guns. Each one will be manned by a crew of three: driver, soldier and gunner. In the middle will be a Vector and a bus. All survivors will travel back in the bus. The Vector has loads of room in the back for passengers in a section separated from the front, and it’s mounted with a machine gun. Any people who need to be separated will travel in the Vector.”
Marla had a sudden urge to question the ‘need to be separated’ line, but stopped herself when she felt Caballero’s eyes upon her.
“I will be in the Panther at the front. Marla, I want you with me, along with your friend, Tommy. Sylvia, you take the Vector with Juan and Bill. John, Robert and Elliott, you’ve got the other Panther. Martinez and Leroy, you’re on the bus. It’s up to you guys how you want to work things. I leave it up to you. But, hell, I’m driving! We’re taking extra fuel in the back of each vehicle. Any questions?”
“How will we know if the survivors are infected?” asked Sylvia.
“Check them for bites and look at their eyes,” Caballero answered. “You know the score – bloodshot or white, drained of colour, no focus, no expression, and looking dead. Not much else we can do until we get them back to quarantine. You’ll have to use your judgement. You’ve all had experience of this before, except for Tommy, Marla and Bill. I trust you know what you’re looking for?” 
Everyone nodded and glanced at the people who were to join their team.
“Right then, there’s no time to waste, so let’s get going. We have six hours until 4 p.m., and wherever we are then we are coming straight back here, no questions asked. Okay?”
“Okay, sir,” everyone replied in unison.
“Right, up you get and less of the sir. Time to go.”
 
***
 
The doors of the facility opened and the armoured vehicles moved out one by one. From the windows of the building some curious faces peered out, watching them go, hoping they would return swiftly and safely. Soldiers closed the metal gates, securing them with heavy bolts, while the convoy swept down the narrow, winding road between the lines of leafy trees. To any passersby, the verdant countryside looked inviting and tranquil, as things once were before everything changed.
“What’s the route plan?” enquired Marla.
“We scout the general area,” Caballero replied. “We’ve been gradually moving further out while hoping people manage to get somewhere near this facility. We owe it to them to keep looking. You never know how many are out here. We’ve put posters in various places to help.”
“Cool idea,” said Tommy, gazing out over the peaceful scenery. Nothing stirred, except the leaves. “It’s weird to hear birds.”
Marla nodded. “I know. I expect to hear nothing. You know, like everything is dead, not just...”
“Yep,” muttered Caballero, keeping his eyes on the road. “It draws you in and makes you forget. Sometimes it’s hard to remember what’s happening in the cities – mayhem! The closest big town is Salisbury, but we haven’t dared venture there yet. Population is around 40,000 and no one was evacuated.”
“No one?” gasped Marla. “At all?”
“The government was too late in this area, like many places. We’re going to Amesbury; population 9,000.”
Marla gazed out, keeping her eyes peeled as they reached the bottom of the hill and turned towards the A338. 
“Which of you can use the machine gun?” asked Caballero.
“Both,” Tommy answered with a grin.
Caballero nodded as he turned on to the main trunk road. “Great.”
The other three vehicles followed closely behind and soon they were all motoring along in a convoy, with the Vector and the black-painted, double-decker bus in the middle.
“It’s too quiet. I can’t get used to not seeing any cars,” said Marla. “To start with we weren’t the only ones on the road, but gradually I saw fewer vehicles and then nothing. That was the weirdest thing – how quickly things changed.”
Caballero nodded again and checked his mirror. “So many places got overrun too quickly. This time of day it’s quiet until you get into the residential areas. You can drive along thinking there’s nothing to be scared of out here.”
Marla bit her lip and looked at Tommy, but she could not think of any light-hearted conversation. As the landscape sped by, she noticed a trickle of fear creep around her neck. Trepidation over what might lie ahead. 
“We visited this place, Shipton Bellinger, recently and put up messages. We only found a few people,” commented Caballero, breaking the silence. “From here we turn on to the A303 to Amesbury. We need to put up signs there too, just in case.”
“Have you checked this town before?” Marla asked.
“Amesbury? No, this will be the first time.”
After half an hour’s drive they reached the target town and drove into it via Porton Road. A sign pointed to a Holiday Inn and a car park, but Caballero kept going. Noticing a supermarket, he turned off the roundabout and stopped outside it. The convoy behind him did the same. 
“I’m going to put one of our posters on the notice board here. People tend to go to the main meeting places, like town halls and churches, to seek refuge – strong, secure looking buildings or others that seem safe just because they’re familiar. And they’ll head to supermarkets looking for food.”
“You think people will see that?” asked Tommy.
The commander shrugged. “We’ve got to try. Cover me.”
“Sure,” said Marla, keeping an eye on Caballero as he stepped down to the ground. He walked straight up to the board outside the supermarket and taped a poster across it. She noticed how the soldiers in the vehicles behind had their guns trained on various parts of the street. The place was creepy in its stillness. It unnerved her more than any sudden noise could. Within minutes Caballero slid back inside the vehicle and she asked him, “Where next?” 
“No plan. We just look around and see what we find. But we need to stay on the main roads with a lot of visibility,” he replied. “Okay...” Starting the engine, he drove off, followed by the convoy. “There’s one,” he muttered, nodding to the left. 
“Freak,” mumbled Tommy, nodding towards a shadowy, slumped figure in a shop doorway. “Doesn’t like the sun that one.”
Caballero laughed. “You call them freaks?” 
Tommy gave a wry smile. “Yeah.”
“Fitting!” 
As they progressed along London Road, Marla noticed one of the dead traipsing along the pavement with his neck bent. Wearing dirty clothes, he was wrapped in a blanket that resembled leather. She squinted at him and noticed that he did not stagger as he walked; he moved straight and sure. “Caballero,” she said abruptly, “I think that guy there is alive.”
The commander turned and glanced out the far window to the right. “You think?”
She nodded. “I know. Can I get out and speak to him?”
“Sure that’s safe?” asked Tommy.
“I can’t see anyone else down there, can you?”
“Not yet.”
Caballero stopped the vehicle. “I’ll give you a few minutes. We’ll cover you.”
Marla winked at Tommy. He moved his legs and she slid past him before jumping out. As soon as her boots hit the ground the man on the pavement paused and pushed back his hood to look at her. Immediately, he took off running. 
“Hey!” she called after him. “We came to help survivors!”
The man stopped dead in his tracks and spun around. His face was smudged with dirt, as was the blanket that he grasped tightly beneath his neck. As she had guessed, the surface of it was draped with what looked like... “Skin? Is that human?” Marla asked, nodding towards the stuff from which she recoiled so visibly.
“And if it is?” asked the man. “Is it a crime if the man was dead?”
“I guess not,” she answered, scratching her head. “New times…”
“You’re telling me, girly.”
“What are doing wandering around here?”
“Same as I always did,” the guy replied. 
Marla realised that beneath the grubby complexion, he was probably in his late fifties and seemed used to the outdoor life. Suspecting he’d rarely spent a night off the street in the past, she asked him, “Where do you sleep?” 
“Any place I can find where they are not,” he answered cryptically. “Right now I’m looking for whisky – takes the edge off. Things, they ain’t so frightening then. I have a place to sleep that’s safe, if that’s what’s worrying you. Are you looking for a safe place?”
Marla shook her head and smiled. “No, I have one. We were worried about you. All of us live in a safe building in Rickslaw. It’s big with everything you could possibly need. It’s called Haven. Do you want to come with us?”
The man glanced at the truck and grimaced. “No, lady, old Nick ain’t used to living it straight. I’m a man of the streets. This is my world and those monsters aren’t taking it from me. So long as I ain’t in the way when it gets dark, things ain’t so bad. They can’t run fast – you noticed? Like clueless snails they are.”
“Yes, I have noticed,” she said, almost chuckling, “but we’re short on time. We’re looking for survivors. I guess we’re a rescue party, looking to help people. Have you seen anyone around?”
“Me? Yeah, of course. They’re in the church – old building that, but safe as houses. They hold up in there. Some come out by day to get food.”
Marla sighed. “Cool. Could you drive with us for a bit to show us where it is?”
“My pleasure,” said Nick, “but I’ll need a lift back here after.”
“No problem.”
“And I’m not coming back to this big, fancy house of yours. I like my freedom.”
“No problem either. Thank you for helping.”
“It was lucky you ran into me,” considered Nick, gripping his blanket in place beneath his chin.
Tommy opened the door of the Panther for Marla and she climbed in. Then the trampy looking man slid in behind her, squeezing past Tommy who grimaced at his dress sense and tried not to inhale. 
“I’m Caballero,” said the commander, studying the newcomer.
The man nodded beneath his hood. “Nick.”
“Does that work?” asked Caballero, gesturing at the hide pinned on the blanket.
“Works for me. Zombies, they go by sense of smell, you see. If you smell like them they don’t bother you none. This skin has saved my own many a time,” he added, laughing at his own pun.
“Good idea,” said Tommy. “Smelly, but innovative.”
“Nah, you’d get used to it after a while. Want some for your jacket?”
“No, I’m good,” Tommy replied while Marla bit her tongue to stop herself laughing out loud. 
“Do you know the Beatles stayed here one time, at our Antrobus Arms Hotel in 1965? They were filming Help! – do you know it?”
“I love that song,” said Marla. “You’ve lived here long then?”
“All my life, love. I used to pop to Stonehenge many a time, but not since the grisly men arrived.”
She smiled. “Which way do we go?” 
“Ah, the place you want is St. Mary and St. Melor – known as Amesbury Abbey it is. You know, there’s been an abbey here since the year 979? Nah, well, you don’t need to know that. You just drive straight up this road. It runs into the High Street and then Church Street,” Nick explained, looking as if he felt a fresh sense of purpose. Marla presumed he hadn’t had the opportunity to speak to anyone in a while.
Caballero drove forward with the convoy in tow. As they passed a narrow alleyway, Nick pointed towards it. “There’s loads of zombies down there. It leads to garages and back gardens. Never go there. They like gardens and alleys, they do – dark hiding places,” he added.
“We had a bad encounter near some garages behind a pub,” Marla remembered.
The man nodded. “You see… Have you ever been to Stonehenge, girly?” he asked.
Marla shook her head. “Can’t say I have.”
“You should. It’s beautiful, mystical, but not at night time… anymore. Never go by night,” he said, staring off out the window.
Marla studied the buildings: everyday houses; some with their curtains drawn and others open. A couple of windows were boarded up, which could be promising, she thought, but the church was first. She wondered how many people had managed to leave this town. “Did you say this place wasn’t evacuated?” she asked, looking at Caballero. 
He shook his head. “We were too late here. Anyone who made it out did so of their own accord.”
“And there was me thinking London was bad,” Tommy stated.
“No, that’s the tragedy of it. People were concentrating too much on the capital. The army and police were focused there.”
“You think the government strategy was wrong?” asked Marla.
Caballero sighed. “Doesn’t matter what I think. We just have to clean up the mess now.”
Marla glanced at Tommy who shrugged. “Nearly there now,” mumbled Nick.
“Great,” she replied. “Thanks.”
As they entered Church Street and the tower of the building came into view, her heart sank. A crowd of gruesome dead-lookers jammed the road in front of them. 
“They know,” commented Nick. 
Tommy looked at him. “You knew they’d be here?” 
“Always. They can smell the people. I could’ve told you if you’d asked.”
Caballero kept the engine running and radioed back: “Undead in the road. Do not leave your vehicles.”
“What’s your plan?” Marla asked him.
“We take them out. All of them,” he replied coldly. 
“Really?”
“Yes, unless they’re living, we take them out. Who wants to use the machine gun?”
Tommy nodded and switched positions. “I’m on it.”
As the gun fired into the crowd, it began raining blood, or so it seemed to Marla. The dead-lookers juddered on the spot and fell into one another, some catapulted backwards by the force of the shots, their lack of coordination and speed making them easy targets. They collapsed like bloody dominoes until there was a carpet of bodies decorating the front of the grey stone church. Caballero drove the Panther across them and Marla’s attention was caught by Nick clapping loudly. She took a deep breath and then regretted it as the aroma of rotting flesh greeted her senses like a wave, falling around her head and pulling her under.
“You alright, Marla?”
She glanced at Caballero. “Fine, sir. The smell…”
“Yes, it isn’t something you get used to either, I’m afraid,” he stated matter-of-factly as he drove over the last of the bodies to gain a clear view of the side of the church.
From the pavement the abbey stood proudly, its brownish, slanted roof stretching upwards. It was a wondrous building. Marla had always admired churches because of their gothic air and shape. Three main arched windows rested above the dark blue door, which was closed. The nave cut across, with windows scattered throughout the grey stone. Shards of sunlight bounced off the panes, highlighting the gravestones sticking out of the overgrown grass here and there, becoming more plentiful towards the side where the cemetery rested. Marla shuddered as she looked. It was full of dead-lookers, as if they had returned to pay their respects to their ancestors. 
Caballero reversed the Panther and straightened it up alongside the pavement. The driver of the second Panther had turned it around to face the opposite direction, preparing to take down any zombies that appeared on the street. The Vector and bus were parked in between the two.
“Is it blasphemy to fire on church property?” asked Marla.
“Are you religious?” asked Caballero.
“No,” she replied. “I’ve always been an atheist, although recent events have made me wonder how anyone can believe in a God that lets something like this happen.”
“So you’ll have no complaints then?” he asked rhetorically as the machine gun emptied its gifts on the dead that crept between the headstones of the once living. Row upon row of the ghastly figures collapsed, decorating the graves and green grass with splatters of deep red and splinters of bone. Marla cringed as the word desecration entered her head and she shook it away. Behind them the other Panther was firing rounds down Church Road. The roar of the guns must have wakened the rest of the creatures, she guessed. Unexpectedly, the door of the abbey opened and a white cloth waved in the air.
“I’m getting out,” said Caballero. “Tommy, stay put. Marla, come with me.”
She nodded and followed the commander out of the vehicle and towards the entrance of the building. Nick remained inside the Panther, clapping and giggling to himself. The guy had lost it, Marla figured, wondering how he had managed to keep himself alive all this time.
“We’re here to take any survivors to a safe facility, run by the government and guarded by the army,” announced Caballero in a loud voice. “Do you want to come with us?”
The door opened wider and a man stepped out, dressed in black with a white collar. “I am Reverend Matthew,” he stated. “Can you take all of us?”
“How many are you?” asked Caballero.
“One hundred and eighty six.” 
Caballero whistled. “That many? Okay, we can take one hundred on the bus, but it will be a squeeze. We will have to come back for the others tomorrow. Can you organise your people? We need to keep guard out here.”
“You are shooting them?”
“We have no choice.”
The reverend muttered something and nodded. While Tommy and the soldiers in the other Panther continued to pick off any dead that appeared in the street, Sylvia, Robert and Marla entered the church. As they walked in, the dry, stifling heat hit them. Marla coughed slightly and glanced at Sylvia, who looked concerned. The place was full of people sitting huddled together. Young and old, male and female looked up. All at once they rose and a clamour of voices filled the air as the group looked at one another in confusion or excitement; it was difficult to tell.
“Reverend, can you ask them to be silent?” asked Caballero. “We are surrounded by the undead out there.”
The man nodded and raised his arms in the air. “Please be quiet. It is not safe outside. These people have come here from a safe government facility to find survivors. Today they can take most of us, not all, but they will come back tomorrow. Please form an orderly queue down the centre of the church. There is no need to panic or rush. Just gather your belongings and make a line. Everyone will be taken – no one will be abandoned here alone, you have my word. You’ll all be saved.”
The congregation fell silent and calmly did as Matthew instructed. Marla smiled, amazed by his power to control a difficult situation. Moving alongside him, she whispered, “How did you do that?” 
He smiled back and brought his hands together in front of him. “We have been united in prayer here for many years. I know most of my flock. Some are strangers, but I welcomed them. All are equal in God’s eyes. They trust me.”
When the people were assembled, Sylvia and Marla began to lead them outside to the waiting double-decker bus. One by one, they climbed inside and found a seat. Marla wondered when they had last bathed or eaten a proper meal. She imagined the facilities inside the church to be basic. How many times had they been forced to brave the outside world to find food? They would have to do it no more. 
“Thanks, Miss,” said a small, fair-haired boy clinging on to his mother’s hand.
Marla grinned at him. “You’re welcome,” she replied, watching as his parent helped him with the step. 
“Makes it all worthwhile, no?” asked Sylvia.
“Sure does. I only wish we could take all of them today.”
Sylvia smiled. “They’ve been safe there all this time. It will only be one more night and I guess one of us can stay with them – depends who volunteers. If no one does, Caballero will probably do it.”
“Really?”
“That’s the type of man he is.”
“A good one then,” Marla surmised as she watched the commander speaking to Matthew by the entrance to the church. She jumped slightly as the machine gun launched a fresh spray of gunfire.
“That’s it,” Robert announced as he strode out of the building and up to the two girls.”
Marla frowned. “No, he said there were one hundred and eighty six people altogether. The bus can take a hundred, but I only counted seventy-seven.”
“Me, too,” Sylvia agreed. “Let’s check with the Reverend.” 
Robert gestured to Martinez, who was driving the bus, to close the doors and then he followed the two women into the church. 
“We’re a few short,” Sylvia announced to Caballero.
Matthew nodded. “Yes, most of my congregation were in here and the others are in the crypt. How many spaces are left?”
“Twenty-three,” said Marla, “exactly.”
“Alright, so I think I should ask for women and children to go first,” he replied. “Come, it is this way to the crypt.”
Robert closed the church doors while Caballero strode after the Reverend, followed by Sylvia and Marla. Matthew stopped in front of a heavy, wooden door, rounded at the top. Lifting the metal bolt, he turned the handle and pushed. It yawned open with a slight creak to reveal a series of light stone steps. He led the way down to yet another door and, turning the handle, he walked inside. 
Caballero stretched out his arm to take the full weight of the door and held it open for Marla. “Chilly down here,” he remarked, stepping into the dimly lit crypt. Matthew was crossing the room to where the remainder of his flock were seated. Some were very young, judging by the size of them, thought Marla, as she hurried to catch up with the commander.
“Oh my God,” he gasped, stopping suddenly.
“What’s wrong?” asked Matthew, turning around. “Can you take them?”
Marla felt her skin ripple as if beneath an icy touch when she took in the rows of heads that were beginning to rise; the expressionless faces turning to gaze upon them, one by one. She recognised the now familiar expression of hunger; the all-consuming need to devour, which was the only emotion experienced by the dead. “Caballero?” she muttered. 
“We cannot take them,” he told the Reverend, “and we should leave now.”
“But they are all creatures of God,” Matthew replied, looking perplexed. “How can we leave them here to perish?”
“They are already dead.”
The Reverend shook his head and swept his hand up. “They live, move and breathe, just like us. They are only sick.”
“No,” Sylvia argued. “They are dead. They have the virus. Has anyone else been bitten?”
Matthew nodded. “Some, but we bandaged them.”
“Are they on the bus?” asked Caballero.
The man nodded. 
“Jesus,” breathed Marla. “I’ll go warn the others.” 
She spun on her heels and then stopped short as a scream escaped her lips. Behind them was a recess they had not been aware of when entering the crypt. It was crammed full of dead-lookers and they had already risen; their wizened features frozen like Halloween masks as they drifted across the stone ground. Young and old. Marla gazed at the children and felt a deep sorrow flood over her. It kept her rooted to the spot for too many seconds until she was aware of Sylvia grabbing her arm and trying to drag her towards the exit. Robert lunged for the door and tugged it open. 
“Matthew, we must go now,” Caballero insisted. “They will kill you.”
“But they are the innocent. They do not deserve to be left here to die.”
“No, but neither do you, and if you stay here you will surely perish. I know you want to save these people, but they are beyond saving.”
“I will not leave them. They have been coming to my church for years, some since they were born. I have baptized these children.”
“And they are gone, Reverend,” insisted Caballero, pulling him by the arm.
Robert held the door open while the two female soldiers stood behind him waiting. “He’s taking too long,” said Marla, noticing the dead veer into the edge of her vision. She stepped forward.
“Marla!”
Ignoring Sylvia, she took a central position between Caballero and the door to the crypt. On either side of their prey, the dead were moving. Eerie, rasping voices gathered like the hum of a ghostly organ playing, sweeping around the space inside, filling it up, as the very walls seemed to close in; a claustrophobic hell hole. They were too close, thought Marla. What was he thinking of? Caballero wrestled with Matthew, and taking hold of both of his arms, he hauled him towards the exit, but the man struggled back, shouting, “You cannot make me leave them! This is wrong!”
Marla took a step forwards, but Caballero nodded at her to stay back. It was clear that he did not want her to shoot any of the congregation in front of the man of the cloth. Matthew struggled again and again. He was not weak, she could see, and he was taller than the commander. In the end he lashed out and pushed Caballero away, to her shock. A shot rang out and it was only afterwards that Marla realised it came from her gun, so focused had she been on the two men. 
“No!” shrieked Matthew, bending down towards the small boy now lying face down on the dusty, stone ground. “Murderers!” Caballero punched the man, catching him in his arms as he crumpled, unconscious. Robert ran forward and raised one of Matthew’s arms over his shoulder. 
One of the dead lunged forward, her jaws snapping at Caballero’s neck as he struggled to bear the other man’s weight. Without blinking, Marla shot her in the forehead. Focused, she took down two other men, one young and one old, before they could get any closer to the hunted. Hearing other gunshots around her, she did not acknowledge their origin. Turning once more, she fired at yet another dead-looker; a female who had probably been in her twenties. Then she saw the twins – red-haired angels who could not have been any older than four years old. Marla backed away towards the exit, unable to silence them. Caballero and Robert dragged the Reverend past her, and she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand as she followed them out. 
Sylvia slammed the door of the crypt and bolted it. Turning to Marla, she asked, “You okay?” 
Marla grimaced. “No. There were too many children in there.”
“I saw.”
“I killed one.”
“They’re already dead, you know that,” Sylvia replied, leading the way up the steps. “Come on, we have to get back to the bus and check the passengers.”
Her words jolted Marla back to reality. “How will we persuade anyone to get off the bus if they’ve been bitten? They’ll hide any injuries.”
“We’ll see. Come on. Caballero, is there a key for this door?” Sylvia called out as she reached the top of the steps. 
“There!” Robert replied, nodding to a hook on the wall.
“Great.” In one swift movement she locked the crypt and brought down the bolt. “All secure,” she added, running ahead.
Marla glanced towards the altar and back at the door leading to the crypt. Biting her lip, she shoved her dark thoughts behind the barricade in her mind that she’d built for herself, where all the bad stuff was going, deafening the silence there, pressing. As the church door slammed shut, she squinted in the blazing sunshine and inhaled the fresher air. The gunfire had stopped and the street was as quiet as a morgue. Marla watched Caballero and Robert carry Matthew on to the bus and step back off. 
“Good work in there,” Caballero told Marla. “You’ve got very quick instincts.”
She nodded, unable to think of a reply.
He stepped back on the bus and strode upstairs. “Has anyone been bitten?” he asked loudly.
An old man whose arm was wrapped in a bandage put his hand up. “I was.”
“Could you step downstairs for me, please?” asked Caballero.
“Why?”
“We would like everyone who has been bitten to step off the bus.”
“No way!” a woman cried out. “We’re not going out there!”
Caballero stared out the window and blinked in the sunlight. It would begin to fade soon enough. He switched his focus back to the passengers. “We would like everyone who has been bitten to travel in the Vector truck. That way, when we reach the facility, we can treat your wounds urgently. We will know who is injured and our doctors will be able to deal with them without delay.”
The old man who had spoken stood up and asked the woman next to him to move her legs. “Jerry, I want to go with you,” she said, refusing to budge an inch.
“It’s perfectly alright,” he replied. “I trust him. He’s helping us. How long have we been married?” 
“Fifty-six years.”
“Then, Beryl, a little separation is not going to make any difference. You haven’t been injured, so I want you to wait here. I’ll see you later, my sweet.” With that, Jerry bent down ever so slowly and kissed his wife on the cheek. She smiled up at him and moved her legs aside. Trembling slightly, he walked down the aisle of the bus.
“Thank you,” said Caballero. “Just head outside where my soldiers are guarding the vehicles. 
Jerry turned and waved at his wife before disappearing out of sight. 
“Anyone else?” asked the commander.
There were no more complaints or questions as various people rose from their seats in all stages of life and from all walks of it. After seeing the old man leave, they seemed to have no lingering suspicions. One by one, nine people left the bus. Downstairs it was the same story and six others were relocated on to the Vector. Caballero gave one last glance to Matthew, who sat at the front of the bus with his head in his hands, before stepping off on to the pavement. Martinez closed the door behind him.
“They’re all on the truck,” Marla informed Caballero. “Sylvia and Robert are in there. Are they safe?”
He nodded. “They’re fine. There’s a metal division between the back and front. They can see what’s going on in the back too.”
She studied his face more carefully, feeling puzzled. “How did those people leave so easily?” 
Caballero focused on a spot an inch away from her face. “I asked them to.” 
Suddenly feeling tense, she decided to press him. “What did you tell them?” 
He met her gaze. “What I had to. I told them that by separating them, they would be treated by our doctors first.”
“But that’s a lie! They won’t!” she gasped, feeling the pressure that had been mounting since she left the crypt explode. “What about their families? That old man told me to make sure his wife didn’t worry. What am I meant to say to her? Her name is Beryl and they’ve been married for over fifty years. Fifty years! How could you do that? He has no idea what will happen to him and…”
“Calm down, Marla. I don’t feel good about lying to them,” Caballero retorted, “but I had no choice or other people will be at risk. You know this. You’ve seen it happen – I know you have.” He walked away from her, towards the Panther. 
“What will happen to them?” she asked, running behind him.
He stopped and looked at her. “Do you really want to know?”
Marla hesitated for a moment and nodded slowly.
“We will put them to sleep. We’ll tell their families, they’ll say their goodbyes, and then we will end their pain. Lethal injection.”
“So you’re basically saying euthanasia?”
“What other option is there? Bullet to the brain?” he asked. With that, Caballero climbed into the driver’s side of the Panther and slammed the door.
Fuming, Marla kicked the wheel of the truck and clenched her fists. “Fuck it!” Turning away, she stared into the distance for a second, trying to calm the tide of anger rushing inside her, but then her eyes were irrevocably drawn back to the busload of people, as she knew they would be. They all believe they are safe now. They all trust us – they trust me.

It was too cruel. They were meant to be rescued from death, all of them. Killing by any means was still killing and they were human; they had not turned. Think of all the people you’ve saved, not the ones who are lost. 
Taking a deep breath, Marla scuffed her boots on the gravel and made her way around to the other side of the truck.
 



Wednesday, 26 
 
Marla knocked on the door of her sister’s room and nibbled the end of one of her nails as she waited. She had spent the morning analysing the events of the day before and needed to talk to someone she trusted; her sister always fitted that bill. When the door opened, she was welcomed in with a warm smile. A sharp scent of citrus hit her senses. “Mmm, fresh,” she remarked.
“I just ate a rather juicy orange,” Ellen explained with a grin. “Sit down. Want one? I brought two up here.”
“No, I’m fine,” Marla replied, perching on the edge of the desk.
Ellen sat down on her bed and crossed her legs. “So what’s wrong?”
“What makes you think…?”
“You’ve got that deep furrow between your eyes that you always get when something’s wrong. And you get kind of twitchy…”
“Twitchy?”
Ellen giggled. “Yeah, like now you’re not sitting on the chair like a normal person, but hovering on the desk.”
Marla moved to the chair. “You win. I have got something on my mind.”
“A-ha,” Ellen said knowingly as she peeled orange number two. “I thought so, what about?”
Marla sighed. “It’s complicated. Do you want to grab some lunch with me? I haven’t eaten yet and…” 
“Oh, sorry, I can’t,” Ellen replied, blushing slightly. “I’m meant to be meeting Robert in half an hour.”
“Soldier guy?”
Ellen nodded. “Yeah, we’ve been chatting a lot and he asked me to go for a coffee. I kept saying no. This time I decided why not. Never mind that, are you feeling okay? You look a bit down.”
“Yeah, it’s just that yesterday was kind of rough and I wanted to talk to you about it.”
“Sorry, Marl. Maybe we could discuss it quickly now?”
“No, no, it’s fine. I don’t want to make you late. It isn’t as if you can ring him on your mobile and say you’re delayed.”
“That’s true, but he’s nice. He won’t mind if…”
“Really, it can wait. It’s a long story. Maybe tomorrow morning?”
“Definitely,” Ellen replied. “It’s a date. Any time after ten.”
Marla forced a grin and changed the subject. “You two seem to be getting on really well.” 
“Yeah, I like him. It’s gonna sound cheesy, but Robert makes me laugh and he seems honest – a what-you-see-is-what-you-get kind of guy.”
“That’s good. Cheesy is good. I like him too. He seems... well, normal.” Marla’s memory flickered back to Devan and she wondered if her sister ever thought of him, not that she was about to ask.
 “Anyway, enough of me, what about that scientist guy, Jakob?” asked Ellen, wriggling her eyebrows up and down.
Marla frowned. “What about him?” 
“You know! I think he likes you. He’s always staring at you if we see him around – and why else should he come down to the cafeteria on our floor anyway?”
“No, I’m sure he doesn’t. He must know other people and the timing is way off!”
Ellen blinked. “How so?”
“I can’t think about dating anyone,” Marla explained. “It seems ludicrous with what’s going on in the world.”
“Do you think I’m ludicrous for hanging out with Robert?”
“No, not at all, I'm happy for you. It’s just me. We’re different, and I can’t think about normal things.”
“But you’re entitled to,” Ellen pointed out. “You are allowed to have fun and enjoy yourself. Who says you can’t? Jakob is nice, although I prefer Tommy, if I’m really honest.”
“You like Tommy? I thought you liked Robert?” asked Marla, confused.
“I don’t mean for me,” gasped Ellen, laughing. “I mean you.”
“Me and Tommy? Now that’s funny. That’s funnier than the idea of me and Jakob. Tommy is in my ‘Friend’ drawer. No, that idea is just plain weird.”
Ellen’s grin broadened as she watched her sister squirm awkwardly. “So you’ve never thought about it?”
“Ellen! No, of course I haven’t. You can wipe that smile off your face and quit matchmaking.” 
“Okay, Marl, if you say so, but if you need any relationship advice…”
“Ha ha, when there are no dead-lookers left in the world maybe. Until then I’m fine. Anyway, I better be off before I make you late. Enjoy your date and say hi to Robert for me. Maybe I’ll see what Tommy is doing for lunch.”
“See!”
“No! There’s nothing to see,” Marla retorted, heading for the door, “and don’t try to see anything.”
Closing the door behind her, she leaned against the wall for a second and stared down the corridor. A young woman dressed in denim dungarees was wandering towards the stairs hand-in-hand with a small boy. He dangled a bright red toy truck from his right hand. Marla stared after them. Was it ridiculous to want a normal life? Was one even possible now? She looked up at the white-painted ceiling and back down to the floor. Of course the whole idea was crazy right now, right here, when nothing made any sense. Who are we now anyway, except a dying species? The slam of the stairwell door made her glance up. 
“Now who’s Miss Depressing?” she mumbled, standing up straight. “That would be you, Marla,” she added, stepping away from the wall.
 
***
 
Noticing a waiting young man staring in her direction, Ellen’s eyes flickered everywhere but straight ahead as she walked out of the elevator and made her way towards him. 
“Hi, glad you could make it,” Robert told her with a warm grin.
Ellen blushed. “Thanks for asking me. I’m impressed there’s a cinema, of all things.”
“We need it in here. It’s important for people to have something to do. We have a big DVD library.”
“It’s funny seeing you out of uniform,” she said, taking in his blue jeans, freshly ironed shirt and clean black shoes.
Robert laughed and nodded. “You look nice. That green suits you.”
“It’s the only dress I brought with me,” Ellen replied, fingering her silver bracelet nervously.
“Well, I like it a lot. Ready?”
“Yes. What are we watching?”
“Seven Pounds. It’s supposed to be very good but sad, so I hope you have your tissues handy.”
She smiled. “I’ll give it a go.” 
“Shame there isn’t a pool as well on this floor, but you can’t have everything.”
“Guess there would be a water-saving problem,” Ellen reasoned, “so maybe it’s a good thing.”
“You’re very sensible,” said Robert with a wink.
Ellen laughed. “Sometimes, but I have to warn you it isn’t usual.”
They walked together down the corridor, the air cluttered with the noise of machines and various conversations seeping out from open doorways. Passing the gym, Ellen looked inside and reminded herself to get her lazy butt in there again before it hit the floor. Before they reached the cinema room, Robert paused, making her stop. “I wanted to ask you something, if it’s okay,” he said hesitantly. “Those dreams you said you had...”
Ellen frowned slightly and nodded.
“Do you still have them?”
She nodded again, wondering why he would ask now of all times. Had he only invited her out because he was inquisitive about the nightmares or would they be a huge put-off? Did he consider her strange or creepy even? But then perhaps it all sounded confusing or even frightening to another person, Ellen reasoned. Maybe he just had to get the question out there, so they could get it over with and then forget it. For a moment she imagined him turning the query over and over in his mind. She hoped he would not ask about her experiences in detail, because she wanted to have a fun night and experience what used to be ‘normal’. On the other hand, she didn’t want him to think her defensive.
“Are they really realistic?” Robert asked. “Are they like how it really is... out there... those zombies... sorry, but…?”
Ellen sighed. “I don’t like to talk about them, but the dreams seem real when they happen. I don’t want to have them. They just come. When I first had an... an encounter, it was like the dream, but the dream came first.”
“So it was a prophecy?”
“I think so, yes.”
Robert rubbed his nose and then opened the door to the cinema. “Thanks, Ellen. I was curious. I promise I won’t ask you about them ever again.”
“That’s okay. It’s part of me, I guess.”
He smiled. “Ladies first.”
Ellen grinned back and entered the black-painted room, packed with chairs. They were half-full of people of all ages, but no children, so Ellen gathered it was not a movie for kids. She then noticed a film schedule on the wall, divided between family and adult showings. The simple charm of it all made her content, and she followed Robert towards a central row. “So you’ve seen this film before?” she asked him once they were seated.
“No, but I asked Sylvia if it was good and she said it is.”
“How long have you been here?” 
“Since the beginning,” Robert replied. “I was based at another camp with Commander Caballero, but it fell to the undead. We were relocated, but the scientists were here already. It was tough getting here, but I guess it was for you too. This was basically a scientific research building, government run and quite secret. All of these facilities were built to cater for the workers who lived here. Afterwards, some survivors moved elsewhere to join their families.”
“So you saw a lot of... erm, what’s been happening out there?”
He nodded. “I lost some friends. Luckily, my family are alright. They are in the north.”
“I’m sorry about your friends, but glad about your relatives,” said Ellen.
“Thanks,” Robert answered as someone turned off the lights and the film began.
When the titles went up at the end, Ellen wiped her eyes with her hand. Rummaging in her bag, she noticed a packet of tissues appear in front of her nose. “Told you,” whispered Robert. “I brought these just in case.”
“Thanks, I really enjoyed the film. Will is great in it.”
“One of my favourite actors,” said Robert, standing. He waited patiently for Ellen to get up before leading the way out of the room. They headed to the cafeteria on her floor to grab a drink and something to eat. Ellen imagined how in days gone by they would have gone to the nearest pub and she would have been sitting with a spirit in her hand. But a coffee with Robert was more than fine. They were safe, away from the chaos and death outside, and that was the crucial thing.
“So, tell me about you,” Robert said once they were seated in the cafeteria.
“What do you want to know?” she asked.
“Everything and anything; whatever you want to tell me.”
Ellen blushed under his ardent gaze and wrapped both hands around her warm cup while she considered her reply. “I was one of those little kids who were always daydreaming and had my nose in a book. I’m close to my sister, although we weren’t when I was young. I was a terrible teenager after she left home. I hated the army for taking her away,” she remembered with a giggle. “Then I grew up. My father was a police officer. He died, but he was a lovely man, brave and fiercely intelligent, and patient. He was a great listener if you had a problem. I remember that. I miss him. Me and Marla visited our mum shortly before the evacuations started. I hope she’s safe. We’re waiting to find out from the administrator… Erm, I trained to be a teacher and I was teaching primary school kids before… everything. I love it, so it’s great that I can help out here too.”
“It’s a good job and you seem a natural at it,” said Robert.
“Thanks,” she answered, smiling at the compliment, although there was no way of him knowing whether she was any good. “What about you?”
He laced the fingers of his hands together and leaned forwards slightly. “Okay, I grew up in Devon in a very, very small village. So tiny you could blink and miss it when driving through.”
Ellen laughed, which made him smile before continuing, “My parents were still living there when things went crazy and they were evacuated. They’re all okay, at a facility in the north. I think I told you before. I have a younger sister and an older brother. They’re fine too. I did have a younger brother, but…” He glanced away briefly. “Anyway, when I was growing up I got bored in that village. Wanting to see the world, I joined the army. I loved it and did see the world, although everything is far out now. This situation isn’t like being at war…” He paused and leaned back in his chair. “Sorry, there I go saying the wrong thing again. I meant us to have a good time.”
“But I am having a good time, Robert. You can talk to me about anything. And I’m a great listener.”
“Just like your dad.”
“Just like him,” she replied, smiling again. 
“Thanks. I can sort of see that. You have a kind face.”
Ellen laughed. “Of course that does mean you’ll have to listen to all my crap too!”
Robert grinned broadly. “We have a deal. Does that mean I haven’t put you off meeting me again?”
“No, I’d be happy to.”
“Great! How do you fancy some chocolate cake? I could do with the biggest slice they’ve got,” he said, standing.
“Definitely! Those are my two favourite words.”
 



Friday, 28
 
After changing into the blue pyjama bottoms and vests they had been given, Ellen and Marla walked into the adjoining room where Doctor Grice was waiting. The sleep study room was painted white and all of the sheets matched, but the curtains hanging either side of the single window were black. Two beds were arranged against one wall, surrounded by machines, and there were four chairs and a small table. At the other end of the room was a window through which a small office could be seen, containing a couple of desks and chairs, some computer equipment and filing cabinets. 
Marla gazed through at the rows of books on the white-painted shelves. A green, plastic frog with a huge red grin sat on one desk, endangering the serious air of professionalism. “Is that yours?” she asked, pointing at it with a smirk.
Doctor Grice raised his eyebrows. “No, it’s my son’s. Well, Ellen and Marla, I am pleased that you agreed to this.”
“It wasn’t our idea,” Marla replied. “After seeing the therapist and mentioning the dreams, he kind of insisted on it. If you can get rid of these nightmares though, it’ll be worth being a guinea pig.”
The doctor coughed. “That isn’t an expression we use here – guinea pig. Here we…”
“I think it sounds fun,” Ellen cut in, nudging her sister. “I’d like to know more about our dreams and why we have them.”
“Good. This is where we will study you while you sleep. Two nurses will be here at all times, along with me.”
As if on cue, a brown-haired woman wearing blue overalls walked into the room. “Hello, my name is Rita. It’s nice to meet you. I’ll be helping Doctor Grice.”
“Hi,” Ellen replied, struck by the nurse’s piercing blue eyes. “It’s nice to meet you, too. I’m Ellen.”
The nurse nodded and smiled.
“I’m Marla, her sister. Hi.”
“You both experience the same nightmare?” asked Rita.
Ellen and Marla nodded.
“It’s untypical,” Rita continued. “Have you participated in a sleep study before?”
“No,” the sisters replied in unison and Ellen giggled. At that moment a young man in his mid-twenties walked in and closed the door behind him. He was wearing similar, pale blue overalls, so Marla presumed him to be the second nurse. “Hello,” he said, his eyes glinting as he spoke. His face was friendly and open, she thought. 
“Sit down,” said Doctor Grice and everyone chose a chair while he leaned against the nearest bed. “The investigation into your sleep is called polysomnography, which you’ve probably never heard of before and will have problems pronouncing,” he began with an earnest smile. “This study will enable us to decide on the best treatment for you.”
“So you think the nightmares can definitely be cured?” asked Ellen.
“We will try,” he continued. “Many cases are curable, so we hope to, yes. During polysomnography, we will place a series of electrodes on the surface of your skin and bands around areas of your body. This is painless, so there is no need to worry. While you sleep, we will monitor the signals from the electrodes. It’s as easy as all that. Rita, would you care to show them?”
“Yes, doctor,” the nurse replied, standing. She opened a drawer and removed some items before showing them to the girls. “He is referring to these. This one is an electrode and this one is a band. They will be attached to those machines by your beds. Owen, here, can explain the tests,” she added, turning to the male nurse.
Owen grinned, showing deep dimples. “Okay, excuse the big words, but this is what we’ll be doing: EEG – that’s electro-encephalography, which will monitor your brain waves; EMG – electromyography – to check your muscle tone; and ECG – electrocardiography – for monitoring your heart.”
“Wow,” said Ellen. “That’s a lot of tests.”
“That’s not all,” Owen continued. “We will be recording thoracoabdominal movements. To explain, those are movements in your chest and abdomen. And we’ll be monitoring your oronasal airflow, which is basically how the air is flowing into your mouth and nose. Another test is pulse oximetry to measure your heart rate and oxygen levels in your blood. Lastly, we’ll be recording your breathing and, if you do it, snoring, along with any other behaviour during the night, on video.”
“Ha, this will be proof you snore, Marla,” teased Ellen, giggling.
Marla stared back at her straight-faced. “I do not.”
The two nurses were clearly amused. “Most people have no idea they snore,” stated Rita, “until their partners tell them usually, but, again, it is curable.”
Doctor Grice stood up. “Shall we start? It is 1 a.m., so I’m hoping you’re feeling tired. We won’t disturb you in the morning, but let you wake naturally. If you’d like to get into bed, Rita will fix you up with the electrodes and bands.”
Ellen stood up and walked to the nearest bed while Marla took the one by the window. Once they were relaxed, Rita placed the electrodes on their faces, scalps and above their lips. Then she put bands around their chests and tummies. Finally, she placed sensors on their legs and attached an oxygen sensor to the index finger of their right hands. “Good girls,” she announced, “we’re ready. Just sleep how you would normally, and adjust the sheets as you wish. Try to forget we are here.”
The two nurses then left the room, followed by Doctor Grice who turned off the light. The three of them walked into the corridor and entered the adjoining room full of monitoring equipment via another door. Ellen turned her head and looked at them through the window. “This is so bizarre, Marl.”
“You’re telling me. These electro things are itching like crazy.”
“How are we meant to sleep with all this attached? I feel like Frankenstein.”
“I’ve no idea,” Marla replied, “but they’re filming us, so no rude jokes!”
Ellen giggled. “As if! You’re the one with the dirty mind!”
“Night, little sis, I’m going to roll over the other way and try to get comfortable.”
“Okay, night, and please try not to snore like a trombone.”
“Ellen!”
 



Saturday, 29
 
“Where’s Marla?” asked Ellen, rubbing her eyes as she sat up in bed.
“She woke earlier,” explained Rita. “How are you feeling, honey?”
“Not bad.”
“Let me take all these contraptions off you.” Rita began to remove the various electrodes and bands. 
“Were you here all night?” Ellen asked, to which the nurse responded, “I get to sleep soon though.” 
“Wow, you must be tired.”
Rita smiled in response. “There, all done. I’ll lead you into the other room to get dressed. Follow me.”
Ellen looked through the glass separation and spotted Owen, who nodded, but there was no sign of the doctor. As she changed behind a curtain in the other room, she listened to Rita humming to herself. Once ready, she stepped out. 
“Alright,” said Rita, “you can go now. Doctor Grice will want to take a look at the results before speaking to you. Owen was monitoring you all night, so I imagine he’s very tired too. Do you feel as if you slept well?”
“Kind of,” Ellen replied, “but it’s been so long time since I felt really refreshed that I’ve forgotten.” She hesitated. “I didn’t do anything embarrassing, did I?” 
Rita shook her head. “No, though it didn’t look as if you were sleeping very well to me, but Doctor Grice will fill you in. I’m not meant to comment.”
“Okay, well, it was nice to meet you, Rita.”
“You, too,” replied the nurse. She watched Ellen wander off down the corridor and continued to stare long after she had disappeared from view. 
 



Week 9
Sunday, 30
 
“Hey!”
Marla turned around to see Jakob standing right behind her, holding a tray bearing an assortment of food and a steaming cup. “Mind if I sit with you?” he asked.
“No,” replied Ellen with a huge smile.
Tommy raised his eyebrows and said, “Hello,” in monotone while Billy glanced from one man to the other as he munched on his cereal.
“How are you finding it here?” Jakob enquired once he was seated.
“I like it,” said Ellen cheerfully. 
“It’s okay, though a bit on the boring side. I used to be a mechanic,” Tommy answered.
“You could probably do that here,” Marla suggested.
“I guess.”
“Would you prefer taking your chances out there?” asked Jakob.
Tommy played with his food, looking irritated. “No, but I like doing something with a purpose to it.” He put down his cutlery and swigged the remains of his coffee. “Well, I’m outa here, so I’ll catch you girls – and you, Billy – later.” With that he rose from the table, picked up his tray and began to walk across the cafeteria. 
“Hold up, Tommy,” Ellen called out. “Fancy a game of cards?”
He turned and smiled. “Sure, you wanna get beat again?”
“Hey, I won last time!”
“That was just beginner’s luck...”
“But we’ve played loads of times,” Ellen argued, almost running to keep up with Tommy’s stride.
Marla laughed.
“They get on really well,” said Jakob.
She grinned. “Yeah, they do. He saved our skins quite a few times.”
Billy wiped his mouth, pushed back his chair and stood. “It’s time I went too, so I’ll be seeing you, Marla. Bye, Jakob.” 
She nodded. “Bye, Billy.” With a wave, he wandered off in the other direction.
“Have you known him long?” asked Jakob.
“Billy? No, we met on the way here.”
“I meant Tommy.”
“Ah, yes, ages. We were in the army together.”
Jakob smiled. “I thought you were a couple, but...”
“But what?”
“Sylvia said you weren’t.”
Marla’s eyebrow shot up. “You were asking her questions about me?”
Jakob grinned shyly. “And why not?”
“The world has turned to shit and you’re asking people if I’m single?”
“Again, why not?”
Marla rolled her eyes. “Because this,” she said, gesturing to the people around them, “isn’t normal, because normal doesn’t figure anymore.”
“So, you’re saying I can’t talk to you?”
“No, just that you can’t talk to me like that. I’m still trying to get my head around the fact that the world has changed and if I step outside this place I’m liable to get eaten by things that used to be living, breathing people, so please don’t flirt with me.”
“Right,” said Jakob, his expression turning more sober. “It wasn’t my intention to upset you.”
“Okay,” she answered, glancing away. Biting her lip, she sighed. “Look, I...”
“It’s fine. I get it,” he replied. “So, what’s your plan for the day?”
“You knew I had a day off? I don’t believe you!”
Jakob opened his mouth to say something, but Marla was already standing. “See you later,” she told him before striding off towards the exit.
He looked down at the tray of half-eaten food she’d left behind and the closest tables. No one seemed to have noticed her swift departure. Taking a deep breath, he opened the small, glass pot of blackcurrant jam and turned his attention to the bread roll on his plate.
 



Billy’s story
 
Billy wandered out of the cafeteria and down the corridor. By the elevator, a young boy swung on the hand of a much older man. As the elevator doors opened, the man gave him a piggyback and walked inside. Billy paused, remembering his own father and how he might not have made it this far without his wise words.
 
***
 
It began like any other weekday, up at the crack of dawn to get ready for work. Make the same old chicken, bacon and tomato sandwiches rammed with mustard (oh yes), grab my stuff and out the door. I planned to get the Tube to Euston, from where I’d start my shift driving the 7.16 a.m. train to Apsley. Nothing out of the ordinary for me.
On the way to the station my dad calls me from Leeds where he’s visiting my sister. There’s something going down, he says. Being a high-up police officer, he’d heard about it early – an outbreak of a virus that made people dangerous. I’d seen reports on TV about a spate of murders in the capital. I’d also seen people being sick on public transport and just assumed some dodgy flu was going around. Anyway, my dad shocked me by saying he was extending his holiday and staying in Leeds for the time being. It was odd because nothing fazed him normally.
Still, I went to work not thinking much about it. How could a virus make people dangerous after all?
Next thing I know there are more reports on TV – more murders, more people falling sick and being admitted to hospital, but patients were attacking doctors and nurses. There was a hostage situation on one ward, then a near riot. London’s going to the dogs, I thought. It was my second home after all, having grown up in Leeds. Perhaps it was getting near the time I went back home. 
Then my dad rang again. He’d been hearing some serious shit and told me to go to his house and – listen up – get his gun! I was like what dude? But nope, my old man wanted me to get his gun. I laughed, but he told me off, like I was eight years old again and he’d caught me nicking. When I got off the phone, I laughed some more. 
When the reports on TV got worse, I stopped laughing. I phoned my dad, checked he was okay, and went straight to his house and collected that Colt AR-15. What a beaut – lightweight, 5.56mm, magazine-fed, semi-automatic with adjustable sights. Lucky for me, he’d actually bothered to teach me how to shoot the damn thing. 
I went home not knowing what to think. The turning point came soon enough. 
The crazy reports got crazier, but I carried on going to work. Some of my friends stopped. Tube was still running and buses, though not so frequent. Sod it, I thought. A man’s gotta live. 
So, on this day like any other, I was driving the route down to Apsley with my fellow driver, Andy. Good man. We’d played endless games of pool and shared many a joke over a pint. Well, that was in the good old days before the shit hit the proverbial fan. And hit it that day it did.
Lucky for me, I’d woken up feeling a little Call Me Paranoid, and packed that Colt and all them bullets in my rucksack, along with those chicken, ham and tomato sandwiches rammed with mustard, and some spare clothes. For some reason, and don’t ask me why, I sorted through my photos and took some of my dad, my sister and my mum, God rest her soul. A few other personal things I chucked in that bag too. Anyone would think I was heading off on a shooting weekend. Hell, I don’t really know why I did it. Maybe someone up there was looking out for me. 
Anyhow, on the way to Euston something rattled my brain. There were so many sick-looking dudes and birds on the Tube that I started getting scared. I saw an argument between a group of guys, and I clocked some woman picking on a man who was far too big for her to pick on, but do it she did. And she had this damn rage in her eyes, man. When I got off at Euston they held the train in the station. No idea why. I didn’t stop to find out. Put it down to a signal fault, as usual, and made my way to the overground station to meet Andy. 
This guy on the escalator, holy fuck – bloodshot eyes and a whopping great gash across one cheek. I thought he might have been bitten by a dog. He waved his arms at me, but I didn’t recognise him and ignored him. Then he started walking up the escalator behind me. That time of the morning it’s pretty quiet apart from us early workers, so it was just me, some woman and him. The woman turns, sees him and darts up the steps past me like a cork out of a bottle. I actually chuckle, thinking, ‘Girl, the man isn’t rabid.’ I laugh. Hell, I actually laughed.
As for this weird-eyed guy, he just keeps on coming, except he can’t walk straight and he’s a-mumbling something in another language cos I don’t recognise it, but it don’t sound friendly. I assume he’s drunk. A man in a suit going down the other escalator stares. I shrug. Yawn. Glance down and the guy is still coming. He’s wobbling and that big gash on his face gets clearer. It’s definitely a bite and his ear has been ripped off clean, but surely that would hurt, I think. He doesn’t look in pain though. 
At that point I’m thinking something’s wrong with this picture, but I can’t put my finger on it. I’ve never seen anyone looking so fucked in my life and I’m about to ask if he needs any help when he tumbles… backwards. Simply rolls on down to the bottom of the escalator. I’m thinking he’s gonna be so hurt, but the man just gets up. Slow, yeah, but he gets up. I’m at the top by now and I’m off down the corridor. I find myself doubling my pace though I don’t know why. I pass a few other people now and then, but no one looks a mess.
Soon I meet up with Andy. We compare last night’s TV and DVD action, get in the cab of the train and we’re off.  We’re calling at all stations. A few passengers get on, all heading to work. At the first stop more get on. In no time at all we’re at Apsley. I wander on to the platform, but the driver I’m meant to change with isn’t there. I watch passengers get on, but notice there are a whole lot who don’t get off and it’s the final destination, which is kind of odd. 
Anyhow, I take a walk towards the office to find out what’s going on with the other driver. I open the door and head inside, looking for Mr Brightley, our boss there. To say he’s pissed off to see me is an understatement. He tries to attack me. Not with any particular object, but with his hands. For some reason he reminds me of the dude on the escalator. Same look, same bloodshot eyes. 
And then, of all things, I think of my dad’s words. 
What the hell? Mr Brightley lunges for my face and tries to bite me. I shout at him, swearing my lungs out and push at him, but the man’s stronger than he looks. Tries to bite me again and he’s growling like a wolf. In the end I grab a chair and hit him with it. I’m not a violent man, but I have to hit him twice. And he’s not staying down, so I’m out of there. 
Closing the door, I’m wondering what the fuck has got into him and I head to the ticket office to find someone. No one’s there: strange. Some passengers are just going through the barriers and getting on the train for free. There are no guards or any staff that I can see.
I’m thinking how my day just got real weird when this woman appears out of nowhere and tries to claw my face. I swerve out of trouble, but she comes at me again. Then she lunges full-on, grinding her teeth. She’s growling in the same way as Mr Brightley. Luckily, another passenger pushes her off me and gets out his mobile phone. I ask him to call the police, but then the woman drives her teeth into his neck, gnawing while the guy screams his head off. I try to drag her away, but she has the power of a man. What the fuck?
In that instance three people come through the barrier and there’s something seriously messed up with them too. I do the only thing I can think of and sprint back to the train. From where I’m running I can see Andy and he’s fighting some bloke. I yell at him to move away, but he’s going at it fisticuffs and doesn’t listen. I shout again, but by the time I get there the guy has bitten Andy’s arm. 
I grab my dad’s gun from my rucksack and whack the biter on the head. He kisses concrete and I grab my stuff. Andy and I race down the platform, but there are more of these sick people coming out of the station entrance, so we do a U-turn back to the safety of our cab. As soon as we’re in, I start the train.
We stop at every station, picking up passengers and dropping them off as normal. I have no idea what to do. At one point I stop the train and talk to Andy. He has no idea what to do either and he’s not looking too good. Pale as a sheet. I start driving, thinking some passenger is going to go ballistic if I don’t. After a while we hear a screech. Someone pulls a passenger cord and the train stops at the next station. To go any further we’ve got to reset the alarm.
I want to check what those screams are about, even though my sixth sense is shouting at me that I damn well know. But realism is arguing and I’m seeing horror B movies in my head. I grab my rucksack in case I need Mr C – the Colt to you – and make my way down the platform. 
I tell Andy to stay put, but he’s not too intent on leaving me and he follows. As I pass the carriage windows I peer inside and I don’t even have words. So many passengers look ill. There are people throwing up. Others look pale, like Andy, and that makes me gawp at him, but I stop when he questions it. I feel sorry for him. He’s my mate, so I quit staring. The second carriage people look ill too and some seem to have passed out. 
This is some flu, I tell myself. I could laugh now at my own naivety. It’s the same story the further I walk. I know the alarm was pulled in the sixth carriage, so that’s where I go. When I open the door is when it hits me – I’m no longer in my own reality. I’m in a fucking sci-fi movie. 
I’m assuming the woman who screamed is the one who is being eaten alive by four men, oblivious to my presence. There’s fuck all I can do. She’s a goner, and I need to get Andy and me somewhere safe. Resisting the urge to expel the contents of my stomach, I make my way to reset the alarm. I’m on auto-pilot. All around me these people – except they aren’t, I feel – start noticing me. Between me and the alarm seems the longest journey in the world, and I can hear the ripping of the girl’s flesh above everything. 
Andy shouts at me to do something, which gains us the attention of the entire carriage of half sick and half I-don’t-even-know-what-they-are people, and they start to get up. The same animal snarls that I heard from Mr Bright Muncher fill the air and the eaters snap their heads around to look at me. I take a quick check of the carriage as I lunge for the alarm and notice only half a dozen people towards the other end resemble the eaters. After deactivating the alarm, I swing Mr C into action and pump a few bullets into these bloody ugly monsters. They keep coming until I happen to hit one in the head. Down he goes. The head is it, I realise. 
Andy is staring at me in shock, his jaw hanging open like a frog on a fly-catching marathon. I try to explain that those things I put down aren’t people. I know it, but he isn’t listening. He steps off the train and runs towards the station entrance. I get off, close the door and wander after him, but at the ticket gate there’s a flock of people – only they’re not anymore and they take him down. There’s fuck all I can do again and I’m choking. Why can’t I fucking do anything? What the hell is going on?
With no other exit, I sprint back to the driver’s cab and throw my stuff inside. Once in, it takes me a while to calm myself. This shit is real, but it can’t be real. This shit is real, man. But it can’t be. That’s me for a good long time, and then something snaps back into place and I can start the train. I plan to go as far as Apsley and head to the police station. On the way I call my dad to tell him he was right. Also, that I have Mr C and I thank him for saving my bacon.
 



Monday 31 
 
“Good afternoon, Ellen, Marla,” Doctor Grice greeted them, “please take a seat. You remember Owen, yes?”
“Of course,” Ellen replied, nodding to the young man as she sat down at the desk in the monitoring room. Marla smiled and took the adjacent chair.
“Well,” the doctor continued, “Owen and I have discussed your first session. Before we go into that, I’d like you to tell me how you felt when you woke up. Although you both went to sleep at the same time, Ellen, you slept for about two hours longer than your sister. Is that usual?”
Ellen laughed. “I guess so. I always used to sleep a lot before the dreams, so maybe I’m sleeping more again.”
“You definitely are,” Marla agreed. “On the journey up here you were gradually sleeping a little more.”
“Really? Okay.” Ellen smiled awkwardly.
“Do you know why that might be?” asked Doctor Grice.
Ellen twisted her hands in her lap. “Erm… maybe I’ve got used to them. I used to wake in a cold sweat, feeling scared with my heart racing. Now I’m a bit scared, but only in the way you always are after a nightmare. Before, I was terrified because it was so real, as if it was really happening. Now I can handle it.”
“Do you know why?” 
Ellen shrugged. “Me and Marla have spoken about this before, and decided it’s because of what we’ve seen out there.” She nodded towards the window in the adjoining room, seen through the glass partition. “Our reality now is what’s in my dreams.”
“They seem the same?”
“Exactly, and the feeling of fear is the same, but it’s hard to explain.”
“It’s as if the two are identical,” Marla chipped in, leaning forward. “Ellen had the dream first and I didn’t believe it, but then I had it and I just had to believe. It was terrifying. Then we started seeing dead people coming back to life in real life, so the nightmares seemed less… erm, eventful, as if we’d seen it all before.”
“So you became desensitised because your reality is the same as your dreams?” asked Owen.
“Exactly. Daily life is more frightening now,” Marla replied with a smile. “I know it sounds crazy.”
“No, no, it doesn’t. It makes sense to me,” Owen replied. “There are others who…”
Marla glanced at him, but Doctor Grice tapped his pen on the table. “Are your dreams the same?” he asked sharply.
“Pretty much,” Ellen replied. 
“Right, can you tell me what you dream, Ellen?” he asked, turning on his tape recorder. 
She took a deep breath. “Okay. Ugh, I get this trickle of cold down my back just thinking about it, as if I’m not meant to say. You know, like when you’re little telling a secret, but someone doesn’t want you to tell?”
Doctor Grice frowned. “Who doesn’t want you to tell?”
Ellen giggled slightly and bit her lip. “Take no notice of me. It’s a silly feeling I get. Please don’t take that comment seriously.” She wriggled in her seat and leaned back before continuing, “In the dream there is this corridor and I’m wandering down it, and I see a bed on which there is someone lying. When I get there I notice that it is a man. He’s sleeping and he looks normal.” 
Ellen paused and swallowed. “But then he changes... his skin begins to flake... his face starts to rot, his eyes sink back into his skull and his hair falls out, and all this seems to take forever. Eventually, he looks at me. I can’t move for some reason. I’m frozen to the spot. Then he gets up real slow and I want to run away, but I can’t. I’m stuck. This man, he cannot talk because he has no tongue. His mouth is this big, black gaping hole where there should be something. I scream and the screams echo, but no one comes, and I try to run, but I can’t.”
Owen leaned forward, looking concerned, but the doctor’s face remained passive.
“Then he grabs my arm and he sinks his teeth into it, and I’m yelling even louder, but I still can’t run,” Ellen continues. “My body won’t move and all I can do is watch as he rips the flesh from my arm. It hurts like hell and I can’t stop screaming. Then he moves even closer. His mouth moves up my arm, biting higher and higher, getting nearer to my face, and I still can’t move. 
“At that point I sense someone behind me, but they don’t come forward to help. I manage to turn my face, but I can’t see anyone, yet I know there is someone there, watching. I don’t know who it is and I scream for them to help me, but they stay hidden. Then I hear someone laugh, but they are far away. The pain is overwhelming now and I feel sick. Once again I try to run, but I feel each tendon in my arm snap. The man’s face is in front of mine again, and I can see the skin rotting and the empty sockets where his eyes used to be, the maggots writhing, and I can smell this sickly scent. Then he opens his mouth. I try to scream out, but I can’t this time, and I’m so scared, and then I’m falling backwards into the dark.” 
Ellen opened her eyes. Everyone was looking at her and a heavy silence filled the spaces between them all. Doctor Grice broke it: “Does the dream always end there?”
She swallowed. “Yes,” she answered softly, “it’s always exactly the same, down to the last detail. But that’s not all. There is a voice. It sounds like a man, but I cannot tell if it is one person or many, as it seems to echo. It’s like I’m thinking things, but someone else is speaking them, so I can’t tell if they are my thoughts… it’s so confused. The voice tells me this is a warning, but I can’t run away. I can’t move at all. He tells me this will be the last warning before the end. Then pain overwhelms me in the dark, but for some reason I do not die, and the thing continues to bite until I wake.”
Marla hugged her sister with one arm. “That’s the same dream I have as well, except…” 
“Except what?” asked Doctor Grice, adjusting his glasses with fingers that trembled. His tongue slid along his bottom lip for a second.
Distracted, Ellen refocused. “Mine is more detailed. We compared them. In Marla’s dream she hears laughter, but it goes on for longer in mine and although there is a voice warning me, there isn’t in Marla’s. I remember from the TV interview with the scientist who had this nightmare first that he heard a warning. And my dreams started on the same day as his. Marla’s came later.”
“Can you see the person who is laughing, Ellen?” the doctor asked.
She shook her head. 
“Or the person who warns you?”
“No, and it’s vague. Like I said, it’s as if I’m hearing my own thoughts, except the voice is male. I think of it as a ghost in my head.”
Owen leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms, visibly disturbed by what he was hearing. 
“What do you think it means?” asked Marla. “That’s what I don’t understand – our dreams are the same, but not completely. It would be one thing for people to hallucinate the same thing, caused by something, but how could you imagine subtle differences? I mean, if these dreams were caused by a virus or something you ate, surely they’d be the same?”
“I have no idea, to be honest,” Doctor Grice replied, “but I’d like to try to help as much as I can. You said you used to wake up in a cold sweat, Ellen, but now you don’t. However, our monitors show that your temperature does rise during the nightmare, although it goes back to normal before you wake. Your heart rate increases and slows down right before as well, although it doesn’t quite return to normal. It’s very unusual and fascinating. I’ve never come across anything quite like it. We’ve only had two other people here who experienced this, and you are the first siblings. There are others at more facilities…”
“Are they having tests too?” asked Ellen.
The doctor nodded. “Yes. We would like to get to the bottom of it. The government would like to know what caused these dreams. One theory is mass terror from seeing the zombies, but, as you say, these dreams were reported before any sightings, unless there were sightings and those experiencing them blocked the memory and somehow turned them into a nightmare, subconsciously, of course. That’s one theory. Another one was that there was something in the food or water in some kind of terrorist attack, designed to cause panic, etcetera, but that seems too far-fetched to me,” he added with a smile. 
“We are looking for a common denominator among the patients,” said Owen, “but so far we are unable to find one.”
“What about the scientist who had the dream first?” Marla asked. 
Doctor Grice raised his eyebrows and tapped his pen again. “Dr Charles Enderson? Hum, he is not listed as having arrived at any of the refugee places, so we fear he has not survived the epidemic, unfortunately. I would have liked to have spoken with him. It seems that he and you, Ellen, were among the first to have this dream. I haven’t met anyone like you. Everyone else, your sister included, started having these nightmares three weeks afterwards.”
“I was hoping he survived,” said Ellen. “I wanted to meet someone else who…” She paused and glanced down at her hands. “Do you really think you can cure me of them?” 
“We will try,” the doctor responded. “But I think it is unnecessary for us to continue all these tests. I will show you the results in a second, but first of all, Ellen, as your dreams are richer than those of your sister, I was wondering whether you’d mind being the guinea pig in the family, to use Marla’s phrase?”
Ellen smiled slightly. “No, I don’t mind if it helps. Marla’s helping in the guard anyway, so this gives me something useful to do!”
The doctor grinned. “That’s good. Feel free to ask as many questions as you like and if you’re not happy with anything to do with the tests please say so. We want to work with you on this and your input is very much appreciated.”
“Can I speak to the other two people who have had the dream?” asked Ellen. “You said there are two?”
“Yes, and they both started having the nightmares after the three-week period. It is best you don’t speak with them. We are trying to keep the dreamers anonymous. No one wants that kind of attention and we don’t want you to influence one another when it comes to remembering the details of the dreams.”
Ellen nodded. “That makes sense, but it’s good to know I’m not the only weirdo.” 
“Don’t worry about that,” Doctor Grice assured her. “We’re all weird in our own little way. We would like you to sleep here a couple of nights a week. I think it’s unnecessary to ask you to come every day. Please don’t take any naps during daytime and try to avoid caffeine, at least on the days we are studying you. If you take any prescription drugs at all, you must tell me. That’s about it really, Ellen, but do try to keep your stress levels down. It might be a good idea to speak to the therapist about relaxation techniques and doing yoga or something like that.”
“Or a massage,” suggested Marla.
“Now that’s tempting,” Ellen answered. “I love tea and I’ve become a bit addicted to coffee. I started drinking a lot of it to stay awake and avoid sleeping.”
“I see. Well, you’re safe in here, so if you could try to reduce it that would be helpful,” said Doctor Grice. He then turned to his colleague and pointed at the monitors. “Right, Owen, take it away.”
The young man turned around and everyone moved their chairs closer to the screen. “Looking at the polysomnogram here, this shows REM – that’s rapid eye movement to you and me,” he began. “The bottom levels on the chart show deep sleep while the top levels show when you are awake and REM. As you can see, Ellen’s period of REM is longer. Marla, you go in and out of deep sleep, and appear to have more normal REM, although it is still different from the average person.”
Owen turned from the monitor. “Let me explain what we are measuring here and how sleep works. I think it’s fascinating. Sleep is caused by natural cycles of activity in the brain. It is made up of two states: REM, when you dream, and non-REM, which is what we call deep sleep and it’s a time of non-rapid eye movement. While you are sleeping, you cycle between the two states. Usually, people start with a period of NREM sleep, followed by a very short period of REM. The period of NREM is made up of four stages, and each one can last five to fifteen minutes. In a complete cycle, we go through all four stages before reaching REM when we dream, and then the cycle restarts. That’s how it should be.”
“But I’m not doing that?” asked Ellen.
Owen shook his head. “No, and that’s unusual. You are almost skipping NREM altogether and seem to be stuck in REM. You’re dreaming all the time and you’re not entering deep sleep.”
“At all?”
“Well, look,” he answered, pointing to the screen. “You are, but only for a brief time.”
“Is that bad?” asked Marla.
“Well,” Doctor Grice cut in, “Deep sleep is important because that is when your body repairs itself and regenerates tissue, builds bone and muscle, and boosts your immune system. So, Ellen, we should give you a full health check to be on the safe side.”
“Thanks. I do feel tired at times and less refreshed than I used to, although I’ve got used to it,” said Ellen. “But I thought I was in deep sleep.”
“Well, it is unusual, but we will make sure everything is alright. We don’t want you to be at risk at all. Anyway, please go on, Owen.”
The young man smiled. “REM should occur about ninety minutes after you fall asleep. The first period usually lasts ten minutes and each recurring stage gets gradually longer, with the final dream state lasting up to an hour. In people with sleep disorders their heart rate and respiration speed up during REM, becoming erratic. Ellen, your results are extreme, but are almost back to normal right before you wake. Marla, yours are less unusual, but still higher than normal. As we discussed earlier, it seems you have both become desensitised to your nightmares, or at least your minds think so. But, Ellen, what is really important is you’re basically dreaming all the time.”
Marla scratched her head. “I’m surprised. I expected our results to be the same, Owen.”
“We did too,” he responded. “I guess this is why your sister feels more tired in general than you do, and you are more active, I’m guessing.”
“That’s true,” said Ellen. “I often feel spaced out.”
Owen nodded. “There you go. Intense dreaming occurs during REM as a result of heightened brain activity, but at the same time the major voluntary muscle groups are paralysed. So, basically, your brain gets really excited, but your body doesn’t move. You can’t do anything while you dream.”
“So that’s why we can’t make ourselves wake up and why I saw you, Ellen, sleeping as if you were… I don’t want to say the word again, so I’ll say frozen!” remarked Marla. “The first time I saw her dreaming this, Doctor, it scared the life out of me. There was this awful scream and I went running into my lounge where she was sleeping. Ellen’s mouth was wide open and she was staring up at the ceiling, but she was totally motionless and her breathing was really light. The expression on her face scared me. She looked terrified and felt cold. I couldn’t wake her at all. I threw water on her in the end.”
“Did that work?” asked Doctor Grice.
“Yes,” Ellen recalled. 
“That scares me too – how people might react if they see us sleeping like that. Ellen always sleeps with her eyes open, but, apparently, I don’t. We just explained to the people close to us and they haven’t mentioned anything,” Marla added. “So I hope it didn’t scare them.”
“Except Barney thought I was a weirdo for a while!”
“Barney?” asked Owen.
Ellen smiled. “He’s a boy we met on the way here. He was kinda scared when he first saw me sleeping, but I told him that’s how I dream – that I’m different; that everyone is different. He didn’t ask again.”
“Sweet, but I guess most people are asleep too, and don’t notice,” Owen assured her. “By the way, Marla, did you know you snore?”
Marla grimaced. “No!” Ellen smirked and she nudged her. “I’m sure I don’t!”
“Well, you do,” Owen corrected, “but it’s a pretty easy thing to solve and it’s not loud, I can assure you.”
Ellen burst into giggles. “I tried telling you, but…” And then she cracked up again.
Marla folded her arms. “Okay, okay, sorry if it echoed around the boat!”
“It was fine,” Ellen replied, calming herself.
The sisters looked away from each other to find Doctor Grice and Owen staring at them patiently. “Sorry,” muttered Marla, “please carry on.”
Owen grinned. “Right, everyone experiences the highest percentage of REM as children and it declines as we get older. Adults are only meant to spend one-fifth of their sleep in REM, so you can see why Ellen’s case is unusual. REM is important for memory and cognitive development, by the way. Okay, so we also checked your breathing and other things. Ellen, once again we found more irregularities in your results. We would have expected it to cause your body to move while sleeping, but you stay totally still, and that is unusual.”
“However, you’ll be relieved to know your hearts are fine, even though your heart rhythms become irregular during REM,” added Doctor Grice.
“Do you have any questions?” asked Owen.
Marla sighed. “I don’t know. It’s a lot to take in. I’m surprised our results are so different, but I can see why you think it’s best to focus on testing Ellen as hers are so… erm…” She paused and looked at her sister.
“Weird, you want to say?” Ellen asked.
Marla shrugged and nodded.
“I can understand your concern, but please try not to worry,” said Doctor Grice. “I know it probably sounds easier said than done, but we will try to improve this, Ellen. Marla, I believe your condition will improve on its own. If you like, we can monitor you as well, but I know it is time consuming and not that enjoyable. Ellen, I would like to run complete blood tests to ensure your lack of deep sleep is not detrimental to your health. My theory is these nightmares are temporary. I understand you have been experiencing them for a while, but I believe that inside this place, where life is calmer and there is no external threat, for want of a nicer expression, they will disappear.”
Ellen looked at her sister and then smiled at the doctor. “You really think so?”
He nodded. “I don’t want to blow my own trumpet, girls, but I’ve been doing this for many years and have had few failures.”
“That would be amazing, Marla. Doctor, thank you,” said Ellen. “I’d love to sleep normally again.”
“Even if you don’t want to carry on with the tests, Marla, when we find what works for your sister, we can treat you too.”
She smiled. “That sounds great. I just want what’s best for Ellen.”
“I’ll do my very best.” 
 



Wednesday, 2 July
 
“You don’t give up, do you?” asked Marla, using her towel to wipe the sweat from her face. Ellen was correct: the man was clearly more than a little interested, but surely she couldn’t look remotely attractive whilst virtually dripping on the running machine?
“Sometimes, but not this time,” Jakob answered. “So will you come?”
Marla stepped off the apparatus and on to solid ground. He was a foot taller than her and she noticed his shoulders were broader than she’d first thought. For a second she wondered if he worked out, but then she eliminated the thought from her head. No, you are not going to find this guy attractive. That’s just plain ridiculous. She sighed and slung the towel over her shoulder. Perhaps the only way to stop him being interested would be to agree to one drink and make it clear she did not reciprocate his feelings. 
“One coffee,” she answered. “Then will you stop pestering me? That’s kind of stalker behaviour, you know,” she added, unable to prevent her lips from turning upwards.
Jakob noticed and smiled. “I prefer the phrase interested party or innocent bystander, so how about tonight, seven-thirty?”
Having no plans for later, she nodded. “Fine.”
“I’ll come by your room,” he offered.
“Sure.”
Jakob smiled, turned and walked away. As Marla wiped her neck with the towel, she noticed him turn once more. The guy was attractive in a sexy scientist kind of way, she had to admit. Instructing herself to neither think nor act like a teenager, she wandered towards the bicycle.
 



Wednesday evening
 
Freshly washed, Marla slipped into fresh cotton underwear and a blood red T-shirt emblazoned with the image of an eagle. Her wardrobe choices were pretty limited to what she had brought with her on the road; not that she would have made much more of an effort otherwise. Jakob is not my type. We are just going to have a coffee and I will tell him that we can only be friends.

Stepping towards the mirror, Marla ran her comb through her hair. Next she applied black eyeliner and a smudge of reddish lipstick. Once happy with the results, she sat on her bed and slipped on her jeans and DM boots. Disturbed by a knock on the door, she stood up and peeked one last time at her reflection. What are you doing? Living, she told herself. When people are dying?
Yes.
“Hi,” said Jakob when she opened the door.
For the first time he was not wearing his scientist gear. Instead he was dressed in black jeans and a matching T-shirt. Marla noticed with a hint of appreciation his well-toned physique before reminding herself of her lack of interest. “You’re on time,” she quipped, giving nothing away.
“Of course.”
Stepping into the corridor beside him, she locked the door. “So where are you taking me?” she asked.
Jakob smiled. “You know, all the posh restaurants are fully booked and it’s too chilly for a horse-drawn carriage, so I figured we could go for a stroll around the facility and head to the cafeteria, seeing as we don’t have a bar.”
“What I wouldn’t give for a beer right now,” she sighed.
“I know. I wish alcohol wasn’t banned, but hey...”
“Cafeteria it is then.”
“Do you have any preference regarding which floor?”
“Maybe one where we won’t bump into anyone we know,” Marla replied.
“I was thinking the same thing,” said Jakob, “although privacy is hard to come by here.”
“I’ve noticed. I almost feel that Big Brother is watching me.”
“You’re probably not wrong. Spies everywhere!”
“You think?”
He laughed. “No, I’m joking. I have an idea though – let’s go to level nine, where neither of us live.” 
Marla nodded as they stepped inside the elevator. He pressed a button and the box quivered before moving upwards. She shifted instinctively away towards the wall, placing a larger gap between them. Jakob stared ahead, not saying a word. When the doors opened, Marla strode out first. They headed along the corridor and entered the cafeteria. She did a quick survey of the scene and to her relief there were no familiar faces. 
“Let’s head over there,” Jakob suggested, pointing to a far corner where the tables had not been taken.
“Good idea.”
“Do you fancy anything other than a coffee?” he asked as Marla sat down.
“Not right now.”
“Nothing sweet?”
She just smiled and shook her head. Jakob headed off towards the food counter. As he walked, Marla took in the rear view appreciatively. As her imagination created a naked version in her head, she gave in and smiled to herself. Why not enjoy the attention?
What’s the big deal?
Life has been far too difficult lately, so why not have fun… or have I forgotten how?
“Penny for your thoughts?” 
A cup of coffee appeared in front of her, along with two small, round pots of powdered milk and sugar. A spoon glinted at the side. “Sorry,” Marla answered. “I was miles away.”
“I wasn’t sure how you took your coffee, so I brought everything.”
“You sure did.”
“Can I ask what you were thinking about so deeply?” asked Jakob.
Marla grinned sheepishly. “You honestly want to know?”
“Why not?”
She dropped a spoonful of powdered milk into her cup and stirred it slowly with her spoon. Looking up, she noticed that Jakob was watching it turn in the liquid. Conscious of his obvious attraction to her, she placed the spoon down on the table where she turned it awkwardly. “I was wondering how much I have changed since… ah, everything went to the dogs.”
He chuckled. “I think we all wonder about that.”
“Well, I think I’ve changed more than I wish.”
“You were out there alone for a long time. I didn’t see any of that, being in here since the outbreak. I just heard about it.”
“But you’ve seen them… the dead-lookers, no?”
“Not really. I have seen them, but from a distance, not out there where you can get ambushed. You know we do have counsellors here you can speak to?”
“I do, and I spoke to one,” Marla replied, “but maybe I just don’t want to talk much about it.”
“Perhaps you need to.”
She took a slow sip of her coffee while Jakob poured some sugar into his own. Once she’d counted four spoonfuls worth, she laughed.
“What’s funny?” he asked, looking lost.
“You like a lot of sugar, yet you’re a doctor.”
“Scientist! That’s different. We’re all unhealthy, you know. Work vampire hours, fuel up on coffee and we’re obsessed with the weird side of life.”
“Sounds like me now,” Marla remarked with a grin. 
Jakob looked up. “So we do have something in common.”
Recognising the half lustful, half hopeful look in his eyes, she decided to change the subject to something less personal. “I think everyone is going to become more similar. But, anyway, how are you getting on with finding a cure?”
He sighed and leaned back in his chair. “We’re a long way off. It’s difficult to understand it, this virus, which it is – we know that much. The infected have limited emotions and intelligence. We know they are very sensitive to daylight. It must hurt them or blind them in some way as they avoid it. I’m not sure of the reason. They cannot do complex tasks or many basic ones. All they are interested in is feeding… killing. They will try to take the quickest, shortest route to their victim, no matter what is in the way. So, say there is an electric fence, they will keep going through it again and again, no matter how many times – they won’t learn to stop and take another route, and…”
“Hey, stop for a second. How do you know this?” Marla asked, leaning forward. “Are you running tests on the dead-lookers in here?”
“Look, I’ve said too much. I forget myself… Look, you can’t repeat what I’m telling you, because people might panic.”
“Are they secure?”
“Yes, yes, they were. We were testing on them here in the past – not now,” he insisted. “We worked under strict guidelines and conditions, and most of the time the infected were tranquilised, unless we wanted to watch them doing a task. I assure you it was the only way we could learn how they act and react. How else could we learn anything?”
“I thought you were working with tissue samples?” said Marla. “You said…”
“We do now. The samples we have left.”
“I see.”
“We don’t risk ourselves.”
Marla took another sip of her coffee. “At one point we were on a barge on a canal and we were ambushed by one of the dead-lookers. It literally walked through the water to get to us.”
“Jesus!”
“We were okay. No one was injured. The thing is when we moved into deeper water, they kept coming and drowned, so what you’re saying, I’ve seen it.”
“We think many areas of the brain have shut down in these unfortunate creatures. We’re not sure if the person’s awareness is still there. We don’t even know if they realise they are alive. My theory is they don’t. The infected person is just a hollow thing, acting on instinct. I’m trying to prove it, because if we do find a cure, I don’t think it will be possible to reverse this, even though that’s what the government wants to hear. The infected are lost.”
Marla nodded. “I think so too. And it’s the only way I can get my head around killing them when I have to. They’re not really alive anymore.”
“Any idea of a cure would not be an antidote to this illness, but a vaccination against it. But it’s going to take a long time, even though…” He paused.
Marla’s eyes narrowed. “Even?”
Jakob fidgeted in his seat. “It isn’t important.”
“You can tell me, no?”
“I’d be breaking the Secrets Act if I told you.”
“Okay.”
Jakob finished his coffee. “Want to get some air? I’m thinking we should talk about something else.”
“But it’s fascinating,” Marla replied, wondering what on earth he had been about to tell her.
“Yes, it is, but I’m more interested in finding out about you. Death is everywhere and I want to know about something more positive.”
She laughed. “You think I’m positive?” 
“Yep, you are to me,” he replied. “Shall we go?”
Marla nodded and stood. Jakob tucked in his chair neatly and took her hand as he led her out of the room. She did not resist and went with the flow, having decided he was both trustable and useful. The guy had already told her many things that he probably was not supposed to, and she guessed there was much more to learn. If she showed him a little interest then perhaps he would spill the bigger beans. “I hear the gardens are lovely this time of year,” she remarked.
He chuckled. “Indeed they are.”
 



Thursday, 3
 
Marla entered the cafeteria on her sister’s floor, hoping to join her for breakfast. Immediately, she caught sight of her waving enthusiastically from a table at the centre of the room and she waved back. After collecting a bowl of cereal and a cup of coffee, Marla went to sit with her.
“So, do you have something to tell me?” asked Ellen, smirking.
“You’re not doing anything to hide that grin, are you?” teased Marla as she stirred her coffee.
“Come on, tell me!”
“I like my coffee in a mug.”
“Not that kind of info!” said Ellen, poking her arm. “Jakob, silly. How was your date?”
Marla bit her lip. “It wasn’t one.”
“Then what was it?”
“Coffee, so he’ll stop asking me for a date.”
“A-ha and then what happened?” Ellen pressed.
“We had coffee, talked and went for a walk in the grounds. You know, we’re not exactly spoilt for choice on things to do here. I would’ve loved to go and see Stonehenge, but I don’t think Caballero is going to organise a party bus.”
Ellen laughed. “You’ve got cabin fever?”
Marla nodded as she tucked into her cereal. 
“You still haven’t told me…”
“Okay, what do you want to know?” asked Marla, putting down her spoon and folding her arms across her chest.
“Did anything happen?”
“We’re not teenagers!”
“I want to know. I am your sister and I’m looking out for your mental health. You need to have some life in your life!”
Marla sighed. “Okay, you win. You were right, he is interested in me. You are also correct that I should be living my life and having fun, like I used to. So I went on a normal, regular non-date with a guy who turned out to be quite interesting and intelligent. And nothing happened. Happy?”
Ellen leaned back in her chair with a big grin on her face. “It’s a start!”
“It’s not a start, it’s the end. We’re going to be friends, the end.”
“Does he know that?”
“Ellen, no more questions!” Marla insisted, unfolding her arms and picking up her spoon. “I’m hungry here. You’re the only one of us who is going to be dating, so you’ll have to make the most of it for both of us!”
Her sister rolled her eyes, which made Marla giggle. “And stop staring,” she added. “It’s rude.”
Ellen dipped her head. After a while she glanced up again, her expression more serious. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but I’m a little worried about Robert.”
“How so?” asked Marla. “Is he ill?”
“No. I’ve been seeing him nearly every day since we got here, so I’ve got to know him pretty well. To start with everything was fine, although he did ask about my dreams, but only once. Lately he’s saying some odd things.”
“Such as?”
Ellen hesitated for a second before leaning forward. “Well, first of all, he kept asking me about the book I was reading when I first spoke to him – Crime and Punishment by Dostoyevsky.”
“And that’s strange? I know a lot of guys don’t read, but…”
“No, silly! He got a copy out of the library and I thought it was cool he wanted to read it too, but then he kept going on about the idea of doing something violent and whether your conscience would let you. He’s been talking about it a lot.”
“That doesn’t sound strange to me, Ellen. It’s flattering he wanted to read and talk about something you enjoyed.”
“I know, but it’s the way he’s talking about it. I can’t explain – you’d have to be there. Robert has asked me a few times if I think he is a good person. Please don’t laugh, but he reckons some people in here aren’t who they say they are.”
Marla stopped eating. “Okay, that is a little odd. Do you think he’s been feeling under pressure lately or maybe it’s because you’ve started dating? Has he had many relationships?” 
“No idea, but I don’t think it’s that. My dreams don’t bother him. He gets it all. He keeps saying he’s okay when I ask him, but then we’ll be talking and he’ll come out with something bizarre.”
“He’s probably just stressed. The other day in the church was pretty heavy stuff. Don’t worry. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”
Ellen nodded and leaned back again. “I hope so. I do like him, Marla. He gets me.”
“I know and I’m glad. I want you to be happy.”
“Thanks. I know I’m probably worrying over nothing… Oh, thinking of something nicer, did I tell you how Ruthie is getting on with the nurse who is looking after her now?”
“No, not yet,” said Marla. “Fill me in!”
 



Saturday, 6
 
“Tommy!” shouted Marla as she spotted the man’s familiar outline walking down the corridor, accompanied by a similarly recognisable blonde, wagging tail. He turned suddenly, jerking Bob on his lead. The Labrador tried to bound forwards in excitement, but found himself pulled back again. Marla ran up to them. “Hey, boy,” she said, bending down to stroke the dog’s head. He responded with a goofy expression and a lick of her hand. 
“What’s up?” asked Tommy, looking bemused.
“Just had an appointment with the administrator and I’ve been told our families are fine. They’re all safe. All of them!”
Tommy leaned against the wall and sighed. “Thank Christ,” he said, running his fingers through his hair. “That’s such a relief. My son and parents are fine?”
Marla grinned. “Yes, they’re doing okay, including your ex-wife. Mine too. They were lucky.”
“I hadn’t wanted to dare think anything until I found out for sure.”
“Me neither. I didn’t want to wish and jinx it. I had even prepared myself for the worst.”
Tommy straightened up. “I know. It’s great. Maybe our luck has finally turned. I wish I could see them right now.”
“That’s the thing – you know how Miss Evender told us they’re working with the government to reunite people? Well, she offered me this.”
“I forgot about that.”
“Yeah, and the safest way is by air, apparently, so it’s a slow process. They’re moving people by helicopter. Apparently, the noise attracts dead-lookers, but they lose sight of them fast. Miss Evender said my mum wants to stay where she is at the moment. She’s getting over a bout of flu. Alternatively, me and Ellen can move to where she is,” Marla explained.
She noticed a troubled expression flicker across Tommy’s face for a second and then it was gone. Only a momentary thing, making her wonder what he had just thought. “So, Miss Evender wants to speak to you about moving your family or you moving. What will you choose? Stay here or go?” she asked him directly. 
Tommy rubbed his chin. “I guess they’d move Bob too?”
“I imagine so. It would be cruel not to.”
“I guess I’ll see what my ex and son want to do,” he replied. “If they don’t want to come here, I will have to move to where they are. My son is the most important thing.”
“But your first choice is to stay here?” Marla asked, unnerved all of a sudden.
Tommy smiled. “After everything we’ve been through, I have to keep an eye on you and your sister. Never know what you’ll get up to otherwise!”
She grinned. “We have been through a lot,” she agreed. “I would miss you. You’ve been a great friend to us. Well, me.” Again, something flickered in his eyes, but she could not read his reaction. And then it was gone again, just as quickly as before.
“Yeah, that’s what good friends are for,” Tommy replied. “So, do I need to go see Evender now?”
“Yep, soon as.”
“What was your choice?”
“I chose to stay here,” said Marla. “My sister seems to like it and she’s happy with Robert, and I feel useful, like I’m doing something vital. But if my mum doesn’t want to move, I’ll have to think carefully about what I want to do, and speak to Ellen.”
“I’m glad we’re not all going our separate ways yet. I’ve still got to teach Ellen how to whoop my arse at Poker.”
Marla laughed, but then paused, wishing he didn’t have such a Poker Face at times. “What about Ruth and Barney? I hadn’t considered them.”
“I guess we deal with that when we find out what’s happening with our families. I’m not abandoning Barney, that’s for sure, but he needs to stay with his sister.”
“The nurse taking care of Ruth seems to have really taken to her, Ellen was telling me, and Peggy has been helping out every day. She’s asked to become her permanent carer.”
“That would be cool,” Tommy replied. “Look, I’m going to head to the office now and see what I have to do, so I’ll speak to you later. Thanks for bringing me the news – best thing I’ve heard since we got here.”
“Sure,” Marla said. “Good luck,” she added as she watched him walk down the corridor towards the elevator with his furry friend in tow. Biting her lip, she hoped circumstances would play out in such a way that he would stay.
 



Week 10
Sunday, 7 
 
Marla threw the covers off and leapt out of bed as the piercing screech of the siren seared through her eardrums. Grabbing her uniform from the wardrobe, she threw it on the bed before heading into the bathroom to brush her teeth and splash cold water on her face. Tying her hair back, she walked back out and dressed quickly. After briefly checking her reflection in the mirror, she grabbed her Glock, shoved it into the holster at her waist, and left the room. Locking the door, she turned and bumped into Sylvia in the corridor. “What’s happened?” she asked her. 
“Caballero wants sixteen guards to go to the basement right now. The first who appear get to go. I’m staying here to direct everyone and then I’ll come,” Sylvia explained. 
“Get to go where? I didn’t know there was a basement.”
“You’ll be given further instructions there.”
“Okay,” Marla replied, assuming the woman would offer her no more information. 
Following the line of guards that were making their way to the stairwell, which connected levels one, two and the basement, a hundred scenarios chased through her mind. Had dead-lookers breached the building? But how could they have? It was meant to be secure. 
“Quickly, soldier,” said a male voice over her shoulder. 
Marla quit stalling and quickened her pace. The stairwell was well lit and everyone’s footsteps echoed down the metal stairs. “What about the civilians?” she asked the man behind her.
“All levels have been secured. They’re safe,” he replied. 
“What’s in the basement?” 
“They keep weapons there. I know that much.”
At the bottom of the stairwell, Marla followed the guard in front of her down a narrow hallway and into a huge, square room. There were no windows in the place, lit by three bulbs dangling from the ceiling. Two walls were lined with weapons, from the smallest to the most powerful item imaginable. Inside, the guards were gathering and she waited with them. She recognised Robert, Sylvia and Martinez, one of the guys from the trip to Amesbury. Everyone looked decidedly nervous.
“Thank you for your promptness,” announced Commander Caballero upon entering the room. “We have a situation down here. One of the cadavers was not sedated, broke free and attacked the scientist who was working inside. We do not know how many are free because none of them had been sedated today. As you know, one bite is all it takes. Don’t take any risks and don’t get bitten. We are arming some of you with tranquiliser guns. We need these cadavers alive...” He paused. “The scientists need them as we don’t want to have to go out and get new ones. But if you need to, shoot to the head. It is the only way to kill them. Any questions?”
Marla had a zillion of them, but it was a man’s arm that shot up in the air first.
“Yes, Mitchell?”
“Why are there zombies in the basement, sir?” he asked, speaking the question on everyone’s lips.
“The scientists need them to help find a cure for the virus, Mitchell. That is all you need to know. Now that you do know, no one else in this facility can know about it. Do you hear me? If anyone speaks of it, they’ll answer to me. Understand?”
Everyone nodded.
“How can anyone get into the basement, sir?” asked Mitchell.
“There is an elevator that goes up to the labs. It is safe and locked. Otherwise there is only the stairwell connecting to levels one and two.”
Marla raised her hand. “Isn’t it dangerous to have these things in here?” she asked, remembering what Jakob had said. Not only had he experimented on the dead in the past, but he still was. That was something he had lied about.
“It wasn’t until now,” Caballero answered. “We have to find a cure. There is no other way.”
“Where did they come from?” she asked.
“Ah, they were the people who did not make it through the quarantine process. If there are no more questions, we will get on with it.”
The guards glanced at one another and nodded. “Yes, sir,” they replied in unison.
“You five, take a tranquiliser gun each. Everyone else, pick up an extra pistol or shotgun if you need them.”
Marla put her hand up. “How many of those things are in there, sir?”
“Fourteen.”
“With all due respect, there are only sixteen of us, and if they attack at once we might be at a disadvantage. I request something more powerful.”
“Shotgun or pistol, soldier?” Caballero asked. “That’s what there is. Take your pick or take both. Extra ammo is at the side there. Make it swift now. Someone sounded the alarm, so there may be a scientist alive in there.”
Marla spun around. “How many scientists were working in there, sir?”
“You ask a lot of questions. I’m not sure – two or three.”
She armed herself with an additional handgun and a Remington 870 shotgun, just like the one Tommy had been using on the way to Haven. Briefly, she wondered why he had not responded to the siren in time. After loading both weapons, she shoved as much ammo as possible into the pockets of her jacket. 
“Okay, Elliot, open the door,” instructed Caballero, picking up a shotgun from the rack. “Close it behind us from the other side and guard it. Any trouble, press the alarm by the door.”
Marla noticed the commander was already armed with two pistols. Strangely, she had imagined he would stay behind and send everyone else in.
Elliot pulled open the heavy door and the soldiers filed past, one at a time. Once everyone was inside, he pushed it to, standing astride in front of it with his gun drawn. Marla noticed a red button to his right. Surveying the room, she found it to be brightly lit, but bereft of windows. It was a concrete tomb. The place had seen some disturbance, judging by the overturned furniture and glass on the ground. A white-coated body lay ahead on the floor, ripped in half. Ropes of red littered the ground amid pools of blood. Marla felt herself recoil.
Low murmurs and moans crept up all around the vicinity, but from where exactly it was impossible to discern. Marla could only see what was immediately in front of her and it was a narrow space. Metal worktables were positioned at the far end of it, presumably for the dead-lookers the scientists had been working on. Passages appeared to lead off along the way, almost inviting an ambush. Marla pondered with a sigh what idiot had designed it. There were too many places to hide.
The guards ahead of her moved forward and she followed behind closely, walking somewhere in the centre of the line. Boots clicked loudly on the concrete ground. Eerie groans stifled the quiet, rising above the general murmurs, and then two of the dead stumbled into the tight space. One lunged for the guard at the head of the line, but the second soldier, whom Marla recognised as Martinez, managed to shoot him in the chest with his tranquiliser gun. The thing stumbled, but it did not go down. Marla stopped as the guy in front banged into her chest. As the men pushed backwards, she struggled to maintain her footing. The passage was too narrow and they were wedged. 
A shriek sliced the air and Marla craned her head around the person in front of her, only to see blood splurting from the neck of the first guard. “Fuck,” she muttered, grimacing. Drawing her gun, she aimed it over the heads of the queue of soldiers and shot the bleeding guard in the back of the head. He collapsed immediately. The man in front of Marla jumped and turned around to gawk at her, disgust in his eyes, but there was no time for questions. At the head of the line the two dead-lookers were attacking and the guards were trying to hold them off, struggling to raise their guns and force them back at the same time. Someone fired and one of the dead hit the floor. Blood launched like Champagne from a cracked-open bottle, colouring the white cement walls. Another shot rang out, followed by the sound of something heavy falling. 
Caballero strode forward and Marla could only imagine what was going through his head. “Split up,” he ordered. “Three teams of four and one of three. Marla, you’re with me. That’s it. Fast. Two teams go straight ahead, leaving us two to take each of these passages. These passages all meet in the main room, but this centre area is too narrow. Take no chances. Anyone who has only got a tranquiliser, drop it and arm yourself with a gun. I’m not losing any more men.”
Marla was surprised Caballero wanted her in his team after she had criticised him at the church, but perhaps he meant to keep an eye on her. She passed her spare pistol to the other guy in her group. He nodded and she smiled, propelling her trepidation to the back of her mind. Caballero led his team of three down the right-hand passage. They were halfway along when a rush of jagged breathing crept towards them. Everyone raised their guns. As if on cue, one of the dead charged towards them, half of its head missing and grey drool trickling from its mouth. Skin flapped off the bottom of its jaw, exposing the lifeless muscle beneath. Caballero fired once and the creature hit the cement. 
The passage turned and a shadow crept out from the right, its unearthly cries filling the space as it lunged forwards to grip the head of the soldier to whom Marla had handed her pistol. He fired a shot and his hair became a matted pile of red. The dead thing shuddered to the floor. Wiping his face with the sleeve of his jacket, the soldier walked forward, followed by Marla. She swept her eyes from front to back, back to front, as she strode. Caballero brought up the rear.
After turning once more, the narrow corridor opened up into a huge room and their bearings became clear. More than half of the metal worktables were empty. Leather straps hung loose. Marla estimated about ten of the things were up and walking around. Four had been silenced that she knew of, so where were the others? Caballero looked as if he was wondering the same thing. At that moment the other members of the guard appeared. 
“Two down, sir,” said one soldier.
“Three, sir,” said another.
“We got two, sir,” added Marla. “And then there were the first two, making nine.”
“Team one, take the left, and we’ll take the right. Team three, check the back over there,” instructed Caballero. “I can’t hear anyone.” He nodded to his team and they stepped forward, keeping to the walls and checking in either direction, but everything was still. No shadows crept into the light and there were no suspicious noises. The four teams met at the other side of the room.
“I don’t get it, sir,” said one soldier. “We’ve covered the whole…”
“Oh, God,” breathed Caballero, hastening towards the elevator in front of them. Bloody handprints splattered the glass doors. “This goes straight up to the labs.” 
Marla’s throat felt constricted as the commander continued to speak. For a second she did not hear anything and then she caught the end of his sentence. “...the lab fast. This can take about six people at a time, so we need to move now,” he said. “It’s automatic.”
Elliot charged over from his position guarding the door and the soldiers split into three groups. When the elevator appeared, the first six people, including Caballero, Marla and Martinez, stepped inside. The commander pressed the green button as she stared down at the sticky, bloody mess by her feet. It did not bode well. She imagined how frightened the scientists must have been. In her mind she saw them panicking and running into the lift in a vain bid to escape death, only to be followed by it. A severed hand loitered in the corner, but it was still. She kicked it anyway, just to be sure. It seemed to take an eternity to travel upwards and then the metal box clattered to a stop with a shake.
“Brace yourselves,” warned Caballero as the soldiers came face to face with the disfigured, growling visages of two of the dead through the glass. The doors slid open. As the things lunged, the men fired, with Marla shooting around the side of them. Within seconds the creatures collapsed, unable to get a hold of their prey. Caballero stepped out of the box first. As soon as everyone exited, kicking the bodies out of their path, the elevator travelled back down to collect the remaining guards, but Caballero did not wait. 
Marla crept behind him. The portion of the laboratory that she could see was a total write-off. Anything capable of being smashed had been. Myriad colours of liquid ran across the tiled floor amid shiny, jagged splinters, as though seeking an escape. The glass fronts of numerous cupboards had been shattered and Marla shivered slightly as she witnessed bloody handprints in various places. To her left a body in white overalls lay sprawled, chest down, its head ripped completely off the shoulders, its arms outstretched. Marla could not help noticing that all of the fingers were gone, as were both of his feet. They looked to have been gnawed off. Glancing back, she saw Caballero gesturing for her to follow him. Switching her attention, she hurried to obey. Two of the soldiers followed while Martinez and the other one spread out. In the distance the elevator rattled. Back-up is coming, she thought.
As they walked ahead, the rest of the L-shaped laboratory came into view and Marla wished it had remained concealed. Three dead-lookers had a scientist pinned across a table, or what was left of him, and they were tucking into the belly while the now unrecognisable face screamed. The ripped-out entrails were fast gathering on the floor in a spiral. In slow motion, the creatures turned their heads, baring their teeth like ravenous beasts. Unearthly growls penetrated the room as they darted forward simultaneously, only to be cut down by a hail of bullets. Swiftly, Caballero strode forward and silenced the scientist’s screams with one shot. Then he pointed to the right. 
Marla walked ahead, flanked by two male soldiers. The other two guards trailed behind, surveying all directions. Caballero pointed again and Marla crept up to him. The laboratory eeled off to the right into a narrow passage framed by cupboards of bottles and instruments of various kinds. For some unknown reason her brain wondered at the cost of it all, but she quickly dispelled the thought. 
The passage turned again and stopped at two offices. One door was open, the other closed. Caballero nodded and disappeared into the nearest one. As soon as he did so, two figures surged out of the shadows, pushing him against the wall. He swerved his head from side to side, dodging the snapping teeth. Without thinking, Marla raised her Glock and fired straight into the forehead of the furthest one, showering blood and brains, and forcing the body off to the left while the two soldiers accompanying her laid the force of their weight into the nearest dead-looker, shoving it further into the room. Marla fired again and the thing hit the deck.
“Good shot,” said one of the soldiers with a smirk.
“Good push,” she replied without a pause.
“Thanks,” said Caballero as he brushed himself down. “This room looks empty. One left. It’s a double office. I’ve been there before, so be on your guard.”
Everyone nodded as their superior officer walked past them and opened the office door. Nerves of steel, thought Marla, considering what he had just endured. Walking into the room, the first thing she spotted was Jakob in the corner, gripping a chair and trying to keep one of the dead-lookers from biting him, but then everything suddenly shifted into simultaneous fast and slow motion as time seemed to slide like mercury. Somehow there had been a creature hiding, because the soldiers behind her now turned and commotion set in. Gunfire smashed out the background. 
In front of Marla she noticed two shadows appear from nowhere and speed towards the group from the side. Seeing Caballero and the other two soldiers react simultaneously, she raced across the room to help Jakob, leaping on to an upturned table in the process. In that moment another two of the dead emerged from the back room, which had been out of everyone’s line of sight.
Stuffing the Glock in her holster, Marla fired the pump-action shotgun at one of them, but her real concern was for the dead-looker that had turned on Jakob. She could only guess how long he had held this one off, because he was weakening. She imagined he’d been hiding here as there was some kind of closet behind him. Firing at the dead thing, Marla cursed herself as she missed and it turned its deformed face on her. Perfect, she thought, as she caught it square in the forehead and it collapsed like a sack. Glancing over her shoulder, she noticed that Caballero had finished off one of the other corpses and some other soldiers had appeared behind her, including Martinez. 
A scream made her body run cold and she turned again as though in slow motion as a low growl surged through her ears; the growl of the dead. Where is it coming from? And then she spied it, writhing on the ground beneath her. It had been hiding there all along. A shot rang past her and she saw the head of the thing shatter into pieces, bloody fragments splattering in all directions. But then she realised it was too late. He had been bitten. 
Nothing could be heard except Jakob’s tortured shrieks of pain and delirium as he gripped his shattered right leg. White bone stuck out cleanly where the flesh had been chewed off. The tatters of skin could not fold to conceal the muscle beneath. Hearing movement, Marla spun around and raised her hand, “No! Don’t fire!” she yelled. Martinez’s hand froze on the trigger. In one swift movement, she lunged for the cupboard that secured the fire axe and smashed the glass. Tossing her shotgun aside, she grabbed the axe in both hands and hurled it to the ground, smashing it straight through the bone. 
“Marla!”
It was Caballero, but she ignored him, conscious of the fact that people were running towards her. “You have a chance now,” she told Jakob as she removed her scarf and made a tourniquet around his leg, which she pulled tight. “Stay awake.”
“Take him to theatre,” Caballero shouted to the two nearest soldiers. “Do it fast, before the virus sets in.”
“And necrosis,” muttered Marla, raising her hand to her mouth and stepping out of the way. “I’m sorry. He’s bleeding heavily.”
As the two men bent down to lift Jakob, Martinez turned to stare at Marla. Whether it was a look of amazement, condemnation or admiration, she could not tell, but he had listened and not shot Jakob. She nodded to him and then turned away as he opened the sealed door leading out into the square room between the laboratories A to F. 
Caballero spoke into his radio: “Building secured. Clean-up needed in basement and adjoining labs. One of ours died; several casualties. There’s a wounded man coming down to theatre. It’s Jakob... yes, I know we can’t afford to lose him, but he was bitten and someone amputated his leg in a bid to stop the virus spreading. An axe… yes, I realise that. I was told there were fourteen undead in the basement, but there were a lot more than that. Someone got this bloody wrong. This should not have happened. My soldiers are coming. Keep this quiet and inform Seguno. Yes. No. I’ve no idea. Operate and then we’ll quarantine him. Thanks.”
When he finished speaking, Caballero turned to Marla. “That was quick thinking. You know he is the top scientist here, irreplaceable?”
She nodded, unable to speak. The name Seguno did not register with her and she didn’t even question it.
“Good work,” Caballero added. “If that man lives it’s down to you.”
“If...” she muttered. 
He smiled awkwardly. “Return to your rooms, soldiers. I’ve ordered clean-up. They’ll be here shortly. Just get some rest. You all did good, thank you. Marla, will you be alright?”
She nodded and backed away, shocked at what she had just done.
Everyone trailed out quietly, back to the lift. The only possible route out was to go through the basement to avoid any of the scientists on this floor, and then back up the stairwell that was inaccessible to anyone but the guards. Marla gritted her teeth and focused on walking, even though her mind was racing with thoughts she did not wish to acknowledge. All she wanted to know was whether Jakob would live and if he was infected. The wait would seem like an eternity.
 



Wednesday, 10 
 
The guard accompanied Marla into the hospital room. “Don’t go too close,” he warned, moving his arm in front of her. She eyed him warily, to which he added, “Just in case.” Nodding, she took a step towards the bed and paused, clasping her hands behind her back. The sparsely furnished room was dimly lit, the curtains almost drawn. Through the gap in the middle, she noticed bars across the window. A low groan came from the bed as the patient turned his head slowly and opened his eyes. When he saw her, his expression shifted into a slow smile.
“Jakob?” 
“Marla. Y-you saved my l-life,” he muttered in a raspy voice as the machine beside him aided his breathing. “Thank you.”
The heart line on the monitoring system looked normal to her relief. “Well, I had to get you out of trouble,” she joked.
“Always the f-funny one,” he said, coughing.
“Take it easy, Jakob,” Marla remarked. “I just came in to check on you. I’ll come back when you’re feeling more up to talking.”
“I like it when you say my name.”
“That’s the drugs talking, Jakob. You have to watch those. I’ll be here tomorrow.”
“You do that.”
“I will. I’ll pop in every day to check on you,” she said with a smile. 
As she walked away, Marla’s cheerful expression was replaced by one of concern. It had been a relief that Jakob was not infected with the virus, but now she hoped his recovery would be swift and as painless as possible, and that he would find the strength to begin this new stage of his life. Marla tried to imagine how afraid he must feel, but she couldn’t. She could not imagine herself in that bed at all.
 



Friday, 12
 
Ellen stared around the Sleep Study room while Doctor Grice read through his notes; painfully slowly, it seemed to her. Eventually, he looked up and tapped his pen on the desk. “I would like to try something new. I wish to see you sleep for a longer period of time.”
Ellen grimaced. “I don’t know about that. Won’t my nightmares be longer?”
“Not necessarily. I have a theory I wish to throw into the mix. Let me explain: in most of your sleeping state you are in REM. Owen explained this to you before – did it make sense?”
“Yes. In REM we dream, but I’m not going into deep sleep, which is not good for me.”
“That is true, in theory, but judging by the results of your blood tests, etcetera, there is nothing wrong with you, Ellen. Your immune system is fine and you are in good health. So, aside from the fact you are having nightmares and feeling tired, I can see nothing wrong with you physically. However, emotionally, we need to keep an eye on things.”
“I guess I’ve been feeling more emotional since the whole thing started,” Ellen confided.
“That’s perfectly understandable,” said Doctor Grice. “I imagine I would too, and I’m a very logical person.” He smiled. “But, returning to this idea of mine. Deep sleep is important for the development of memory and cognitive thought, as we explained, for which you have scored extremely highly in our tests. You also score highly on empathy and emotional response. We expected otherwise as nightmares suggest disturbed sleep, and you spend all your time in REM and do not experience NREM, during which the body heals itself. All this fascinates me, Ellen. You’re a unique case. I want to turn science on its head, if you will, and see if you can control what you see in some way.”
Ellen blinked. “Control my nightmares, you mean? How? You can’t control dreams.”
“Ah, yes, that is what science tells us, but could we, if we tried?” asked Doctor Grice, his eyes lighting up. “This could be an interesting thing to approach in a different way, if you are game. As I said, you are unique.”
She thought about it for a moment. The man was definitely eccentric, but on the other hand, she was curious and open to trying anything, or almost anything, to get a normal night’s sleep again. “What do you have in mind, exactly?”
The doctor looked her directly in the eye. “You say there are two characters in this dream, besides the zombie?”
She nodded, her curiosity piqued.
“One is the laughing man and one is the man who warns you.”
“Yes, though I’m not totally sure they’re guys as I can’t see them, but they sound like it. I’m also not sure how many voices I can hear as they overlap,” Ellen explained.
“Mmm, but I think this may be the key. In our nightmares we are usually running away from something that represents a threat; the thing that frightens us. It is often a representation of what we are afraid of in our own lives, but our nightmares manifest it into a solid thing, often a person. You understand?”
“Yes, Marla mentioned this once when I first told her about my dream. She had a dream dictionary…”
The doctor laughed. “I don’t really put much faith in those. However, Marla did experience the nightmare after you told her about your own experience, so perhaps she adopted your own fears, albeit subconsciously. A sisterly thing, as you are close. Perhaps she took on the thing you fear as a way of protecting you. Or maybe she began to worry about you, leading to her sharing the dream.”
Ellen frowned. “I dunno. With exactly the same details? How is that possible?”
“Oh, yes… hmm, perhaps I’m going off the point a bit. What I wanted to say is that the key to ridding you of your nightmare could be to confront the thing you fear in it.”
“If you mean the creature, I am confronting him. He’s attacking me,” said Ellen, “and he’s very strong.”
“Yes, I want you to try to find a weapon and fight back,” stated Doctor Grice. “Even more importantly, I want you to try to see the other man in your dream.”
“Which one?” Ellen asked.
“The one who is laughing.”
 “Why him?”
Doctor Grice tapped his pen. “Because he represents a threat – he’s laughing, not helping you. This could go back to a moment in your life when you felt ridiculed or belittled by someone; perhaps recently or in your childhood. Did you ever feel belittled by your sister?”
Ellen thought for a moment. “No, I felt weaker, but she never put me down, if that’s what you mean. I was a shy child, but I changed at university.”
“Hmm, well, have a think on it. This can be your homework. Try to think of some examples where you might have felt this way, along with whom or what inspired it. And when you dream, I want you to try to fight back. However frightened you feel, I want you to reach down and feel your inner strength, and fight him. Then, if you can, I want you to turn around to see the laughing man.”
“That’s impossible, useless. How can I do this, doctor? I mean…” Ellen bit her lip and glanced down at her hands in her lap. 
“Just try. We will see how it goes. As I mentioned, you are perfectly healthy. I don’t think these nightmares pose a risk to you physically. And your scores for memory, empathy, etcetera, are off the scale, so I think there is potential. This is an unusual case, so your behaviour in your dreams could be just as unusual. The only thing I am concerned about is your emotional wellbeing, so if we see anything different happening to you, we will try to pull you out of your sleeping state.”
“Would you notice? You and Marla have both told me I look dead to the world while dreaming.”
Doctor Grice smiled and tapped her on the arm, which surprised Ellen as it was the first time he had made any effort towards physical contact. “Please relax, Ellen. We are only going to try this. I will be honest with you – your case has me flummoxed, but I will endeavour to solve it. I have been wracking my brains for something to try and this will be a first. I have never requested a patient try to see something hidden in their dreams. I always advise them to try to confront their fears, but as for this unknown man, I think we should try to see his face, don’t you? Then we will have a clue as to whom or what is scaring you. I know there must be a solution. There always is. And it usually lies in the patient’s past.”
“So you don’t believe in this mass dream of the dead being a warning?”
The doctor shook his head. “No, Ellen, I don’t believe in the paranormal. This is something physical and logical; something of the real world – your reality. And you need to confront it.”
 



Saturday, 13 
Ellen’s dream
 
Icy fingers seem to snake around her shoulders as she steps forwards, her feet making not a sound on the ground. Light is escaping, slipping away from this place. A lone bulb swings from the ceiling, back and forth, back and forth. This motionless quiet prevails while in the distance shadows dance in flickering patterns up and around these decaying walls, their history flaking away like unwritten pages. Something lies there, silent as the grave, upon the rusting iron bed that fills the space between them. 
Timidly, she creeps, her tiptoes not touching the floor as though she is gliding through air. Looking down she realises her feet are making contact, moving, propelling her forwards. The bed slides closer and its occupant shifts ever so slowly as she drifts, approaching the place where the misty outlines play in the failing light. Immediately above her head, the single bulb continues to rock soundlessly, keeping time with her movements. The old, hooped chain should creak and yet all is quiet. She shivers as the temperature drops.
He sleeps, this man. His delicate features, almost beautiful, seem at peace, yet his face is so very pale, almost ghostlike, in striking contrast to the deep ebony of his hair. She listens to his breathing, low and regular; the only thing to break this monotonous silence. Opening his eyes, he gazes upon her and she smiles, watching his full, sensual lips curve upwards. He raises his body.
As she pushes the fine strands of her blowing hair out of her sleepy eyes, his grin widens, welcoming her, but then the perfect white teeth begin to tumble out, one by one, floating in slow motion like petals on the wind. They make not a sound. The blood rushes to her face. A wave of nausea floods over her. 
So hypnotic, the man’s eyes draw her in, but they too are different. White in colour, their irises erased; translucent, staring globes of nothing, with lines of red etched across them. He offers this grim smile as bile slides out from between his now cracked lips, once so full and sensual. 
It drips upon the surface of her hand, burning into the skin, searing, and she withdraws it quickly, but it remains there, stuck on top of the bed. Why doesn’t it move? She stares down at her skin, turning red from the liquid, bubbling. A stinging pain spears itself all the way through to her palm and fear grips her senses, squeezing. 
Turning, she wills her body to run in the direction of the exit, stumbling into a wild sprint, not daring to glance back. She feels the movement, slow but sure, like gliding through a thick fog, yet her body is still there; she can see it, frozen by the bed as the thing gapes at her, his eyes fixed on her face, the mouth opening wider to reveal a black endless nothing. 
She screams, but its existence snaps quiet in the silence. Out of the corner of her eye she notices the tick-tock sway of the bulb flickering its last, and she senses she is doomed; knows it as surely as the fact that the rusting chain will swing again, back and forth, forever. 
His face moves closer, the skin flaking like old paint curling away from a wall, the edges creeping up. Then it disintegrates altogether. Beneath, the muscles continue to ebb and flow like water as he smiles. Blood oozes, dripping. 
Dread ravages her as fright caresses her body like an icy lover, passionless. Forcing herself to turn once more, she races in panic towards the exit, and yet seconds later, nonsensically, she finds herself in the exact same place by the bed, her feet rooted to the ground like the trunk of a tree, her arms the branches stretching out. She imagines her tussled hair as the leaves, blowing in the breath that he now turns on her, sickening in its putrid scent of death. 
Flies swarm around the bloodied mess that barely resembles a face anymore as he opens his mouth wider. The yawn seems to swallow her whole into darkness as a jagged, ripping pain overwhelms her; the sharp teeth scraping, gnawing at her neck, plucking at the strings inside the skin. 
From the far distance creeps the incongruous ripple of laughter and a man’s voice echoes all around. 
“This is a warning. This will be the last warning before the end.”
 
***
 
The scream rapped against her eardrums as her body jolted. Gasping, she opened her eyes.
“Ellen, I am here. You are alright now, completely safe.”
Rita’s comforting smile came into focus, gazing down, and Ellen blinked as she gradually regained her senses. She struggled to swallow. 
“Don’t try to move yet, honey,” said Rita softly as she set about removing the bands and sensors from Ellen’s body. The nurse then walked away and returned with a glass. “Water,” she stated simply. 
Raising herself up in the bed, Ellen leaned back against the headboard. Taking the glass, she sipped its contents slowly. 
“What did you dream?” asked Rita. 
Ellen shrugged. “Nothing new.”
 



Week 11
Sunday, 14
 
The next time Marla visited Jakob in hospital he was breathing without the aid of a machine and appeared more clear-headed. He had shown no symptoms of the virus at all. She was shocked at his rapid progress, but relieved at the same time. 
“I’m glad to see you,” he told her as she neared the side of his bed and sat down. 
“Do you feel like talking today?” she asked. 
“Of course. I’ve missed these chats of ours. What are you going to lecture me about today?”
Marla laughed. “Was I always so hard on you?”
“No, not really. Only when I kept stalking you.”
“What did the doctors say about your condition?” she asked, changing the subject. 
“Good things. I met with the surgeon and he made me feel much better about… everything,” said Jakob after some hesitation. “He said they were able to reconnect the vascular and nervous systems successfully, and reinstate the blood supply quickly, and I’m responding well to antibiotics. There was no infection and they think the wound will heal. They’re not expecting to need to operate again.”
“I’m relieved. I was scared of necrosis. I used an axe. I can’t believe I did it.”
Jakob shuddered slightly. “I’m glad you did.”
“I hope you’re not in too much pain.”
“They’ve got me pumped up on a new mix of painkillers. It isn’t so bad. I’m alive and I have you to thank for that. It just itches.”
She tried to smile.
“I had other good news,” he continued. “One department here has been working with bionics for quite some time now and they can fit me with a new leg. That was one of the things being researched here before this virus became the main concern.”
“Are those the limbs you can control by thinking?” asked Marla enthusiastically. “I remember reading about them in an article once. It was amazing. This patient was fitted with a bionic arm. Her brain was linked up to a machine and everyone could watch on a screen as the different areas lit up – you know, as she thought about moving different areas of her arm. You could see how her thoughts connected with each movement. I was like wow.”
“Yes, it’s like that,” Jakob replied. “I’m excited. I was thinking I would need to use a normal prosthetic, which I will to start with, but then I can switch to a bionic limb.”
“That’s great. I’m really happy for you. How long will it be until you can start using a prosthetic? I remember two to four weeks being normal, from my army days, if the tissue heals well, and then it takes a while from there to learn how to… but, anyway, I’m no expert!” 
“Well, it’s all thanks to you that I’m still here,” said Jakob. “I’m embarrassed that I was frightened and could do nothing but hide from that thing…”
Marla shrugged. “That’s normal, Jakob. I can’t imagine what I would have done in the same position. I’m sorry all this happened,” she added. “I feel bad that I couldn’t have gotten you out of there in one piece.”
Jakob sighed. “You did better than a lot of people. I can’t believe how brave you were. And fast. Martinez was going to shoot me.”
“He was only doing what you’re meant to do in that situation… and he stopped as soon as I shouted at him.”
“Still, you’re impressive. You’re my hero!”
Marla laughed. “It’s a strange thing to say, but thanks.”
“No, really, I know you left the army, but they were the ones who lost out, I reckon.”
“Well, I just want to help, and I never want to lose anyone on my watch again.”
“Is that what happened?” asked Jakob. “In the past?”
“Yes, a long time ago. A friend. And it’s sure as hell never happening again. Anyway, I better go and leave you to rest. Oh, and Tommy had some good news. His ex-wife and son are moving here soon, in the next few days.”
“That’s nice for him.”
“Yeah, anyway, I don’t want to tire you out, so I’ll be back tomorrow at the same time.”
“It’s a date,” said Jakob with a wink.
“Crazy guy,” Marla replied. “They need to get you off those drugs!” 
 



Wednesday, 17
 
Marla strode into the cafeteria where a quick check revealed her sister and Tommy sitting in the middle of the room. Funny how they always chose the same place, she thought with a smile. “Hey, alligators,” she greeted them.
“Hey, yourself,” Tommy replied, his face lighting up. “You’re looking extremely cheerful for this time of the day.”
“Jakob is coming out of hospital today.”
“Wow,” gasped Ellen, “that’s soon. How is he doing?”
Marla grinned. “Really well. I didn’t realise, but prosthetics and bionics have come a long way. I guess if you have private healthcare, you’d know more about it, but I never knew they had such things. They’ve fixed him up with a new leg and he’s walking.”
“Already?” asked Tommy. “How is that actually possible?”
“New technology, better surgery, stronger painkillers… Jakob told me this facility was working on projects like this for the government. A lot of top-secret research was going on. Now everything is concentrated on finding a cure for the virus. This is going to help a lot of people injured in…”
“But it takes months to learn how to walk on a prosthetic limb,” said Tommy quietly. “His injury would have to heal completely first.”
“Yeah, I know, and this is just a week and a half. Aren’t you happy about it?”
Tommy frowned and did not meet Marla’s gaze. “I am, yeah, but it doesn’t make any sense to me. It isn’t possible.”
“I guess he’ll be on crutches,” Marla added.
“I think it’s great,” Ellen remarked. “He’s so lucky you have quick reflexes.”
“Yeah, I’m a regular Wonder Woman. So what have you two got planned today?”
“Patrol,” Tommy replied. “I volunteered. You coming?”
Marla shook her head. “I thought I’d sit this one out and help Jakob.”
Tommy winced. “Okay,” he muttered before gulping down the rest of his cup of tea.
Marla watched him quietly, muddled by his reaction.
“Hey!”
Everyone turned around to see Jakob approaching the table very carefully, supported on a pair of crutches and leaning forward slightly. Apart from a thin scar skimming the right-hand side of his face, he looked exactly the same, albeit slightly thinner.
“Jakob!” Ellen stood up and patted his arm. “You’re looking great. Do you want me to get you a drink or something?”
“Erm, I don’t want to put you out…”
“No problem.”
“Thanks. Can I just have a coffee then? White. Four sugars.”
“Four?! Wow. Back in a mo,” mumbled Ellen, scurrying off.
“I wasn’t expecting you out until this afternoon,” said Marla, standing up. 
“Neither was I,” Jakob replied, “but here I am, raring to go. I can’t wait to get back to work.”
“You’re a workaholic!”
“And you’re not?” he asked, playfully. Leaning in, he pecked her on the cheek.
Marla blushed and clasped her hands together awkwardly. Seeing an opportunity to take his leave, Tommy stood up. “Okay, you lovebirds, I’m outa here,” he said. “You can have my seat, Jakob. Good to see you. See you later, Marla.”
She pouted. Lovebirds? “You don’t have to go,” she began, but Tommy was too fast for her. He turned to give a wink before disappearing out the exit.
At that moment Ellen returned to the table with a cup of coffee. “Here you go, Jakob. I can’t stay, I’m afraid. Robert said he has something important to tell me before he goes on patrol today.”
“No worries,” said Marla. “Say hi to him for me.”
“I will. Bye, Jakob,” Ellen told him. “Great to see you up and about, looking so well.”
“Thanks,” he replied with a grin and Ellen walked away. “Your sister is great, but he doesn’t like me,” he added, trying his best to lower himself into the chair.
“Jakob, let me help you. You mean Tommy? Nah, he isn’t like that,” she said, forcing a smile, although she knew he was right. “He just likes to give people space. Nice guy when you get to know him.”
“If he’ll let me. Did he volunteer for the patrol today?”
“Sure did,” Marla said. “I didn’t. I thought I’d help you out.”
“If you’re sure. I wish I could go out on patrol some time.”
“But you can’t even fire a gun.”
“Yes, but…”
“Yeah, but what? I said I’ll teach you, so whenever you fancy a lesson just ask me.”
“Right,” said Jakob. “Then will you ask Caballero if I can go? When I’m on my feet, that is.” 
“I don’t see why you’d want to, but I can ask. You need a lot of experience to go out there. It’s dangerous around those dead-lookers.”
He grimaced. “How could I forget? I think it might help me to learn about their behaviour – in time, obviously, as I’m in no fit state now.”
Marla nodded. “You’re a strange one, asking me this now, after what happened to you.”
“So, do I get a proper kiss?” Jakob asked, raising his eyebrows.
She laughed. “The world has turned to shit, you almost die, and still all you can think about is sex?”
“That’s a big leap from a kiss, but I’m a patient man, and if I had a pound for every time you’ve said that…”
“You’d be a rich man,” said Marla, giving him a peck on the cheek.
 



Wednesday, late afternoon
 
Marla rapped on the door and waited, unsure exactly of what she was going to say. When Tommy finally opened it, he was holding a towel and his hair was sopping. “Hey, what’s up?” he asked, looking surprised to see her. 
“Can I come in?”
He hesitated. “Erm, I just got back from patrol and washed, so I’m a bit…”
Marla strode past him.
“…wet,” he mumbled, closing the door. Turning, he noticed she had her hands grasped together in that way she always did when she was anxious. “What is it?” he asked, tossing the towel over the chair.
“I wanted to ask you something?”
“Sure. Fire away.”
“It’s about Jakob. Do you hate him or something?” Marla asked bluntly.
Tommy thought for a second. “Hate is a strong word.”
“So, what’s the problem?”
He winced. “There isn’t one. He’s your boyfriend, not mine. Doesn’t mean I have to like him. I leave the liking up to you.”
“Okay, Mister Clever Arse, that’s not really answering the question. I’m asking if you have a problem with him, because whenever he’s around you get up and go, and I kind of wanted you guys to be friends.”
Tommy frowned. “He’s not my kind of guy.”
“You mean he’s not like Eric or Billy?”
“Well…”
“Why can’t you just be civil?” she asked, her temper quickly rising beyond what she’d expected. “You leave like he’s a bad smell or something.”
“Well, you said it...”
“The man’s just got out of hospital. He almost died!”
“I know, and that’s a shame, but I couldn’t stand the guy even before that.”
Marla crossed her arms across her chest, noticing Tommy roll his eyes as she did so. “I get it,” she said.
“What?”
“You’re jealous? Is that it?”
Tommy shook his head. “Fuck that.”
“Yes, you are. You can’t even look at me.” 
“I wouldn’t say jealous.”
“Then what?” Marla demanded. “What is it exactly?”
He sighed. “I just don’t like the guy.”
She narrowed her eyes. “If you are jealous, how come you never mentioned anything to me about it?”
“About what?”
“Your feelings...”
Tommy laughed. “I haven’t said anything about feelings. You just said…”
“Jesus. Okay. Or is it that you don’t even like me, because you’ve been acting all weird and distant for a while now.”
He threw his hands in the air. “Since when?”
“Since... since I started hanging out with Jakob.”
“I think you need to go and have a lie down. You’re not thinking straight.”
 “You’re such an idiot,” she retorted, opening the door to leave and slamming it behind her.
“Women,” grumbled Tommy as he kicked the bin. Just to kick anything.
 



Friday, 19
Ellen’s dream
 
His face edges closer, the almost translucent layers of skin lifting off into the air, tearing back in slow motion to reveal the pumping blood and muscles once concealed beneath. Fear and dread rip through her mind, but she wills herself on to act, to do something before his teeth seek to rip the tendons in her neck for she senses… no, she knows this will happen; the inevitability of it. 
Something shifts in the air. She feels it. So soft, so easy to miss; it is nothing really and yet it is everything. It is what gives her the power. 
Peeling the soles of her feet off the ground, she takes a step backwards and then another. He is still staring at her, haunting her. The white orbs seem to flicker in his eye sockets, seeing nothing, yet seeing all, seeing her. 
She steps again. In the distancing, she feels a slip in the atmosphere, a movement. There is… she knows not what it is, but it is there, hidden, listening. She feels it. 
In this endless split second her body flees and suddenly she is with it, moving, racing down the corridor into the blackness. It waits like a sleeping animal, scooping her up inside it, willing her to follow its curve as it eels along.
In front of her sweeps the scent of death, rotting meat, the morbidity of decay. She swallows, resisting the urge to vomit. Turning slowly, she sees him; he is there, not so far behind as to not be a constant threat. Threat: the word sticks in her mind. Its importance she cannot define, but it seems to float in the air, filling the void. 
Ahead, darkness reigns. The more she tries to focus on it, the more it appears to open like a door; the mist seeming to invite her, this secret guide.
Laughter. It rushes into the corridor like an uninvited lover, stalking, pushing around her, seeking to stroke her body, entangle her, but she will not have it. Glancing around, she seeks the source. 
“This is a warning,” a voice utters. “This will be the last warning before the end.”
Echoes thunder around this space. He is here. A man. She can sense him. But the layers of sound, they rise, so expected, one upon another of rising sound, so she cannot define any one voice, and they are sweeping upwards like an endless tide. 
Then nothing. The nightmare is over and there is nothing but the dark. 
 
***
 
Ellen woke, gasping for breath. The dream had been different, she remembered; she had managed to run.
 



Saturday, 20
 
“Dad!” 
Tommy wandered towards the helicopter while Marla remained beside Ellen, holding on to Bob’s lead. As the breeze from the blades sent his hair whipping across his face, Tommy stopped and squinted in the gust as he waited for them to stop. When they did, he began to laugh. His son’s face was pressed up against the window and he was waving for all he was worth. A soldier stepped out of the passenger seat and opened the back door. Ash fired out like a rampaging bull, straight into the arms of his father. “Dad, Dad!” he cried, his words coming out muffled against Tommy’s shirt. 
Tommy stroked his son’s head. “It’s so great to see you, Ash.”
“I didn’t think I’d see you again,” said the boy, gazing up.
Tommy bent down and hugged him. “I’m here now and I’m not going anywhere without you again.”
“Promise?”
Tommy sighed. “Promise.”
“Hello, Tom.”
Looking up, he recognised Hanna, dressed in a long blue skirt, crisp white shirt and a black jacket. She was wearing trainers and her dark hair was tied back. In her hands was a suitcase.
“Let me take that,” he offered. 
“Thanks,” she replied, offering a small smile.
“You look well.”
“And yourself,” Hanna answered. “I had no idea where you were. I didn’t know what to tell him or what to think.”
“Same here,” said Tommy. “But we’re all together now. I’m so relieved you’re both okay.”
Hanna smiled again and then something caught her eye behind him. “Is that Bob?”
Ash spun round, as if seeing the Labrador for the first time. “Bob!” he yelled.
The dog bounced up, wagging his tail, and pulled forwards on the lead. Marla gripped it tightly to stop him. Ash bent his knees. “Come on, boy!” he called, clapping his hands against his thighs.
“You can let him go,” said Tommy. “He won’t run anywhere but here.”
Marla smiled and unclipped Bob’s lead. He pelted forward and launched himself into the boy, who fell back on his haunches, giggling as he rubbed the dog’s head. Bob licked his face, making Ash giggle all the more.
“Like old times,” Hanna remarked.
Tommy grinned at his son, feeling doubly glad that he had gone back home for his dog.
“Hi,” said Marla, walking forward. “It’s nice to see you again and this is my sister, Ellen.”
“I remember you,” Hanna replied with a sour expression on her face. “Hello, Ellen. So what is this place like?”
“Nice,” she responded. “And it feels safe.”
“It must have been scary in London.”
Ellen nodded. “Sure was.” She decided not to add any details.
“I’m going in to see if there is anyone to take back with us,” the soldier told Tommy. “Can you show them inside? They’re free to move around. No quarantine needed.”
“Right, thanks for everything,” he answered.
“No problem.”
“I can show you where the administrator’s office is, Hanna,” Tommy offered. “I guess she’s sorted out your rooms.”
She smiled. “Great. Come on, Ash, let’s go and get settled in.”
“Cool, Mum,” he replied, jumping up. He ran to her with Bob dancing around his feet.
Tommy put his free arm around his son’s shoulders as they walked towards the entrance. “There’s a boy I want you to meet, Ash. His name is Barney, and we saved him and his sister, Ruth. His mother died.”
“That’s sad,” said Ash. “Does he like football?”
“I think so. Don’t all boys like footie?”
“She seems nice,” Ellen remarked to Marla once the reunited family had disappeared inside the building.
Marla shrugged. “I guess, but she hates me.”
“Really? Why? Didn’t you get on?”
“She thought I was to blame for their divorce.”
“But you and Tommy were just friends, no?”
“Yeah, but she thought there was more to it. Even when I started dating Mark, she still wouldn’t talk to me.”
Ellen nudged her sister. “Maybe things will be different now. You know, everything that’s going on puts things in perspective. People settle their differences when bigger things are more important.”
Marla smiled. “Thanks, sis.”
“You’ll see.”
“You know, me and Tommy had an argument the other night.”
“How come?” Ellen asked.
Marla glanced the other way. “It was my fault really. I was annoyed at how he is with Jakob and I accused him of being jealous.”
“Hmm, I’ve always thought he had a soft spot for you, Marl.”
“I don’t think so. I thought we were real friends, especially after everything we went through on our way here, but he seems to have become more distant lately.”
“I think that’s because of Jakob,” Ellen pointed out. “Honestly, Marl, I don’t think you need to worry about Tommy. I’ve often wondered how sometimes you don’t notice the things right in front of you. You’ve got a friend for life there and anything else you want.”
“No, he said he didn’t have any feelings for me and laughed.”
“Really, you asked him?”
Marla squirmed. “Kind of.”
“I reckon you’ve got your wires crossed. Tommy looks like he’s already forgotten about it. Let’s go inside,” Ellen suggested. “And stop pouting. I’m the one who should be sad, now that Robert doesn’t want to see me anymore.”
“I’m sorry, little sis.”
“It’s okay. It was the thing he wanted to tell me when I met him the other day after he’d been out on patrol. Bigger things are more important now and I get his reasons. I don’t really need to be in a relationship anyhow. I have you and my friends, and that’s enough. And I want to focus on teaching here and the sleep study. It will be so cool if my dreams help Doctor Grice in some way and even better if he can cure me.”
 



Week 12
Monday 22 
 
Marla jumped at the knock upon her door. Placing her book upside down to save the page, she slid off the bed and hurried to answer it. Standing outside in the corridor was Tommy. “Oh, hi, what brings you here?” she asked.
“Do I need an excuse?” he asked, smirking.
“I guess not! I’m sorry about the other day,” she added sheepishly. 
“No worries. You’ve already apologised enough. It’s damn easy to get weirded out in this place, being all closed in all the time.”
Marla smiled. “Thanks. How’s it going with you?”
“Great. I was just with Ash.”
“How’s he settling in? You look really happy.”
Tommy’s grin widened. “I feel happier. It’s great. He’s great. And he and Barney seem to be hitting it off, which is cool as I didn’t want the kid to feel left out now that my family are here.”
Marla felt herself wince slightly at the word ‘family’ as she thought immediately of Hanna’s scowl. “How’s your ex – you two getting on okay?” she asked warily, remembering how they had fought like cat and dog towards the end of their marriage.
He paused and seemed to consider his reply. “Yeah, it’s good. Better than I expected.”
Marla felt her stomach drop, but she forced a smile. “That’s really great.” 
“Yeah, we’ve decided to let bygones be bygones. Those freaks put everything in perspective,” he added with a laugh. “I guess it’s made us grow up a bit, and we’re really chatting about stuff.”
“Great,” she mumbled.
“Anyway, that’s why I knocked. We’re just about to go for dinner – well, the grand old cafeteria, where else? I asked Ellen and she’s coming. Billy and Eric are popping along, and Barney. Thought it would be nice if you could come. I know you and Hanna were a bit frosty in the past.”
“She hates me.”
“I’m sure she doesn’t,” he said.
“Well…”
“So are you coming?”
Marla bit her lip and pictured the scenario in her head: happy faces all round, except for Hanna glaring at her. She was not quite sure how she would react around Tommy and his ex playing happy families with their son. Something about it made her feel queasy and she was not sure why. “I don’t think so, Tommy. Maybe let her settle in a bit first. We were never the best of friends.”
Tommy nodded. “Fine, I understand. Next time?”
“Yeah, let me know. And have a nice time.”
“Sure will. Night.”
“Night,” she replied. 
Upon closing the door, Marla turned and rested her back against the wood. Why did she feel so odd about this? It was great her friend had been reunited with his family. He deserved it. It was what she wished for too, with her own mother, although that would take a little longer. And Hanna was just Hanna. She was sure the two of them would not get back together again… 
Marla stood up straight and scowled. Get back together again? So what if they do? What exactly am I feeling? Jealousy for my friend, really? So stupid!

Shaking her head, she flopped down on her bed. Turning the book over, she stared at the words swimming before her eyes for a moment before refocusing and forgetting everything but the story within.
 



Thursday, 25
 
“Come in!”
Marla opened the door and walked into Commander Caballero’s office. “You asked for me, sir?” 
“Yes, sit down,” he said, shuffling some papers on his desk. “We have a suspect to interview regarding the incident in the basement.”
“That’s good you’ve found someone, sir.”
“Yes, he turned himself in because of the number of people who died. I need you to interview him?”
“Me? Why?”
“Basically, because he asked for you,” Caballero replied, looking her straight in the eye. “You know him. It’s Robert.”
Marla blinked. “Robert?! Are you sure? Why would he…”
“That’s what I want to find out. He’s dating your sister, isn’t he?”
She shook her head. “He was, but he broke it off with her. She told me that he had been saying some strange things, but I put it down to the pressured situation in here, sir.”
“It appears it was something else. And please drop the sir, Marla. It’s Juan.”
“Right, sir.”
He chuckled slightly and stood up. “We have him in the interview room, so if you’d like to come with me, we can get started.
“You know that whatever he has done has nothing to do with me or my sister?” said Marla, feeling wary. 
“I do know that,” he replied, his tone unchanging.
 
***
 
Marla walked into the interview room and closed the door quietly behind her. The place was completely empty except for two metal chairs and a matching table. There was something clinical and detached about it. When the man sitting at the table lifted his head, she almost did a double-take. He looked completely different, as if he had not slept in weeks. His appearance was unkempt and he rubbed the side of his face in a nervous way. Marla thought he did not look himself at all. “Hello, Robert,” she said, pulling out the chair opposite him. 
He nodded.
“You asked to speak to me?”
Robert failed to make eye contact, focusing on a spot on the wall instead. “I didn’t really plan to do anything... I wouldn’t have, not really, only…” His sentence trailed off. 
Marla stayed quiet. She sensed the man wanted to tell her something, but he was having trouble getting his words out. Moving her chair away slightly, she leaned back to give him some distance. If he was feeling paranoid and nervy, leaning towards him was not going to help.
He scrutinised his fingers as though seeing them for the first time, and he turned them over and over, examining them, before looking up again, straight into her eyes. “I didn’t want anyone to get hurt, only them.”
“Who are ‘them’?”
Robert shifted in his seat and peered around the room as though wary of someone listening. “Them, the things, they’re not who we think they are.”
“You mean the dead that are alive?” asked Marla, resisting the urge to lean in.
He shook his head. “No, the other ones.”
“I don’t follow. You mean the dead in here that the scientists were working on?”
“No.”
“Okay, you mean there are more of them in this place?” she asked, her pulse quickening.
With a sigh he shook his head again. “You are not listening. They are in here, inside! They’re not the dead out there or in here. They’re different.”
“So what are they?”
Robert lifted his hands in the air and turned them, palms up, towards her. He leaned backwards. “I don’t know, but they’re not like us. I don’t know what they are. You can’t see them. I was trying to get rid of them, save everyone. They don’t want us here.” He started to scratch the side of his face, grimacing as he glanced behind him.
Marla did not know what to say. The man was obviously disturbed by his experiences and imagining things that did not exist; only they were very real in his mind. She considered what to say next, but she did not have to as he spoke first.
“They’re not who they seem and Doctor Sleep, he wants to read your mind, control you. The power over life and death is…” He faltered and stared at the wall.
She frowned, perplexed, but decided to go with his hallucination. “So you thought that using the dead to kill them was the right idea? You could have killed everyone.”
“I know, I know,” moaned Robert, bowing his forehead low to the table and placing his hands on the back of his head. He laced his fingers together. “And I have to live with that. I only got one.”
“One what?”
He looked up again and smiled. “One of them.”
Marla stared at him. She had no idea what he was talking about and guessed he was not going to elaborate, probably because he couldn’t. Robert seemed to be living in his own private hell and she had no wish to make it worse. At that moment the door opened and Caballero strode in. 
“Are you leaving?” Robert asked Marla, looking distinctly frightened. He seemed to shrink away from the commander.
“I’m sorry,” Marla answered, and she was. Sorry that he was suffering. But, really, with everything that had been going on over these last weeks, she would be very surprised if he was the only one cracking under the strain. 
“Thank you,” said the commander, nodding towards her. “I can take it from here.”
“What’s going to happen to me?” Robert pleaded as she got up to go.
“Don’t worry,” she replied. “They want to help you.” 
“They’re liars,” he shouted out. “You should check down below, Marla. The secret places.”
She glanced back to see Robert place his head on the table and cover it with both arms. Caballero stood over him. As she left the interview room, she hoped her words were true and that Robert would gain the necessary care he so clearly needed. Her conscience wrestled with what she should tell Ellen.
 



Friday, 26
 
“Penny for your thoughts?” asked Jakob.
Marla fiddled with the spoon in her cereal. “Sorry, I was miles away.”
“You’ve been doing that a lot lately.”
“It’s too early in the day for me,” she replied. “I’m too sleepy to concentrate.”
“Does it bother you?”
“What does?” Marla asked.
“Her?” said Jakob, flicking his wrist in the direction of a nearby table in the cafeteria. “His ex-wife. You keep staring at her.”
She followed his gaze to where Tommy was laughing with his son. “No,” she said, turning back. “Why should it? He’s my friend, like I told you before.”
“I was just wondering. You seem different, preoccupied with him.”
“That’s nonsense. I’m just the same. What does it matter to you anyway?” Marla added. “We’re not dating or anything. We’re friends, no?”
Jakob frowned and bit into his toast.
 



Week 13
Sunday 28 
 
It was coming up to 5 p.m. when Marla eventually knocked on Tommy’s door after thinking things over for the entire afternoon. From inside she heard muffled sounds and then the door yawned open. Tommy greeted her with a lopsided smile and a vibrant, “Hey!”
“Marla!” a young voice called out.
Caught off guard, she peered over Tommy’s shoulder to see his son playing with Bob. “Hi, Ash, how’s it going?” she asked as cheerfully as possible, but as soon as the Labrador spotted her, he bolted forward, wagging his tail with so much effort that his butt looked about to fall off. He was such an attention seeker. Giggling, Marla bent down to ruffle his ears. “If you’re busy, I can come back,” she said, standing up again.
“No, it’s fine,” said Tommy. “Come on in.”
“Ah, I needed to talk to you privately, but it can wait.”
He looked at her for a moment. Marla guessed he detected it was something serious because his expression changed. Turning back to the boy, he said, “Ash, I need to speak to Marla for a little while. Can I take you back to your mum?”
Ash stood up and gathered his toy cars. “Sure thing, Dad.” After stroking Bob one last time, he followed his father out of the room with a shy nod to Marla.
“I’m just taking him to Hanna, so stay out here,” said Tommy, locking the door. Marla nodded and sat down on the floor with her back to the wall. Raising her knees, she watched Tommy take Ash’s hand and lead him towards the elevator. They disappeared inside. After ten minutes or so, Tommy reappeared and made his way back to her. “What’s happened?” he asked.
“Thanks for talking,” Marla said, standing. “I don’t know where to start, to be honest, but I can’t discuss it with Ellen. There’s some weird shit going on in here and I don’t know what to think.”
He scratched the side of his jaw. “Okay, start at the beginning and go from there.”
“We can’t talk here.”
“How about we grab a coffee in the cafeteria?” 
Marla shook her head. “Too public. I need to talk to you alone. My room, come on,” she said, walking a few rooms down. 
Mystified, Tommy followed her inside her room and sat on the chair by her desk. “I’m all ears.”
She closed the door and kicked off her DMs. After smoothing her hair behind her ears, she perched on the end of her bed. “What I’m about to tell you is going to sound odd,” she began.
“Okay.”
Marla took a deep breath. “Right, well, don’t say anything until I finish. Robert was responsible for releasing the dead that were being experimented on…”
“Robert? Hell no!”
Marla raised her eyebrows. 
“Oh, right, sorry, go on,” said Tommy, leaning back in the chair.
“I was asked to interview him because Robert asked for me. It was secret, so everything I’m about to tell you I was told not to tell anyone. I haven’t even been able to tell Ellen, which makes me feel crap. I’m going to have to tell her at some point.”
“Not necessarily…”
“He broke things off with her. She has no idea. He only told her that he couldn’t cope with things because he was depressed. I know Robert wasn’t acting himself recently because Ellen told me, or she tried to, but I didn’t take it seriously. He kept talking about people in the facility not being who they seem. He said they’re not like us and dangerous. I thought he meant the dead-lookers as they were being experimented on in here.
“I had no idea they were keeping the dead in this place until Jakob told me once, but he still didn’t tell me that it was going on now… and then the incident in the lab happened and I saw for myself. Anyway, Robert kept saying he meant people who look like us, but aren’t like us. He said he only got one of them.”
“Who did he mean by them?”
“Exactly! I’ve no idea. When I pressed him on it, he was answering me, but then Caballero stopped the interview. I just thought Robert had cracked up under the pressure of being here. And I have no idea what has happened to him since.”
He leaned forward in his chair and ran his fingers through his hair. “Maybe he means someone is working against everyone else – someone from the government maybe, or a terrorist?”
She shrugged. “I have no idea. Government would be my bet, but what could they be hiding here?”
“I don’t have any answers. Perhaps they’ve been engineering something new and the virus was a side effect?”
“I don’t get it. I’ve been thinking and rethinking, and I didn’t sleep much last night. It doesn’t make sense.”
“That’s the government and army for you,” remarked Tommy with a dry laugh. “There are always secrets. Have you spoken to Caballero about this?”
Marla shook her head. 
“He seems a decent guy.”
 “What about Jakob? What does he say about all this?”
She sighed. “I haven’t told anyone.”
 “Don’t get me wrong, I believe everything you’ve told me. I’ve known you long enough to trust you, and I hope you trust me, especially after all the crap we’ve been through. But I know this place can make you stir crazy, paranoid even, and the things we’ve seen… well, it’s enough to crack you up.”
“You think I’m imagining things?”
“I didn’t say that. I’m just saying that maybe you could look at it from a different angle. Robert was having some serious issues and wasn’t in a stable frame of mind when you interviewed him. He got people killed when he released those freaks.”
Marla stared at Tommy for a second and then nodded. “Maybe… maybe you’re right. I’m probably over-thinking everything, blowing it out of proportion.”
He smiled. “I don’t want to sound harsh, but you know… we saw people lose it in warzones.”
She looked back at him in silence, biting her lip as she contemplated what to say next, but he beat her to it. “I should really go and collect Ash,” he said. “His mum has plans and I said I’d look after him. I’m holding her up and I’d like to keep on the right side of her.”
Marla nodded. “That’s okay. My head is too confused to make sense of all this and I should probably just sleep on it.”
“Me too,” he agreed, standing up to leave. “Just try not to worry too much. It causes wrinkles, you know!”
“Cheers, Tommy, I love you too!”
Her laugh made him smile as he left the room, glad to have cheered her a little. But his own smile faded quickly as he made his way back to his room, deep in thought.
 



Wednesday, 31
 
“Right,” said Commander Caballero. “Now that everyone is here, I won’t be accompanying you on this particular patrol, but I will be leaving you in the capable hands of my second-in-command, Will Acre. Will, take over,” he added, stepping back to lean against the wall. 
The tall man with blonde, spiky hair gave a smile and a wink. “I trust you’re all okay with that decision,” he said, half-jokingly. “Go easy on me, guys… and girls. We will be taking one of the Panther CLVs with a general-purpose machine gun and a Land Rover RWMI, each one manned by a crew of three: driver, soldier and gunner. In the middle will be a Vector and the bus.
“I will be in the Panther at the front with Ian and Marcus. Marla, Sylvia and Tommy will be in the Land Rover.  John, Leroy and Elliott, you’ve got the Vector. Martinez and Jake, you take the bus. We’re taking extra fuel in the back of each, as usual. The plan is to head into Amesbury again. It’s a high residential area and the vicar we rescued tells us there are more survivors there. Any questions?”
Everyone looked at one another and shook their heads. It was the usual routine; nothing out of the ordinary, apart from the dead.
“So, pick your weapons and make your way out to the vehicles. If you want to take anything extra and bag it, go ahead,” Will continued. “Better safe than sorry.” 
He turned to Caballero, who stood up and made to leave. “I’ll be heading back to my office, so I’ll see you all for a report on what you find in a few hours. Good luck everyone.” He nodded to his soldiers and left the room.
Marla packed some extra ammo for her Glock into her small rucksack and picked up a SA80 assault rifle. Tommy eyed her choice and went for the same. “Copying me?” she asked.
He laughed. “You just have good taste.”
She raised her eyebrows before picking up two handfuls of magazines and slipping them in her bag. “I guess we should get going,” she added, heading out behind the men.
Tommy grinned to himself and followed. 
 
***
 
As the Panther slowed down and parked by the side of the road, Tommy followed suit and cut the engine of the Land Rover. He glanced out the windscreen and watched as Will, Ian and Marcus stepped on to the pavement checking their guns. 
“I guess we join them,” said Sylvia, opening the passenger door. 
Marla nodded and followed her out while Tommy exited the driver’s side. Martinez, John and Leroy wandered over while Elliott stayed in the Vector and Jake on the bus. Tommy surveyed the area. It was distinctly still. 
“As you can see, it’s pretty quiet, but it’s only 10.23 a.m., so it’s to be expected,” said Will. “There are a few zombies about – there’s one just over there.” He nodded and everyone turned to see the remains of a corpse crawling along the pavement opposite. It was only a torso, a head and one arm, but it still struggled to make its way towards them. “Harmless, but if it gets too close, we can put it out of its misery,” Will continued. “We have a few places to check. Over there are a library, a small supermarket and various warehouses. There are bigger supermarkets in this town, but Caballero told me to focus on this group. The administrator asked if we’d collect more books for our own library at Haven, so I agreed to this. We’ll do it if there is no risk and we have time, but first we should check that food place. If I was a survivor, I’d think of camping out there. With me?”
Everyone nodded. “Okay,” Will continued, “let’s go. Jake and Elliott are staying here. They’ll move into the Panther and the Land Rover, because they’re armed, so if you can give me your keys, Tommy, I’ll pass them over with mine. Right, I’ll just be a sec and we can be off.”
Marla watched him walk over to the bus and the Vector. She raised her eyebrows at Tommy and he smiled. They seemed to be on the same page where Will was concerned. The guy seemed cocky. Sylvia gave her a querying look, but Marla just shrugged. Martinez, John and Leroy shared a joke, and then Will was back and gestured for them all to follow him towards the small supermarket. 
The surrounding car park was desolate. A few cars sat idle here and there, abandoned, some with their doors open, their long-gone drivers not having made it into a parking space. One had crashed into the back of another. Upturned trolleys lay scattered while rubbish blew intermittently. Marla scanned the area, but nothing non-human stirred. 
The boots of the guards echoed on the concrete as they made their way to the entrance of the building. Tommy gestured to some messages taped to the front wall. Photos of faces of every age, sex and race gazed out among torn sheets of paper mentioning where people were hiding out while others asked if certain people had been seen anywhere at all. Held on by scraps of tape of various colours, they fluttered in the wind. So many phone numbers and addresses, thought Tommy. Safe enough as he was pretty sure the freaks couldn’t read. Wondering how many of these message writers had found one another, he sighed and turned to see what Will was doing.
“That’s sad,” said Sylvia to Marla. “All those people separated.”
She nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. They didn’t stand a chance here. Tragic.”
Will strode up to the glass doors at the front, but they didn’t open. 
“No electricity?” asked Ian.
Will shook his head. “That’s not it. There is. The Grid is still working – so far, anyway. Someone must have locked it up. I can see steel shutters behind the glass. Let’s check around for any open doors. I can’t see what’s inside.”
He led the way around the side of the supermarket to the rear where a set of double doors was secured with a padlock. Pulling the chain towards him, he created a gap between the doors. Inside was darkness. 
“So someone either locked this to keep something out or something in,” Marla stated.
Will frowned.
“Here,” said Martinez, taking a torch out of his jacket pocket and shining it through the gap above Will’s head. “See anything?”
Will gazed inside, straining his eyes to see as far as possible. The floor in front of him looked clear, but the room stretched quite a way back. It was a storage place and all he could see were shelving units and boxes. He peered to the right, pulling the chain as far as it would go to enable him to see at a sharp angle: nothing unusual. Shuffling his feet, he angled his body to check the left as Martinez turned behind him to shine his light in that same direction. There was a flicker in the glow and scratching, soft but distinct. 
“Shit!” gasped Will, stepping backwards as a shadow moved in front of him. A rush of decayed flesh and dried blood filled his lungs, and he heaved as the thing bashed its rotting head against the doors, its tongue spilling out of its split gash of a mouth. It wound two gnarled hands through the gap; the knuckles bare bone, the fingers twisting, reaching. Martinez whipped his knife out of his trouser pocket and stabbed the cadaver through the centre of its skull. It fell heavily against the door and stayed there. “Are there more?” he asked.
Will brushed himself down and pushed the creature’s head with the butt of his rifle. There was a dull thud as the body fell to the ground. “I can’t see anything in there, but then it’s too dark.”
“If there were more inside, we’d hear or see them,” said Marla. “They tend to move like sheep toge...”
“Yes,” Will cut in. “We know how they move. John, do you have the cutter?”
The guy immediately opened his rucksack on the ground and passed it to Will, who clipped the chain. He handed it back and nodded to Martinez. As the two men prepared to open the doors at the same time, everyone else stood back in position with their weapons ready. Will nodded again and the doors were opened ever so slowly until they flattened back against the wall. The room beyond came into view. It was dimly lit, the furthest side unclear in the darkness. The far walls were concealed by shelving units, and the floor space was taken up by metal trolleys and racks, cardboard boxes and plastic sheeting covering goods of various descriptions. 
“It seems very neat and orderly,” Tommy remarked, “almost as if people just left it.”
Will raised an eyebrow and nodded. “Let’s check it out,” he suggested, stepping over the body of the dead thing. 
The men followed behind, with Sylvia, Marla and Tommy bringing up the rear. Tommy pulled the doors together until they gave the appearance of being sealed from a distance. He hoped the smell of the freak inside would conceal the presence of humans. 
Will walked between the supplies, checking the labels on things. “If this place is clear, we should try to take some of this back. We can pack it on the bus.”
“Good idea,” Martinez agreed. “Shame we can’t take the beer.”
Ian nodded and winked at John, who grinned. Marla wondered if they would try to steal some on the way out. Nothing would surprise her and she couldn’t blame them really. Some days she really missed a good strong pint. Before she started salivating at the thought, she glanced up at the ceiling and tried to focus. It soon became apparent that the room was empty of dead-lookers. The only one appeared to be the guy whom they met earlier. Marla assumed he’d worked here and been locked in when his workmates realised he’d been bitten. She bristled at the thought. 
There were two doors, one red and one black. Will listened at both of them and gave a shrug. “I can’t hear anything,” he whispered, “but without a map of this place, it’s anyone’s guess what lies behind these doors, seeing as they’re not marked.”
“Maybe one leads on to the main floor where the food is,” John suggested.
Will smirked, as though thinking the guy was not the most intelligent in the shop. “I’ll see if any open,” he muttered. “Brace yourselves, ladies.” 
Striding to the right-hand door, Will pulled on the handle. It was locked. Tutting, he walked back to the other door and tugged on that handle. It gave straight away. Beyond was a short corridor, along which hooks lined the walls. Some coats hung here and there, and an umbrella idled. There was another door at the far end. Will strode towards it and everyone else followed, except Tommy that is, who waited behind with the door wide open in case a swift exit was necessary. He looked back at the double-door exit, almost expecting something to walk through them. 
“That’s handy. There’s a key in this one,” said Will. Keeping his guard up, he turned the handle of the door at the end of the corridor while everyone waited in total silence. It was as if everyone sucked in their breath at the same time. The door swung open to unveil the dingy main floor of the warehouse. All the lights were out. Will stepped inside and held the door open so that everyone else could file through. Tommy quietly closed the first door and walked the length of the corridor. Once he passed Will, the guy closed the door without making a sound. In unison, the soldiers raised their guns and surveyed the place. It was so quiet and still, and then it wasn’t. In the distance darker shadows flickered in the dimness, accompanied by a low hum in the air.
“Oh my God,” muttered Sylvia, moving closer to Marla. “You see?” She noticed that Will had already clocked them.
The supermarket was divided into lanes between high walls stacked with foodstuff and freezers. From where the group stood, they could see all the way down two of the lanes, as far as the dim light allowed. Walking towards them were two lines of the dead, shuffling together, bumping, as they made their way towards the smell of human flesh, newly awakened by the aroma. 
“What do you think?” asked Marcus, raising his gun. “Can we take them?”
Will blinked. “Can we take them?” he mimicked. “Are you fucking kidding me? Both aisles are chock-full of shit-for-brains zombies, and look over there to the right – there’s more of the fuckers. It’s like the Stepford Wives, but uglier. Hell, no, we’re not taking them – we’re leaving now! Everyone get back! Out!”
Sylvia pushed Marla towards the door as Ian opened it, and they ran inside, down the corridor and back into the relative safety of the storage room. Marla heard heavy footsteps behind her as everyone else followed. Will was the last. He locked the door to the supermarket floor and sprinted back to the storage room. On entering it, he ordered, “Barricade this door, so we can at least take supplies from here.”
“Right, sir,” said Ian as he started to drag a shelving unit. Seeing his slow progress, Martinez pushed it from the other side. Taking their cue, the rest of the group moved other units as quickly as possible until they were sure the place was secure. 
“I think that’ll do,” announced Will, rubbing his hands together. “Everyone, grab a trolley and start taking this stuff out to the bus. Be as quiet as you can. It’s still early in the day and don’t shoot unless it’s life or death, because gunshots will bring every ugly fucker in this town over to us to say hello. Got me? Just use your knives – gruesome, but effective.”
Everyone nodded and did as they were told. 
 
***
 
“Right, let’s get cracking. I want to be home with a hot cup of tea by 4 p.m.,” insisted Will, resting on the butt of his rifle. “I’m not too keen on this idea either, believe me. The idea of going into a library for books is beyond me, but this is what we’ve been asked to do, so here we are. Don’t take any risks and if there are any zombies in there, we’re getting out fast. I’m not risking my life for Little Mouse on the Prairie or War and pissing Peace, and I don’t imagine any of you lot want to do that either. We’ve seen enough action for one day. The administrator can get off her bony arse and get the books herself if she wants them so badly!”
“I second that,” said Martinez, flicking his cigarette to the ground. “I don’t read anyway.”
“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” asked John, prodding him in the ribs. “You just look at the pictures.”
“Cos he just reads skin mags,” Ian joked. “Big collection, I hear.”
“Really?” asked Marcus. “How do you get them? You got some secret supplier?”
“Guys,” grumbled Sylvia. “Come on! This ain’t the locker room.”
“She’s got a point,” commented Will with a laugh. “Come on, the sooner we get this done, the sooner we go home. This time I want two men to wait outside as it’s later in the day. Any sign of ugly fuckers, come get us. Volunteers?”
John pointed to Jake. “How about him? He’s too ugly for ugly.”
“Fuck you!”
“Guys! Seriously?” Will groaned.
Marcus and Ian put their hands up, to which Will nodded. He then led the way over to the entrance of the library. The front consisted of two wide windows. Looking in and seeing nothing out of the ordinary, Will found the main door unlocked. Shrugging to his soldiers, he opened it while everyone else readied themselves. As the door opened, Will peered inside to the left and right where the building led off in two directions down corridors lined with bookshelves. The main area stretched ahead with the librarians’ desks and service area in the centre. A couple of upturned chairs made him wary. Everything else stank of normality. Nodding to the others, he walked inside the building, holding the door open for Martinez who took it. One by one, everyone entered. 
Will closed the door without making a sound. Taking a few steps forward, he gestured for everyone else to follow his lead. When they reached the group of desks, he stopped and scrutinised the room. Marla listened out, but the place was soundless. She noticed how the items on the desks were arranged neatly, as if the librarians were about to come back. A book lay open alongside someone’s membership card and a pair of glasses sat there, waiting. She pointed them out to Tommy. 
Will picked up a stapler and let it drop to the floor, anticipating a response if they had company, but none came. After a few minutes, he smiled. “Seems to be clear, so let’s split up and get this place covered quickly. John and Leroy, collect the boxes from the bus, come back here and leave them by the entrance, but with the exit clear in case we need to leave in a hurry. Then I want you to head off to the left there. You’ve all got lists of the books we need, so use your brains.”
The two guys nodded and left the building in haste. Will then turned to the rest of his team. “Sylvia and Tommy, I want you to take the right,” he told them. “The administrator wants books for the children and educational stuff – check your lists. Marla and Martinez, you’re with me. We’re going straight ahead. Everyone, any sign of trouble, just fire your gun and we’ll all come running to wherever you are. Don’t take any risks, as I said before. These are books goddamit and, really, who gives a shit?” He shrugged and strode ahead.
Marla glanced at Martinez out of the corner of her eye as she walked alongside him. “Thanks for not shooting Jakob that time,” she said eventually, wishing to break the ice.
He winked. “No sweat. I had your back and you made a good call. I hear that guy’s doing pretty good.”
She nodded. “He is. Thanks.”
“Quiet, girls, less of the chit-chat,” said Will. 
Marla bit her lip and listened out for anything unexpected. The building looked safe enough to her, but who knew what lay hidden, waiting. It seemed the staff had vacated the place in a hurry and there were no signs of bloodshed or a struggle. Perhaps everyone had managed to escape to somewhere safe. She wondered if any of them had been among those rescued from the church. 
“Looks clear to me,” Will announced when they reached the windows at the far end of the library. A flight of stairs led upwards and he ran his eyes up them. “Ladies first?” he offered.
“I don’t really go in for that chivalry thing, so you can go if you like,” Marla replied with a half-smile.
Martinez chuckled and raised his eyebrows at Will, who responded with a “Touché,” before making his way up the wooden staircase. It curved slightly all the way to the top. 
“Looks like the reference section,” Marla remarked over Will’s shoulder.
“Really? Guess you’ve been in more libraries than me,” he said, surveying the space. 
Bookcases lined the walls, and the area was taken up by row upon row of tables with chairs placed around them. Books, pens and papers lay here and there, but everything was so neat, as if their owners had only stepped away. Doors led off to the toilets and staff areas, and a service desk rested to the side. 
 “Should we check through those doors?” asked Martinez. 
Will nodded and Martinez strode quickly towards them. Marla walked slowly, taking in the entire floor, on guard for any fleeting shadow. When Martinez reached the men’s toilets, he pushed the door open confidently and disappeared inside. He reappeared grinning before heading into the ladies’. Within seconds he re-emerged wearing the same expression. “All clear, sir.”
“That just leaves the staff area,” said Will. “What would be in there?”
Marla shrugged. “No idea.”
Will pushed the door open. Raising his gun, he entered a carpeted room with a table and chairs, and cooking facilities. There was a black sofa as well, and even more books. As if there were not enough already, he thought; didn’t these people do anything except read? 
Marla discerned the aroma of gone-off milk and guessed it had probably turned to cheese by now, so she opted to leave the cupboards and fridge alone. A couple of doors led off from the room, and Will headed towards the first one and checked inside. “Cloakroom, looks like. All clear.” He pushed the other door open and disappeared inside. Marla bit her lip at his lack of wariness and followed Martinez cautiously. 
They were standing inside a storeroom. Rows of metal shelving units stretched all the way back, filled from top to bottom with dusty boxes, old computer equipment and a myriad other items. Marla took in the bare wooden floorboards and grey painted walls. The place smelt musty. 
“Looks clear,” said Martinez. 
Will nodded. “Still have to check.”
“I reckon this is the storage area for the reference library. Guess there’s probably more downstairs,” Marla suggested as they headed towards the back. 
Will did not reply, his concentration fixed on checking every single space between the shelves. A dull creak made them halt. Marla’s pulse raced and she sought the source of the sound. Martinez was the first to the back of the room. “Clear, sir,” he announced. 
“So what was the noise?” asked Will.
Martinez shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Rats maybe?”
Will pursed his lips and wandered back to the entrance of the room. “Let’s check downstairs. I want to know this place is safe while my team is in this building. Dumb enough goose chase as it is.”
Marla gave Martinez a slight smile. He winked back at her before opening the door, allowing her to wander into the staffroom first. “Gee, thanks,” she said, and he grinned. 
Once they were all back in the reference area, they carried out one last check before heading back downstairs. Marla noticed Sylvia packing some books towards the entrance of the library. She turned when Will said, “Over there!” After pointing to some doors to the right, he strode off purposefully. 
“He doesn’t believe in waiting, does he?” Marla whispered to Martinez.
He shrugged. “Seems that way. I reckon he’s trying to impress Caballero. He hasn’t been at Haven all that long.”
Will stopped and peered over his shoulder. “Less talk, more speed, ladies,” he informed them before opening the door marked ‘Storeroom’. “Let’s check here, the other two doors opposite, and we’ll be done.” Without waiting for a response, he opened the door confidently and entered. Martinez headed in afterwards and held the door for Marla. She took it and closed it silently. 
Darkness shrouded the area beyond. Will took out his torch, and Martinez and Marla raised their weapons as he shone the light around. Rows of shelves greeted them, filled with boxes and equipment, and on a table to one side there was a computer, which Marla presumed to be the server for the library system. It was switched off. The place smelt damp and dusty, and a flight of wooden stairs led downwards. The fact there was a basement made Marla’s hackles rise. As Will spun the light around, she checked the switches on the walls, but the lights failed to come on. Her face clearly fell, because Martinez nodded to her before glancing at Will for further instruction. 
Marla had a sinking feeling that Will would head down, which he did without saying a word. She turned on the light on her assault rifle and waited for Martinez to move down the stairs. After adjusting his light, he did so, and she stepped down after him, planting each foot slowly and surely as she made her way down. Will disappeared from sight, followed by Martinez and then Marla reached solid ground. Feeling her pulse quicken, she did a 360-degree turn. 
The area was dotted with metal shelving and boxes, as far as she could tell in the dark. Down here the smell of damp increased, accompanied by something else that she could not put her finger on. The basement stretched out in all directions, the furthest reaches blurring. With every sense raised, Marla advanced towards the other two guys who had wandered straight ahead. There was no real reason for them to check this area, she thought with a frown. All they had to do was block the door from outside. She quickened her pace, intending to tell Will. As far as she could tell, they were taking unnecessary risks, which she was sure Caballero would not have taken under the same circumstances. 
“Sir,” she said as she came level with him, “Why don’t we just secure the door to the library? I have a bad feeling down here. We can’t see far.”
Will turned and shone the full glare of his torch in Marla’s face, forcing her to look aside. “Soldier, we need to make sure the entire building is secure, for everyone’s safety. Do you have a problem following orders?”
She swallowed. “No, sir.”
“Then don’t question me.”
Marla nodded and glanced at Martinez, finding his expression unreadable. Rubbing the top of her mouth with her tongue, she let her eyes sweep the area, left to right, and then over each shoulder, as she followed the two men towards the blackest part of the basement. The air became drier and dustier, making her want to sneeze, but she stopped herself. Ahead, Will kept on going until a rush of breathing brought him to a halt. He raised his hand, and Martinez and Marla stopped. She surveyed the area from left to right again as a cold finger seemed to run across the back of her neck: it belonged to fear. 
Deep sighs cut through the air, sliding in from the distance. Somewhere in this pitch the sound had its origins, but it did not choose to show itself, not yet. Experiencing the feeling of being watched, Marla peered over her shoulder. The breathing sounded laboured and heavy. She guessed its owner to be a man, but there was nothing human about it. Marla looked at Will. Why had he paused so long? They needed to go back. He was risking their lives and for what? All they had to do was secure the door upstairs. The seconds passed like long, drawn-out minutes as she listened to the subdued sighs, breathing in and out, in and out. Something shifted in the shadows and then it was still once more, only to be joined by a lower moan. Her eyes widened, trying to penetrate the gloom.
Will stopped dithering and turned around, to Marla’s relief. At last he was going to see sense. “Sir?” she whispered. He smiled and took a step closer to her, without lowering his gun. “Give me your weapon, soldier.” 
“What?” she gasped.
“This is where we part company. Give me your weapon.”
“Sir,” Martinez cut in, “you can’t be s...”
Will scowled. “Martinez, shut it, unless you want to give me your weapon too.”
Martinez stepped back, avoiding Marla’s eyes. She stared from one man to the other. “Why?” she asked. 
Without answering, Will raised the barrel of his gun to her cheek. Replacing his torch in his pocket, he opted to rely on the searchlight on his weapon. He held out his now free hand, waiting. Marla hesitated for a second and relented. There were two of them, and she felt certain Will would blow her head off and then lie about it, but why? As he took her rifle she tried in vain to catch Martinez’s eye. Why didn’t he stand up to the man? Then they could get out of here together.
“What are you going to do?” she asked. 
“Nothing,” replied Will. “Give me your knife and torch.”
Marla gazed back at him, determined not to show her fear. “I didn’t bring either. My Glock is in my rucksack in the truck.”
As Will’s hands were full, he told Martinez, “Search her.”
Martinez grimaced. Resting his gun against the nearest unit, he turned to Marla. Avoiding her eyes, he ran his hands down her sides and over her waist, hips and thighs. She drew in her breath as she felt his fingers trace the outline of her knife, but he did not pause there. After a few seconds, he stepped back. “She’s clean,” he announced. Still avoiding eye contact with her, he picked up his gun.
“No hard feelings,” said Will. Then he began to walk away. 
“But you can’t…” Marla began and then stopped as a rustling crept out of the dark. 
“Speak and you’ll draw them out,” he answered, “but I’m sure they’ve already smelt you.” Without pausing any longer, he strode towards the stairs and vanished out of sight, trailed by Martinez who lingered slightly but did not turn. 
Marla did not hear the door close behind them, but she assumed it. Slowly, she took a few careful steps back towards the same exit, silently removing her knife and gripping it tightly in her right hand. On either side of her the rows of shelves towered into the gloomy ceiling, which she could not see. The details of her surroundings dimmed. Squinting, she urged her eyes to adjust, but without any source of light from a window there was no way of it improving. Knowing the breathing originated ahead, Marla continued to retreat, placing one foot behind the other, gradual and sure. They were here, in the darkness, and they were waiting, but why did they not rush out earlier and why had Will left her here? Marla frowned. Nothing made sense any more. Am I going to die here?
Snap out of it!

Pushing her negative thoughts behind the barricade in her mind where she shelved every damn fear and every little thing that fought to crush her, Marla stepped backwards. There would be no way out of here. No windows, no doors… unless… She glanced to the sides, thinking. If this was a storeroom, there might be a back door somewhere for deliveries. But she was in the basement and surely if there were deliveries they would gain access at ground level? 
Marla shook her head as she surveyed the area. In the stillness an object fell, hitting the ground with a crash. It sounded metal. Whatever had been concealing itself was on the move. She backed into a shelving unit with a start and looked up, expecting the boxes to collapse, but somehow they stayed put. Her legs quivered and she steeled herself. 
It’s only the dark, she told herself, but it was the thing she had feared most as a child; something she had learned to live with, adjust to, overcome, yet here she felt lost. In this maze it was as if she were nine again, hiding in the darkness, waiting for the bogeyman to leave. No, I will not give in to that; I will not let him in again. She widened her eyes in the gloom, seeking to see through the grey-brown fog. The air seemed to grow heavier. Sliding… a sliding sound, like a dragging motion along the ground… approaching, but from where?
Gripping the knife with an urgency that made her imagine snapping it, Marla stepped back behind the shelving unit and peeked around the side. She cursed the fact that she had left her torch in her rucksack and the spare gun. Whatever Will was up to, Martinez didn’t play a part in it, that much she realised. He had been as taken aback as she was and he allowed her to keep her knife whereas Will would have taken it. How she despised the man, but why had he left her here? Surely, he could not have been acting on his own initiative? He had no reason to hate her that much. Or was he playing? Was this some kind of test, because she stood up to him and questioned him? Was the man that arrogant? But the others would notice her missing, she reasoned. Tommy would ask where she…
Low gasps came in an uneven rhythm. Marla backed away from the end of the shelving unit, even though she knew it was useless as the thing would smell her. She quietened her own breathing and waited with her knife ready for the attack that would come, as inevitable as night would turn to day. The only other option was to make a run for the stairs, but the dead-looker would see her and follow, and if there were more of them she would find herself trapped at the top most probably. 
Will would have barricaded that door, she guessed, unless he managed to find the key for it. Nothing surprised her. She wondered if it had always been a trap and he had all the keys. The whole idea of them coming here to get books had been ludicrous from the start. Marla’s eyes widened as the dead thing came into view. 
It crawled. She now understood the sweeping and dragging she had heard. It had no legs and only arms with which it struggled to heave itself along the floor. It craned its neck back, setting off a series of cracks that splintered the silence, all the while staring up at her, its eyes jet-black wells in the dark. 
Marla stepped back, staring at the gaping mouth that emptied the bloodcurdling gasps into the space between them. How could it not be suffering? Its spine wriggled, reminding her of a snake, the end of it sticking morbidly upwards while its entrails swirled around it. Who did you used to be? Taking a step forward, she rammed her knife into its forehead as it gasped its last, the head caving to the ground. 
Wiping her face with the back of her hand, Marla bent down and tugged the knife out of the skull and wiped it along the boxes on the shelf. For some reason she suspected there were more; there always were. She was never that lucky. 
Stepping over the creature, she blinked in the dark and walked into the central space between the rows of metal units. Her eyes had grown accustomed to the bleak light and she could see a little further, but not much. Still, it was something. To acclimatise even a little there had to be an opening letting in light somewhere, yet it was impossible to tell where. Perhaps there was a ventilation hole or a small window down here. Marla stood perfectly still and listened. All she could hear was her own rushing heartbeat and jagged breath, so she tried to calm them and focus on anything over the top of it. For five minutes she waited. Nothing stirred. 
Turning, she wandered back to the staircase at the entrance and stepped as quietly as possible to the top. There was the source of the tiniest light – a slight gap around the door. She tried the handle, but although it turned, the door did not open. So he definitely had a key, the bastard. Leaning her back against the door, Marla saw nothing with which to ram it open. The idea was perfectly pointless as the door opened out this way anyhow. Useless indeed.

Realising the area was a dead end and potential death zone if anything decided to keep her company, Marla straightened up and headed back down the stairs. At the bottom she stopped and listened to the silence. Still, there were no new sounds, but the only way to know for sure was to check the entire basement and perhaps there might even be a way out. Nodding, she willed herself onwards to walk the entire length of the space. In every direction the heavy darkness swam out from only a couple of metres away.
With each step, she looked from left to right as far as she could see, and listened. If the dead were there, they would come for her, smelling her flesh. She knew that. They would not be able to resist. Like the torso, they would be driven towards her like a moth to a flame. Marla glanced down at her knife. As dangerous as a flame? She thought of Tommy hurling the burning magazines into the crowd of dead-lookers in the shop and the reminiscence made her sad. Next she thought of her sister and sighed. It slammed into the stillness like a drum and she halted, staring wide eyed into the dark. Straining her ears, she waited, but no response came.
Another step forward and then she began to stride with more purpose, checking to and fro, back and forth, unrelenting, looking out for them, always ready, or so she hoped. Will they know I’m alone? They have no reasoning, she reminded herself. Every small echo of her boots made her cringe inside, yet she kept going, right to the very far end of the basement where complete darkness reigned. 
As she came up against a cold, brick wall, Marla spotted two doors, one either side of her, positioned directly opposite one another. There were no signs. She leaned against the wall and stared forwards as far as she could, squinting, and wishing she had some kind of animal vision; the eyes of an eagle. 
Pushing herself away from the wall, she allowed herself a small smile in that at least the place was empty. That was a victory of sorts over Will Acre, wherever and whatever he really was.
 
***
 
Will turned the key in the lock while giving Martinez a hard look. “You’re not to say a word, understand? She left the building to get her bag from the truck and we haven’t seen her since. Right?”
Martinez forced himself to meet the eyes of his superior and nodded, but he didn’t like it. He didn’t like it one bit. Turning, he moved to join the rest of the soldiers. Will grabbed his arm and made him stop. “Where are you going?” 
“To help the others…”
“Did I tell you to do that?”
Martinez shook his head. “No, sir,” he replied through clenched teeth. 
Will smiled. “We’re here to take books from that section over there, so let’s do it. Drag a box over from the front and get moving. We need to leave in an hour or so.”
“What about…?”
“No,” Will replied sternly. “No questions.” He turned and walked slowly towards one of the bookshelves and began checking the titles against the list he removed from his pocket.
Martinez swore beneath his breath and strode to the front of the library. Grabbing a cardboard box in one hand, he wandered back, wrestling with his conscience. There had been a zombie in that basement and Will knew it. He could not understand why the man had left Marla in there. She was a good soldier, a brave one, he’d seen that, and she seemed a good person. What had put his boss’ nose out of joint, he had no idea, but at least she had her knife. Martinez bit his lip. At least he’d seen to that. When they got back to the facility, he would have to decide whether to mention it to Caballero. One thing was for sure: he didn’t trust Will anymore and realised he was probably capable of anything. Hence he would need to watch his back.
“You know what you are doing?” Will asked him.
“Sure,” Martinez answered, forcing a smile. “I have my list,” he added, waving it in the air. Turning away, he allowed his face to fall again. If there was a way to get the girl out of the basement without Will knowing, he would try it. 
An hour passed, by which time there were thirty-five boxes packed full of books. Will checked them over before calling the soldiers together. “Let’s load ‘em on the bus and then it’s time to go home.”
Tommy looked him in the eye. “Where’s Marla?”
Will shrugged. “No idea, Tommy. Last thing she said to me was that she was getting her bag from the truck. She wanted a torch, I think.”
“Why would she need that? The lights are on?”
“We checked a storeroom and they were out,” Will explained. “Hey, don’t worry. I’m sure she’ll be back. Probably checking her lipstick.”
Tommy scowled, but remained silent. He picked up one of the boxes and walked towards the exit. Marcus opened the door for him while Ian stood guard, covering his back while he headed for the bus. At the same time, Elliott jumped out of the Vector, opened the doors of the bus and set about protecting the area. Tommy placed the box inside the vehicle with a nod to him. 
“How’s it going?” he asked.
Elliott shrugged. “Same as. Okay in there?”
“Yeah, no problems. Quiet. Is Marla around?”
“Marla? No, why?” asked Elliott.
“Will said she came out to get her bag.”
“Nah, I didn’t see anyone come out of the library until you, and I’ve been watching it all the time, except when I took a leak. Did you ask Marcus and Ian? They’ve been standing by that entrance all the time.”
Tommy scratched his head. “No, I thought she’d be with you.”
Elliott shrugged again. “Sorry, man, can’t help you.”
Mumbling “Weird,” Tommy headed back to the library, passing Sylvia, but he didn’t notice her. She stopped and stared at him, but he was in his own world, deep in thought. Inside the building, he checked to see where Will was. He was going through some papers on the main desk by the look of it, so Tommy picked up another box and took it outside. On the way, he asked Marcus, “Have you seen Marla?”
The guy shook his head. “No, she was inside with you guys.”
“Okay.” Tommy carried the box to the bus, placed it inside and stood for a second with his hands on his hips. He looked one way and then back to the library building. Where the hell is she? He stepped aside for Martinez to put his box down. “Did you see her?” Tommy asked him.
“See who?” he answered without meeting Tommy’s gaze. 
“You know who. Marla.”
“Can’t say I have.”
Tommy stared at him. The guy was acting shifty, even for him. “Can you look at me when I’m asking you something?” he challenged.
Martinez spun around. “You ain’t my boss.”
“No, but I ain’t taking your no for an answer. She went with you and Will, so where is she? You must have seen her go somewhere and these guys out here say she didn’t leave the building, so is Will lying?” Tommy demanded.
“Everything alright?” asked Sylvia, approaching as she detected tension in the air.
“No problem,” said Martinez, striding away.
Sylvia placed her box inside the bus and turned to Tommy. “What’s happened? You two have a disagreement?”
He sighed. “Not exactly, but I’ve asked everyone out here and they haven’t seen Marla…”
Sylvia frowned. “But Will said she left to get her bag. I heard that.”
“I know what he said, but she didn’t.”
“Don’t get angry with me…”
Tommy tapped her arm. “Look, I’m sorry, but something’s up. We can’t just leave without her.”
“Will won’t do that,” Sylvia answered. “That’s crazy.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“Come on, lazy arses, get some boxes,” Leroy told them. “Stop chatting like ladies, as His Majesty would say.”
“I am a lady,” Sylvia protested.
“Since when?” joked Leroy.
“Since I could whoop your ass, little boy.”
Leroy laughed and winked. “Hey, I’m not so little, if you’d like to know.”
Sylvia tutted and stalked off.
“You’ve got a special way with women, you know that?” asked Tommy, trying to get his mind off Marla. She had to be in the building; perhaps she was just in the toilet or somewhere.
Leroy smiled. “Yeah, I know.”
Tommy accompanied him back to the library, but there was still no sign of Marla. 
Soon all of the boxes were on the bus and Will wandered over from the main desk. “All set to leave?” he called out. 
“Not without Marla,” Tommy stated. Martinez glanced between him and his superior.
“Didn’t you find her outside?” asked Will coolly.
“No, I didn’t, and all the guys outside didn’t see her leave.”
“Perhaps she left by another door…”
“Like where?” asked Tommy. “Is there a back door?”
Will nodded. “Yeah, it’s at the back, down there to the left.”
“Right, I’ll just go and check then.” Without waiting for a response, Tommy stomped past the other man.
“I’ll check the ladies’ toilets,” Sylvia offered. “No problem.”
“I’ll come with you,” said Leroy.
“The ladies’ loos?” she asked, surprised. “Is that how you get your kicks, Lee?”
“Safety in numbers.” 
Sylvia sniggered and wandered away, with him trailing behind.
“Right, are all the rest of you ready to go?” Will asked. 
The soldiers nodded and sat down on the tables to wait. Outside, the sun was lowering in the sky. Martinez checked his watch: 3.15 p.m. – later than expected.
Tommy veered to the left and paused before opening the door, always imagining there to be something behind every one he encountered lately. He stepped out into a completely empty car park, save for a huge dustbin and a manky looking pigeon pecking the ground. Squinting in the dying sun, he stared at the bird for a moment before walking forwards. With a squawk it flew into the air. Wish I could, he thought, as he checked the area. 
No sign of Marla, but then he’d known that before opening the door. No way would she have come out here. If she had left, she would have taken the front entrance in common with anyone else who had half a brain. Taking a last look, he headed back inside and closed the door. He walked straight back to Will. 
“She isn’t out there, and it isn’t something she would have done. Anyone would have gone out the front because it’s guarded. Makes no sense for her to go out the back.”
Will looked him in the eye. “So you’re calling me a liar, soldier?”
Tommy gazed at a point slightly to the right of the man’s head and hesitated. He was heading into deep water, he realised, but the situation made no sense to him. Like a jigsaw with a missing piece or an item of pre-packed furniture with that one bit missing. He stopped his imagination from leaping around and focused on the matter in hand. “Where is she then?” he asked.
“You tell me, she’s your friend. You know her better than any of us,” suggested Will, turning the tables.
At that moment Sylvia appeared with Leroy. “She isn’t in any of the toilets, up or down. I didn’t check the staffroom because I saw no reason. Want me to?” she asked.
“No,” said Will. “We need to go. We can’t wait for someone who has gone against orders and wandered off.”
“I don’t believe it,” Tommy insisted. “It’s early…”
“Then what do you believe, soldier?” Will challenged.
“She was with you and him,” Tommy continued, pointing at Martinez. “Now you say she left, but no one saw her go. Martinez, did you see her leave?”
In response, the man looked away.
“So it’s a mystery then,” Tommy concluded, staring straight at Will, who had to realise by now that he didn’t believe a word he said. 
“I’m not taking your shit, soldier. Everyone get to the trucks. We’re leaving. Now! Anyone who doesn’t follow will get left behind.” With that, Will grabbed his gun from the desk and strode towards the entrance.
“Fuck this,” mumbled Tommy as he watched the man’s back disappear out the door. The other soldiers stared at him, their expressions split between confused, amused and irritated. 
Sylvia approached and nudged his arm. “There must be a logical explanation,” she offered. “She’ll show.”
He shook his head. “Something is wrong. I feel it in my bones. He’s hiding something… Can’t you tell?”
“He’s the boss,” she said, “until we get back to the facility. Why would he lie to you anyway?”
Tommy shrugged as he watched the other guards leave the building, all except Martinez, who seemed focused on something else. He made to leave and then did an about turn and wandered straight back to Tommy. Taking a deep breath, he said, “Will left her in the basement. He has the key.”
“What?” gasped Tommy, taking a step forwards. Anger seared through his brain.
Martinez stepped back and raised his hands. “I couldn’t do anything, man. He took her gun and threatened me. He told me to search her, but I didn’t take her knife.”
Sylvia covered her mouth with her hand. “What are we going to do?” 
“The bastard!” cursed Tommy, barging past the other man.
“Wait!” Martinez urged, grabbing his arm to pull him back. “Calm down, right now! We have to pretend everything is fine. Then you challenge him. I’ll back you up. Okay?”
“He’s right,” Sylvia said.
Tommy gave in and pulled himself together just as Marcus entered the library. “You guys alright?” he asked.
Martinez nodded. “Yeah, I was joking with Sylvia here and Tommy thought I’d said something offensive, but, you know, she’s a hot lady.”
Marcus chuckled. “You’re the pits, Martinez. Hurry up cos Acre wants to go. Everyone is waiting.”
The group wandered outside: Marcus first, followed by Tommy, Sylvia and Martinez. Will was standing by the Vector talking to Ian with the others gathered around. He turned at the sound of footsteps approaching. “Time, gentlemen and lady,” he said sarcastically while eyeing Martinez with some wariness. “Let’s go. Same teams in each vehicle as before.”
“I want the key to the basement first,” Tommy announced as everyone’s eyes narrowed on him.
 
***
 
“Eeny, meeny, miny, moe,” said Marla, pacing between the two doors, back and forth. “Jeez,” she moaned after a while and took the decision. “Right – that’s gotta be right!” 
Wandering over, she stopped and took a deep breath. Well, it’s now or never, Marla, as it’s taken you this long to decide. Biting her lip, she pulled on the handle, but it didn’t budge. “Son of a…” she muttered. “Pissing hell!” Resting her hands on her hips, she brought herself back down to a calm place and resisted the urge to kick something. “Left it is then.” 
Striding over in the gloom, she grasped her knife, took a deep breath and turned the handle. This time it gave way and opened outwards to reveal a narrow corridor. About the width of two not-too-bulky men, she estimated. It was also, predictably, as black as pitch. Just my luck.

She could only see immediately in front of her, so it was impossible to fathom the length of the corridor or where it led. With some trepidation, she entered without letting the door close and felt along the wall. When her hand bumped a switch, she pressed it, to no avail. That would have been too damn easy. 
Squinting in the dark, Marla waited for her vision to adjust to make out anything… anything at all. 
 
***
 
Will glared back. “What are you talking about, soldier. Get yourself in the truck!”
Tommy raised his gun so the barrel was pointed right between the other man’s eyes. A split second afterwards all of the other soldiers had their own weapons aimed on Tommy, all except Sylvia and Martinez. “I want the keys to this place,” Tommy repeated.
“I told you I don’t have them,” Will responded. “Now lower your gun. Do you know how much fucking trouble you’re in?”
“Why did you lock Marla in the basement and take her gun?” asked Tommy, raising his voice.
“That’s bullshit and you know it. She left.”
“But no one else saw?” said Tommy. 
“What’s with you, Martinez?” asked Marcus. “Why are you just standing there?”
Martinez scowled. “Because I was with them and I saw what he did. He led us into the basement, right into the middle. He had a torch and we had flashlights on our guns. That was the only light down there. Then he took her gun and made me search her. She’s down there in the dark.”
“Are you joking?” queried Marcus.
“Why the hell would I?”
Marcus turned to Will, looking stunned. “Is this true?” 
“Of course it isn’t,” the man answered cockily.
“So, if we check the library, we won’t find Marla’s gun, and if we check your pockets we won’t find some keys?” asked Tommy, not budging an inch.
Will didn’t reply.
Marcus lowered his gun. “So she’s in the basement alone?” 
“Yes, but when I searched her, I didn’t take her knife,” Martinez replied, glaring at Will. “You made me leave her! You!” 
Leroy holstered his handgun, stepped forward and grabbed one of Will’s arms. Marcus took the other one while Will spat at his feet and barked, “I’m your commanding officer!”
Ian rested his gun on the floor and checked Will’s pockets, but came up empty handed. “No keys,” he told Tommy.
“Where are they?” hissed Tommy. 
Will shrugged. 
“I won’t hesitate to shoot you!” Tommy yelled.
“Fuck! Fucking zombies!” gasped Ian, gaping at the sight across the road. “Fucking timing, fuck! I’m going to sort them out,” he added, striding off with his handgun raised.
Will glared back at Tommy. “I had orders and I always follow them.”
“Who from?” Tommy demanded.
Will replied with a silent smile. 
“The desk inside,” said Sylvia after a moment. “He was checking papers there. I’m going to search those desks.” As she ran towards the library, John and Elliott gave chase.
Tommy continued to stare down his weapon at the man whom he now detested more than anyone else on the planet, living or dead. 
 
***
 
Marla stared down the corridor, trying to decide if to walk down it or not. It appeared even darker than the basement and its narrowness was a disadvantage. Every possible scenario of where it might lead had passed through her mind, yet it was clear that no one was coming to find her. If they were, they would have returned by now. Her group would only stay so long and maybe send a search party tomorrow, but she didn’t trust Will at all. Perhaps he was intending to return to finish her off or he’d send someone else even. 
What was his plan… to leave me here to starve to death? 
Knocking paranoia on its head, Marla backed into the main room and closed the door quietly. Slipping her knife into its sheaf in her pocket, she checked the boxes on the nearest shelf. Feeling for one that would prop the door open without being too heavy to shift, she picked it up and did just that with it. Then she removed her knife again and steeled her nerves. The corridor did not appear any lighter. Gloom loomed like doom only a few feet ahead, but it was worth trying to find another way out. Sitting around waiting was not something she was good at. 
Here goes.

Holding the knife in a slightly raised grip, Marla took slow and even steps into the darkness. Then she stopped and listened to the air around her. Hearing nothing at all, she wandered forwards a little more, and even more. Out of the murkiness a flight of stairs appeared to float upwards. Marla felt a flood of relief wash over her, but she didn’t allow herself to rush. She glanced behind her, but it was too dark to see the propped open door. 
Feeling along the wall with her left hand, she walked ahead, squinting in the inky blackness until her feet hit the bottom stair. The flight was the exact same width as the corridor, with a handrail on either side, and the sound her boots made gave her the impression that the steps were made of concrete. If they went up to ground level there was a good chance they led outside to a delivery area. 
Gripping the rail with her left hand, Marla took the stairs carefully, placing one foot soundly before moving the next one up. After each step she listened out, pushing at the secrets in the darkness. It was impossible to see how high the stairs went. Instinct took over and she went with it.
 
***
 
Sylvia moved her hands through the papers scattered over the desk, sending some flying. She shook some pens and pencils out of a pot, and emptied a rack of documents. Becoming impatient, she waved her arms and swept everything on to the floor, listening out for the jingle of keys, but it did not come. On the other side of the group of four desks, John was doing the same thing while Elliott scouted the area, trying to fathom where Will might have thrown or hidden them. 
“This sucks,” shouted Sylvia as she pulled open drawer after drawer and rummaged inside them. “I can’t believe he did this.”
“Neither can I,” said John. “What did he have against her? Did she piss him off?”
Sylvia emptied one of the drawers on to the floor. “Not that I saw and that would be a massive overreaction by him.” She moved sideways and opened the next one without any luck. Placing her hands on her hips she turned around slowly, taking in the entire floor. “Where are you?” she asked aloud, but the walls stared back mutely and she grasped her hands together. “We’re running out of time. I’m going to tell Tommy to just blast the door.”
“But the noise will attract everything that’s inside and she doesn’t have a gun,” warned John.
“What choice do we have?”
 
***
 
Gripping the rail, Marla took two more steps and paused, straining her ears to hear anything over the top of her pumping heart. Swallowing, she tried to ignore her racing pulse as her knife tapped on the right-hand rail. Don’t be scared of the dark. It’s only the dark.

A wail sliced through the pitch dark, shrouded and obscure, waking the very air around it. Marla instinctively stepped backwards and stumbled. As she grabbed both rails to steady herself, the knife almost slipped out of her grasp. Metal on metal, it clinked sharply. 
The sound rose, in almost an echo of itself, repeating and repeating, inviting the almost ghostly wails upon wails. Marla squinted, but there was nothing to see in this gloomy fog, so impenetrable. Turning, she grasped the right-hand rail with her left hand and moved down the steps, feeling for her footing in the darkness, frightened to go too quickly in case she tumbled. 
Shuffling and rustling, accompanied by a low moan, guttural and inhuman, swept down the staircase. Something was there, right above her. 
 
***
 
Sylvia ran down the street and skidded to a stop beside Tommy. “I c-can’t find them,” she said, puffing. “We should shoot the lock.”
“But the noise…” he answered, glaring at Will, who was sitting on the pavement with his hands cuffed behind his back. 
“She’s right,” Martinez pointed out. “If anything is in there, she’s in danger anyway.”
“But she might be hiding…”
“Enough with the buts. Let’s just do it,” Sylvia insisted. “She’s my friend too. We have to get her out.”
“Okay,” Tommy sighed. 
“I’m coming with you,” said Martinez. 
“We’ll guard this one,” Marcus offered, nodding at Leroy. “Jake’s in the Vector, ready to shoot if any more dead heads turn up, and he’s got Ian for company.”
“And we have Elliott and John inside,” Sylvia reminded them. “I think it’s a good split.”
Tommy nodded. “Okay, let’s sort this out.” Turning, he raced back into the building with Sylvia and Martinez on his heels. Once inside, Martinez led them to the basement door. John followed while Elliott chose to guard the entrance to the library. 
 
***
 
The wailing rose. It was not one voice, but voices. Marla steadied herself and felt with her foot for the next step, telling herself not to panic, but it was falling on deaf ears. Adrenalin pummelled through her body, and she willed herself to balance and remain calm, but whatever was at the top of the stairway was approaching. The mournful sighs grew in intensity and number, and what was once a sweeping sound had become discernible footsteps; a mass of them moving together, inexorably towards her. 
Marla stepped down, and again, and again, but she knew it wasn’t fast enough. Swallowing down her fear, she realised that she could smell them; the familiar rotting flesh crept around her nostrils. Trembling slightly, she moved her foot down, followed by the other, while gripping the rail. The groans rose, almost becoming a roar, and she knew they were upon her. Hurrying, she reached with her foot as her body turned and the knife clanged against the railing, the echo deafening. Feeling it slide, she increased her grip on it before losing her sense of balance as she trod empty space and plunged down into the blackness.
A hot fire tore across Marla’s right hand and spiked her belly as she struggled to stand. Gripping her stomach with her left hand as she fought to maintain her hold on the knife, she made to run forwards only to feel her ankle give way beneath her. Gasping as pain shot through it, she stumbled in the inky gloom. She gritted her teeth and willed her foot forwards, casting sharp spasms through the joint. It was all she could do not to scream out loud. At the very top of the stairs the cries of the dead increased in volume as they began their descent. 
 
***
 
Tommy blasted the lock twice with his shotgun as the other three guards stood back. Pushing the door open, he switched on his searchlight as he entered the unlit room beyond. Martinez followed him in, and then Sylvia and John. Armed with only a handgun, Sylvia turned on her torch and waved it around. 
“Down there,” said Martinez. 
Tommy headed down the steps neither too quickly nor too slowly. At the bottom he stopped sharply. “Hell, this place is huge.” He strode forwards and shouted, “Marla?!” knowing the gunshots would have disturbed any freaks already. No response came. 
“Should we split up?” asked John.
“No,” Tommy insisted. “Let’s head to the other side, checking any hiding places. She should have heard me shout.” As he spoke the words, he felt himself shiver as the worst thought possible crossed his mind. 
The group made their way forwards in the gloom, their boots echoing across the concrete floor. Sylvia shone her torch back and forth while the men used their searchlights. “There!” she said, pointing. “There’s a dead one. Not much left.”
“That’s a good start,” said Martinez.
Tommy remained silent and hastened his speed.
 
***
 
Gripping her stomach with her left hand, Marla felt her fingers becoming wet. She fought the urge to cry out for help. A gunshot ripped through the basement, followed by another, and she paused for a second in shock. Behind her, she heard the bodies sliding down. The grim wails rose like a putrid ocean and she imagined the dead falling on top of her, suffocating, biting, eating… 
Fighting the dizziness that rang in her ears, Marla half stumbled, half ran down the pitch-black corridor, feeling the wall with her hand that still grasped the knife. The steel cut along the brickwork, but staying silent was now pointless. They could smell her. Not daring to turn to check where they were, she sensed they were close. Rotting flesh filled the air, mixing with the smell of death. Her death. It was coming; she could feel it. 
No, I just have to reach the door. Please, just the door. 
Stumbling forwards, she felt tears flood her eyes and she fought them. The door yawned open and she held on to it for balance as she almost fell over the cardboard box. Kicking it with her good foot, she pushed the door closed and turned once more, gripping the gaping wound in her belly. As the wetness drenched her fingers, the dizziness seemed deliriously inviting. In the darkness she could almost feel death watching, hovering, running his hands over her body, waiting to consume her. It was only a matter of time. 
No!

Marla grimaced through the searing pain and stumbled on, forcing herself to move as fast as humanly possible. Behind her, the door creaked. Despite her promise to herself not to turn, she glanced back and felt as Orpheus must have when Eurydice turned to salt. The door swung off its hinges and the dead poured out into the basement. Gasping, she pushed herself to reach the end of the first shelving unit. In that moment it was already too much and she screamed, the noise filling the void, shaking the dizziness that overwhelmed her skull, making the torment shudder to a stop. If only she could stop too. If only it would all end.
“Marla!” 
The name made her gasp and though she squinted, she saw no one there. It was but her imagination or death’s final joke now that he had come to take her. As she dragged her ankle once again, her right arm swept backwards, sending the knife spinning out of her grip. It flew to a clattering stop on the ground as her body refused to go on any more. The inhuman howls pressed against her ears; such a delicious invite. 
She fought back, punching with her left hand. The bleeding wound pulled across her stomach, the agony renewing itself with every movement. Steeling herself, she kicked out. Yet there was another. It caught her hair in its grip, pulling and tugging, but footsteps accompanied it, and they grew louder, breaking through the wails and the despair that plunged through the darkness. 
Shots rang out. Blinded by light, Marla tried to turn around, but her arm wouldn’t free itself. The thing tugged again and again as she stretched, and then it let go and she fell backwards, yet hands caught her and voices spoke, but the rush of the sea seemed to roar in her ears. More shots ripped through the crashing waves as she felt herself falling further back into nothing; a place bereft of all sound where everything stopped.
 



Thursday, 1 August 
 
Juan Caballero walked into his office briskly and closed the door behind him. Without a word, he moved behind his mahogany desk and sat down in his chair. Rubbing his moustache with one finger, he surveyed the room. Tommy, Sylvia, Martinez, Jake, Ian, Marcus, Elliott, Leroy and John watched him silently. 
 “Please sit down,” Caballero said, and everyone did so. “I have read through your statements regarding the events of yesterday. These are serious accusations,” he continued, looking from face to face. “You are all in agreement on this? Your story is the same?”
Tommy glanced along the line of soldiers as they all nodded. “It’s the truth of what happened, sir,” he said. “Marla could have died. She nearly did. And it was Sergeant Acre’s fault.”
“Indeed, that is what I’ve gathered from your statements. Martinez, you were the only person present when Sergeant Acre locked Marla in the basement?”
Martinez nodded. “Yes, sir.”
“Did you check if the basement was safe first?”
“No, we didn’t, and there were noises in there, sir.”
“What kind of noises?”
“I did not know, sir, but it sounded like breathing. I had no choice, but to do as Sergeant Acre said, because he threatened me.”
“But you did not remove Marla’s knife when you frisked her. That was good, Martinez. You probably helped to save her life. You also spoke up when Sergeant Acre left the building, so that was also good. It’s a shame you didn’t speak sooner, but…”
“I was scared, sir. He threatened me and I was not sure where the order came from, sir.”
Caballero smiled slightly. “Well, I can assure you the order did not come from me. Marla is a dedicated and valued member of the guard. You all did well in rescuing her. You may all have a week’s leave if you wish to take it. I realise that some of you will prefer to work, so it is your decision to make. You may keep these days to take at any time. It will be noted on your files what you did to aid a fellow soldier. I imagine it was quite a difficult situation from reading your statements. Seventeen corpses were found in that basement. Good work.”
Sylvia put up her hand slightly and asked, “What will happen to Sergeant Acre, sir. Will he still be commanding any of the units, because I would request not to be placed with him.”
“Me too,” said Martinez, and everyone else nodded their agreement.
“Have no fear on that score,” Caballero replied. “Sergeant Acre is in one of our cells right now and he will be kept there until he can be transported to a proper, secure facility for the likes of him. I am already in talks about his future with the powers that be. He will be charged over this, I can assure you. The prisons in this country are still operational. However, I need to get to the bottom of this matter. There will be an enquiry, so you will each be interviewed again, I imagine. I need to find out if Sergeant Acre was acting on his own initiative or following an order from elsewhere. I like to be able to trust the people I am working with,” he added, grasping his hands together. “Anyway, I think that is all for today. Enjoy the rest of the day as free time for yourselves and I thank you again for your actions that saved the life of one of us.”
“Sir, do you have an update on Marla’s health?” asked Tommy.
Caballero smiled. “Oh, yes. I spoke to one of the doctors before coming here, but my mind has been troubled by Sergeant Acre. I understand that her injuries were sustained when she fell down a staircase and not from any confrontation with the undead. She has no bites, thankfully. The doctor said she was suffering from shock and lost consciousness due to blood loss from her stomach wound. Luckily, her injuries are not severe. She was damn lucky. He believes she will make a full recovery.”
“When can she leave the hospital?” asked Sylvia, leaning forwards in her chair.
“I believe he mentioned a four-day recovery time. Her stitches will be removed after seven days – I forget the details – but I think you should be able to visit her tomorrow,” Caballero added. “Does that put your mind at rest?”
Sylvia smiled. “Yes, that is great news. Thank you, sir. I was worried.”
“Enough of the sir. I think I have heard too many of those today. You’ve all been through a lot, so please go and enjoy a day of rest,” said Caballero. “You deserve it, and don’t give another thought to Will Acre. He will be out of this place in no time, if I have any say in the matter.”
 



Friday, 2 
 
A nurse walked into Marla’s hospital room and placed a vase of flowers on the side table next to her. “They’re wildflowers from the yard outside,” she said before checking the card. “From Ellen, Tommy, Billy, Eric, Barney, Ruth, Ash, Bella, Claire, Peggy, Harold, Sylvia and Graham. Well, that’s a lot of people. I’m surprised all of those names fitted on the card,” she added with a big smile. 
“They’re lovely,” Marla replied. Raising herself up in the bed, she winced as the stitches pulled. She read the name tag on the nurse’s uniform. “Thanks, Eliza.”
“How are you feeling today?” 
“Like I just went a few rounds with Tyson.”
“That’s to be expected.”
“How long do I need to stay in here?” Marla asked.
The nurse crossed her arms. “Did the doctor speak to you about this?”
“Yes… but I didn’t take much in yesterday.”
“Oh, I guess he does speak very quickly. Right, the stitches in your hand need to remain in for seven days,” said Eliza. “We’re expecting you to regain full use of it, you’ll be relieved to know.”
“Great. I was worried.”
“The injury was not serious. Neither is your stomach wound. The doctor expects you to make a full recovery. You didn’t injure any organs or anything important. A flesh wound. Not a particularly pleasant one, I know, but nothing to worry about. You were very lucky, Marla. It helped that most of the guard are trained in first aid. You were in good hands as soon as you were found.”
Marla nodded slowly. “I know,” she said softly. “Is there to be an investigation into what happened?”
“Oh, I know nothing about that. We just get you well in here,” Eliza replied. “We expect you to be in here for four days, including today. You’ll have to come back to have your stitches removed, of course, and I suggest you take it very easy. As for your sprained ankle, I’m afraid we cannot make a reliable estimate. Those are tricky injuries. Sometimes it can take a week or two, and sometimes up to twelve weeks. You will need some support on it and try not to twist it in any way or put undue weight on it. You understand?”
“Yes, I do. I thought it was the least of my problems.”
“Ankles are strange things,” said Eliza with a small laugh. “I sprained mine at school years ago. It was bruised inside and would keep going. I didn’t rest it long enough. The doctor advises you take a break from working as a guard for a while until you have made a full recovery.”
“Ugh, I hate not being able to do things.”
“I understand, but it’s better to be safe than sorry. As I said, you can leave in four days and we are not worried. There were no complications or infections. You’re fine. You just need to slow down and come back to have those stitches removed. If you need crutches when you leave, we can sort some out for you.”
“I feel like an invalid,” said Marla. “I was so clumsy, falling down those stairs.”
“From what I heard, you were very lucky and brave. I’d welcome the chance to relax for a bit if I were you. Right, I’ll bring you some breakfast in a moment, but would you like any books or magazines? We have back copies of most things.”
“I’d love a good thriller to read and some magazines about junky women’s stuff. You know, something that doesn’t tax my brain. Oh, when can I have visitors?”
“This afternoon if you are feeling up to it. If not, tomorrow. They’re already queuing up, apparently.”
Once the nurse had left, Marla contemplated the black stitches in her bruised palm. Lucky. She hoped Will Acre was not so lucky right now.
 



Saturday, 3 
 
Ellen walked into the room followed by Tommy. As soon as Marla noticed them her face lit up into a gigantic smile. “I’m so glad to see you guys,” she exclaimed. “I hope you know some good jokes because I’m climbing the walls!”
“You better not do that with a dodgy ankle,” Tommy threw back and Marla laughed loudly. 
“Or this hand,” she replied, holding it up. Grimacing as the stitches pulled in her stomach, she stopped giggling.
“Does it hurt?” asked Ellen, perching on the edge of the bed.
“Only when I laugh, it seems,” Marla replied. “The hand is sore too, but I’m okay. Everyone keeps telling me how lucky I am.”
“You are,” Ellen said, leaning over to kiss her on the cheek. “I was so worried. I think I’ve been badgering Tommy every second to find out about you.”
“Oh?”
“But I didn’t know much,” Tommy added, “and I didn’t want to worry her with the details of our excursions with the soldiers.”
“Ah, that’s cool,” Marla said, understanding what he was referring to. He hadn’t told Ellen what had really happened; he was leaving it to her to say in her own time. 
Tommy sat down on the chair by the bed. “Bob sends his regards. He wanted to come, but I guessed he’d jump all over you and man’s best friend isn’t welcome in the hospital apparently. Billy and Eric want to visit after us, if you’re up for it. All the others are looking forward to seeing you too.”
She smiled. “That’s nice. It’s good to know people care.”
“Always,” said Ellen. “Never forget that. I’m so relieved you’re okay.”
“I know and don’t worry. I’ll be out of here in no time.”
The sisters continued to make small talk for a while and then Ellen got up abruptly. “I have to head off now as I have a class to teach, but Tommy is staying for a bit. He has something he wants to talk to you about.” She glanced at him with a knowing look before hugging Marla. “I’ll come again tomorrow.”
“Great. Look forward to it, little sis,” Marla answered. “Bye.” She watched Ellen leave the room and then turned to look at Tommy. “So, how’s things? Is there going to be an investigation?”
He laughed. “Straight to the point!”
“Of course, and thanks for not telling my sister. It would worry her so much and I don’t want her to think she isn’t safe here.”
“Do you think she is?”
“I don’t know, Tommy. I mean who is Will Acre working for?”
“I’ve no idea,” Tommy replied. “Caballero says he’s going to kick him out soon as, and find out what happened. He’s going to get what he deserves.”
“Well, that’s good news. I hope they do the right thing. He’s dangerous.”
“The whole group who went out with us agrees. They are all on your side, Marla; all of them. Martinez basically saved your life.”
“I know. I need to thank him.”
“I’ll do that.”
“Thanks, Tommy. I guess it’s ironic that the knife he let me keep speared me in the end.”
Tommy chuckled. “That’s sod’s law for you.”
She tried not to catch his laugh. “I think that’s always working.”
“But how are you feeling really?” he asked more seriously.
“Really? I don’t know. I get the feeling that someone thinks I’m trouble and wants rid of me, and it almost happened, so I’m not being paranoid. I don’t know who to trust. I’m scared, Tommy. Part of me thinks I should leave.”
“Where would you go?”
“I’ve asked for a transfer to another facility.”
Tommy coughed and tried to hide his disappointment. “Okay. So, where would you go?”
“Where my mum is,” Marla replied. “I’m going to speak to Ellen when they release me from here. I’m worried about all those tests she’s doing anyway. She looks tired.”
Tommy nodded. “She was telling me about them on the way here. Said the dreams are lasting longer. The doctor wants to give her drugs to keep her under longer, so she can’t wake up so easily.”
“What?” gasped Marla. “She didn’t tell me…”
“I don’t think she sees anything wrong in it. She wants to help them.”
“But what’s the point of making her dreams longer? They’re nightmares. That’s cruel.”
“I don’t know, but maybe you can talk to her about that when you get out. If you get transferred, it won’t be an issue anyway.”
Marla sighed and leaned back against the headboard. “I guess so. I thought everything would be okay here. When I came out of quarantine, I felt so happy, Tommy. I felt so… normal.”
“I know.”
“Now I’m worried about Ellen.”
“You always worry about other people, but maybe you should take some time to worry about yourself.”
“I’m fine.”
“Yeah, I can see that. You’re scared and wanting to run.”
“Wouldn’t you?”
Tommy nodded. “Maybe, but it shouldn’t have to be that way.”
“What else can I do?” Marla asked. “Is someone going to try something every time I’m out on patrol? What if this isn’t an isolated incident? What if Will Acre isn’t the only one we can’t trust? Someone must have given the order. I keep thinking about the things Robert said. He mentioned people not being what they seemed. He also mentioned a Doctor Sleep who wanted to read minds and I didn’t even listen, because it sounded so crazy, but maybe he was talking about Grice. What’s going on in this place, Tommy?”
“I don’t know, but I don’t want you to…” He stopped and looked away.
“Don’t want me to what?”
“It’s nothing. I should be going. You need to rest, the nurse told us, and this conversation can’t be good for you.”
“Oh.” Marla looked at her hands. “I was hoping you’d stay longer. It’s quite boring here. And Ellen said you wanted to talk to me about something?”
“That was just the business with Will Acre. That’s all. I’ll visit you tomorrow. After patrol.”
“Okay. Deal,” she added with a smile.  
 



Week 14
Sunday, 4
Ellen’s dream 
 
Digging into the remnants of her inner strength, she finally manages to wrest her eyes away from his devouring stare and his desire to consume her – flesh, bones, muscle, emotions, identity…  everything. She turns and plunges into the waiting dark, recognising it, having been here before. She has always been here. 
Knowing what lies ahead, she runs without fear; it represents salvation. Feeling this, she knows no care. Behind her the foul creature wails; the noise building, layer upon layer, destroying the silence, smothering the air in vengeance for her denial of him. He will come; she can feel it. 
Yet there is another and he waits here in the pitch black, as quiet as a mouse, as enduring as time. He is here, so close. She knows. And she runs.
Laughter leaks out of the walls, hurtling forward like a child without a care in the world. It stops her in her tracks and she spins around on the spot, searching for the origin of it. Where are you? Who are you? 
The darkness fails to answer and she sighs. Behind her, the demonic thing approaches, so she sprints. All around her the very walls tremble, dust falling in a cloud, sweeping over everything. A tremor surges through the corridor, which is now a dim tunnel and there is soft earth beneath her feet. Her toes sink in and she relishes the warmth; the only source of it in this icy world. 
The laughter comes in waves; already almost deafening, it increases, the tumult clamouring around her ears. Raising her hands, she shuts out the noise, but then she hears him: “This is a warning. This will be the last warning before the end.”
He is here. So close.
But then there is nothing but the dark. 
 
***
 
A scream penetrated her dream, sharp and piercing. Her body jerked on the bed and her eyes sprang open. Coughing, she sucked in the air deeply. 
“Ellen, I am here. You are alright. It was you screaming.”
Hearing Rita’s voice, Ellen opened her eyes wider and tried to focus on the face looking down at her. 
“Honey, stay still for a sec,” said the nurse as she carefully removed the sensors. “That was the longest time yet. You were dreaming much longer than previously.”
Ellen nodded slightly, her mind barraged by layers of images, blurring and fading in this reality. If only she could have stayed asleep longer and seen who had given her the warning. 
Rita moved away from the bed as the outline of Doctor Grice appeared. “You did well, Ellen,” he said. “A little longer again.”
“I didn’t see him,” she replied, her throat dry.
“Give it time,” he replied. “We have all the time in the world.”
 



Monday, 5 
 
The doors of the facility opened and the armoured vehicles moved out one by one; the black-painted bus in third position. Tommy sat in the first of the two Land Rovers with Martinez and Commander Caballero. In the other one were some soldiers he didn’t know. Sylvia, Elliott and John travelled in the Vector.  As the heavy metal gates clanged behind them and they swept down the winding country road, Tommy gazed out of the window and through the lines of green, leafy trees. It was a relief to be out of the facility. Sometimes it felt as if the walls were closing in on him. 
 “Our plan is to go as far as possible today in the time allowed,” said Caballero when he turned the truck on to the A338. “Reports from the helicopter crews over the last week have led us to believe there are survivors there.”
“I just hope it’s not too busy,” Martinez commented.
The commander nodded in understanding. “I second that. The population was 40,000 and no one was evacuated.” 
“That sucks.”
 Tommy continued to gaze out over the peaceful scenery, lost in his thoughts, which tended to turn to Marla when he forgot to tell them not to. He blinked and cleared his head. No distractions and definitely not the complicated kind. Instead, he focused on a freak crossing the field with a lurching gait.
“You’re quiet,” said Martinez. 
Tommy shrugged. He liked the guy and respected him, especially since the library incident, but he didn’t feel in the mood for conversation. It was too early in the day and he had not been able to get enough shut eye. Staring into space instead of sleeping had become his forte lately. There always appeared to be too many things pressing on his mind; words that needed to be said, and yet he never seemed to have the balls to say them. Still, it wasn’t Martinez’s fault, he reasoned; only his chicken-shit own. “Feeling a bit mashed today,” he replied.
“You too? I was talking to Sylvia and she reckons it’s to do with atmospheric leisure…”
Tommy chuckled. “Atmospheric who? I think you mean pressure.”
“Uh, yeah, maybe. She said it affects your mood, so when it’s heavy, you feel down, and when it’s light, you feel up. All sounds a bit girly to me.”
“There could be something in that,” said Caballero. “It’s a dull one today. The clouds look heavy – could rain, although it wasn’t forecast.”
“Well, maybe.” Tommy gazed out at the sky. It did seem to be threatening rain, which would cut short their trip. “Where do you get weather forecasts from nowadays?” 
“Army radio,” replied Caballero. “We’re kept informed.”
Tommy shrugged and nodded.
“My ex-wife used to come out with some weird stuff all the time,” said Martinez. “And algorithms, whatever the hell they are.”
“That’s to do with maths – nothing weird,” Tommy told him.
“Ah, must be something else cos she couldn’t add up to save her life. It was one of them ‘isms’ though. And she was into fortune telling. Hell, something called I Ching. I remember cos I’d be like ‘I Ding, I Dong, so long’!”
Tommy laughed. “I didn’t know you were married.”
“Yeah, briefly. Five months.”
“What happened?”
“She caught me with a girl who lived around the corner,” Martinez explained. “Sheer bad luck. She came home early from work one day – caught us at it on the kitchen table. Wobbly old thing that was.”
 Caballero chuckled. “What did she do?”
“Took me for everything I had,” Martinez replied with a wink. “Marriage is like a deck of cards. In the beginning all you need is two hearts and a diamond, but by the end you wish you had a club and a spade.”
The truck filled with laughter until it crossed a bridge over the River Bourne and on to London Road. “We’re going to be passing Bishopdown about now,” Caballero announced, “and soon we’ll be entering Salisbury.”
“This is when I hate being the ones at the front,” said Martinez, looking out over the river, sparkling beneath the sun’s rays, set among beautiful trees. 
Tommy leaned forwards as they headed over a roundabout and passed a fitness club on the left. “Look, freaks by the roadside – four of them.”
“Another one there,” added Martinez, pointing in the opposite direction. “We’re not alone then.”
“And it’s only just gone ten.” 
Caballero was silent as he drove the truck further down London Road. The three of them looked over at Salisbury Crematorium on the left-hand side, anticipating it to be full of the dead of a different kind, but the grounds were empty. Tommy leaned back in his seat and considered all of the good reasons why he had agreed to come out here until he was fine with it. 
At Chafyn Grove School, they continued on to Churchill Way East, a dual carriageway.  Of course, both lanes were devoid of traffic. On either side residential houses and once well-kept gardens were set back from the road with pavement in between, but there was no access to them. Litter blew everywhere. Caballero kept driving while keeping an eye out for the first turn off. In the distance something burned, its origin hidden from view. Smoke rose in a thin spiral. 
“Wonder what’s causing that?” Martinez asked, voicing everyone’s thoughts.
Caballero shrugged. “Could be anything.”
Tommy pointed out the window. “More freaks – in front of the houses all along this side. Have you ever seen so many out in daylight this early?” he asked, and the commander shook his head.
“There’s more in the gardens. Look!” said Martinez. “They’ve actually heard us and they’re getting up.”
Caballero took the first turning on to Kelsey Road: a tree-encircled area appeared on the left and homes to the right. Tommy gazed out. The first few houses looked intact, but further along he noticed the doors of almost every house were wide open. Some of the windows had been smashed in; wooden boards half torn off. “This is looking bad,” he said. As he stared, figures rose in the front gardens and heads appeared behind walls even further down. 
 “Jesus!” exclaimed Caballero, hitting the brakes hard, which made the other two men glance at him. His eyes were fixed on the other side of the street where the park was crammed with zombies. Bodies lay sprawled, dotted across its entire width. 
At the sound of the engines, the figures on the grass peered upwards and struggled to stand, trembling on their weakened leg muscles, stretching out their arms as they made to balance. Behind the Land Rover, the Vector, bus and second Land Rover ground to a halt. Straight ahead the street was littered with the staggering gait of the dead. They swaggered out of houses or shifted from behind trees and into the centre of the road, where they all turned to look at Caballero, Martinez and Tommy, who were gazing out of the windscreen in disbelief. The commander grabbed his radio and spoke into it: “Reverse!”
It crackled to life. “Abandon the patrol?” asked a voice on the other end. 
Caballero paused. “No, reverse and continue down the dual carriageway.”
“Yes, sir.” 
“Shit, I’ve never seen so many, except at the church in Amesbury,” said Tommy. 
“Yep.” The commander watched the creatures approaching his side of the truck from the park. They seemed to be moving faster than the ones in the road. With their hands outstretched, they bumped against one another, and Caballero began to smell them. In his mirror he watched the other vehicles reverse on to the dual carriageway. Once the Vector had cleared the way, he began to drive back slowly. Hands banged on the side of the truck and Tommy felt grateful for being so high up. He peered down at the assembly of rotting heads, blood pouring from their withered, gashed skin and eye sockets. As diabolical as they were, he couldn’t prise his eyes away.
By the time the Land Rover eventually straightened on the main road and was driving behind the Vector, Kelsey Road was literally heaving with the dead. “Maybe coming here wasn’t such a great idea,” Martinez proposed. 
The convoy carried on to College Roundabout. All the way it was the same story: the gardens and pavements were littered with zombies, rising from the ground at the sight and sounds of the trucks. Those without legs crawled along in ravenous desperation, leaving crimson stains as they dragged their entrails behind them. 
Caballero looped it back on to Churchill Way East, heading in the opposite direction behind the other three vehicles. This side, which ran alongside the heart of Salisbury, was worse. The dead lined the pavements, filled the grass areas and generally loitered, raising their glazed eyes as the living passed by. 
“It’s like a queue at a fast-food joint,” joked Martinez, but no one laughed.
“The town is completely overrun.” Tommy sighed. “It’s hard to believe and it’s daylight. And how many more are inside the buildings?”
“We had disappointing news from the helicopter crews about this, but they did see survivors near the cathedral. I hoped that if we came this early we could make it through and help them. I think it’s too risky now I’ve seen what it’s like on the ground.”
“Are we going back to Haven?” asked Tommy.
Caballero nodded. “It’s too dangerous for us. We would need to come back with more men and vehicles. A solid plan is needed for this. It’s not an easy in and out job like the smaller places we’ve been to. I was too optimistic.”
“Shame we can’t check out the cathedral,” said Martinez. “Big place like that could hold a lot of people.”
“Hopefully they’ve barricaded it and whoever is in there knows what they’re doing. All we can do for now is go home.”
“Shame,” echoed Tommy as he gazed out the window at the pavements laden with bile-dripping freaks.
 



Monday afternoon
 
Tommy knocked, listened out for a “Come in” and then poked his head around the door of the hospital room. “Ready for a visitor?” he asked.
“Of course,” said Marla, straightening the bedclothes around her and smoothing back her hair. She forgot about the upturned magazines by her legs and gave him a friendly smile. 
“How are you?” Tommy asked.
“Fine,” she replied. “I’ve been sitting here reading most of the day and I had a lot of visitors: Billy and Eric, Bella and Claire, and Ellen, of course.”
“Nice one.”
“Mmm, but Ellen said an odd thing. She asked if you’d spoken to me yet, but she wouldn’t say what about when I asked. Do you know if there was something she wanted you to tell me?”
Tommy preoccupied himself with moving the chair around rather than looking directly at her. “No, I don’t think so.” Finally, he sat down, but still found himself fidgeting. 
“Oh.” Marla shrugged. “Can’t be anything important. How was your day anyhow?”
“Ah, interesting. We went on patrol in Salisbury.”
“Really? I wish I’d been there.”
“Oh, no you don’t,” said Tommy, shifting position again. 
“Why?”
“Freaks everywhere. Never seen so many and it was daylight.”
“Shit. So you didn’t find anyone?”
“We didn’t even get a look in. Drove in, saw nothing much on the way, except for the odd straggler, hit the main road, went up a side one where there was nothing but houses, and whoa, it was packed full of freaks. I couldn’t believe it. Even Caballero looked shocked.”
“Sounds really bad. Why did you go there?”
“Apparently, the helicopter crews saw people when they flew over, near the cathedral.”
“I heard that Salisbury Cathedral is beautiful,” said Marla. “Sorry, strange thought to have when the place has obviously, well…”
“Yeah, it was scary. Everywhere you looked there were freaks and we were on the outskirts. About 40,000 people lived there, Caballero said.”
“God, do you think they all turned?”
“I hope not, but it made me wonder. I mean how many other places are like that? I never thought that many would come out in daylight.”
“I dunno,” mumbled Marla. “Jakob’s the one to ask about stuff like that.”
“Mmm.”
“Oh yeah, I forgot, you hate him.”
“I don’t hate him… look, let’s not get started on that again or the nurse will come in and ask us to stop arguing.”
“Yeah, like an old married couple,” joked Marla, but to her surprise, Tommy didn’t laugh. Instead, he gawked, looked awkward and then glanced out the window. She gazed at him, curious, but he failed to look back again, so she took a deep breath and tried to think of something to say, assuming she’d reminded him of a bad memory. “You okay?” she asked finally.
“Er, yep, I’m fine. I’m thinking I’d best be going.”
Marla raised an eyebrow. “Already? You only just got here, Tommy.”
“Yeah, but I said I’d meet up with Barney. He should be finishing school about now.”
“Oh, I understand. Please say hello to him for me. I didn’t want him visiting me in hospital. Not a happy place for kids.”
“I don’t think he’d mind.”
“I know.”
“I’ll see you soon then,” said Tommy, standing. With that, he was out the door before Marla could say goodbye. She scratched her head, feeling somewhat perplexed. 
 



Tuesday, 6
 
Tommy opened his door to find Ellen standing there with a chilly expression. “Hi, Tommy,” she stated flatly. “How are you today?”
“I’m okay.”
“Sure about that?”
“Yep. Why wouldn’t I be?” he asked.
“Are you coming to the hospital with me? Marla’s coming out today. I waited for you a while, but there was no sign of you, so I thought I’d come get you.”
“No, no, I can’t. I’ve got things to do.”
Ellen smirked. “Really?”
Tommy nodded and shrugged. “What? Have I done something wrong?”
“You didn’t talk to her, did you?”
“Was I meant to?”
“Tommy! It’s me you’re talking to here. I know how you feel about my sister.”
“Keep it down,” he said, checking the corridor. 
Ellen lowered her voice: “She nearly died, you saved her life, and you’ve had this whopping great crush on her for how long? You two really need to talk.”
“No, no… we don’t. I know when to leave things be.”
“Tommy?”
He sighed. “Ellen, I don’t want to be rude, but it’s none of your business.”
She waved her hands in the air. “Okay, okay, but don’t ask me for advice about my sister again. I don’t know what you’re scared of, Tommy Armstrong. Anyway, I’m going to tell her you wanted to come, but had to do something important for Caballero.”
“Tell her what you want,” said Tommy, not liking the feeling of being pushed into a corner.
Ellen looked set to reply, but changed her mind, muttering, “See you,” instead.
Tommy watched her walk away and then closed the door, not really knowing what to think of his own behaviour. But sometimes it was best to take the less complicated route in life, and Marla was certainly complicated.
 



Friday, 9 
Ellen’s dream
 
She hurtles down the corridor as it snakes, transforming into a tunnel of inky black where her feet sink into warm earth. Pausing for a second, she peers back, making out the shape of the wailing creature behind her, dripping blood. Relentless. Forever. He will come. 
From the cracks in the walls the laughter seeks her out, pressing against her eardrums, plummeting through the silence, enveloping everything. But then she remembers how it only used to be a slight echo in the distance. When did it become so loud? When did she recall that it used to be so small a sound? 
In that instance she knows it is now. This has never happened before. This is still the dream, but it has changed. She knows. 
All around, she searches with her eyes for the source of the laughter. It is hiding, concealing itself. “Why do you hide?” she asks the walls, impenetrable and deaf to her question. It lies beyond them. The laughter is there. 
Remembering the dead thing behind her, she turns, not fearing it anymore, knowing this is only a dream, a nightmare, a thing she conjured up for herself. Almost laughing, she glances back, but he is still there, stumbling blindly, clinging on to her scent. 
Grimacing, she wills herself to go on, to outrun him, to escape. Such a thing must be possible. It is her nightmare after all, not his. As she runs she looks about for a weapon, anything with which to fight him. Laughter bounces off the walls now, leading her. It lies ahead, whatever it is.
The corridor spins and turns again, and she goes with it, stumbling in the warm dirt that hugs her feet, seeming to swirl like liquid, but then it solidifies and her body slides into the dark. 
 
***
 
Feeling something pulling at her body, Ellen felt herself rising and then falling until a choking sensation around her throat forced her to wake. Spluttering, she blinked, her eyes fluttering uncontrollably for a second. She gripped the bed, its solidity bringing her back to reality. 
“Ellen, don’t worry, you’re okay. I am here. You are alright.”
She turned her head to see Rita striding towards her, carrying the familiar looking blue glass of water that she always gave her on reviving. Ellen straightened her head on the pillow and stared up at the ceiling as her breathing began to calm. The familiar; the real world – the only one, she reminded herself. 
“Don’t move, honey,” urged Rita as she set the glass down on the side table and removed the sensors from Ellen’s face. “That was a little longer again.”
“Really? I woke early. Weird,” she muttered, pulling herself up into a seating position. Taking the glass of water, she gulped it down. 
The door of the observation room opened and Doctor Grice walked out, trailed by Owen. “Good, good,” remarked the doctor. “Ellen, you were asleep for twenty minutes longer. This is good progress, I feel.”
Ellen swallowed and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand as she placed the empty glass on the side. “I did something different,” she said, remembering. “I acted. I tried to defend myself by finding a weapon and going in search of the laughter, but I woke before the time the dream usually ends.”
Owen smiled. “Amazing… we saw differences on the machines…”
“This is very good, Ellen,” Doctor Grice replied. “If you can confront your fears in your dream, we might be able to stop them. Did you see the man who gave the warning or the laughing man?”
Ellen frowned and shook her head. “No,” she answered softly. “They weren’t there.”
 



Week 15
Sunday, 11 
 
Tommy walked the length of the corridor from his room to Marla’s and stopped outside. He raised his hand to knock on the door and then paused. Shaking his head, he turned and wandered back, but then stopped again. Feeling a strong desire to kick himself, he swung his arms around to loosen the tension in his body. On cue, the door opposite him opened and a soldier stepped out. He gawked at him. 
“Hey,” said Tommy awkwardly. The soldier nodded and walked briskly away. Embarrassed, Tommy raised both hands on top of his head, laced the fingers together and walked very slowly in the direction of Marla’s room again. Once he heard the lift doors close, he glanced over his shoulder to be sure the soldier had gone. He had. Tommy breathed out and leaned against the wall. Come on, man! For fuck’s sake! As he berated himself, a door opened and Marla stuck her head out. Immediately, he stepped away from the wall in astonishment and humiliation.
“Tommy?” she asked. “I heard someone outside my room. Did you see anyone?”
Feeling his face flush, he shook his head. “Nope.”
She stared at him, clearly lost for words, and he realised it was one of those now or never moments. “Do you have a second?” he asked and then wanted to kick himself again as it was going to take much longer than that.
Still gripping the door handle, Marla answered, “Sure,” before turning back into her room. He followed and she closed the door. Folding her arms across her chest, she took two steps away and waited for him to speak.
“How are you?” he asked, leaning against the wall, as if it was the only visible means of support in the room.
“I’m okay,” she answered. “They took the stitches out of my stomach and although a bit tender, it’s fine. My hand is perfect – just a scar – and even my ankle is holding up.”
“That’s great.”
She sighed. “Tommy, it’s been a while. You visited me in hospital every day, but then I haven’t seen you around since. Is everything alright?”
He stared down at his boots for a second while he considered how to word what he wanted to say, but he had never been great with sentences anyway, so what was the point of trying to phrase this correctly? “I don’t want you to leave,” he blurted out. “You said you’d asked for a transfer out of here, but I don’t want you to go. I know you’ve been scared since you got hurt, but we can work this out… together.”
“Oh.” She glanced towards the window and back. Feeling his eyes on her, she looked away again. 
“So, you’re not going to look at me now?” he asked.
She forced her head around. “Oh,” she repeated before glancing away again.
“Should I come back later?” 
“Ah.” Marla noticed a smirk on Tommy’s face and she smiled. “You just caught me off guard. I thought we were friends.”
He hesitated. “We are, but I thought we got closer, or at least I thought we did on the way here…”
“We did, Tommy…”
“Until Jakob came along.”
She tutted. “I was never interested in Jakob. Not really. I was flattered, and then I wanted to find out information from him on this place and the dead-lookers. He knows a lot. He’s very good at what he does…”
Tommy raised an eyebrow.
“Then there’s you and Hanna… that’s real stuff, normal. You have a family there.”
“There’s nothing going on between me and Hanna. She’s my ex. We’re getting on well now because we both realise we were acting like stupid kids,” Tommy replied. “The two of us arguing is pointless and only hurts our son. We can see that now.”
Marla bit her lip. “I thought…”
“You thought wrong.”
“Sorry. I remember she hated me.”
“She’s got over that now. It isn’t important. Anyway, I really don’t know what’s going on in here, Marla. I’ve known you long enough to trust you, and I hope you trust me, especially after all the crap we’ve been through. We can try to find out what’s going on in this place, but right now I’d rather be in here than outside. I think we should stick together and if you leave it’s going to be hard on me, because I don’t want to leave my son and yet I’d want to go with you.”
“Okay… I see. Tommy, I honestly didn’t know what you thought about me.”
“The only thing that matters is us being alive, here, now, and surviving – being safe while the shit out there continues to hit the fan.”
Marla laughed despite herself. “You have a way with words.”
He grinned and held up his hands. “So sue me.”
She laughed again. 
“You know, it’s funny hearing you talk like that about Hanna. When you accused me that time of being jealous of Jakob, you were dead right.”
Marla stared at him, surprised.
“The only person I was ever really interested in was you,” he admitted finally.
“Why didn’t you ever tell me?” she asked.
“It never came up.”
“Never came up?”
“You know, I didn’t want to mess up our friendship and then I got married...”
“You were thinking about it back then?”
Tommy rubbed his chin and smiled. “Yep, sad, eh? I didn’t think I was your type, but when I got divorced I figured I might chance my arm, but then you took up with my friend, Mark.”
“Ah, Mark, mistake of the decade...”
“So, I didn’t say anything. I thought about it recently, but then, as you kept saying, the world had gone to shit and stuff like that wasn’t important anymore. So I kept quiet, which was a mistake...”
Marla smiled. “You should have said. I was never thinking seriously about Jakob. My sister… well, she reminded me that life was to be enjoyed. Jakob seemed nice and I thought about having fun for once, rather than thinking about all this death. I’m pretty sure he didn’t take me seriously. Even if something had happened he would only have been fling material...”
“Fling material?”
“Yeah, you know – nothing serious…”
“You know you could have flinged me any time!” he said.
Marla laughed. “The word I think you’re looking for is flung, and I had no idea. Seriously! You and me, wow, it’s a funny thought.”
“Now that’s why I didn’t say anything.”
Marla didn’t reply, but ran her fingers through her loose hair, ruminating over the things he had said. So he really did have feelings for her, but did she have real feelings for him? Avoiding his gaze, she couldn’t resist smiling as she turned towards the window. She was pretty sure she did have them. The man had been gradually taking up more and more of her thought time since the day they boarded that coach from London. In all this mess something was beginning to shine again and she liked it. The rattle of the door handle swept her back to reality.
“Where are you going?” she asked, feeling an irrational panic at the thought of him leaving, now that he had said so much.
He shrugged. “Back to my room, where else? I reckon I’ve shocked you enough for one day and you need to rest. If there was a pub I’d be heading there.”
“But I don’t want you to go,” Marla said softly. 
Tommy didn’t say a word, but approached her slowly and kissed her lightly on the cheek. “Let’s talk about this tomorrow, properly,” he said after a while. “Rest up and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
“Well, that leaves me open to doing anything, surely?” 
“Perhaps,” he replied with a wink.
Swerving to the side of him, she pushed the door closed. “I think we have some stuff that needs discussing right now.”
“What kind of stuff?” 
Marla brushed against him, her breasts pressing against his chest. She felt a flicker of excitement in her stomach, which warmed the region right below. Inhaling his scent, she tilted her head and kissed the edge of his mouth. “Stuff like this.”
With a surprised smile, Tommy let his right hand trail down the side of her body, coming to rest on her hips. Inserting his fingers behind her belt, he pulled her against him. “Or we could leave the talking until later,” he responded, pressing his lips against hers.
“I like that idea,” she breathed in between kisses as she felt the heat between them rising. 
As their kissing increased in intensity, Tommy stepped forwards, making her back away towards the bed. She gave in willingly, following his lead until she felt herself fall back on the sheets. Marla breathed in as she felt Tommy’s hands pushing under her T-shirt, the chill in the air making her sigh as he felt for her breasts. 
Rolling on top of him, gripping his hair in one hand, she kissed him fervently. What was the point in waiting? They had waited long enough. Shifting backwards, she undid the buckle of his belt, almost sliding off the bed in her impatient anticipation. She heard Tommy laugh softly as she whipped out his belt and began to unbutton his jeans, feeling the eager hardness beneath. Tommy moved up into a sitting position, and cupping her cheek in his hands he kissed her again before wrapping his arms around her.
 



Monday, 12 
 
Marla stirred in her sleep and rolled over in bed, waking in the moment that she did so. Opening her eyes, she yawned and stretched. Blinking in the sunlight streaking through the gaps in the curtains, she checked the clock: 10.30 a.m. She had slept later than planned. Tommy? Hugging the pillow to her, she smelt his scent on it and smiled, remembering the night before. How had it all happened? It seemed but a waking dream, yet the evidence of him said otherwise. 
Swinging her legs off the bed, she strode into the bathroom and studied her face in the mirror. Her eyes gave it away. She smirked, caught her long hair in her hand, and brushed her teeth, still looking at herself in the mirror. Well, Marla, who would have guessed? Tommy, eh? Funnily, it would make her mother happy, she thought, remembering how she still spoke of him. 
Replacing the toothbrush, she wiped her mouth and washed her hands before splashing her face with cool water. After drying herself with the towel, she headed back into her room and gazed out of the window. She guessed they would meet again later, when Tommy returned from patrol. It was too soon for her to go out there; she didn’t feel quite ready. Although her stomach was a little sore, it didn’t bother her, but she was being careful in case her ankle turned out to be weaker than it seemed. So far it felt fine and she wanted it to stay that way. 
In the distance something moved in the field, far beyond the perimeter of the fence. For a second, Marla thought it was a dead-looker, but it didn’t meander with their recognisable faltering gait. It walked briskly and straight. Leaning on the windowsill, she continued to watch as the blurred outline shifted. In that moment a soldier wandered out of the main entrance to the facility, but she did not recognise him; someone new. 
Running to her wardrobe, she flung open the door and rummaged in her rucksack until she found her mini binoculars. Hurrying back to the window, she studied the scene through them. The soldier was in fact a sergeant and, as she’d thought, she had never seen him before. Across the field the figure she had mistaken for a dead-looker turned out to be a man dressed in black. He stood by a tree, facing the road, his back to her. She wondered if he had parked a vehicle there, but none was visible through the trees. 
The sergeant approached the man directly. There was only one guard on the gate and Marla didn’t recognise him either. It was a patrol day, so that was nothing unusual. But what were the two men doing in the field? She guessed the sergeant must be armed. He stopped by the tree where the other man was and she watched them. 
You’re so paranoid, she thought to herself, even now. This is nothing out of the ordinary, so cut it out. Things are looking up. Normality might even be creeping into your life. Laughing at herself, she turned away from the window towards the bed, which made her smile again. Memories; you could live half a life on the good ones.

Thing is, curiosity had always been her downfall when it came to anything. With a smirk, Marla turned back to the window and raised the binoculars. The men had not moved and were involved in a discussion, which looked heated. The sergeant was waving his hands around. Perhaps they were arguing, she thought. It certainly looked as much, and then the other man turned. 
“Will Acre?” she gasped, almost dropping the binoculars. Instinctively, she stepped back from the window, as if the two men had the wildest chance of seeing her from such a distance with the light bouncing off the glass. Dropping the binoculars on the bed, she sat down, feeling time freeze for a second. Dread deafened her and she sat staring at the wall for a minute. She needed to talk to Tommy right now, but he was on patrol. “Damn it,” she mumbled. What the fuck is he doing here? Caballero sent him away to be charged for what he did. Or so she had thought. What is he still doing here? 
Then she realised that she was not safe; far from it.
Caballero had lied. There was no way he couldn’t know Acre was still around, and who was the sergeant? She had never clapped eyes on him before, but then she’d been out of it for days, in the hospital and then recovering; out of the loop. Perhaps someone new had arrived here. Someone who clearly can’t be trusted because he is outside right now talking to Will fucking Acre. 
Marla sank her head into her hands and sighed. Wracking her brains, she thought over everything that had happened since she arrived here. Why had Acre tried to kill her and why did he view her as such a threat? Caballero had to be involved, but why? What had she done, so bad as to make them want to get rid of her? Or was it because of Jakob – did they know he had told her things about this place? Perhaps they were things she was not meant to know and placed them at risk somehow.
What was paranoia and what was real? Marla shook her head, unable to tell anymore. 
She had questioned Caballero at times, but that was all. At the church he had reacted angrily to what she said, but that was only one disagreement. She had probably saved his life that day when the dead-lookers broke loose. The man had even asked her to interview Robert, which showed trust. Robert?
Was that it? Had he asked her to question him for a purpose? Did he want her to think she was trusted when the opposite was true? 
Fuck! She stood up, her head spinning with questions. Where are the answers?
Marla tried to remember everything Robert had said in the interview, but some of it was blurry by now. Although she had spoken to Tommy about it, no one else knew; no one at all. Robert had mentioned people not being what they seemed and that he had only got one. She struggled to remember who had been killed that day: one soldier in the basement and some of the scientists. Perhaps he meant the soldier, that he was a terrorist or something? She shook her head. Or perhaps one of those lab guys had been working on something they shouldn’t have been and he discovered it?
Her mind raced with theories. Terrorists, government spies…what on earth is it? Something to do with the virus maybe? Did they engineer it here and release it by accident? No, surely not? That would be…
 Sitting down on the bed again, she leaned against the wall and turned off the whirr of thoughts for a second. Robert. Focus on Robert. What exactly did he say? That people were not what they seemed in here; that he had got only one; that Doctor Sleep wanted to read minds and that… She sat up straight. Check down below – the secret places! His parting words had been for her to check the basement, but she had forgotten about it. 
Jumping up, Marla threw open her wardrobe to get dressed, but then stopped just as suddenly. There was no way of getting into the basement. The only route was via the weapons area, to which the soldiers only had access before patrols in order to collect guns and ammo. She would have to steal the keys somehow. Closing the wardrobe doors slowly, it dawned on her that there was one other way – through the laboratories. She didn’t have clearance. However, she knew someone who did.
 



Monday evening
 
Marla tucked her chair in and walked out of the cafeteria. It was 6.25 p.m. already and there were still many things she needed to do. She walked to the lift lost in her own thoughts. What is too big a risk?  
“Marla?”
The doors of the lift opened to reveal Tommy. He grinned as soon as he noticed her.
“Oh, hi,” she said, “come here often?” 
He laughed and stepped into the corridor. She let the lift go. “I was actually coming to find you,” he said, sweeping her up in his arms and kissing her. She kissed him back eagerly. “Patrol went on longer than I thought today,” he continued. “It went well though. We brought three people back.”
“That’s great, Tommy. Three is so cool. ”
“Yep, so I just tried your room, but you weren’t there, so I thought I’d try here.”
“Yeah, it’s impossible for a person to hide in this place,” Marla joked, trying to prevent her mind from wandering on to other things. “Not that I was, from you, of course,” she added nervously. 
He laughed again. “So how was your day?”
For a moment Marla considered telling him what she had seen from her window, but she knew that if she told him about her idea, he would stop her. Her conscience raged, yet she pushed it to the back of her mind. She needed to satisfy her curiosity about things before involving Tommy. 
The last thing she wanted to do was endanger him all because the powers that be didn’t trust her, and she would never be able to relax until she assured herself that she was being paranoid; that there was nothing to worry about. Perhaps she had only imagined seeing Will Acre. She had been taking so many painkillers, but, no, she knew what she had seen. On the other hand, she could speak to Caballero, but if she had seen Acre, the commander was not to be trusted. 
Marla told her thoughts to be quiet and smiled. “Same old,” she replied. 
“I was wondering if you wanted to grab a drink or see a movie or something?” Tommy asked.
“That would be really cool, but I promised Ellen I would see her tonight.”
He grinned, unperturbed. “Okay, maybe tomorrow then?”
Marla nodded and smiled. “That would be great.”
With a slight frown, Tommy looked at her in that way of his, where she imagined him trying to penetrate her thoughts. “Is everything alright?” he asked.
“Yep, why wouldn’t it be? I’m fighting fit now, almost…”
“That’s not what I meant. You’re not up to something, are you?”
“What would I be up to?” Marla asked innocently.
“I dunno,” he replied as a sense of foreboding crept up on him. “I know that poker face. Don’t do anything crazy that’s gonna get you in trouble, please. And if you do get yourself in trouble, you have to tell me what’s going on. Deal? I don’t want anything happening to you.”
“Tommy, don’t worry,” she said, pressing the button for the lift. 
“I do worry…”
Balancing on tiptoe, Marla kissed him on the cheek. “You don’t have to,” she told him as the doors of the lift opened and she stepped inside. Smiling, she blew him a kiss and the doors closed. As soon as they did, her smile dipped and she wondered if the thing she was about to do was simply too damn crazy, even for her.
 
***
 
Marla caught sight of Jakob sitting at a far table on his own. She studied him for a while before surveying the cafeteria. There was no one else she recognised; on any other floor but her own and Ellen’s that was usual. It’s now or never. Biting her lip, she strode towards him and said, “Hi,” offering her brightest smile. “How’s it going?”
Jakob looked up and grinned back. “Great. How are you?”
“I’m okay.”
“What are you doing up here?”
“I was meant to be meeting Sylvia, but she doesn’t seem to be here,” Marla lied.
“On this floor?”
“That’s what she said. She wanted to ask my advice on something. Guess she didn’t want to bump into anyone she knew.”
“Women,” Jakob remarked, “the eternal mystery.”
“Ah, you know us well.”
“Do you want a coffee, sandwich, or something?” Jakob asked, rising from his seat.
“It’s okay, I can get it.”
“No, no,” he insisted, “let me. I’ve been meaning to invite you for a drink or something. We don’t seem to bump into each other so often.”
“I guess not, but here we are,” said Marla, smiling for all she was worth. “You look well. How’s your leg?”
“Yes, I am well, thanks. My leg is good. I’m glad to see you’ve recovered from your accident. I’m sorry I didn’t visit you in hospital. I wasn’t sure if to.”
“It’s okay. I got your card. The nurse gave it to me, so thank you. Seems like everyone heard about it.”
“Well, not much out of the ordinary happens in here. Except for what happened to me, of course. How could I forget,” said Jakob. “Anyhow, would you like a bite to eat or a drink?”
“Erm, yeah, if it’s not too much trouble. A tea would be great and something hot. I’m not sure what they have today.”
“There’s lasagne. They’ll have to warm it up though, if you don’t mind the wait.”
Marla smiled at the extra time it would take. “I don’t mind at all. Then you can tell me everything you’ve been up to.”
“Right, I’ll be back soon.” With that, Jakob walked towards the service area. 
Marla sat down; no one was looking her way. While trying to keep an eye on Jakob, she leaned back in her chair so as to peek under the table. Below it was his bag. There were two pockets and a zip along the top, which was closed. Removing her boot, she pretended to examine her ankle while deftly sneaking her hand into one pocket after the other, all in vain. 
She gazed towards the service area, but Jakob still had his back to her and was talking to the woman serving. Once more, Marla stretched her arm down and this time she managed to unzip the bag. Dipping her fingers inside, she felt around until she touched a plastic card. Quickly, she pulled it out and slipped it into the inside pocket of her jean jacket right at the moment that Jakob turned and nodded her way. The lasagne was obviously ready. Whoopee, she thought, not caring, as she zipped up the bag and rested her unbooted ankle on the chair next to her, just in case he’d noticed her dipping beneath the table.
“Here you go,” he announced, placing a tray in front of her. 
“Thank you,” she replied as the smell of cooked food wafted up, enlivening her appetite despite herself. 
“Does it hurt?”
She followed his line of vision to her ankle. “No, not much today. It’s okay, although I still can’t move too quickly on it,” she lied, knowing it was almost back to normal. “Now tell me all your news. It’s been ages.”
“Well, we’ve been making quite a lot of progress in the lab,” Jakob began enthusiastically. “We’re trying to isolate cells. If we can isolate those cells that sustain the undead beyond death then we might be able to reverse the virus, or at least rejuvenate the damaged tissue if it…”
Marla barely heard the rest of his sentence as she contemplated how best to carry out the rest of her plan for that night.
 



Tuesday, 13 
 
Marla sat on her bed and waited until her watch said 4 a.m. on the dot. Jumping up, she put on her boots and tied back her hair into a neat bun. Removing Jakob’s ID card from its plastic holder, she stuck her own photo and name over the top, with the security coding still showing, and replaced it. If she had to pass by a retina scanner, she was probably screwed and the only option would be to turn back, but it was worth trying. She had to know what was really going on in the facility and why someone didn’t want her here. Luckily, the only security cameras she could remember seeing in the building were around the fence and entrance outside, on the first floor and quarantine. 
Grabbing her rucksack, Marla headed out. After locking the door of her room, she made her way quietly to the lift. If I see anyone, I’m going back. But no one came. Inside the lift, she pressed the button for floor eleven and as it rose she felt her heart leap into her throat. When it came to a stop, she hesitated for a moment before stepping out. Tommy would kill her if he knew what she was up to. She frowned for a second before deciding to go forth.
The lettered doors surrounded her in a circle. Remembering which one provided entry to the basement, Marla slid Jakob’s pass into the relevant reader and the door opened; no retina scan necessary. Breathing a sigh of relief, she walked inside. The first lab was empty. Spotting a couple of white coats on hooks, she thanked her lucky stars and slipped one on before walking swiftly into the next room where Jakob had been attacked. 
She recalled the event as clearly as if it had happened the day before and yet there was nothing to suggest anything so violent had ever occurred there. Even the axe was back on the wall, safely behind glass. Marla hurried on, past two offices. Figures moved inside them, hard at work, even at such a late hour, but she didn’t stop for conversation. Keeping her face averted, she kept walking and entered a familiar, narrow passage framed by cupboards of bottles and instruments; everything so neat and tidy. The next lab room opened up. She remembered it was L-shaped and turned with it. 
Strange how there is no evidence at all of the chaos of before. 
When the glass-doored lift came into view, Marla almost expected to see the macabre bloody fingerprints, but they had been cleaned away, along with everything else. After making sure no one had followed her, she used Jakob’s pass again and the door of the lift opened. Stepping inside, she took a deep breath. The floor beneath her feet began to move down. 
No going back now. 
She hoped to be able to leave the basement via the door leading to the soldiers’ quarters, although she suspected it to be unlikely. Her only reasonable route of return would be to go back through the laboratories. The recklessness of her plan suddenly dawned on her. It was too risky, even though there were no security cameras. What if someone stopped her on her return? Or what if Jakob realised his pass had been used and she still had to smuggle it back to him somehow? What if there were scientists working in the basement this late? Somehow the possibility hadn’t even occurred to her before, so hell bent had she been on discovering what was going on in the facility. 
Why am I so reckless?
The lift stopped and she stared out through the glass. The basement was very dimly lit by only a few bulbs hanging from the ceiling. Gripping the strap of her rucksack tightly, as if seeking strength from it, she stepped out on to concrete. A concrete tomb. Her boots tapped as she took slow steps forward. Remembering the layout, she walked straight ahead, down the narrow corridor. The place had been cleaned up since her last visit. Ahead, she recognised the row of metal worktables from before. Only four of them had bodies upon them. Edging as close as possible to the opposite wall, she ran past, even though they were still and strapped down anyway. When she reached the last one, she turned to look back, realising they were all sedated. 
To her left, the basement opened up and she recognised the corridor leading towards the other exit, through which she had entered with the other soldiers and Caballero. Upon the ground and walls she spotted a faint redness on the concrete, despite the dim light and the fact that the area had since been cleaned. So, the memory of that day had not been scrubbed away completely. It still haunted this area. Turning around, she looked back at the motionless dead-lookers and then the other way. Straight ahead were two doors that she had never noticed before. Gripping her rucksack, she marched towards them. 
Without pause, she tried the first handle and then the second, but they did not give. Reaching into her pocket, Marla removed Jakob’s security pass and tried the first door. It clicked. I’m in luck! Replacing the card in her jeans, she took her knife out of her pocket and pushed down on the handle again. The door opened with a creak that seemed loud enough to wake the dead. Marla gritted her teeth and stepped across the threshold. Inside it was pitch black. 
Stepping back automatically, she reached her hand up to the wall, stretching her fingers for a switch. Finding none, she took her torch out of her bag, turned it on and found herself in a long, cold brick corridor, empty of anything. Closing the door quietly, she walked the length of it, knife in one hand and light in the other. At the end it turned and she went with it. Then the ground gave way to a flight of stone steps leading downwards. Another level?

Marla hesitated for a second, but her curiosity overwhelmed her and she instinctively made her way down the steps, being careful not to make any noise. At the bottom she was greeted by a metal door. Taking a deep breath, she tried the handle: locked. Marla sighed and then noticed a security card reader. I wonder? Trying the card again, the lock clicked and she smiled.
Pushing the door, she walked inside an oblong-shaped room. After pressing a light switch on the wall, she replaced her torch in her bag and paused as the light fitting flickered to life. It was a long fixture, running from one end of the oblong-shaped room to the other. At the far end was another door. A strange smell greeted her nostrils; a heady mix of raw meat, chemicals, cleaning products and that familiar putrid scent.
Bookcases filled from top to bottom with volumes lined the right-hand wall, along with cupboards and shelves well stocked with jars and bottles of colourful liquids. A couple of hi-tech computer systems perched on a desk, accompanied by as many chairs. Various pieces of equipment that would not be out of place in a hospital were dotted around, but what grabbed Marla’s attention above all else were the metal worktables. They were pushed against the left-hand wall, between the machines, and she counted thirteen in all, as if the devil were having a joke. Each one had a sheet lying on top of it. As she drew nearer, it became apparent that there was something beneath them all, and they were not still. 
Bodies.

They moved. The rise and fall of breathing, accompanied by the sound of it, but very low. There were no wails or moans, and Marla wondered if the dead-lookers were gagged. Making her way towards the first worktable, she placed her rucksack on the ground. Gripping her knife in her right hand, she carefully reached out her left and took hold of the edge of the sheet to draw it back ever so slowly. 
The head made an effort to turn as the blood-splattered eyes darted towards her, but a leather strap held it secure. Marla received her answer for the lack of sound: the lower jaw was missing. The dead-looker’s tongue twitched around uselessly in the gaping hole, accompanied by a strange hissing. She almost felt sorry for it. Dragging the sheet back, all the way towards its feet, she gazed down at the creature. With all of its limbs strapped down, it could not move, only breathe. Its eyes did not leave her face and she recognised the irrepressible ravenousness in them, even now. She drew the sheet back down until it covered the thing’s head. 
Taking careful steps, Marla moved to the next worktable and drew back the sheet warily, holding her left hand as high as possible and keeping the knife ready. She took a deep intake of breath. It was impossible to tell how this one used to look as the entire face was gone. A clean skull with one bloodshot eye gazed back at her, the lower jaw missing. She let the sheet drop back down. A female cadaver lay on the third table with the same facial mutilation. Marla shivered and covered it once again. At the next, she reached out and pulled back the sheet as before, and dropped it at once. It was all she could do to remain silent.
Stepping backwards, she steeled her nerves and forced herself to pick up the sheet again. Drawing it over the stomach of the corpse, she stared at the visage that had made her tremble. It was the old man from the bus; the one they had rescued from the church. Marla gasped as the eyes looked at her. She knew it could not recognise her, but still, she knew those eyes, once so blue, as she stared back into them. They were empty now, lifeless pools, but she saw the man he once was in them. Covering her nose as the scent of rotting flesh swept upwards, she gazed down at the maggots gnawing into his shoulder. Yet all she could see was the living man, asking her to make sure his wife was fine. 
Caballero, what have you done? Lethal injection, you told me. 
Her instinct was to take her knife and put him out of his misery, but she could not. Deep down she realised this was not him, not any longer; this thing no longer felt or thought, or retained anything that once made it human. Yet it was wrong to ignore this; she knew it was wrong. The man should have been allowed to die with dignity and out of compassion. Letting the sheet drop over his head, she stepped away. This was too much. Suddenly she felt angry with herself. Was there any point in her coming down here and discovering all this? Who could she tell and who would believe it? How could she stop it or change it? Caballero had to know; he was in charge. She stared at the ground, trying to rein in her rising anger. He lied to me. He lied to everyone. Her thoughts switched to Will Acre. Had he been acting on Caballero’s orders? Who else knew about this?
She took in all of the steel operating tables. How can this be happening? What are they doing here? What the hell are they trying to prove? A slip of a sigh woke her from her reverie, but then she realised it came from her own mouth. Her watch said 5.06 a.m. It was time to get a move on and ignore the jumbled thoughts swirling in her head. 
Turning to the fifth worktable, she reached for the edge of the covering and pulled it back. Male, young… or was. Both arms were missing and the bottom of the left leg. They had not been bitten or torn off either; the cuts were too smooth. If she had to guess, she would conclude the limbs had been amputated. There was no sign at all that the man had been attacked by the dead. Releasing the cloth, Marla walked away, ignoring the pressing questions in her mind. 
The sixth cadaver was also male, but a boy. Marla drew in a breath as the eyes fixed upon her. The top of its head had been sliced off cleanly, revealing the brain, which looked shrivelled and rotten. Maggots crawled amid flies. His tongue was also missing, as was his stomach cavity. The stench overcame her and she dropped the sheet in disgust before moving on to the seventh body. As she neared it, she felt the sensation that someone was standing behind her. Turning swiftly, she came face to face with empty space. Except for her undead companions and her own shadow, she was alone. 
Don’t be paranoid, Marla, she told herself, walking towards the eighth worktable; her lucky number, the symbol of infinity. Reaching down, she lifted the sheet and gasped. Her fingers trembled as the eyes met her own, but they were neither bloodshot nor empty. Full of life, they searched her face, their expression so wrapt with fear and despair as to invite the utmost pity. It was all she could do not to cry out. The lower jaw was missing, just like the others, but his tongue had been cut out. A now familiar type of leather strap secured his shaven head, keeping it motionless on the metal table. 
Marla winced. Part of her wanted to run away, put the sheet back down and go, but the other part convinced her to drag it all the way off, so she did, as he watched her every movement, pleading with his eyes, almost asking her to… 
The blood pumped in her ears as she gazed upon what was left of his body, lying there naked and bruised, so helpless. Various tubes led in and out of it, the skin around the holes sore and oozing pus. Scars crisscrossed his torso, all the way from the pubic area to his neck. His entire right leg was missing and both forearms. The left foot had also been removed. A swollen, purplish lump of tissue seemed to be growing out of his stomach, but Marla could not begin to guess what it was. Tears filled her eyes as she glanced once more at his face. He was alive, breathing, and she could not tear her eyes away from him. Her attention shifted to a tattoo above the knee on his left leg. It was of a pair of dice and a card bearing the Jack of Spades. The sheet dropped from her hand as she turned and stared at the wall, trying to control her emotions. 
Anger, disgust and pity tore through her, swiftly followed by a grim realisation: there was nothing she could do to help him. Wiping the wetness from her eyes, she forced herself to turn around once more. Gazing into his eyes, she thought of all the questions she wanted to ask, which he was unable to answer. “I’m sorry, Robert,” she said, knowing the words meant nothing. “I’m so sorry.”
He closed both eyes and then peered up at her again, his expression one of sorrow and a raw agony she could not begin to imagine. “I’m sorry,” she said again, reaching out to touch his shoulder. Robert stared back silently and she blinked back her newly forming tears, pitying him from the depths of her soul. He echoed her action by closing and opening his eyes twice, as if he were trying to communicate. Marla gripped the metal table with her left hand, her knife trembling in the other. “I don’t know how to help you, Robert,” she muttered.
Though unable to move his head, he looked away. Her eyes shifted to the gaping hole that used to be the lower part of his face and her legs almost buckled beneath her. How could they torture and disfigure him so? Hatred for the perpetrators coursed through her veins. There was no way she could leave him, not like this. It would be easy to free him, but then what? How could he recover? Who would help him? Where could she take him?
Glancing down at the knife in her hand, Marla shook her head at the gruesome thoughts that flooded her mind. Turning, she took a couple of steps away from the table. She should draw back the sheet and leave before someone found her, but she knew it was not an option. She could not walk away. The minutes passed as she battled with her conscience. After a while only one thought consumed her and in the end she turned back to him. 
“If you want me to leave you here, Robert, blink once,” she said softly, “but if you want this to be… to be over, blink twice.” 
Gritting her teeth, she waited. His eyes darted to meet her own. Slowly, he closed his eyes and reopened them. His gaze seemed to creep inside of her and it made her ache. Then he blinked again. Even though she knew she was sealing her own fate and that the moment would haunt her for the rest of her life, Marla reached down into her rucksack and removed her gun. “Please shut your eyes, Robert,” she said. “I’m sorry.”
When his lids closed for the last time, she pulled the trigger.
The minutes drew on as she covered the lifeless body with the sheet and stared down upon it. All around her, the walls closed in. This place was not a haven. It was a living hell. 
“Marla?” 
The word made her jump and she spun around to find the source of it. She had not heard anyone walk through the open doorway into the room, but then she was unaware of how much time had passed. Everything had blurred. Suddenly, she recognised the man striding towards her. “Jakob!” she called out. “I can’t believe what’s going on here. Someone is experimenting on people, not just the dead. I’m…” 
She stopped speaking, realising that Jakob was not alone. The expression he wore was one of anger. “I know,” he stated bluntly.
“You know…?”
“Drop all your weapons!” ordered one of the men, raising his handgun.
Marla felt nauseous. “Jakob?”
“Did you not think there were cameras?” another man asked her. 
Cameras? Marla looked up at the walls, and flung her gun and knife to the ground. From behind her a click sounded, followed by footsteps. Turning, she saw four men enter through the door at the far end of the room. When her arms were seized, she did not attempt to defend herself, realising the futility of it. Her body felt numb anyway, detached from it all somehow
“What did you expect to find down here?” asked Jakob, stepping closer to her. “How come you never know when to give up? How many warnings do you need?”
She trembled, but said nothing, studying him, this man she had not really known. Who was he? Was there a link between him and Will Acre? She watched his eyes dart along the row of bodies, stopping at the one closest to her: Robert’s. Jakob scowled and shook his head at the crimson spreading out all over the once white sheet.
“What a waste!” he exclaimed. “You destroyed my experiment.”
“Experiment? Yours?” Marla cried out. “He was a person, not a thing… how could you do that to him? What kind of a man are you?” 
She fell silent when he laughed for it was pointless voicing her feelings. They would fall on deaf ears. He did not care. He was cold. She wondered if she would be next, tied up here and tortured, day after day, night after night. She imagined him enjoying every second of it. The inevitability of it made her knees buckle.
“Stand up straight, Marla,” Jakob spat. “Why are you looking so sad? I thought this was what you came down here looking for, and you found it. Well done. Welcome to my own personal laboratory. Would you like me to give you a guided tour?”
She remained silent while he continued to eye her, as if she were a mouse trying to find its way out of a maze he had made.
“No, I think I know what you were really looking for,” he continued, and her mouth went dry, wondering what he would say next. 
Marla cringed. Who else was down here? Who else had gone missing? She observed the two men holding her, but they were strangers she had never seen before. Two others stood off to the side, equally unrecognisable. One smirked, so she focused on Jakob. He stared at her for a good few minutes as if deciding something and then he bent down. She watched, expecting him to pick something up or remove something, but instead he began to roll up the bottom of his trousers. Marla blinked. It was his amputated leg; the one with the prosthetic; the bionics that he had spoken so much about. So that was the secret?
He steadily moved the material upwards, gradually exposing what lay beneath. Gasping, Marla stepped back instinctively, but there was nowhere for her to go, trapped in the firm hold of the two men either side of her. While she wanted to look away, she couldn’t. The flesh of Jakob’s leg was puckered, the surface dotted with red, open sores. As the cloth rolled upwards, she saw that the skin at the knee looked healthier or less… dead, and when his hands stopped moving at his thigh, she thought she would scream as her mind stepped forward from the place it had been hiding and into the stark reality in front of her. The tattoo of a pair of dice and a card bearing the Queen of Hearts glared back at her.
“Impressed?” asked Jakob.
“What have you done?” Marla cried out, feeling nauseous as blood rushed to her skull.
“What have I done?” he sneered, pointing to his leg. “Progress is what I’ve done. I told you we had isolated the cells that rejuvenate the undead beyond death. Did you not listen to me?”
She suddenly recalled his conversation when she was focused on stealing his security pass. “You didn’t tell me you were experimenting on yourself?!”
Jakob scowled. “It’s a privilege, like the others here. This is the future. This is what will keep our species from dying out. If the virus cannot be beaten, we have to find a way of surviving with it.”
“And that’s how you mean to do it? By torturing innocent people?” 
“Keep your voice down, Marla, although no one will hear you here. What’s a few lives compared to millions? And Robert was far from innocent,” he reasoned. 
“So you’re saying he deserved this?!”
“We have orders, Marla. This place is special. We are the hope for our people to survive this virus. This leg was dead flesh, but I brought it back to life using the cells from those who have turned. It isn’t perfect yet, but it will be. The previous one didn’t quite work out, but Robert’s seems to be better. Sometimes there are side effects, but…”
“You’re murdering people!” she spat in disgust.
“I thought you would understand me, Marla, but I can see I was mistaken. You don’t understand science or the predicament we are in…”
“You tortured Robert. He must have been in agony. Why? Why, Jakob? And you have the virus inside you!” she shouted. “What the hell do you…?”
“Take her down below,” Jakob snapped. “There is no use trying to make you see the light. You already chose your fate.” 
“Where are you taking me?” Marla demanded as she fought to free herself. The two men dragged her towards the door at the far end of the room.
Jakob turned and walked in the other direction. “Goodbye, Marla. Maybe we’ll be seeing each other again soon. Sweet dreams.”
 



Tuesday, late afternoon
 
Tommy knocked on the door again, but there was still no reply. He tried the handle in vain and checked his watch: 5.36 p.m. – the patrol team returned over an hour ago. Scratching his head, he wandered down the corridor before stopping, glancing back and continuing. Pressing the button for the lift, he took it to Ellen’s floor and tried her door. She answered it with a book in her hand. “Hi, Tommy,” she said, “you okay?”
“Yeah, fine. I was looking for Marla and wondered if you’d seen her.”
“No, not since yesterday. She was going back out on patrol today. Didn’t you go with her?”
Tommy shook his head. “Not today. She should have been back by now.”
“Don’t worry. She’s probably in the gym or one of the cafeterias,” she assured him, hugging her book to her chest. “You’re worried because of what happened the last time she went out when she fell?”
“Yeah, ever since then I can’t help but worry. This is the first time she’s been out since that day. She’s only just fit enough and I didn’t want her to go, although I didn’t tell her that.”
Ellen smiled. “Don’t worry. What happened was an accident and she’s got the whole team to look out for her.”
Tommy bit his lip, wanting to say more, but he couldn’t as Marla had not told Ellen the truth about that day and Will Acre’s actions. 
“Maybe you should tell her you’re worried,” Ellen suggested. “She might listen to you.”
“Maybe…”
 “But you shouldn’t worry. To be honest, I’m not, so that should be a sign!”
“I guess,” he said, smiling slightly. “I’ll just head off. See you later.”
“Okay. Tommy?”
He turned. “Yeah?”
“You’re going to check the entire building, aren’t you?”
“No, I’m not that obsessed!” he replied with a chuckle. 
As Ellen closed the door of her room, Tommy paused and leaned against the wall. You’ve got it bad, he thought to himself. No, I’m just worried about her after everything that’s happened.
I’m not sure who to trust here. That’s realism, not paranoia. Shaking his head, he sighed and headed towards the lift.
 
***
 
Footsteps outside in the corridor made her sit up straight on the narrow mattress. She blinked in the white glare of the single bulb hanging from the ceiling. Whoever was there had decided to walk away again. Standing, she strode towards the metal door and peered through the tiny round hole in the centre, almost eye level if she bent slightly. Squinting, she stared hard, but there was nothing to see except the empty corridor with its eerie blue light. 
She wished they would just get it over with. Games were for amateurs; she hated playing them. Cards out on the table; that was the way she liked things, where she could see them in the crisp glare of the day. 
Folding her arms, she wandered back to the bed and sat down again. The cell was cold. Tapping her boots on the concrete, she shivered and stared at the brick wall. What she wouldn’t give for a big woolly jumper and a good book right now; just something to relieve the boredom. Outside, the footsteps returned and she jumped up. 
“Hello?” she called out, her voice cracking as she hurried towards the door. “C-can you hear me? Where am I?”
The footsteps stopped and she peered through the peephole again, seeing no one there. “How long are you going to keep me here? What are you going to do?” she asked, trying to keep the desperation out of her voice. It was best not to demand anything or anger them, even though she was dying for a drink of water and her stomach growled from hunger. 
Whoever it was walked away again. 
Games. Games. What was the point? Just tell me what you are going to do with me. Get it over with instead of leaving me here. Don’t I deserve to know?
She sat on the bed and held her head in her hands. 
Marla, you really screwed up. You should have waited. What use are you in here now?
 
***
 
Ellen jumped at the knock and answered her door with a grin, half expecting it to be Tommy again. Instead she came face to face with Miss Evender, the administrator, and Doctor Baker. Surprised to see them both, Ellen was struck dumb for a second.
“May we come in?” asked Miss Evender in a soft tone. 
“Erm, of course,” Ellen replied, stepping backwards to give them space to enter. Grasping her book against her chest, as if it were a shield, she closed the door. She continued to hug it as she waited for them to speak. 
“Ellen, please sit down,” said Miss Evender.
The girl frowned and perched on the chair by her desk. Feeling the eyes of the therapist upon her, she wished to tell him to stop. It was making her uncomfortable.
“I, I mean we, have something to tell you,” the administrator continued. “I thought it better to come here rather than ask you to come to my office.”
Ellen nodded, perplexed. “What is this about? Have I done…”
“No, no, it’s just… well, I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but there has been an accident. Your sister was…”
Ellen stopped listening at the word sister. She dimly heard the rest of the sentences that followed as they rolled through the mist of her consciousness, but she was no longer there. The book shielded her and her mind took her elsewhere, to a place of quiet where these two people did not exist. 
“Ellen, would you like us to fetch someone?” asked Doctor Baker.
She looked up to see the man staring at her from behind his glasses. Wondering why he had let his beard grow so long, she fixated upon it while she bent the pages of the book back further and further until they would move no more. 
 
***
 
“Hello, Mr Armstrong, sorry to disturb you, but may we have a word, please?” asked Miss Evender. 
Tommy glanced from her face to that of Baker, the therapist, doctor or whatever he called himself, standing next to her. They both looked solemn. With a shrug, he opened the door wider and stepped aside. “Sure, come in, and it’s Tommy. Place is a bit of a mess though. ”
“Not to worry,” said the administrator as Tommy closed the door behind them. 
“Sorry I can’t offer you a strong drink,” he joked. When his guests looked at him blankly, he folded his arms across his chest, feeling slightly awkward. They didn’t speak immediately and he shifted on his feet. “Well, is there a problem?”
“Would you like to sit down, Mr Armstrong?” Miss Evender asked.
“Tommy…”
“Sorry, Tommy.”
“No, I’m happy to stand. You can sit though,” he added, pulling his jacket off the chair by the desk and hanging it on a hook. 
Miss Evender sighed and continued in a softer voice, “Mr… Tommy, there is no easy way to tell you this…” 
Her expression was so peculiar that Tommy felt his stomach sink. Frowning, he leaned against the door. Something bad had happened. He sensed it.
“...but there has been an accident. I thought it best to tell you here, somewhere private.”
Tommy felt his patience depart as a feeling of dread permeated his bones. “What accident? Who?” 
“I’m sorry to have to tell you, but your friend, Marla, has been killed.”
“What?!” he exploded. “Is this some kind of joke?” 
“No, Mr Armstrong, please calm down,” said Baker. “I know this is difficult…”
“Difficult?” Tommy gasped. “What the hell are you talking about? I saw her yesterday. She went out on patrol today. How could she have been killed? You’re mistaken.”
“No, I’m sorry, our information is correct. Marla has passed away.”
“Passed, my arse! Where did you get this from?” Tommy demanded and then another thought entered his head. “Have you told this to Ellen?”
Miss Evender nodded. “Just now, before coming here.”
“This is fucking bullshit!” Tommy shouted, punching the door of his wardrobe, oblivious to the impression he was making on the other two people in the room, who took a few steps back. “I’m not listening to this.” Tugging open the door of the room, he stormed out and headed in the direction of the stairwell.
“Mr Armstrong?” called Miss Evender, who had stepped into the corridor.
“Fuck you!” he yelled as he swung open the door of the stairwell and vanished inside. He ran down the stairs quickly and out the door on the first level. Without pausing, he hurried along the corridor, taking deep breaths, feeling his head was about to explode. A pressure had descended around his shoulders as though something heavy was pushing them down and he had the impression of being able to hear his heart pounding in his ears. In no time at all he reached his destination and he shoved the door wide open without knocking.
Caballero looked up in surprise from the papers he was reading. “Tom…?”
“Tell me what the hell is going on!” Tommy shouted at him, approaching the desk, scowling.
The commander stood up, so the two men were on eye level. “Calm down!”
“Calm down? Fucking calm down? What the fuck?” Tommy brought his fist down on the desk. “Tell me now where she is or I’ll…”
“Ah, Marla,” said Caballero as realisation dawned on him. “You mean Marla. I’m sorry, Tommy, but you’ll have to calm down. Please sit.”
“Sit?!”
“Shouting isn’t going to solve anything and I will not tolerate this, no matter the circumstances. Sergeant Mayer, stand down.”
Tommy turned around to see a middle-aged soldier standing in the doorway looking concerned.
“This is my new deputy, so to speak,” Caballero explained calmly. “Tommy, please sit down.”
Reluctantly, he sat with a single glance back at Mayer. The sergeant entered the room quietly and closed the door. He stood almost to attention with his back to the exit. 
“I can tell you everything you need to know, but first let me tell you how sorry I am about Marla,” Caballero began. “I liked her and she was a very brave woman, admirable. She also saved my life once. We owe her a debt.”
“She saved many people’s lives,” Tommy stated bluntly. Leaning his right arm on the chair rest, he rested his head in his hand and didn’t speak for a while. Once he felt calm enough, he said, “Tell me what happened.”
The commander opened a file. “I have several statements from the soldiers who were with her at the time. Jeremiah, Parsons…”
“I don’t know them.”
“…and Green who…”
Tommy leaned forwards. “Is his first name Simon?”
“Yes, why?”
“He was on the coach with us when we were travelling from London. I remember him.”
“Green was with Marla, Jeremiah and Parsons at the time of the incident,” Caballero continued. “Are you sure you want me to tell you the details?”
Tommy clenched and unclenched his hands before nodding and resting his head again. He focused on the wooden floor between his feet and listened while the commander spoke. 
“The patrol was sent to Pewsey. They left Haven at 9 a.m. sharp with plans to return by 2 p.m. at the latest.” Caballero paused. “I’m sorry. It was my decision and I take responsibility for it.” Tommy didn’t speak and the commander went back to reading the file. “Mayer here, he was in charge and went out with the patrol. There were three vehicles, each with three soldiers, and the bus, as usual. Marla was in a Land Rover with Green and Jeremiah. On reaching Pewsey, the patrol checked a supermarket and pharmacy for provisions. At approximately 12.13 p.m. there was an incident. 
“At this point the soldiers had split up. Some stayed with the trucks. There was a sighting of a lone survivor and Smith followed him into an alley off a main street. He was ambushed by several undead. Unfortunately, he did not survive. The undead were killed and the soldiers searched the alley, which led to an industrial estate and a few houses. 
“The survivor was sighted entering one of these houses. Parsons knocked, but he did not get an answer. Marla wanted to go in anyway and speak to him. There was a disagreement with Mayer. Green agreed with Marla. Mayer wished to explore the industrial buildings. Most of the guard went with him while Green, Jeremiah, Parsons and Marla stayed. Mayer had agreed to this split, telling them to catch up.
“Parsons knocked on the door of the house several times. Jeremiah looked in the windows – there were gaps between some wooden boards, he said – and he was certain people were living there. It was decided to check the back of the house. The back door had been broken and boarded up, as were the windows. At that point they heard cries from the neighbouring house, so they rushed over. The back door was ajar and they went inside. First Parsons, and then Marla, Jeremiah and Green. 
“They checked the ground floor, finding two undead, and a young girl with fatal injuries. Next they checked the second floor where they found the body of an elderly woman. There were a series of rooms joined together, but the layout was unclear and they were ambushed.” Caballero paused and glanced up. “Do you wish me to continue?”
Tommy kept his eyes on the floor and simply nodded in reply. He covered his mouth with his hand.
The commander coughed and cleared his throat. “Parsons and Jeremiah were set upon first. Green killed the two undead that attacked Jeremiah and Marla saved Parsons. The number of undead are vague. Estimates vary between six and eleven. It was an entire family, by all accounts. The team heard more screams coming from the attic, up to which a ladder led. Marla was the first up, but it was dark and full of the dead. When Green got up there, he said he could not help her. She had tried to protect two young girls who had gone up there – he assumes it was to escape. Marla had been bitten when he got there.”
When Caballero stopped talking, Tommy finally looked up, his eyes glazed. “Then what? Did they just leave her?”
The commander looked away. “Green shot her.”
Tommy flinched. Gripping his hands together, he stared at them for a few seconds, hesitating before asking his next question: “Did you bring her… her body back?”
Caballero shook his head. “No. I’m sorry.”
“Why?”
The commander looked crestfallen and stumped for words. At length he closed the file and leaned back in his chair. “I don’t think I can answer.” 
“But I need to know. I need to know everything.”
“Tommy, there wasn’t a body to bring back.”
 



Wednesday, 14
 
The metal door clanged. “You have a visitor!” a male voice called out.
Marla opened her eyes and stared at the brick wall, dismally remembering where she was and discovering that she was shivering with cold in her vest. Raising herself on the single mattress, she put on her black hooded top, swung her legs and stood up on the concrete.  The bulb hanging from the ceiling lit up and she covered her eyes with her right hand. Wondering who the visitor was, she took a step forwards, but stopped when the door began to open. A soldier entered carrying a rifle.
She blinked until her eyes adjusted to the light and put her hand down. Her body felt hot and sticky, and she imagined that she stunk by now. “Who are you?” she asked.
The man did not reply, but seemed to be waiting. Perplexed, Marla glanced at the door again as a familiar figure entered. He nodded to the soldier for him to wait outside the cell. No one closed the door.
“I wouldn’t think of trying anything,” said Jakob. “He has orders to shoot you if you do.”
Marla scowled. “How long are you going to keep me here?”
“That, my dear, depends on you.”
“I’m not your dear.”
“Mmm, to my dismay,” he answered with a smirk. “So how are they treating you here?”
“You’re funny. You didn’t answer my question.”
He laughed. “You’re not really in a position to be asking questions. Had any visitors?”
She shook her head, knowing he knew the answer.
“Ah, everyone seems not to care what happens to you. That’s a shame.”
She bit her tongue and chose to simply endure the man’s presence until he left.
His eyes took in the worn, dirty mattress, and metal toilet and sink. She followed his gaze to the toothbrush and paste they had given her, which rested by the taps. Apparently, they didn’t want her to get any cavities, she thought wistfully. She’d rather have a fresh set of…
“I imagine you’d prefer some more clothes and your things,” Jakob stated, as if reading her mind.
She took a step back and frowned.
“I can organise that for you if you are… mmm, cooperative.” He smiled.
Marla did not smile back. 
“Do you want to cooperate with me?” he asked.
“What do you want to know?”
“Who knew you were going to nose around the basement? Who helped you?”
“No one,” she replied. 
“I see, so none of the soldiers, scientists or anyone? None of your friends? You just used my pass and came across my lab purely by accident?”
She nodded. “There were dead-lookers down here before, so I wondered what else.”
“Oh yes, I’d forgotten what you call them. Pleasant. In fact you don’t look as attractive to me today as you normally did? Have you changed something?”
She ignored him and focused on a speck of dirt on the wall by his head. If only she could knock his skull against it.
“You know, if you’re willing to be nice to me, I could get you out of here.”
Marla looked him solidly in the eye. “You are kidding me?”
“Do I look as if I am? No one cares, Marla. I’m the only one who cares about you and whether you ever leave this cell. No one knows you are here,” said Jakob, crossing his arms with a look of superiority. 
“My sister?”
“She has no idea.”
“What have you told her?” Marla asked and then she felt annoyed for allowing herself to be riled by him. Everything he said was unreliable anyway. He was relishing this.
“But, as I said, if you are willing to cooperate, I can help you.”
“I have cooperated. No one else knew. I want to speak to Caballero.”
“There’s only me to talk to. And you know what I’m getting at, Marla. It must be getting lonely for you in here…”
“Not that lonely.”
He ignored her. “I’m not going to force you to do anything. Where would the fun be in that? Think about it. If you want to leave here you only have to say yes.”
She gaped at him in disgust. “Over my dead body!”
He laughed.
“But then you seem to like that kind of thing,” she added.
Jakob glared at her for a second before striding out of the cell. The metal slammed behind him. 
Alone again, Marla sank down on the mattress. It finally dawned on her that they might never let her out at all. She had assumed they would question her and release her, or transfer her to another facility at worst, but allow her some contact with her sister. 
Tommy. What must he be thinking? He warned her, but she didn’t pay any attention as usual. 
Surely he and Ellen would go to Caballero and demand to know her whereabouts? They would ask. He would demand an answer. But they would lie to him, she realised. Tommy would never know. They could tell him and her sister anything they wanted. She was powerless. 
Marla rested her head on her knees. There was no one at all who could help her now. No one, except Jakob. He still wanted her and she could use this need of his as a bargaining tool. But if she relented to what he wanted would he keep his word? The thought revolted her. She drew her knees up against her chest and considered it for an endless time. Finally, she lay down on her stomach facing the door.
Ellen, Tommy, I’m sorry. I screwed up. If only she hadn’t taken Jakob’s security card. What a stupid, stupid idea. Why was she so stubborn, impatient and reckless? The events in the library would have scared off any normal person. But
I’m not normal, obviously.
Gazing down at the marked and dented concrete, she watched a black spider scuttle towards the exit. There’s really no way out, she thought, as it paused halfway. 
 



Friday, 16
 
“This is it,” said one of the men as the rumble of the engine died.
“But this ain’t Salisbury,” the other one pointed out.
“There’s no way I’m driving there. It’s overrun, man. The last patrol there turned back. Why should we take any risks?”
“But we have orders…”
“Who is going to know? You tell me. She won’t last a minute.”
The other man didn’t answer again. Marla heard the clink of keys and smelt cigarette smoke.
“This is where you get out. Guess you’ll be getting out right now.”
The tape ripped across her mouth, stinging, and she gasped the air into her lungs. “What are you going to do?” she asked, trying to calm her erratic breathing.
“Me?” asked the man with a gruff edge to his voice. “Nothing, unfortunately. I have orders to leave you here at this time, so that’s what we’re going to do.”
“Where am I?”
“You’ll see soon enough and the sun will be going down soon, so I don’t fancy your chances. Shame,” he spat.
Marla sucked in a breath. “So, tell me where I am, please.”
“Amesbury,” another man cut in. “Population 9,000, so you’ve got a good few thousand rotting corpses to look out for here.” He chuckled.
Marla swallowed, not recognising either voice. “You’re dumping me here? Why?”
“Apparently you’ve been sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong, but someone has a soft spot for you, because I’m allowed to give you your gun and your knife. Guess that way you’ll last longer than five minutes.”
“But don’t even think of coming back to the facility. You’re on the wanted list and not in a good way,” added the other guy, laughing loudly at his own joke. “You wanna do the honours, mate?”
As Marla moved her head around blindly, she felt herself being dragged along in a sitting position. The cords around her hands were released and she grasped her fingers together in front of her. A door opened and a cool breeze slapped her cheeks. She inhaled the fresh air and stumbled forwards as her feet hit the ground. Arms caught her and steadied her. Luckily, her ankle held. Shuffling her feet, she raised her arms to feel for the blindfold.
“Wait!” the man instructed. “Don’t take it off until you hear us go, or I’ll shoot you where you stand. And think yourself damn lucky we didn’t harm you.”
She flinched and did as she was told, her heart thumping in her chest. If night was coming, they might as well kill her now, but clearly, someone thought it amusing to dump her here, helpless and alone. It wouldn’t surprise her if Jakob and Acre were watching from somewhere, simply to see how long she lasted. Behind her, an engine roared into life and she listened as the tyres sped away. Once the sound had faded away, she pushed the blindfold over her head. It dropped to the ground.
Marla blinked against the dying sun. At her feet lay her trusted Glock and knife in its sheath. With a sigh, she bent down and picked them up, placing the knife in her pocket. Turning the gun over in her hand, she checked the magazine. It was full. Seventeen chances and that was it. More than a cat’s nine lives. Her watch said 8 p.m., so she had less than an hour to find somewhere safe. Not long.

Sighing again, she looked around the empty street. How had she got herself into this mess? Would she ever see Ellen and Tommy again? She knew the answer and stripped it from her mind. Gripping the gun, she hastened away and turned the corner. Porton Road. The name rang a bell and she remembered it from the only other time she’d been here. If she remembered correctly that was. 
Quickening her pace, Marla glanced to either side of her. To the left there was nothing but empty concrete – clear as day – but to the right was a thick mass of trees. She kept her eyes peeled and headed on swiftly until she reached a roundabout. Remembering the way from previously, she turned right on to London Road. The endless green continued on her right-hand side while a car park opened up on the other. Vehicles were parked neatly in their designated spaces, seemingly incongruous under the circumstances, but they had clearly been abandoned. She wondered what the huge buildings were, but made haste, maintaining her alertness while the blood roared in her ears. In a way she dared not breathe, but the lump in her throat was a constant reminder of the fear that threatened to break out and render her weak.
Stopping for a moment, she turned and surveyed the rows of cars. One idea would be to take one and drive somewhere else. She wondered if there was time enough to do that or whether it made more sense to find somewhere safe for the night and then plan what to do in the morning. She peered up at the sky, as if it held the answer, and then stared up and down the road. It was too silent; unnerving. Every shadow seemed to swim across her vision. It appeared safe, but she knew otherwise; nowhere offered that advantage any more.
Gripping her gun, she stepped over the small, concrete wall and approached the cars slowly. Ahead something moved and she froze. Holding her breath, she listened, hearing nothing. False alarm. Marla took a few more strides and then turned towards the nearest cars: a Skoda, a BMW, a battered-looking Beetle and a Ford. Peering into the windows of the latter, she pulled on the door handle, but it didn’t budge. Next she tried the Beetle – same story. She headed on to the BMW, hoping against hope, and then it moved again; something at the edge of her vision. Turning, she raised her gun and took a step backwards, listening. As she stared, eyes wide and heart racing, they appeared; three of them, once human and now almost skeletal. The skin on their faces had long gone and the muscle looked to have been worn away. The skulls beneath peered back at her through dark pits for eyes. 
Marla turned and ran. Knowing they would follow, she did not stop until she was past the car park and alongside the next building. Its wall, long and continuous with nowhere to hide, gave her an opportunity to catch her breath, resting her hands on her knees. She could have sworn there were shadows among the trees, but perhaps she was seeing things. 
Straightening up, she pushed up the sleeves of her black, hooded top and walked briskly onwards, focused on finding somewhere safe. Out of the corner of her eye something shifted, but she ignored it and pushed on. Whatever it was chose to stay beyond the tree line. She wondered if it could be as afraid of her as she was of it, but then she remembered they were devoid of emotion.
Crossing the road that turned down to the left, Marla headed straight and spotted a signpost for the supermarket where Caballero had placed a poster on the way to the church that day. Cursing him beneath her breath, she observed the industrial estate and car park to the right. It looked vacant and once again there were many vehicles, but she would need something to use to break into them if they were all locked. With a grimace, she wished Tommy was there to open one and hotwire it. How she wished she’d asked him to show her how to do it, instead of goading him for his choice of life skills. 
A couple of homes sat on their own to the left, their gardens neat with fragrant rose bushes. Even in the dimming light, they looked beautiful, Marla thought wistfully. Another industrial estate and car park loomed ahead, this time on her side of the road. Reaching a bus stop, she paused for a second to scrutinise the map inside the metal shelter. Come morning, if she made it, she intended to come back and unscrew the frame with her knife and take it out, so at least she would be able to find her way around town. 
Eyeing the houses, Marla weighed her options. Go in or not? What will I find inside? She sucked in a breath and steadied herself. Darkness would arrive soon and she was running out of time. There were the industrial buildings, basically warehouses, or there were homes. The warehouses had the advantage of being bigger, but the houses offered a smaller space to check, locks on the doors and windows, and curtains to hide behind. But then her scent… she would have to conceal it somehow. Nine thousand people. She shivered despite herself.  
The murmur made her jump and she did a full turn to survey the street. A line of grey blurred in the distance. It was moving. Although she could not make out their details, they were already too close. Turning, she ran past the two houses and across Holders Road, towards the industrial building. Where to stop, where to stop? She couldn’t keep running, but there was no one to cover her. She was alone. There was no one. No one! And soon… No, if it came to that, she would shoot herself. There was no question of it. She was prepared to do it, if it came down to it, to never become one of those… One of what, Marla? They’re like you – they’re all like you. Shaking her head, she kept running until the warehouse was behind her and a mass of dead-lookers blocked the road ahead. 
Marla stopped with a jolt and panted for breath. This is it! Fuck! There was nowhere to go, and the bastards knew it when they dropped her here. There was simply not enough time to find somewhere safe. There was no time. It had already run out when they drove away. All around her, on both sides sat houses, their dark windows staring out like forbidding eyes and every door sealed shut, concealing who knew what, but she had to choose one. Sandwiched in the middle of the dead, she had to choose. 
Marla raised her gun and stepped backwards. She peered over her shoulder, only to learn what she already knew: the walking corpses in front were closer than the ones to the rear. To get to the nearest side road, she would have to run forwards, straight into them, and she only had seventeen shots. Seventeen lives; better than a cat. The dead drifted closer as she considered her options and time seeped once more, sinking like sand into the cracks in the road, weighed down by the sky that appeared to be sinking lower towards her skull. Her instinct was to scream in hopelessness, anger and frustration, but it would be to no avail and bring the grisly horde upon her. 
The mindless groan carried towards her through the otherwise silent air. They knew. They had already smelt her before she saw them and now she was visible. Marla could almost sense their elation, their appetite, their need for her as she stepped backwards. The only escape route she could fathom was the warehouse. Drawing a deep breath, she dipped her head and sprinted down the side of the building, hoping her ankle would hold. Skidding to a halt by a black-painted door, she hopped slightly on her other foot and turned the handle, but it did not budge. Almost crying out, she tugged on it again and again, but it was useless. Resisting the urge to kick it, she blinked back the wave of panic and ran on further, towards the place where the wall ended. She turned the corner and ran straight into him. 
He raised his head and his mouth seemed to shift into a grin, except he could not have smiled, so bereft of any emotion, as he was. The blood congealed in a lump across half of his face was swarming with flies, eating away at it, laying their eggs in the dead life. Marla stepped back, almost tripping. She stuck out her left hand against the safety of the wall to balance. The creature groaned and she turned around, only to bang into something solid that lived without breathing, the maggots writhing right in front of her face. 
Marla swallowed to stop from screaming. Ducking, she raised her gun and fired at the second dead-looker. Blood and brains splurted over the top of her head, soaking her hair and streaming down her face. Arms pawed at her back, seeking to rip the flesh from her bones. Spinning around, she fired again. Nausea swept through her as the creature collapsed on to the pavement, its head an inhuman mess. Feeling her way along the wall, Marla peered around the corner. They had come. 
The car park yawned wide open behind the building and she raced across it, her breath coming in quick bursts. So many vehicles, but no time. Her choice would have to be a house. She would just have to go into one. Try the doors until one opened. Fifteen chances left and then her knife, and then… Swallowing, she kept on running, not the least bit curious to look back. She knew what was coming, sensed them, felt them. Insatiable and relentless; always, they would be there. 
A movement caught her eye and she paused. It was ahead, yet going back was out of the question. Shit! She stopped. The horde was here. They filled all the space she could see on the other side of the building. There was no time. None. She was out of time. Whatever was there, she’d have to go past it. 
Gripping her gun, Marla started to run again, sweeping past the rows of cars and onwards. There were two directions to choose from. The road going to the right was signposted The Drove, but the other route to the left was narrower, basically an alley, and it led back in the direction she had just come. A line of huge double bins lined it, like an obstacle course. She checked the other way. The Drove. It’s residential. I can find a house. It was an easy choice. Taking a breath, she stepped towards it as a hand grabbed her own and pulled her back. Cold fear overtook her as she turned. A pair of eyes stared out from a dirty face, half concealed by a dark blanket patched with skin. The man drew it down and smiled at her. 
Marla gasped. “Nick?” 
“That’s me, lady, old Nick. You look like you’ve been in the wars, but this is no time for chit-chat. Don’t argue and follow me now!”
“Where?” she gasped, trembling.
“To save yourself, love. I know a place that’s safe. Come on!” the man insisted and then rushed into the alleyway.
Marla was about to argue, but stopped. Eerie wails were already flooding the sky like an endless record of doom. She followed him, instinctively trusting him. A man of the street would know this place like the back of his hand. He moved swiftly for a man of his age, she caught herself thinking as she shot down the alley like champagne behind a cork. At the end, they emerged on to Holders Road. 
“This way,” Nick whispered, crossing into James Road. “Trust me and be quiet.”
Marla nodded and followed. Glancing back up Holders Road, she could see them, a distant haze at the end. Grey and shifting like a tide. The old man struck ahead and she followed behind, keeping silent. He peered over his shoulder at her and pointed to the right where there were two dead lookers sitting on the pavement. As soon as they clapped eyes on the newcomers, they struggled to their feet. 
Nick gestured to the left, towards a white van parked beside a house, and then he ducked behind it. With her shadowing him they crept between two houses. The crunch of footsteps on gravel made her wince and she looked to the side where a blonde girl in a ripped, yellow sundress stood staring. Marla gazed back for a second, almost hypnotised by her sightless eyes and the arm hanging by a thread at her side. The girl raised the other one as if to point. 
A nudge in the ribs drew Marla back to reality and she hastened after Nick. As they exited on to solid pavement, she recognised the destination for the sign she had seen earlier: the main supermarket. She raised her eyebrows and he nodded before crossing the street. Stepping off the pavement, she almost jumped as a roar of sound carried through the air, low and guttural, like the last cries of a dying animal. 
“They’re coming,” whispered Nick, dashing towards the building. 
Marla made haste behind him, hearing footsteps in the distance, but she did not turn lest she lose her focus. Out of the corner of her eyes she detected movement on either side, at both ends of the street, but she stared straight ahead, following the old man behind the supermarket to a closed door. He knocked three times in quick succession and three times slowly, and it opened. Nick scurried inside with Marla on his heels and the door shut silently behind them. 
“Found her wandering the streets,” said Nick to the two men who were staring at Marla intently.
She guessed they might be brothers or even twins as they had the same dark brown, spiky hair and dark eyes, and were of the same height. She gazed around the storage room they were in, taking in the shelves full of boxes and foodstuffs. There was enough to feed her for a year. To the right of the door was a single window with a metal grill across it. You could see out through the gaps, but no one would be able to break through it.
“How come?” one of the men asked Nick as he locked the door with a series of bolts. He then pulled a metal screen down in front of it, which he secured at the sides. 
Marla watched him, thinking the device was something they had made themselves. “That’s a good idea,” she said, making the other man smile. “I’m Brian,” he said, holding out his hand and she shook it gladly. “This is my brother, Sid. I’m the friendly one.”
Marla tried to smile, but felt too shaken up. The after-effects of adrenalin were still surging through her, causing her hands to tremble. She pushed the butt of her gun into her jean pocket. Turning to where Nick was standing, she found him studying her with interest. He had not replied to Sid’s question. “Thank you,” she said. “I don’t know how long I would have lasted out there. I imagine not very…”
“My pleasure,” Nick replied in a well-spoken voice.
“I remember your accent being different the last time we met,” said Marla, curious. 
“Ah, I put that on for the soldier boys,” he explained. “I usually pretend to be drunk and not too with it. That way people leave me alone when I’m checking the streets, although you didn’t,” he added.
She smiled. “No, I guess not. I wanted to save you, but it seems you saved me.”
“So you owe me one,” Nick continued. “Come on, I don’t like staying in this room too long with them outside. I like to be up high.”
He led the way out of the room and into a corridor. The windows were covered with metal and there were two doors with big bolts across them and more grills. In the centre a metal, spiral staircase went up and ended at a trap door in the high ceiling. 
“It’s like Fort Knox in here,” Marla remarked.
Sid nodded. “We need it. This first door leads out on to the main supermarket floor. The glass doors are all covered by metal shutters – you know, the type you pull down. We’ve boarded up all of the windows too. All the doors are secure, like these ones. It has to be like that. When we got here, we had to clear the whole area. It was full of zombies.”
“That must have been tough,” she said.
“That’s an understatement,” Brian answered. “We lost a friend too.”
Marla nodded. “Sorry.”
Nick pointed to the staircase. “We put this in ourselves. We don’t use a lot of the building and sealed much of it off. This section, the main floor and upstairs we use. These stairs are the only way up. We figured the zombies wouldn’t be able to get up them too quickly. Bastards might even get stuck,” he added with a dry laugh. “We can hope.” He made his way up and knocked three times quickly and three times slowly on the trap door. “That’s the code here.”
The trap door opened and a female face stared down at them. “Hey, Nick, I see we have a newcomer,” she said and then disappeared from view. Marla followed Nick up through the hole, and then Sid and Brian stepped up behind her. The slightly built, blonde-haired woman secured the entrance with no fewer than eight bolts. “You can’t be too careful,” she explained, noticing Marla’s interest.
“That’s for sure. I’m Marla.”
“I’m Ana. It’s good to meet you.”
Marla smiled and looked around warily. The room they were in looked to have once been an office. A few desks and chairs were dotted around, and notice boards covered in papers and notes lined the walls. There was also a map of the area and she walked towards it slowly. There were some red dots, blue dots and green dots marked on it. Nick approached her and said, “The red ones are the dangerous spots – places that are chock full of zombies. Green ones are okay – we’ve cleared those areas or found them empty. Of course, that might change as we can’t secure all of the buildings. Blue areas are in between. We try to avoid the red. It was one of the red zones that I followed you into.”
She looked at him, surprised. “You followed me?” 
He nodded. “I heard the truck. We try to patrol the area around here during the day. Now and then we head out in teams to try to find survivors, but keep a low profile when the soldiers are about.”
“Why is that?”
“We don’t trust them,” Brian told her.
“How come?” asked Marla. 
“We’ve heard stuff,” Sid cut in. 
“Like what?” 
“Mixture – some good and some ain’t so much,” Sid replied. “We’ve one guy here who escaped from there. Kris.”
“From Haven?”
“Yeah, and he said people were disappearing from there. His brother went missing after he disagreed with some commander there and he thought something was wrong in that place. But he vanished before Kris got the whole story. They were both members of the guard, so this one day, Kris just walked off while out on patrol. As far as they know, he’s dead, and he wants to keep it that way.”
Marla breathed in heavily. “Did you see what happened to me?”
“No, I couldn’t tell from where I was. I did see that you were left behind, but I couldn’t see you properly. But I followed in case you were on your own. I didn’t want to freak you out, in case you were meeting people or had a safe place to go to, but when I saw you heading into the red zone, I knew you were on your own and lost. So I came looking.”
“Lucky you did. I was tied up in the back of that truck and just left here. They did actually give me my gun, but that’s it.”
“Why did they dump you out here?” Ana asked her.
Marla looked in her direction. The woman was sitting down now, as was Sid and Brian. “I started looking into things basically. It’s a long story, but…”
Ana rose and held up her hands. “Hey, don’t tell me. Where are our manners, Nick? This girl needs a hot bath and some rest. Seriously, she’s been through an ordeal today and it’s getting late.”
Marla smiled and shrugged. “I’m fine, really, but can I wash? I’ve been wearing these clothes for days and I imagine I still have blood all over me, and…”
“That you do,” Ana told her. “I have some clothes that might fit you, or else the other girls might. But I think you should just go to bed. There’s plenty of time for us to talk and I can clean your things for you. Have you slept at all, Marla?”
“Sort of. I was in a cell, so…”
“A prison cell?” gasped Ana.
Marla nodded. “But I didn’t do anything.”
“You don’t have to do much at Haven to be in the wrong,” said Nick. “You’re right, Ana, as usual. Just relax and get some rest, Marla. You can meet everyone in the morning. You’re welcome here as long as you want to stay. My gut instinct about you is good and my instincts are usually right, and you can trust us.” He nodded towards the only door in the room, which was secured with the now familiar metal panels and bolts. 
Marla noticed how the windows were covered by grills as well. “How long have you been here?” she asked. 
“Since the beginning,” Brian replied. 
Nick opened the door, and waited for Marla and Ana to walk through before passing it to Brian. He then led the way down a white-painted corridor with metal-grilled windows on the right-hand side. They passed four wooden doors and he opened the fourth one at the end. Turning, he said, “This is the living room. We’ll see you tomorrow.” 
“Thank you,” said Marla as the two men disappeared into the room beyond.
“Okay,” Ana told her, “I’ll show you the bathroom. We still have water here and electric, and everything, so if you want you can run a small bath.  One bedroom is used by the guys, one by the girls and the other one is used by a couple and her children. You’ll meet them all later though.”
 



Saturday, 17
 
Marla woke feeling refreshed and eager to meet the other people who were living in the building. Although she felt a little wary, she instinctively trusted Nick and Ana. She dressed in the new underwear, and second-hand black jeans and tiger-emblazoned black T-shirt that Ana had given her. Combing her hair and tying it back, Marla thought wistfully of her sister and Tommy. It was no use getting upset, she told herself as she sat down on the bottom bunk to tie the bootlaces of her black DMs. A solution would present itself eventually, she hoped. 
Taking a deep breath, she left the bedroom and wandered towards the living room. Conversations could be heard before she opened the door and entered the room, which, presumably, was a former staffroom as it was fitted out with kitchen facilities, but there was also a huge dining table and chairs, and three sofas. She noticed a radio as well, and a now obsolete television set. It was actually facing the wall and being used to put mugs on. Four men sat at the table playing cards while two women were cooking, another three men were sitting on two of the sofas talking, and two children were fussing a tiny black and white cat on the floor. 
Nick stood up. “This is Marla,” he announced. “I found her on her own. She was at Haven.”
“Bad luck!” said the bald-headed man who had been playing cards. He leaned back in his chair. “I was there for a while.”
“This is Kris,” Nick explained. “Sid was telling you about him.”
“Nothing bad, I hope,” Kris joked.
“Would you like a drink?” one of the women asked Marla. Her bright purple hair was the first thing that Marla noticed. It contrasted strongly to her green eyes, and she was dressed in dungarees, a yellow T-shirt and big boots. She had a bright smile and Marla guessed her to be in her mid-thirties. The other woman beside her was slightly older, with black, cropped hair and brown eyes. The leggings and black T-shirt she wore drew attention to her slim figure.
Marla smiled back. “I’d love one. Do you have coffee?”
The woman’s smile broadened. “Do we have coffee? Well, we have every kind – latte, cappuccino, slim, fat, Kenyan, Colombian… everything. The supermarket is full!”
Marla laughed at last. “I forgot. Well, a latte please. Do you have biscuits by any chance?” she added.
“Do I have biscuits?! Of course! I’ll put a mixture on a plate for you. My name is Freya and those two girls over there are my daughters, Poppy and Emily. Jack, the chap sitting over there on the sofa with the long black hair, is my toyboy!”
Jack laughed and the other woman nudged Freya, who answered, “Well, he is! I can brag about these things.”
“Welcome, Marla,” said Kris, turning around again. “Don’t mind us guys as we continue our game.”
“Sit down,” Nick urged her, gesturing towards the empty sofa. “Make yourself at home. You are welcome to stay here for as long as you like.”
“Thanks. How many of you live here?” she asked, sitting down. 
“This is it,” he replied. “There were more of us in the beginning. We have rules now and we don’t take any chances. The number one rule is not to go out alone.”
“But he doesn’t follow that one,” said Ana, sitting down beside Marla. “I tell him off for this all the time.”
Nick shrugged. “I know. It’s a bad habit, but I don’t let anyone else.”
Marla glanced up as Freya walked over with the latte in a purple mug and handed it to her, along with a plate of assorted biscuits. Marla balanced it in her lap. Freya sat down on the floor opposite her and crossed her legs. The woman with the dark hair did the same and was immediately joined by the cat. She stroked its head and introduced herself as Leah. Marla smiled as she munched on a chocolate digestive biscuit, savouring the taste and the sugar rush, which woke her senses. 
“What is your story, Marla, if you don’t mind me asking?” asked the Japanese guy sitting on the nearest sofa, who had not spoken as yet. The other two men studied her; one she now knew to be called Jack and the other was older, perhaps in his fifties with curly grey hair.
“Maybe she’s too tired, Masayuki,” suggested Freya, protectively.
The man nodded. 
“No, I don’t mind,” Marla replied. “I guess I’ll be telling you at some point and it might as well be now. My name’s Marla and I travelled to Haven with my sister, Ellen, and friend, Tommy, and a couple we met along the way, and two children we saved as well. Oh, and there was Tommy’s dog too,” she added, looking at the cat, as if it might recognise the word. She noticed the men seated at the table had stopped playing and were listening. Taking a sip of her coffee, she warmed both of her hands around the mug. “We were on our own travelling around for quite a while and we saw how everything changed…”
“Where did you start from?” asked Leah.
“London… and it was bad. Is it okay to speak in front of the girls?” asked Marla, looking at them, even though they seemed preoccupied with drawing. 
Freya nodded. “They’ve seen everything, unfortunately.”
Marla bit her lip. “Okay, well we got the coach from London with the other people fleeing the city. They started to seal it off and quarantine it. Everyone had to go by coach to evacuee places; safe places. I think a lot of people got stuck in London though. When we got to the place we were meant to go to, it was up in flames. It had been overrun…”
“Where?” asked Nick. 
“Erm, it was in Norwich,” Marla replied and he nodded. “Then we waited for the army to come and get us, but they took too long, so we found a car and went back to Tommy’s place in London because we had left weapons there.”
“Weapons?” queried Kris, sounding surprised.
“Yeah, I used to be in the army and so was Tommy.”
Kris raised his eyebrows. “Nice one.”
“Anyway, we got them and his dog, and travelled back out to the coach. At this point we saw more of the dead-lookers…”
“Dead-lookers?” Leah asked, giggling slightly.
“Yeah, the zombie word just makes me think of all those movies I used to watch, but didn’t believe,” Marla continued as everyone nodded. “So, at that point, London was being sealed off. The centre was a no-go area and we saw loads of dead-lookers everywhere. When we got back to the coach it was gone, but one of our friends left a note, telling us to find Haven and where it was. Anyway, I won’t bore you with all the details, but stuff happened, as you can imagine, and we ended up travelling by barge down the canal from Staines.”
“Was that safer than going by road?” asked the grey-haired man who was listening intently. “I’m Harrison by the way, but everyone calls me Harris.”
“He’s an English professor,” Freya cut in.
“Hello, Harris,” said Marla. “Yeah, it was, but we soon discovered the dead-lookers would rather drown themselves in trying to reach our boat than leave us alone. They would sniff us out and try to reach us, whatever the obstacle.”
“We found that too, but under different circumstances,” Harris replied, closing his book.
“The worst thing that happened to us on the canal, ironically, was when we ran into a gang. We were lucky to get out of that situation. They tried to kill us. We were actually saved by the dead-lookers in the end. A mass of them caused a distraction. It was crazy. You couldn’t make it up. At this point we were travelling with an older couple and two kids. When we finally reached Pewsey, we expected to find normality, but it was just like London. Eventually, we found Haven and we thought we were safe.” Marla paused and took a long drink of her coffee.
“That’s what I thought,” Kris piped up. “I lost my brother there. He disappeared. They told me he had been killed out on patrol, but I didn’t believe them. I went back and checked the entire area where they claimed he was last seen. No body, no clothes, no nothing. I didn’t believe them, man. I never trusted that bastard Caballero, and my brother kept disagreeing with his second-in-command, Will Acre. He was out with him when he went missing.”
Marla swallowed. “Will Acre tried to get me killed.”
“No way!”
“Yeah, and he almost did it. Tommy told me Caballero launched an enquiry into what happened to me and that Acre was sent to a secure unit somewhere, but that’s rubbish cos I saw him later. I didn’t trust Caballero at first, but then I thought he was on our side. There are things there that… ah, I don’t even know where to begin. I’ve heard of people going missing and they are experimenting on people… torturing them. I saw it with my own eyes and that’s how I ended up here. There’s a scientist too, who became a friend, but he turned out to be behind everything. He was even experimenting on himself. Just thinking about it gives me the shivers. Maybe they were always watching me. I don’t know…”
“That’s terrible,” said Ana. “I’m sorry this happened to you.”
“There’s something fucked up going on there,” stated Nick. “That place, it gives me the heebie jeebies just thinking about it. You’re best out of it and here. You can trust us. We trust each other.”
Everyone nodded and gave murmurs of agreement.  
“These guys, you can trust them all, seriously,” Nick continued. “I know you don’t know us from Adam, but we’ve got this far by sticking together. These other card-playing guys are Terrell, Jim and Doug, though we sometimes call him DD for short.”
“That makes him sound like a burger,” joked Leah.
Nick laughed. “I guess. His last name is Davis, Marla, so that’s why. We’re missing one other person, Ethan, but he was having a kip and I didn’t want to wake him.”
Marla nodded and smiled. “It’s nice to meet you all and thanks for taking me in. I might have to work on my trust thing a bit after what I’ve seen, but thank you. I consider myself lucky to be here.”
 



Week 16
Sunday, 18 
 
Marla wandered out of the women’s bedroom and into the main living area to find everyone else, with the exception of Freya and her children, already there and eating breakfast. “Toast, eggs, beans, mushrooms, cereal or porridge?” asked Harris from his position by the stove. Ana stood by him, eating a slice of bread.
Marla smiled, slightly amused at the sight of the bookish-looking English professor preparing breakfast. “He does great eggs,” said Ana between munches, “but I make the best porridge.”
“Says who?” asked Harris, nudging her in the ribs and making her squeal. Ana moved away, switched on the kettle and offered, “Tea or coffee?” 
“Erm, coffee please, eggs and toast.”
“How do you like them?” asked Harris, wiping his hands on the apron tied around his waist. It was emblazoned with the image of a rather well-endowed topless woman and his neck blended into the space where her head would be. 
Marla smirked and shrugged. “Eggs I’m easy, toast buttered if you have it, and coffee strong with milk, no sugar. But as long as it’s wet I’m usually happy.”
“Coming up,” he replied, breaking a couple of eggs into a bowl. 
“You can sit here. I’ve finished anyway,” offered Terrell, picking up his plate and mug, and backing away from the table. With a nod, he walked over to the sink and proceeded to wash up.
Very organised, thought Marla, and everyone seemed to get along. She took Terrell’s empty place, feeling slightly awkward and the odd woman out. Her eyes darted towards Leah, who was seated on the sofa, but she was engrossed in conversation with Jim. 
“How did you sleep?” asked Nick who was seated opposite, to Marla’s relief. 
“Great,” she replied. “Thanks again for… well, rescuing me, the damsel in distress.”
A huge grin lit up his face, making his eyes sparkle for a moment. “My pleasure. Glad to have you here.”
Marla peeked at the other men who carried on eating despite obviously listening. She wondered if they felt the same or if anyone had complained about her being here, another mouth to feed. She couldn’t blame them if they had; how did anyone know whom to trust?
“Here you go,” Ana said warmly as a mug of coffee appeared in front of Marla. She then stood behind her, and Marla wondered if it was to offer some kind of moral support. 
“You want my seat?” asked Doug.
“Only if you’ve finished,” Ana told him.
“Sure.” Standing up, he pulled the chair out for her, and walked over to the sink to wash up his plate and cup.
“It’s good to have another woman about the place,” said Ana. “We’re kind of outnumbered here.”
Marla smiled. “Thank you. I mean thanks to all of you for letting me stay. I know you don’t know me…”
“Well, trust is earned,” said Kris. He stared at her for a moment with his striking blue eyes. “You just need to earn it.”
She swallowed and forced another smile. “Sure. I intend to.”
The man gave no answer, but proceeded to eat his beans. Marla glanced at Nick who raised an eyebrow. “Well, we’re heading out on a run tomorrow. Fancy it, even though you’ve just got here?”
She nodded. “I’d be glad to help. What’s your plan?”
“Well, we’re fine food-wise here, as you can imagine, yet there are some things we need. A pharmacy is on our list soon, but we’re thinking of checking out one of the warehouses. We want to secure this place a bit better, so we need to get some items for that. We usually take it in turns to go out.”
“Do you drive?” 
“No, not unless we have to, because of the noise it makes,” said Nick. “Best to walk and drag stuff here on a trolley. If there’s any trouble, we just dump what we find and go back for it later. The zombies aren’t gonna steal our shopping! We use a car if we’re heading outside of town though.”
“Makes sense. What do you want to get?”
“Well, this place is pretty good. This supermarket has CCTV, fire sprinklers and an alarm system, though it’s turned off because of the noise. I want to get some kind of metal ladder that we can drop down the side of the building, so if we needed to exit from up here, we can. At the moment there is no way of getting out. We can get on to the roof and then we’re stuck. Brian and Sid were asking about some more grilles for some windows, and then maybe more roller shutters. Not all of the big windows have them in the supermarket. The entrance and exits do, but not the windows, which we boarded up. We need to do something about that. We’ve been lucky so far.”
“Can you fit them?”
Brian laughed. “Me and Sid can fit anything. Plus Terrell’s an electrician and Jim’s a mechanic.”
Marla smiled. “You’re a pretty handy bunch.” 
“So, what’s your magic power, Marla?” asked Masayuki. “I’m a chef, but I don’t get a look-in at breakfast time, as you can see.”
“But your cooking is so fancy,” joked Ana. “Little colourful portions…”
“It’s not quantity but quality that is important,” he answered. “If you went to Japan you would fall in love with the food there – there’s sushi to die for.”
“I miss sushi,” Ana admitted. “Mmm, I could handle some right now.”
Masayuki laughed and took a sip of his tea. “If we ever find raw fish I will make you some.”
“That’s a deal.”
“So, what is it?” asked Brian. “Your skill, if you have one.”
“I can shoot and kill those things with a knife,” Marla replied. “I was in the army for a while.”
Kris’ interest peaked and he put down his fork. “You said that yesterday. How long?”
“Years.”
“Why did you leave?”
“Unfair decision,” Marla replied bluntly. “I don’t really like to talk about it.”
“And you joined the guard at the facility, like me?” 
She nodded. “I did, unlucky me. But anyway, I can handle myself and I don’t scare easy.”
Nick chuckled. “So you’re up for tomorrow then? I’ll sort you out with some ammo for that gun of yours. That’s another thing we need to decide soon – getting more ammo from somewhere.”
“Yep, I’m ready. Like he said, trust is earned,” said Marla as Harris laid her breakfast on the table. “That looks great, thanks. I’m famished.” As she picked up her knife and fork, she felt Kris watching her, but she ignored it and listened to Ana swapping food stories with Masayuki.
 



Monday, 19
 
Nick, Kris, Marla, Jack, Ethan, Brian, Doug and Leah followed Sid towards the exit. Sid pulled up the metal shutters and unbolted the door. After giving his brother, Brian, a bear hug, he moved aside to allow the group to leave. 
“Let’s move quickly and keep your senses sharp,” said Nick. “We’re not taking any chances, so if we don’t manage this today, there are always other days. Nothing is that urgent.”
“He always says that,” whispered Leah to Marla, who nodded.
Nick led the way between some houses and on to James Road, which Marla recognised from before. From there they headed up Holders Road and ducked down the narrow alleyway behind some warehouses. Marla recalled her earlier visit and her eyes widened, checking for dead-lookers as she gripped her gun. When the alley ended, Nick turned and strode towards the nearest warehouse. The group followed quietly. 
Luckily, the area was desolate. A few cars were parked haphazardly, one with its doors wide open, and some empty trolleys loitered about. Marla closed in on Leah. Nick led them to the rear of the building, which faced the alleyway, although wire fencing separated the two. When they came to a padlocked door, Doug removed a pair of cutters from his backpack and cut the chain, after which Brian placed the broken parts quietly on the ground.
“Careful,” whispered Nick as he slowly opened the door. Inside was as black as pitch. No windows, Marla concluded as she watched Nick waltz in. The man had balls, she’d give him that. Kris headed in afterwards, closely followed by Brian and Doug. 
“We’ll wait here and guard the door,” said Jack, nodding to Ethan. “We’ll let you know if there’s any trouble,” he added.
Marla frowned. “How?”
“He has a walkie-talkie,” Leah explained. “Nick has one too.”
“Okay,” said Marla as she followed her inside the building. Behind them, Jack closed the door and leaned against it. 
Doug shone his flashlight, illuminating what appeared to be a storeroom. Boxes were piled up on rows of black shelving units. Shadows danced along the walls as the light shifted. Nick pointed towards a door straight ahead. Everyone waited with their weapons ready while he turned the handle. The door opened with a barely audible creak and drew back to expose an area bathed in complete darkness. Doug stepped forwards, waving his torch around. At the same time, Kris took out his own flashlight to double the glare. The group moved into the corridor, which stretched in both directions. 
“Eeeny meeny?” whispered Kris.
“Right… if in doubt go right,” said Nick.
“Does that always work?” asked Marla, remembering how she’d used that logic in the basement.
Nick smiled. “Most of the time.” He walked down the corridor, but Kris briskly overtook him before he reached the door at the end. Turning the handle, Kris pushed the door open and stepped through, swishing his flashlight. Nick trailed him, and the others followed suit with Leah and Marla last. They found themselves on the shop floor.  
“Time to find a proper light,” Nick suggested, turning to examine the wall. In that split second three dead men staggered towards them, hands grasping and dripping blood from fresh, gaping wounds. Their hideous groans snapped the quiet. Muffled footsteps from further back gave the impression of more. Kris stabbed his knife through the forehead of his nearest foe and it collapsed to the ground. As he pulled it back out and blood splurted across his legs, Doug smashed in the skull of the second one with his bolt cutters. Marla grimaced slightly at the blunt force that made the bones crack. Kris spun to stab the third man through the forehead and the body hit the floor. No one fired a bullet.
Marla watched Kris tug his weapon back out of the corpse. He had neither paused nor flinched.
“Nice one,” Doug told him as he wiped his bolt cutters clean on the shirt of the creature on the ground. 
Marla glanced back at Nick, but he was searching along the wall. He pressed a switch and the closest quarter of the warehouse lit up. “I heard more,” said Marla, pointing in the direction of footsteps. 
 “Let’s check it out then,” suggested Leah, walking forwards with her shotgun drawn. Kris followed closely behind her while Doug put his bolt cutters back in his bag.
“We try not to use our guns because ammunition is so precious and the sound carries,” Nick told Marla when the others had all walked ahead. “Plus some of the guys like to show off.”
“You mean Kris?” 
Nick nodded. “But if anyone gets in trouble, he’s the first there. I sense you’re wary of him, but you can trust him.”
“Thanks. I can see he’s tough,” she replied and then hurried to catch up with the rest. 
The warehouse was a maze of green metal shelving units and signs bearing code numbers and letters. They created walkways and seemingly never-ending corridors of goods. Above, the corrugated roof rose upwards in a giant triangle, blocking out the sun. Marla had never wished for a skylight quite so much. A shot rang out as she caught up with Leah. Ahead, she could make out the backs of Doug, Brian and Kris. 
“However, sometimes we have to use our guns,” Nick whispered as he walked past, and Marla followed with Leah by her side. 
Checking to the left and right, and back again, they made their way across the warehouse. Every so often they heard a gun release followed by a bump on the ground. Someone reached a switch because the rest of the warehouse lit up, accompanied by a wave of eerie wails. Hopefully not too many, thought Marla, though she doubted having to deal with any dead-lookers as the three amigos seemed to be doing well enough on their own. 
“I know what you’re thinking,” Leah said softly, “but I see it as a great way to save ammo.”
Marla grinned. “Sometimes seeing no action is a good thing.”
An explosion of bullets silenced the women, who ran to catch up with Nick. The rows of green shelves ended and they emerged into a wide, open space with doors at either end. Ahead was the main entrance of the warehouse, secured with metal roll-down doors. 
Marla skidded as she noticed pools of blood on the tiled floor, narrowly missing them. “What the…?” To the left she saw something move in her peripheral vision. It blurred and vanished from sight. To her right, Leah was running and she took off after her. Around the next corner the shots became louder. Skidding again, Marla watched Kris knife the skulls of two dead-lookers while Doug shot at some others. Behind them, two double doors hung off their hinges. Whatever lay beyond them was full of those things. 
“Why not go back?” she called out to Nick. 
“We need this stuff,” he replied as he fired with precision at the foreheads of the dead. 
Marla checked the position of Brian in between the other two men and Nick, and moved forwards to join him. From there she could see across the warehouse in the direction of the blurred movement of earlier, but nothing disturbed the emptiness. Raising her Glock, she fired at the creatures to the right of Kris as they emerged from the doorway, careful to use as few bullets as possible. One by one, she watched them fall. It was like a routine shoot ‘em-up arcade game. They staggered out slowly, shifting from one foot to the other, staring vacantly, groaning or wailing, some with their arms hanging loose, some raised, but they each collapsed in the same way, not taking many steps forward before they stopped, this time forever. 
The mass kept on coming though, undeterred by the many that fell. Running out of bullets, Marla paused to reload. Nick concentrated on the dead emerging from the left as Kris carried on plunging his knife into the heads of those who strayed too close while Doug fired. The two tough guys made a good team, thought Marla randomly, as she raised her gun once more. 
A crackle made her glance sideways to see Nick put his walkie-talkie to his ear. He sighed and raised his hand in the air. “Dead at the exit,” he shouted. “Ethan says we need to get out of here.”
Doug turned sharply. “What about the security doors?”
“Not today,” Nick responded. “Our safety is more important. Let’s go. Now!”
“Fuck!” Kris shot the nearest zombie and turned tail to follow Doug down the nearest aisle. Leah and Marla ran down the adjacent one, with Brian and Nick following. At the end, Leah turned the corner and came face to face with one of the dead. She gasped, but stopped herself from crying out. Bloody bile spilled from its gaping mouth into pools on the floor. It staggered forwards, but the muscles of its legs were too wasted away to enable much movement and she shot it through the head. Rotten brains catapulted out of the back, splattering the sign for screws behind it. 
“Well, he’s screwed,” remarked Doug as he appeared in front of them with Kris who sighed. 
“Exit!” said Nick, hurrying across the warehouse floor. 
Marla guessed her saviour would not be able to run as fast as the others if it became necessary, so she chose to stay close to him in case. Kris and Doug took the lead, pushing the pace, while Brian followed last, surveying the building for more of the dead. As they passed an aisle, Marla caught a full view of them. She paused. Their grey, lifeless forms crowded the entire space, pushing together in their hunger. They banged into the shelving units, giving no reaction. She half expected the units to collapse, even though they were laden down with goods. 
As Marla ran, she noticed Kris pick up the end of a long box and nod to Doug, who grasped the other end. Nick shouted at them to leave it, but they paid him no heed and hurried towards the exit. In the distance she could see Ethan standing by the door. Where was Jack? A scraping echo caught Marla’s attention; to the right another line of dead-lookers headed their way. “They’re coming from the other side,” she said, and Nick sighed in reply. 
They ran towards the exit where Doug and Kris had already disappeared from sight. Brian slowed down until Leah and Nick had passed him. Marla waited with Brian, watching the waft of bodies drifting towards them, their stench beginning to overwhelm the place. Then he nodded to her and they ran through the door that Ethan held open. He slammed it shut and urged them to make haste. 
“What happened?” asked Marla, breathing heavily.
“Just run,” he replied. “There’s nothing to lock this.”
Marla shot down the corridor and entered the storage room from earlier where the rest of the group were waiting. Jack was standing in front of the exit door or rather he was leaning against it, and their predicament became apparent. A sharp noise made her turn and she realised it was Ethan bolting the door to the corridor. Thank goodness for a simple bolt.
“We’re surrounded,” stated Nick. “There’s a fence straight across the way outside, but there are no gaps in it, so we can run either left or right. Jack and Ethan saw zombies coming from the right. They’re just outside this door. We can either sit here and wait it out or fight our way out. What’s it to be, people? Raise your hands if you’re in favour of staying here.”
Brian and Leah stuck their hands up. Ethan moved away from the door and approached his friends. “I don’t think that’s a good idea as I can hear them coming down the corridor,” he told them softly. “We have to go.”
Marla noticed how everyone looked more dismayed than afraid; they were used to this. “What if one of us creates a diversion and then the rest of us can get out?” she suggested.
“This ain’t the movies,” Kris retorted. “Or are you telling us you’re bionic?”
“Nothing of the sort,” she replied, scowling, “but I volunteer. You helped me.”
“I’m faster,” said Jack.
“What makes you think that?”
“I won competition after competition, so I’m going,” he insisted, checking his gun. “This is full. Nick, is that okay with you?”
“Can anyone climb that fence?” asked Leah, “because no one will be able to run either way if both ways are blocked. They can come from both directions, you know.”
“I can,” Jack answered. “Trust me.”
“Did you learn that in competitions?” asked Marla.
“Nope – from when I started getting in trouble with the cops. Now, are you all with me?”
Nick shook his head and sighed. “Can’t think of a better idea, so yes, but you know that fence is pretty high?”
“I can only try.”
Nick nodded without saying a word. 
“How do we do this… exactly?” asked Kris.
Jack scratched his head. “We open the door, you shoot at whatever is there until I can get a clean run, and then I go, taking them with me.”
“That’s suicide,” mumbled Leah. “You can’t let him do that, Nick.”
“If we stay here, we’re all going to die anyway,” Jack replied. 
“We can just shoot them all,” said Kris.
“With what? Do you have everlasting ammo?” asked Leah.
“I hate to say it, but Jack’s right,” said Ethan, “and all the time we’re talking there’s going to be more of them. It’s daytime, so we might be lucky. At least there must be fewer out there than there are inside.”
“Unless all the gunshots attracted them,” warned Kris.
“We had no choice,” Nick responded.
“Arguing isn’t going to solve anything,” said Marla and the men glared at her. She shut up quickly, but her words seemed to do the trick because everyone else went quiet. 
Kris tucked the ladder he had taken from inside the warehouse under his left arm and gripped his handgun in the other hand. The end of the box scraped the ground. Nick looked at him as if to query something, but seemed to change his mind. He walked briskly towards the door. Brian, Doug and Ethan followed. Leah and Marla prepared themselves, and Kris pushed in front of them. Ethan shook hands with Jack, who nodded. Nick unbolted the door and drew it back quickly. Rough-looking, scaled and skinless hands plunged towards them, seeking flesh. Marla heard Leah gasp and then the shots began. Blood rained and a few of the bodies hurtled backwards from the force of Brian’s shotgun.
“Fuck, how many?” gasped Ethan.
“Too many,” said Nick. “Shut the door. We’re going to have to sit it out.”
Marla and Leah fired at the ghastly faces of the zombies as they attempted to force their way in, packing the doorway, grimacing and growling. Kris, Brian and Doug pushed against the door, struggling against the tide of the dead. Twisted fingers writhed through the space and grabbed at the frame, but Brian broke them with the butt of his shotgun. The door clanged shut and Kris bolted it. He rested his back against it to reload.
“What if they break it down?” asked Marla. “There’s so many of them that it’s possible. This place is a death trap.”
“Last time we came here it wasn’t,” Nick replied. “Those doors in the warehouse were locked last time we were here.”
“Maybe other survivors came in,” suggested Leah. 
“Could be,” said Ethan, “but we need a plan fast. This door might not hold forever.”
“And don’t forget the other one,” added Doug as all eyes turned to the other exit. Banging could be heard on the other side.
Marla took in every detail of the room and the lack of any feasible hiding place, and then it dawned on her. “We can go up there,” she said, pointing upwards. “You’ve got lighting, air con and stuff up here, so maybe those ceiling tiles slide across.”
Nick glanced up at the panels and smiled. “Let’s try. Move those units and Kris, mate, you’ve got the ladder.”
Doug ran towards the nearest shelving unit and started to empty it. As the shuffling and banging increased outside in the corridor, the group copied what he was doing while Kris tore open the packaging wrapping the metal ladder. Doug and Brian moved the unit beneath the hatch, weighted the bottom down with the heaviest objects they could find and shoved two tables against it for support. 
Brian leapt on to the table. “I’ll check it,” he offered and began to climb. Everyone else gazed up as he pushed against the bottom of the nearest ceiling panel and slid it across. Stretching up his arms, he raised himself into the gap. Within seconds he looked back down. “There’s a cavity up here, full of insulation and wires, but enough room for us. Just need to be careful you put your weight on a beam or you’ll fall through.”
“Great,” said Nick, clearly relieved. “Ladies, you’re up first.”
“And then you,” added Kris as he adjusted the ladder right next to the shelving unit. “And I’m not arguing, mate.”
As Leah climbed up the shelving unit, Nick raised his palms in the air and obediently stepped up the ladder. At the top, Brian had already moved a couple of panels to provide wider access and backed away into the ceiling space beyond. Everyone was safely inside, except for Kris, Ethan and Jack, when the external door crashed open. In swarmed the dead, their groans sweeping through the air like a gust of hate. They stumbled forwards, their glazed, bloody eyes fixed on the living. Jack stepped up on the shelving unit and made his way upwards while Jack supported it at the bottom. 
Kris shot at the creatures as they made their way across the room, knocking into one another in their impatience and hunger, moving faster than he would have liked. “Get up the damn ladder,” he shouted at Jack.
Jack shook his head as he watched Ethan’s progress. “You first.”
“Fuck me! Don’t be a hero. Just get up the fucking ladder!” Kris yelled back.
Marla and Brian leaned out of the gap in the ceiling, and fired down at the dead. As one of the creatures lunged towards Jack, Marla shot it straight through the head. Jack wiped the spray of blood off his face and nodded up to her as Ethan disappeared through the gap in the ceiling. Once he was inside, Marla leaned out again. There were too many of them, but luckily, the internal door seemed to be holding. She reasoned it was due to the narrowness of the corridor. Jack and Kris stood shooting at the dead for a minute, picking them off one by one, but there were too many. Growing impatient, Kris shoved his friend towards the ladder. “Get up!”
“Not before you… not happening…”
Realising Jack was not going to budge, Kris wearily climbed the ladder, stopping halfway to fire down on the dead. Once he had heaved himself through the gap in the ceiling, he and Doug lent back through and held on to the top of the ladder in a bid to support it. Marla and Leah fired their guns through the other gap. Firing one last shot, Jack raced around to the other side of the ladder and began to make his way up. At the same time a smash gave the news that the door to the corridor was no more. 
“Behind!” yelled Marla. Wriggling her body to change position, she fired her gun in the other direction, taking down two dead-lookers as soon as they appeared through the open doorway. Brian and Leah leaned down and pushed against the shelving unit, sending it crashing on top of the dead.
As the group continued to shoot, Jack hurried up the ladder as the dead circled the bottom of it, their combined weight causing it to shake. Jack struggled to balance as the creatures grabbed at his feet, their gaping jaws snapping automatically in a bid to bite into his legs. Kicking the rotten hands away, he continued upwards, trying not to look at the haunted visages. Marla reloaded as the other shooters took down the immediate zombies, but the storage room was filling fast with bodies. 
Eventually, the ladder toppled, slipping away from the hands of Kris and Doug. Jack reached for the gap in the ceiling, catching a grip on the edge as his body swung beneath him. He gasped, closing his eyes in knowledge of the fact that this was it; he would plunge on top of the expectant, ravenous horde. He hoped one of his friends would put him out of his misery before the teeth tore into him. Below, the bony, clawed hands stretched for him, reaching for his feet, all wailing and groaning, their sounds rising at the temptation of flesh in front of them, almost within their grasp. Jack didn’t dare to open his eyes, gritting his teeth as his own body weight worked against him. At the moment that he felt his grip loosen, somehow he did not fall. Opening his eyes in disbelief, he found that Kris and Doug had reached down as far as possible to grab his arms securely. 
Marla, Leah and Brian fired down on the dead as Kris and Doug carefully pulled Jack closer to the gap in the ceiling. Below, the zombies still did not give up, their eyes fixed on Jack’s swinging legs, now so far out of reach. Bile and blood dripped from their chops as they swept their fingers ineffectually through the empty air, wailing. Marla imagined them hoping Jack would fall before reminding herself that they acted on blind instinct, not thought. After seemingly endless minutes, Kris and Doug managed to tug Jack up into the safety of the ceiling cavity where he lay back along a wooden beam, panting rapidly. With one last glance down on the horror below, Nick pushed a couple of tiles back across the gap and Brian did the same thing further along. 
“Are you okay, Jack?” asked Leah, shifting slowly towards him.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” he whispered, still holding his hands across his face as his chest rose and fell heavily. “Thank you.”
“Welcome,” Kris responded, “but the next time I tell you to do something, do it.”
“I didn’t want you to be last,” muttered Jack.
Kris shook his head, but couldn’t help smiling all the same.
“I’m going to try to reach the others on my radio,” said Nick, “but I think we’ll be stuck here for a few hours. Try and shift yourself on to a beam or something solid, and you might as well get some sleep if you can.”
“With them things down there?” asked Brian.
Nick nodded and turned on his flashlight. “Why not? They’re not going anywhere. Let’s try and move away, over there, so we’re not above this room. If we’re quiet they might just get bored and go, if they can’t smell us. If they think we’ve gone, they might too.”
“That’s a big hope,” Brian replied. 
“I know, but it’s something.”
“Better than being down there,” Jack stated, sitting up at last. “Thanks, guys. I owe you one.”
“Well, I think you’ve earned your stripes with us, Marla. It was a good call you spotting this hideout,” Nick concluded before waving the group to move further across the ceiling space.
“Yeah, we owe you our asses,” said Kris with a smirk.
“Nice!” Leah replied with a grin. “I bet she really wants one of those.”
 
***
 
A nudge in the ribs woke Marla and she instinctively went to get up before realising where she was. With a jolt, she stopped herself moving. Nick held his flashlight in his hands, creating a low light. Around him everyone else gradually stirred from sleep. Jack sat up straight and Marla surmised that he hadn’t slept at all, not that she blamed him. 
“The others are on their way,” Nick whispered. “I suggest we move back to where we were before, but be real slow and quiet. Remember, stay on something solid.” He led the way and waited until everyone was back above the storage room. 
Quietly, they sat and listened until the silence seemed to buzz in their ears, but no sounds came from below. Kris went to speak, but Nick gestured for him not to, wanting them to wait, and they did so. Waiting seemed endless until the sudden crack of gunshots made each of them stir. Nick slid one of the tiles aside while Leah pushed another. Down below they noticed about a dozen zombies walking aimlessly, but the shots had come from further away. 
As Nick and Leah watched, the distorted faces angled themselves in their direction, turning together, as if in one eerie synchronised movement. Salivating, they raised their scabby arms as though praying. The fact they could not reach their prey did not stop them trying. Marla peered towards the door leading into the warehouse. It lay open, the bolt busted. She wondered how close the other dead-lookers were; back on the main floor of the warehouse or just inside that corridor?
Sid and Jim burst into the storage room from the external exit with shotguns raised, taking down the zombies in rapid succession. Masayuki and Ana ran in close behind them. While Ana shot at the creatures, Masayuki pushed the shelving unit back beneath the gap in the ceiling and then turned to raise the ladder. One of the undead came out of nowhere and made a grab for his throat. As he lunged, his sharp teeth narrowly missed Masayuki’s shoulder. The man pushed back with all his might as the creature’s half-rotten head swept back and forth in front of him until his entire skull exploded, showering him in stinking blood and writhing maggots. Masayuki spat and wiped his face with the arm of his shirt before turning to say, “Thanks,” to Jim who looked surreally amused. 
“That’s the lot,” said Ana as Masayuki pushed the ladder into position and gripped the base of it. 
“Loads more in the main warehouse – they came through that door,” Nick called down, trying to keep his voice as low as possible.
Sid took in the door hanging crookedly and hurried towards it, murmuring, “Got ya. Bolt and hinges busted,” he remarked when he got there. After peering down the empty corridor beyond, he moved a wooden shelving unit with a solid back across to block the gap. “Clear for now,” he said, leaning against it.
Ana strode to the other exit and kept watch on the world outside. The view was peaceful save for the bodies that lay scattered due to their rushed entry. She had expected more of them, dreaded it even, assuming all the dead in town would have heard the gunshots.
Marla and Leah climbed down the ladder first while Brian and Doug dismounted via the shelving unit. Once down, Brian joined Ana outside before running along the side of the building to survey the scene. When he got to the end, he waved at her in rapid movements: the sign that the crowds were coming. Across the road from the parking lot they were on the move in that familiar jerky fashion, their dirty, tattered clothes blowing in the breeze. He ducked his head back behind the brickwork. Ana rushed to the opposite end of the building and stopped before she reached it. A group of about ten zombies hovered in the distance and she retreated slowly, fearful they would sense her and turn. They would eventually. It was just a matter of time. 
Nick climbed down the ladder while Kris descended the shelving unit. Next, Ethan and Jack began to make their way just as Jim felt a tremor against his back. He stumbled forwards and then pushed back against the internal door with all his might. Nick, Doug and Masayuki ran over and added their weight as a defence against whatever was on the other side; or rather what they knew to be there, because it could only be one thing. 
At that moment a panic-stricken Ana ran into the room, sparking Marla and Leah to head outside. Simultaneously, the dead loitering at the end of the building turned in semi-slow motion to glare at them. Marla leaned back inside and waved at everyone to leave. Ethan and Jack raced across the room, turned and pointed their weapons at the four men blocking the door to the corridor. They both nodded and then Doug, Nick, Sid and Masayuki sprinted towards them. The bookshelf swung outwards as though weightless and cluttered to the ground. Ethan and Jack emptied their guns into the zombies that stumbled their way out. Outside, Marla and Leah opened fire on the dead-lookers creeping down the side of the building. 
“Come on,” Ethan urged Jack after the other four men had sprinted out into a blast of morning sunshine. “You take too many risks!” Jack turned on his heels and followed, reloading his gun on the way. From the other end of the building to the zombies, Brian poked his head out and started waving ferociously at them to hurry before pointing in the direction of the road opposite. 
“Run,” said Nick, although no one really needed to be asked; they took off immediately.
Kris and Sid brought up the rear, stopping every now and then to fire back at the dead in a bid to decrease their numbers in case they became sandwiched between them and the approaching tide from the opposite direction. When Nick reached Brian, followed closely by Marla and Masayuki, their predicament became clearer. From across the parking lot the creatures walked towards them in an unsteady line, accompanied by their gruesome soundtrack. 
Nick pointed to the alleyway and the group sprinted towards it. Brian and Masayuki reached it first, skidding at the turn. As Brian glanced the other way, he clapped sight of three zombies sat idle on the pavement, one armless. Their downturned chins rose slowly and their bodies followed suit. Marla chased after the two guys down the alleyway. Footsteps pounded behind her, along with the sound of laboured breathing, but it was human. Eerie wails carried through the air from the warehouse behind the fencing. She could imagine them lined up behind it, trying to force their way through the wire, blind to this obstacle in the path of food. At the end of the alleyway, she found herself in Holders Road. Glancing back, she saw the rest of the group pounding the gravel in a line, hurrying to catch up. 
Marla raced behind Brian and Masayuki, across the road and between two houses. Doug and Leah were right behind her; the others not too far. She hoped no one would get left behind. Deep down, she knew that Nick would never allow it. Checking in all directions, Marla could see no one else. Relief washed over her as the houses opened up on to a street once more. Brian and Masayuki paused to take in their surroundings. A few paces away, the legs of someone flickered along the ground amid red, rope-like lengths. Marla cringed and stepped off the pavement behind the two men. When they reached the back door of the supermarket, Brian banged hard on the surface with the code. It opened immediately. 
Freya’s face broke into a huge grin. “Oh my God, am I glad to see you?” she gasped, standing back to allow them access. When only the three entered, her face fell. “Where are the others?”
“Right behind us,” informed Marla, walking further into the room. 
Brian headed back outside to wait. The brief seconds struggled by like hours. “Look,” he cried out finally, “they’re coming.” As he spoke, gunfire erupted, and Freya, Masayuki and Marla joined him outside. Nick, who was running across the street with Leah, paused and looked back. Doug overtook him and stopped also, while Leah carried on to the supermarket. 
“Where are the others? Why have they stopped?” Freya asked her.
“C-coming,” Leah panted. “Don’t k-know.”
Nick started to head off, but Doug grabbed hold of his arm. “Wait,” he urged. The top of the road was filling with the dead. No one else emerged from the shortcut between the houses.
“Too long,” said Nick before another gunshot smashed the end of his sentence. In that instant Ana and Kris appeared, and he ran towards them. “Where’s Sid, Ethan and Jack?” 
“Behind us,” Kris replied. Seeing no one there, he grimaced and took off. 
Doug pulled Nick back again. “Let him take care of it,” he urged. “Get inside. Be safe.”
“Not when our family’s out there.”
“I know, but you’re out of breath.”
Nick relented and noticed they had company at the end of the road. “They’re coming,” he muttered, nodding towards them. Reluctantly, he followed Doug into the supermarket where the others were waiting.
Kris ran out on to Holders Road. Another gunshot attracted him into the alley. Standing at the end with his weapon raised was Sid. He ran faster for what seemed forever. The horde had gathered on all three sides of the car park. Ethan was visible, yet they were moving towards him too swiftly. Where was Jack? 
Sid turned and fired to the left, taking down the nearest two creatures. Blood exploded from their heads before they sank. Kris strode towards Ethan, firing continuously at his closest foe; they swept in. “Where’s Jack?” he asked. 
Ethan looked pale. He fired again. “In there.” 
“What?!”
More gunshots in close succession a short distance away.
“He’s behind them. I saw him a second ago.”
“What the fuck?” Kris sprinted to the side of the line of drifting corpses and checked each way, but no Jack; nowhere to be seen. Veering to the right, he searched the entire area and the side of the warehouse by the fence with his eyes, but there was no one, only the dead. Firing at those now far too close, he ran back towards Ethan and finally spotted Jack, standing behind the row in front of him, covered in bloody, rotten guts from what he could see, as if trying to disguise his scent. Kris ran forwards, shooting zombies right, left and centre while Sid took after him. Ethan stayed where he was, firing at the nearest drifters.
“He saved Ethan,” Sid mumbled, “and then got trapped.”
Kris nodded, stepped closer to Jack and fired again. Jack turned abruptly and smiled, relief scrawled across his face. In front of him the dead swarmed like insects; groans amid stinking hides. 
“Watch out!” Jack warned Kris, who spun around and blew off the pungent head in front of him. They were almost encircled. 
“We need to get out of here,” Sid urged. “Like now!” As he spoke, blood and brains splattered into the air a short distance away. Someone else was shooting. 
Jack ran to stand alongside Kris and Sid backed into them as they all fired at the dead dripping bile and blood. Bodies fell further away; they could hear them. The gunfire increased, but it would bring more and more of them. As the corpses parted, Jack, Kris and Sid ran through to catch sight of Brian, Leah and Marla. 
“Run!” said Leah, but it did not need to be said. They sprinted back towards the alleyway, but the noise seemed to have awoken the whole of Amesbury. Both sides of their destination were heaving with zombies. They hurtled through the middle with Jack wiping the grisly innards from his torso as he went. Leah and Marla headed into the alleyway first and out on to Holders Road; then between the vehicles and houses to complete the shortcut. Outside the supermarket, Doug and Nick were waiting, but the dead had almost reached them. They used their treasured bullets to take them down. The girls careered across the road, past them and into the supermarket, with Brian on their heels.
Kris, Sid and Jack ducked behind a white van parked beside a house and crept through. Kris moved straight, but a crunch of gravel made the other two turn. To the side stood a young, blonde girl in a torn yellow sundress, staring. She wore one scuffed, red sandal and dirt stained her knees. 
Jack gazed back, hypnotised by her sightless eyes that were fixed on his own. At the most she could only have been sixteen years old when she turned. If you looked her way quickly you could trick yourself into thinking she was normal, he thought, apart from the way her right arm dangled, suspended by a tendon. The girl raised her other arm as if to point at something behind Jack, but he knew it was his flesh she wanted. 
Sensing no one behind him, Sid halted and turned around. His friend had stopped for some reason. “Jack!” he called to him. 
Jack glanced his way and saluted him jokily as a tall, dark figure who had once been a man grabbed both of his shoulders and sank his sharp teeth into his neck. Sid froze as Jack’s blood showered outwards and the creature groaned in ecstasy, quenching its thirst. Again it dipped its head, ripping out a chunk of flesh, which it spat on the ground before drinking from the crimson waterfall spouting from the severed jugular vein. The skinny girl in the yellow dress took a step forwards, continuing to point while Jack shrieked. Sid’s arm shook as he struggled to aim his gun.
 



Wednesday, 21 
 
Marla observed the dead-looker sail like driftwood up to the end of the road and sink against the wooden fence outside a house. It stayed there, not moving for a time before slumping down to the pavement. She gazed up at the faint egg-yolk sun and imagined being able to walk around freely, taking in the fresh morning air and its coolness with a positive expectancy, but she knew that day would never come. 
She could not stop thinking about Ellen. Every day, every hour, she was there. As for Tommy, he was always present too. They haunted her mind, making it difficult to concentrate on anything and impossible to sleep, as if the nightmare was not enough. She could see no alternative: she had to go back. Then her mind switched to Jack, reminding her how dangerous it was out there. Her heart sank.
Leaning against the windowsill, she gazed back at the dead-looker. Still there, slumped, waiting. Marla was aware of what he longed for – there was no guessing that – and his patience knew no end, but waiting was something she had never been good at. His capacity to endure was something she almost envied. Except it is an empty shell. Turning away from the window, she wandered out of the room and into the main living area. Her new housemates looked up as she entered and welcomed her. 
“Toast, eggs, beans, mushrooms, cereal or porridge?” asked Harris from his usual position by the stove. Ana was helping him.
“Toast and eggs would be great,” Marla replied.
“Is Freya still sleeping?” Ana asked her.
Marla nodded sadly. “I don’t know what to say to her.” 
“Same.”
Turning, Marla spotted Nick sitting on the sofa talking to Kris. As she approached, he shuffled over to make space. “Thanks,” she told him, taking a seat. “How are you, considering?” 
“Getting by,” he muttered. “Like everyone. Freya’s going to take a while.”
“I know.”
“You look troubled too.” 
 “You’re too wise,” Marla replied. “The thing is I need to get back… to the facility, because of my sister and Tommy. What happened to Jack got me thinking that I can’t afford to wait. I need to get them out of that place.”
“You’re joking!” Kris exclaimed, raising his voice. “They will kill you, like they did my brother.”
“She’s my sister, Kris. I can’t leave her there. They’ve been doing tests on her while she sleeps and I don’t know what that really implies after everything I’ve seen.”
“What do you mean?” asked Nick. “Why are they doing that?”
“Because she has the nightmares… of the dead.” Marla was suddenly aware that everyone else in the room had gone quiet and was listening to their conversation.
“Really?” gasped Ana, walking towards her. “I heard about this on the news right at the start of everything.”
“Some people said they were warnings,” Kris chipped in.
“So they say,” said Marla. “I dream them too.”
Leah blinked. “You do? What are they like?”
“Awful, terrible, but I’ve got used to them. They can’t harm me and they’ve faded a little, but Ellen’s were getting stronger. She had them first, on the same day as that scientist.”
“You mean the Nobel Prize guy,” Harris noted. “I followed his story. A genius, he was. Well, I hope he’s still alive. He had a lot of followers when all this started. However, some people accused him of starting a sect and that he was a religious nutcase.”
Marla nodded. “I laughed when I first heard about it, but then Ellen told me she was having these nightmares. You know, I didn’t believe her, yet when I started having them I had no choice but to believe it.”
“How are her dreams stronger?” asked Nick, rubbing his forehead. 
“They are more detailed,” Marla replied. “She sees more in them and they are longer, and she remembers everything. I don’t always. The doctor at Haven was really interested in her nightmares. I think he got bored of mine pretty quick, but I don’t really understand why. Our dreams are almost the same. It made no sense to me, but Ellen wanted to help. That’s how she is. She always wants to help people. I have to go back…” She stopped talking when she realised Kris was staring straight at her. “What?”
“The doctor,” Kris replied, frowning. “His nickname was Doctor Sleep while I was there. He was our only doctor in that place, so you’d have to go to him with anything, but he was obsessed with the dreamers.”
“Doctor Sleep… that’s the name Robert gave me… he said he was trying to read people’s minds, but I thought he was talking garbage. Poor Robert…”
“Why poor?” asked Nick.
“Because they tortured him,” Marla mumbled. “I found him. He spoke out and tried to show everyone what was going on there. It went wrong. He was a soldier…”
“What was his surname?” asked Kris.
“Genner, I think.”
“Gentser,” Kris corrected. “I knew him. Bastards. He was a decent man.”
“I know… it haunts me. I can’t leave Ellen in that place.”
“I would feel the same way,” said Leah, sitting down on the carpet and some of the others mumbled their agreement.
“How did you know the dreams were warnings?” Marla asked.
Kris leaned back in his chair. “Let me tell you a story. When I was in that facility there were two people who had those dreams: one Oriental woman and one Welsh guy. I didn’t know her. She was quiet, young and very striking looking. He was the opposite; really loud, outspoken, friendly, and he wanted everyone to know about these dreams he was having. Said they were a warning. Doctor Sleep was monitoring them both. 
“This guy, I think his name was Arthur, shared his experiences. He didn’t want to have the dreams anymore, said they were scary. This went on for weeks. He’d update us and they sounded real scary to me. I was glad I didn’t have them. Anyway, this one day he just wasn’t there anymore and neither was she. He was popular, so a lot of people asked after him. They were told he’d asked for a transfer to another facility to be with his family, and that she had too. Coincidence? I don’t think so. Weird thing is the guy had never mentioned any relatives and he told people everything. If he’d asked for a transfer, he would have said his goodbyes or told at least one person. There would have been a big party, for Christ’s sake. But nope, no one had any idea. That was the weird part. That’s when I started asking questions in my own mind.”
“God, I have to get back there soon,” said Marla. 
Nick thought for a second and shook his head. “It’s too dangerous. They’d kill you on sight. You know they’ve probably reported you as a terrorist. They won’t be expecting you to survive out here on your own, but to be sure, they’re bound to make sure no other facility will take you in.”
“I could change my appearance… and there are hundreds of people at Haven. They are all at risk. If you’d seen what they did to Robert…”
Nick waved his hand. “No, you’re not thinking straight. You can’t just barge in. There has to be another way. We just have to think of a solution.”
“I’ll do it,” said Kris.
“Don’t be crazy,” said Ana. “They know you.”
“Freya won’t want anyone going,” Harris cut in. “And I think we shouldn’t…”
“I could go back,” Kris insisted. “Fuck it, I need…”
Nick turned around to face him down. “Kris, I know you want revenge for your brother, but that’s the wrong way to go about it. If someone were to infiltrate Haven and get a message to Marla’s sister, it would have to be someone they don’t know… someone they wouldn’t suspect.”
“I’ll do it.”
Everyone turned to stare in surprise at Doug, who was sitting at the table wearing an expression of poker-faced determination. “I volunteer,” he clarified. Scooping up a spoonful of scrambled egg, he ate it and smiled. “DD stands for double dare.”
 



Friday, 30
 
“There’s a truck!” yelled Ana, almost dropping the porcelain cup she was washing. She moved away from the sink and wiped her hands on her skirt, shouting out, “Nick!”
He ran into the living area and almost bumped into her in the process. “Where?” 
“There! It’s going down the road, past us.”
Marla and Leah ran into the room, and then it seemed that everyone else filled the corridor. Doug picked up his rucksack and called out, “I’m ready.”
“Me too,” Leah agreed.
“Are you both sure about this?” asked Marla. “I don’t want you risking yourselves. I wish I could go…”
Leah put her finger to her lips before hugging her. “Please don’t worry. I agree with you; we need to get those people out of there. It’s the right thing to do, and I think it looks more believable if Doug and I act like we’re a couple.”
At that moment one of the bedroom doors opened and Freya stepped out, looking red-faced and tearful. “Please be careful,” she almost whispered. “I want to see you two back safe.”
Leah gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Don’t worry, Freya. Just take care of yourself and the kids, and I’ll see you in no time.” 
Freya smiled and walked back into the bedroom, closing the door behind her.
“Come on,” urged Nick. “I saw three trucks and a bus heading into the red zone where I found you, Marla. We need to meet them somehow without being seen.” He opened the hatch door and made his way down the spiral staircase, followed by Doug and Leah.
“See you, guys!” Doug yelled back.
“At least let me come with you now,” pleaded Marla. “I feel bad enough. Let me come, because if anything happens to any of you out there, I’ll never forgive myself.”
Nick looked at her and smiled. “Get your gun.”
“Have it,” she said, waving it in the air. 
“Come on then, girl,” he replied with a smirk. 
Sid pulled up the metal shutters and unbolted the exit. After saying their goodbyes, Nick headed outside, followed by Marla, Doug and Leah. As soon as they were out, Sid secured it again. 
“Let’s move quickly and keep your senses sharp,” Nick instructed. “We’re not taking any chances, so if we don’t manage this today there will be other days.”
“Thanks again,” said Marla.
“No worries.”
Nick moved ahead of everyone to lead the way between some houses and on to James Road. In the distance they could hear the trucks moving. “They’re heading up London Road – the main throughway,” said Doug.
“Safest route,” Nick replied. “Predictable. Let’s go this way and take the alley around the back. That way they won’t see us and we can catch them up.”
The four of them ran up Holders Road and ducked down the narrow walkway behind the warehouses. Marla checked for dead-lookers all the way. When the alley ended, Nick continued straight, passing a signpost for The Drove. 
“Sounds like they’re carrying on down London Road,” said Leah. “Maybe they’re heading for St Mary’s church?”
“They went there before,” Marla pointed out. “I was with them.”
“How about Smiley Face Nursery or the police station?” suggested Leah.
“Or maybe one of the schools?” Doug added. “There could be survivors in any of those places.”
“Do you ever see people here?” asked Marla.
“Rarely,” said Leah as they hurried along. “Just dead ones. We used to see more people and some joined with us. We lost some though. I reckon the living are hiding and not going out, like us.”
The road continued into Cold Harbour and the group hastened along it. “Stop!” urged Nick and everyone obeyed him. “They’re turning, listen. Step back.”
As they followed his instruction, Marla saw the familiar Land Rover, double-decker bus and Vector pass by the end of the road. “That’s them,” she said, “but normally there’s an extra vehicle.”
“Okay,” Nick answered, “I’m guessing one of the schools is their target. There are two of them pretty close together.”
“We can go ahead,” offered Leah. 
Nick shook his head. “No way, it’s too risky. We’re covering you and that’s the end of it. They’ve gone down Earls Court Road, so let’s hurry.” He led the way to the end of the road and halted, just in time to see the back end of the Vector. “Right, looks like they’re going to Stonehenge School on Antrobus Road. It’s a straight walk up there. I’m not sure about letting you go alone, but if we come there’s a chance of us being seen…”
“We’ll be fine,” said Doug with a grin. “Let us go. And here’s the radio,” he added, handing his handset to Nick. “Too risky to use it anyway in case they are listening in.”
Nick took it reluctantly and sighed. “Good luck, you two, and please be careful. You know the plan, so don’t do anything crazy and veer off it. Sunday, the twenty-second of September is the day. We’ll be waiting at the meeting point. If anything goes wrong, you’ll need to join the patrol and come back to us that way, and we’ll have to think of something else. I don’t want you two stuck in that damn place. Alright?”
“You can trust us,” Leah responded, giving him a hug and offering Marla a smile.
He sighed again. “I know that, but I’ve grown fond of you all, as if you’re my kids.”
“Well, okay, Dad,” Doug joked with a wink. He hugged the older man and then Marla. “We’ll be off then…”
“Just stick to the plan and if things hot up, you know what to do. Agreed?”
“Agreed,” Doug and Leah responded in unison. “Don’t worry, Nick,” she added before they headed off down the street. After a few strides they looked back and waved. 
Nick and Marla waved back. “This worries me,” Nick admitted, scratching his head. 
“Me too. I’ll blame myself if anything goes wrong.”
“Come on. Let’s get back. I hate waiting and something tells me we’re going to have a bit of one.”
 
***
 
Doug and Leah walked swiftly into Antrobus Road and turned left, where the school came into view, constructed on two levels of red brick with a white-painted entrance. A double-decker bus sat in front of it, alongside a Land Rover. Another truck was parked closer to Doug and Leah, and as they approached it, a man stepped out dressed in army fatigues. He raised his arm and said simply, “Stop!”
Leah immediately launched into her rehearsed speech: “Can you help us? We saw your trucks go past, grabbed our things and followed…”
“Where are you from?” asked the man. 
“Here. Well, I’m not originally. We travelled up this way. We were living in a house on Cold Harbour behind the school here. It isn’t safe…”
“Town is full of zombies,” Doug added.
“Do you have any bites?” asked the soldier. “If you have, you must tell me or you’ll place everyone at risk.”
As he spoke, a woman with blonde hair stepped off the bus and made her way towards them. “Hi, I’m Syl,” she said in a friendly manner. “Don’t mind Elliott. Are you two okay?”
“Yes,” Leah answered, “but we’ve been lucky.”
“We’re checking the school for survivors – do you know if there is anyone inside and where they might be, to save us time?”
Doug shook his head. “I’ve no idea.”
“Sorry,” said Leah. “We tended to stay inside a lot, only coming out for supplies.”
Sylvia smiled. “I understand.” 
“You said you’re looking for people. Where are you taking them if you find any?” Leah asked.
Elliott spoke up. “We’re from a government facility. It’s safe. There’s protection and food, and everything you need.”
“Can you take us?” asked Doug.
“Of course,” answered Sylvia, glancing at Elliott who added, “You have to go into quarantine for a week though.” 
“We don’t have any bites,” said Leah, hiding her surprise. Marla had forgotten to mention quarantine. It meant they had less time to plan everything.
“It’s the rules,” Elliott insisted. “Prevents a refugee centre being overrun if someone turns.”
“Makes sense,” Doug agreed. “We’re up for it. I’m tired of running and hiding. It was our lucky day hearing your trucks.”
“Please get on the bus,” said Sylvia, “because sometimes we have to leave in a hurry. You never know what might happen.”
“They tend to come out in big groups later in the day here,” said Doug. “Now it’s never that bad, unless there’s a lot of noise to bring them out.”
Sylvia nodded as she led the way to the bus. When she reached it, another soldier opened the door, and Doug and Leah got on. “Make yourself at home. Pick any seat – it’s empty,” he said, looking bored. Sitting down, Leah looked out the window and watched Sylvia make her way confidently towards the school. The woman sure is ballsy, she thought to herself, remembering that Marla considered her trustable, along with Martinez and the people who had accompanied her to Haven. She smirked at the irony of the name.
 



Week 17
Friday, 6 September
 
“If you could bring your things, I’ll show you to your room on level seven,” said the female soldier. “How was quarantine?”
“Well, it wasn’t as exciting as I hoped,” Doug answered. Picking up his rucksack, he slung it over his shoulder before collecting his notebook and pen from the bed. 
“Right, I vaguely remember that every day seemed like a week,” she replied, locking the door behind him. “My name is Charlotte,” she added with a slight smile. 
“I’m Doug, as you probably know.” He raised his book and an eyebrow. “I write, so it wasn’t too boring for me.”
“That’s good. It’s good to have a hobby, to be honest. You’re basically stuck in here most of the day, although you can go out into the grounds of the facility, but that’s about it. If you venture further, it’s at your own risk,” she explained as the doors of the lift opened. They walked inside and she pressed the appropriate button. 
“Been here long?” asked Doug, feeling his guard go up at just speaking to one of the soldiers. 
“Yes, pretty much from the beginning, but I remember quarantine. I read a whole lot of books. Here, we are: level seven. This is your key and your room number is sixteen. I hope you enjoy your stay. You’ll find an information book in your room, and you’ll be scheduled to see the therapist and the administrator. That’s regulation.”
Oh, boy, thought Doug, as he took the key. A ruddy therapist, whoopee! “Thank you kindly,” he told Charlotte as the doors of the lift closed on her. 
Walking away, he considered how she had spoken to him as if he’d come to stay for a week in a hotel she worked at.  I hope you have an enjoyable stay. The words made him bristle and he wondered how Leah was doing. Luckily, writer’s block had not paid him a visit during the entire week and he’d made fine headway with the story he was working on. Smiling to himself, he unlocked the door of room sixteen and walked inside. Dumping his bag on the floor, he sat down on the surprisingly firm mattress and picked up the booklet on Haven that rested on the cover. If only it came with a blueprint of the building. That would have been mighty useful.

A loud knock made him almost drop it. Getting up, Doug reached the door in a couple of strides and opened it. Leah’s cheerful face greeted him. “Am I glad to see someone I recognise,” she announced. “I feel like a bird cooped up in a cage.”
Doug grinned back. “So, where do you wanna fly?” 
“Barbados maybe or Florida, and I wouldn’t turn my nose up at Hawaii either. I’m not fussy, me.”
“Ah, you’re so easy,” joked Doug. “Come in.”
“Cheers,” she said, walking inside, “and less of the easy!”
“Ah, you make me miss my wife,” he replied, closing the door, “because she was forever teasing me like that.”
“Sorry.”
“No worries, Leah. You remind me of her in a good way. At least I know she’s safe. She’s better off being in North Carolina than here. I just wish to God I’d never said yes to coming over here for that convention. But, you know what they say about hindsight.”
“Yeah, it’s a bitch!”
Leah sat down on the chair beside Doug’s desk while he perched himself on the bed. “We have to see a therapist and ‘The Administrator’, which made me think of some shoot-em-up Hollywood blockbuster dude,” he said. “Sounds a bundle of laughs.”
She grinned and nodded. “Yeah, but maybe we could head down to the nearest canteen and grab a coffee; get a feel for the place. This place is huge.” Lowering her voice to a whisper, she added, “I keep thinking everywhere might be bugged.”
Doug’s expression changed and he frowned. “Let’s go.”
Inside the cafeteria, they chose a table right in the centre in the busiest section of the room where it was noisy. Doug stirred his coffee. “They seem to have everything here that people need – clean rooms, water, food, cafeterias, gyms and even a cinema…”
Leah put her mug down and raised her eyebrow. “Yeah, everything except freedom. I get the impression you can’t just walk out and there’s no internet access – no contact with the outside world.”
“The guard who brought me out of quarantine said people can leave, but it’s at their own risk.”
Leah shook her head and leant forward. “I bet you any money that you can’t. I have this feeling. I’m wondering how we are going to leave this place.”
“Just walk out,” said Doug. “Easy.”
“I’m not so sure.” Leah took a bite of her chocolate bar and surveyed the room. “The people here look happy and relieved.”
“Yeah, but why shouldn’t they? Probably glad to be safe. If I didn’t know what we know, I’d probably be grinning like it was my birthday too.”
Leah nodded. “Mmm, me, too. Anyway, ignore me. When do you want to talk to this Tommy?”
“Soon as,” Doug replied. “I could speak to him and you to Marla’s sister.”
“I was thinking vice versa,” said Leah. “I could make it look like I was flirting with the guy. There’s less chance of suspicion, in case they are keeping a close eye on him.”
“Well, maybe I could flirt better…”
Leah almost spat out her coffee. “I wondered what I’d missed about you!”
“Yeah, I bet my wife is thinking the same thing…” Doug smirked and drank his coffee. 
“So I guess we just need to find out what he and she look like. It’s a shame Marla didn’t have any photos.”
“He has a dog, so that’s a big clue. A Labrador, she said, and the only dog here, apart from the soldiers’ dogs.”
Leah smiled and leaned back in her chair. “Great, I forgot about that. See, I said I missed you!”
 



Week 18
Sunday, 8
 
Leah propped herself against the nearest door and pretended to rummage in her bag as the guy she hoped was Tommy sauntered past with a dopey looking Labrador dog. It could not stop wagging its tail and she felt the breeze it created as it trotted past, panting. Why do I have to be a cat person, she wondered, watching them enter the lift out of the corner of her eye. As soon as the doors closed and she heard the contraption move downwards, Leah hastened over and pressed the button on the wall. 
Taking the lift down to the ground floor, she stepped out into the corridor and then exited the back door leading out to the grounds at the back of the facility. Blinking in the bright sunlight, she closed the door quietly and followed the gravel path that wove between the grassy areas. A few guards dotted the perimeter of the fence, all armed, watching over the average Joes, as she had heard the non-guards being called. Forever under scrutiny. 
Leah took in the cameras perched on the top of the fence, each guard and then the other inmates. Some people stood in groups talking and enjoying the sun while others just wandered around on their own. A girl lay down reading a book and she almost envied her serenity. Within moments, Leah caught sight of the dog, running for a ball thrown by his owner. 
How to do this? Opening her rucksack, she removed her book and sat down on the nearest wooden bench. Placing her bag on the ground between her feet, she flicked to a page and pushed a stray hair behind one ear. The light bounced off the white paper and the black words swirled together as she processed her thoughts. Best that it is done quickly, but how to say it? 
Reaching into her jean pocket, Leah breathed a sigh of relief to find the thing still there. For a second she hadn’t remembered picking it up. Now or never, she told herself. Slinging her bag over her shoulder, she wandered in the direction of the fence, pretending to read. Meandering closer to the barking animal, she focused on the words as they swam, plunging off the page into the fresh air. Leah breathed it in, having almost forgotten she had not been outside for a week. She welcomed it, inhaling deeply as the words were swept away. 
“Hey!” 
Leah glanced up in mock surprise. “Oh?”
“Careful. I didn’t want you to get jumped on.”
Taking in Tommy’s appearance, Leah momentarily concluded that she wouldn’t have minded before erasing the thought immediately. She forced a look of awkward clumsiness. “Thanks! I didn’t even notice him, so wrapped up in my book.”
“Must be a good ‘un then cos his barking could wake the dead… erm, I mean…”
Leah laughed. “No offence taken.” Closing her book, she placed it back in her bag. “What’s his name?”
“Bob,” Tommy replied. “He won’t bite you or anything. Soft as sh… well, he’s a softy.”
She bent down and the Labrador immediately tried to lick her face. Chuckling, she rubbed his ears and focused on his eyes. “I’m going to tell you something, Tommy, and I don’t want you to look surprised. Don’t look at the guards either. Just keep talking or even laugh, but don’t look surprised.”
“How do you…?”
Leah peeked up at him quickly with a tense expression before patting the dog and ruffling his ears again. “There’s a good boy – down boy! Tommy, I came here to talk to you. Just pretend I’m flirting or something, can you?”
Tommy moved closer, so that he could speak more quietly. “Is this a joke?”
“No,” she replied, “and don’t react, but I can’t speak to you inside. I don’t trust it. There are cameras and I think the place might be bugged. I can’t risk it. Good boy!” she added louder, and then more quietly, “Marla is alive and she’s safe. Good boy!”
All the breath seemed to depart Tommy’s body, and then an inexplicable anger surged up to replace it. “What the fu…?”
Leah cautioned him with a look. “I have a note from her and I’m going to slip it behind his collar here. You can read it and you’ll know I’m telling the truth. We can speak again, but not about anything important inside the building. I’m pretty sure they’re watching you and Ellen. I’m going to go now.” 
Tommy stared in bewilderment as she stood up and patted Bob once more. When the dog jumped up and attempted to lick her face again, she laughed as though everything was normal. “He’s lovely,” she said loudly. “Hope to see you guys around again. I love dogs. I so miss mine. He was a Poodle. My name’s Leah. I just got out of quarantine,” she said with a huge smile.
“I’m Tommy,” he replied, but he could not force a smile. Bending down, he fastened Bob’s lead to his collar, and watched Leah walk back to the bench and sit down. As she opened her book, he turned his attention to his dog, eager to discover what she had hidden, if anything. “Come on, Bob,” he said. “Walkies is over, boy.”
Leading his dog towards the back entrance of the building, Tommy ignored Leah as best he could before he reached the door and opened it. Inside, he stood still for a second, trying to gather his wits. What if she is alive? He hadn’t allowed himself to believe otherwise. There was no body… He tried to get a grip. Come on, Tommy, something always told you this place isn’t quite right… she knew it. Still, he couldn’t bring himself to think her name. 
“Come on,” he said to Bob, walking his companion towards the lift. As it rose up the building, he was tempted to check the dog’s collar, but he resisted. He had to wait. What if the girl is right and there are cameras in my room? Was it possible, feasible even? Not in the bathroom, he reasoned; they would never put a camera there. They would probably stop at bugging the rooms, if anything. He examined the box as the doors opened. Are they really watching me?

It was countless minutes before he entered his room and closed the door. Setting Bob free, Tommy hung up the lead on a hook by the door and bent down. “Come on, Bob, stay still, no wriggling. It isn’t a game,” he said plainly, dipping his fingers behind the collar. They hit something rough and he pulled it out. The piece of folded, beige paper felt weightless and yet his heart hung heavy. Taking a deep breath, Tommy stepped into the bathroom and pushed the door closed. From the other side, he heard Bob scratch the wood. Unfolding the note with trembling fingers, he felt a rush of pure adrenalin. It was her writing; it was her. Sitting down on the tiled floor, Tommy rubbed his forehead as he read.
Tommy, it’s me, Marla. I’m fine. I hope you and Ellen are okay. I miss you.
I checked the basement and found a secret lab – Jakob’s. You were right not to like him – don’t trust him. I found Robert in there and what they had done to him you wouldn’t believe. There were also survivors from the church who had turned, but they were kept for experiments, for want of a better word. 
Jakob found me. One of his men said there are cameras in the building. They saw me go through the labs and down to the basement. I was locked in a cell in the facility. I don’t know where, but I think they are beneath the basement. 
Some guards told me that you and Ellen had been told I was dead, and then they took me into Amesbury where they left me. For some reason they gave me my gun. They said someone had a soft spot for me – I have no idea who. Caballero must know what’s going on. It was a crazy thing for me to check the basement. I’m sorry I took the risk
Luckily, I was found by people I trust. Do you remember Nick, the man with the skins on his blanket? He saved my life. Doug and Leah are two of them, and they’ve come into the facility to tell you this and get you out. You and Ellen must leave. It isn’t safe. They are experimenting on people, human as well as the dead. It’s insane, Tommy, and I wish we could get everyone out of the building. 
A man I’ve met said his brother (a soldier) was murdered and he blames Will Acre. He also said two patients who had the dreams went missing. I’m so worried about Ellen. 
We have a plan and Leah or Doug will tell you. 
Hope to see you soon. Take care. Love, Marla. 
Tommy leaned back and stared up at the ceiling, trying to gather the thoughts that swirled around his mind in waves, sinking and rising. Experiments? Not safe? Well, he had guessed something was not right here, but this was worse than he had ever imagined. Yet she was alive; this was evidence. She had written it, for sure. A lump formed in his throat and his pulse raced. He held his head and rested his back against the bathroom door. She wants us to leave, to go to a safe place. Where is safe? Leah and Doug… The girl’s name was Leah.
He wondered what other people Marla had met since leaving and then began to imagine how awful her circumstances must have been until he thought it would drive him crazy. Making the assumption that she had not been injured as she would have mentioned it, he thanked his blessings and turned back to the letter again. He reread it about eight more times until the words sank in perfectly and then he stared at the curves of each word. She was alive. Marla. He wanted to hold on to the letter, this piece of hope, and keep it with him until he saw her again, but he recognised the risk in that. 
With a sigh, Tommy began to tear up the paper into increasingly smaller pieces, until he could grasp them in one hand. Then he put the first piece into his mouth and swallowed. 
 



Monday, 9 
 
Tommy followed Ellen out into the yard space behind the facility. Taking a seat on the nearest wooden bench, he waited until she had walked a distance away from anyone else. She stood with her back to him, oblivious, staring out across the green fields beyond the wire fencing into infinity. He could guess her thoughts by her stance and imagined the dream-like, far-off expression in her eyes that he had seen a hundred times since she learnt of her sister’s death. She would be thinking of Marla in this instant; he had no doubt of it. He had no idea how to tell her that what she had believed these past weeks was actually wrong. 
Tommy noticed the positions of the various guards; some smoking, some talking, others observing the average Joes or nothing at all. He knew his time was numbered here now and he had no desire to help protect the place any longer, but that was something else; a discussion for another day. Right now there was only one thing to say. Drawing in a deep breath, he stood and made his way towards Ellen. The gravel crunched beneath his boots and she turned. Her initial look of apprehension immediately switched into a smile. 
“Hi, Tommy,” she said. “Isn’t this beautiful, the last rays of the day? I love this time and the sky turns to a golden egg-yolk colour, almost like it’s dripping from the clouds.”
He smiled back at her and then followed her line of sight. “It is,” he replied, having never had many words to describe the sinking sun. “I need to speak to you about something, but just continue to look happy and imagine I’m talking about the sun or my dog…”
“I don’t under…”
“Just humour me, Ellen,” Tommy cut in, “and quit gawking at me. Just look at the sun setting with me and don’t look at my face. Look ahead and don’t react to anything I say, other than laugh or something. Do the opposite of what you feel.”
“Tommy, quit acting weird,” she answered, although she obeyed in staring up at the streaks of gold. 
“I’ve reason to believe this place is bugged and that we’re being watched.” 
“Seriously?” she asked, but hushed and set a smile upon her lips.
He nodded. “I’m positive, and you must believe me and be careful. Ever since that day when Marla was left in the library…”
Ellen fixed her eyes on the clouds. “Please don’t speak of her. It’s too difficult…” Her voice broke off and she bit her lip.
“I know. I’m sorry. It was for me, too…”
“Was?” 
“Please look straight ahead and don’t react to what I’m saying. I’m sure we are being watched… well, maybe everyone is.”
“Why would they?”
He sighed. “That’s the big question: exactly what is going on here? And there was me thinking the biggest threat was the freak show outside.”
“Tommy, it’s probably paranoia… cabin fever…”
“Don’t look at me, but there are two people here. They’ve just arrived from Amesbury. Now don’t turn or react… what I’m about to tell you I wouldn’t have believed either, but I read her letter and it was her writing…”
“Her?”
“Marla. She’s alive,” Tommy said softly.
Ellen coughed and put her hand to her mouth. Tears rushed to the corners of her eyes and she swallowed hard, willing them back. Focusing straight ahead, she coughed again. “Why are you saying these things, Tommy?”
“Because it’s true. One of these two people, a woman, followed me out here. She warned me this place could be bugged and rigged with cameras, besides the ones we can see. That’s how they got Marla… they saw her on the cameras.”
“I don’t understand, Tommy. Why are you saying this?”
He sighed. “Because it’s true.”
Ellen sniffed and blinked back her tears, wary of wiping her face and suddenly conscious of the other people in the yard. She peered up at the nearest camera on top of the fence and then back at the golden sky. Unable to comprehend what her friend was saying, she stayed quiet.
“The woman from Amesbury gave me a letter, which I read later in my room. It was from Marla, Ellen, there is no doubt about it. She really is alive. I didn’t want to believe anything else, I admit, and I was living on false hope, but I am in no doubt now that she is alive.”
“This is cruel,” mumbled Ellen. “How can you be sure? Maybe the woman is lying.” She wiped her eye hurriedly and then attempted a laugh to conceal her emotions from others.
“The writing is Marla’s. She’s in Amesbury right now. When she went into the basement, she found bodies… not only of the dead but of the living. The scientists are experimenting on them.”
Ellen looked swiftly at Tommy and he nodded. “Why?” she asked. “I don’t understand.”
“I know. Neither do I. She was caught red-handed by Jakob.”
“Jakob?”
“Yes, she says not to trust him. She was locked in a cell in this place before being taken to Amesbury, where she was dumped on the street.”
Ellen swallowed down the lump forming in her throat, and the rising mixture of tension and panic that thumped in her chest. “Oh my God, Tommy…” She bit her tongue, fighting to hold back her emotions before tears streamed down her face. 
“But she’s safe. She says that. The two people came here to warn us and get us out. It isn’t safe here, Ellen.”
“I can’t believe she’s alive…” Ellen sniffed and coughed again. “I need to go in. I feel like I’m going to explode.”
Tommy nodded and placed his arm around her shoulder. Then he pretended to point something out in the distance. “I’m sorry I had to tell you out here. I didn’t know what else to do. Try not to cry. Inside, be really careful and don’t tell anyone about this, not even our friends. I don’t know if our rooms are bugged. I’m assuming the bathrooms aren’t. Try to go about everything as normal. Don’t think about the cameras and stuff, but know they might be there. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, Ellen, but we have to get out of here.”
“Can’t we just ask for transfers to other places? I could ask to be with my mum and Marla could come…”
“You could try, but I don’t know if they’d really let us out of there. As for Marla…”
“Who do you mean by ‘they’? The administrator, Caballero or the government? Who is controlling things here, because I don’t get it; I really don’t. This is meant to be a safe place… why would they be experimenting on people when the problem is the dead out there?”
Tommy laughed and shook his head, and pretended to point again. “I honestly don’t know. I don’t understand either. I’m just glad your sister is alive and I think we need to get out of here as soon as we can. She won’t ever abandon you, Ellen.”
Ellen coughed again. “I know. This is so much to take in, Tommy. I’m so happy, but I feel sick at the same time and frightened. I wish we hadn’t come here and just stayed on the boat.”
He gazed into the dying light, wondering how they could possibly walk out of this place. “I wish that too.”
 



Wednesday, 11
 
As he munched on a marmite and rubbery cheese sandwich, Tommy caught sight of Leah entering the cafeteria. Subtly, he watched her walk towards the counter and talk to the woman behind it. 
“Who’s she?” asked Billy, nodding his head towards her.
“Her name is Leah,” Tommy whispered, “and I met her outside on Sunday. She’s the one who told me about Marla. Seems nice enough.”
“She looks it.”
Tommy chuckled. “Stop staring.” Finishing his sandwich, he took a swig of his cup of tea.
“I’m just a guy,” Billy said with a grin.
“That’s what worries me!” 
Leah approached them carrying a chocolate muffin and a mug of coffee. “Hi,” she said warmly.
“How’s it going?” Tommy asked her as she sat down.
“Not bad. I’m still getting a feel for the place. Doug will be along in a second. He’s just paying.”
Tommy turned and checked out the man at the till: average height and build, short brown hair and a goatee, and aged in his forties. He was dressed in blue jeans, heavy boots and a green-and-white checked shirt. The service girl was laughing, so Tommy surmised he also had a good sense of humour. Turning back, he asked, “So, you’re settling in okay?”
She nodded. “Yeah, it’s great to not wake up with zombies outside the window, but I imagine cabin fever is gonna kick in at some point,” she replied and then bit into her chocolate muffin. “Life must get a bit repetitive in here, but wow, this muffin tastes good!”
“Talking of good, this is Billy,” said Tommy with a grin. “Sound guy. We met out on the road literally. Well, on a train track to be precise. He helped us out.”
“You helped me out after,” Billy replied, before turning to Leah. “Guess we helped each other out and then ended up here. I used to be a train driver. What’s your story?”
She finished the muffin in no time at all and sighed. “It’s a long story. I drifted. I was on my own, unfortunately, but then I met Doug and I’ve managed to stay safe since.”
“I’m not that much of a hero.”
The three of them turned to see Doug standing with a can of Coke in one hand and a bowl of chips in the other. “Mind if I take a seat?”
Tommy grinned. “Go for it.”
“Take a chip if you want one,” Doug invited, placing the bowl on the table.
Billy dipped his hand in straight away, muttering, “Don’t mind if I do.” 
Leah lent towards Tommy and whispered into his ear, “Does he know?”
He nodded and she smiled. “Good, that’s one.”
“There will be more,” said Tommy, “but I’m not sure when to tell them.”
“We can’t really talk here, despite the noise of other people,” warned Doug, “so where’s safest?”
“Outside, I guess. If you joined the guard there would be more opportunities and you’d have access to weapons. They check you out though.”
 “I was in the army in North Carolina, so they’ll find out my record is good.”
“You’re American?” asked Tommy, although the question was only rhetorical as he’d already clocked the Southern accent.
“Born and bred,” Doug responded. “Grew up near the beach, which is great stuff for a kid – all that fishing and swimming. Ah, I miss that.”
“I imagine. Never been to the States ever.”
“Shame. You’d like it, I reckon. I dropped out of college after one semester and joined up. All I wanted to do was be in the army. Did one hitch, got out, got married, went back to school and became an accountant. Guess I got serious. But then I changed my mind and became a math teacher.”
“Did you miss the army after you left?” asked Tommy.
“Some,” said Doug, “but I preferred the relative safety of accountancy. Slower, but okay. I spent four years in the infantry, two in the Republic of Korea, and I did two seventy-five day tours on the DMZ in Korea. I reckon it will be like riding a bike, joining the guard here.”
“He’s actually a writer too,” Leah cut in. “Always with his pen and notebook. He’s been writing since he was twelve!”
“Really?” asked Billy. 
Doug chuckled. “I only got serious about it lately. Maybe it’s all this doom and gloom out there – I need something to escape into.”
“Makes sense to me,” said Tommy. 
“What type of stuff do you write?” asked Billy.
“I’m working on a romance,” answered Doug with a laugh. Billy raised an eyebrow and the man laughed again. “I know, I don’t look the type, but I get to thinking about my wife and kids, and I end up writing romance!”
“They okay?” asked Billy automatically and then hoped he hadn’t put his foot in it. When Doug nodded, he let out a breath of relief. 
“Yep, they’re not with me, but the last thing I heard, she and my sons were safe. That’s the second-best option. We’ve been married for over twenty-five years and I think I’d sense if something was wrong. I’m sure she’s fine and I don’t dare doubt it. She’s back home in North Carolina. Sure as hell wish I hadn’t come here for a damn convention, but I’m glad my family haven’t had to go through what we have.”
“The administrator told us it hadn’t spread beyond here and parts of Europe,” said Tommy. “So they are in the best place, I reckon, and your military is bigger than ours.”
“Yeah, I just keep hoping.”
 “That’s all you can do. I have a son and we were split up for a while, but he’s here now. His name is Ash.”
“You’re married?” asked Doug, squirting ketchup on to his chips.
“Divorced.”
“Ah.” 
“Oh yes,” said Tommy with a sigh. “But the good thing about this freaky mess is that we actually get on now, with there being bigger things around to complain about.”
“I hear you there,” Doug whispered, “but we need to get this plan on the road. The date we leave is Sunday the twenty-second. It can’t be changed and a meeting place has been picked. It’s noisy enough in here right now that we can talk low, but presume they have cameras and bugging devices in this building. We really need to be careful.”
“Reckon outside and bathrooms are safe,” said Tommy.
Billy shrugged. “So why aren’t we talking there?” 
“He’s got a point,” said Leah. “Let’s vote on whose bathroom.”
 



Friday, 13
Ellen’s dream
 
Once in her pyjamas and slippers, Ellen followed Rita out of the changing area and into the sleep study room. Walking towards the bed, her imagination swept back to the conversation with Tommy and her hopes of seeing Marla again soon. Feeling her pulse speed up, she tried to focus on the bed and empty her thoughts, almost fearing they could be read. As if, she told herself.
Pushing back the white cotton sheets, Ellen sat down on the mattress before raising her bare feet and sliding them inside. Try to act normally, she told herself, resting her head back against the soft pillow while Rita smoothed the sheets down neatly below her shoulders. Ellen folded her arms on the outside and waited. He was late today. 
While Rita placed the sensors on her arms and face as usual, Ellen gazed up at the white-painted ceiling, wishing she were somewhere else. She did not want to be here today or to help in any way at all. If only they would all leave her alone in peace. Eyeing the nurse, she wondered what she knew; whether she spied on her in some way. 
A creak drew Ellen’s attention to the door, which opened. Quickly, she glanced away, knowing it was he, Doctor Grice. She recognised his footsteps, along with those of Owen. Perhaps the young man was trustable, but she doubted it. They were all in on this together. She was the experiment and she wanted out.
“How are you feeling this evening, Ellen?” asked the doctor.
“Fine,” she said, forcing a smile, even though it made her feel nauseous; the same instinctive reaction she had to the dead. She found herself unable to look at the man.
“I wanted to speak to you about sleeping here permanently for a week or so, but only if you wish it, of course. It is entirely up to you, but I thought we might be able to finish our study sooner and free you from it. What do you think, Ellen?” 
“Perhaps,” she replied, disinterested. For a moment she felt outside of herself, her body no longer her own, as if she was not really there, but detached somehow, watching her own reactions. If only. But she did not know how to say no without arousing suspicion. “I’ll have a think about it,” she offered, closing her eyes to the world. 
 
***
 
He rises from the bed, his face moving ever closer; the layers of skin lifting off into the air, tearing back in slow, slow motion to reveal the pumping blood, veins and muscles beneath. Angst and horror ravage her mind, but she wills herself on, to act, to do something before his jagged teeth seek to snap the tendons in her neck, for she senses… no, she knows it will happen. 
Something shifts then in the air. She feels it. So subtle, so easy to miss; it is nothing and yet it is everything. It is what gives her the power. 
Peeling the soles of her feet off the ground, she takes one step backwards, followed by another. His eyes are still fixed on her. The white orbs seem to flicker in their dark sockets, seeing nothing, yet seeing all, seeing her. She steps again. In the distancing, she feels a slip in the atmosphere; a movement. There is… she knows not, but it is there. Hidden, listening; she feels it. 
In this split, endless second her body flees and suddenly she is one with it, sliding, racing down the corridor into blackness. It waits like a sleeping animal, this darkness, scooping her up inside it, willing her to follow its curve as it eels away.
In front of her sweeps the scent of death: rotting meat; decay. She swallows, resisting the urge to be sick. Glancing over her shoulder, he is there, not so far behind her as to not be a threat anymore. Threat: the word sticks in her mind. Its importance she cannot define, but it seems to float, filling the void. Ahead the pitch black reigns. The more she tries to focus on it, the more it appears to open like a physical door; the way of mist inviting her to escape. 
She plunges into the dark, recognising its touch, having been here so many times before. Knowing what lies ahead, she races into it, bereft of fear. It represents salvation and feeling this, her terror evaporates. Her eyes scan the scene for a weapon; anything with which to fight the creature. 
Spying an ornate case lying on the ground, she kneels down to pick it up. Its heavy weight surprises her and she almost drops it. The design on the outer case so intricate, the material so old, draws her. The katana, for she knows its name without knowing, curves. Gripping the ornamental handle, around which a design like ivy and delicate flowers turns, she pulls back the guard slightly to expose the blade beneath. It glints like pure gold. But I don’t know how to use it. Time is of the essence and she places it carefully back on the ground.
Behind her, it wails, the noise building, layer upon layer, seeking to destroy the silence, smothering the air with this deluge of vengeance for her denial of him. He will come; she can feel it. 
Yet there is one other and he waits here in the obscurity, quiet as a mouse, as enduring as time itself. He is here, close. She knows. And she runs.
Laughter spills out of the walls, hurtling like a child without a care in the world. It stops her in her tracks and she spins on the spot, searching for the origin of it. “Where are you? Who are you? What are you?” The darkness fails to answer and she sighs. 
Behind her, she hears the thing approaching, forcing her terror to awake once more. All around her the very walls begin to tremble and a tremor surges through, altering this stage. She hurtles down the corridor as it snakes into a tunnel of inky black, her feet sinking into spongy, warm earth. She sinks into it, relishing its warmth; the only source of it in this icy world. 
Pausing for a second, she spies his shape looming; its jerky movements; relentless, forever. Seeping out of the cracks in the walls the laughter seeks her out, pressing against her eardrums, plummeting through the silence, enveloping everything. But then she remembers how it only used to be a slight echo in the distance. When did it become so loud? When did she recall that it used to be so small a sound? 
The laughter floods in waves; almost deafening, it rises; the tumult filling her ears. Raising her hands, she shuts out the noise, but then she hears him. “This is a warning. You must heed my warning.” 
He is here. 
Everywhere, she searches with her eyes for the source of the laughter. It is hiding, concealing itself. “Why do you hide?” she asks the walls, impenetrable and deaf to her question. It lies beyond them. The laughter is there. Remembering the dead thing behind her, she turns, not fearing it anymore, knowing in that second that it is only a dream, a nightmare; this thing she conjured up to plague herself. Almost laughing, she focuses. He is still there, stumbling blindly, addicted to her scent. 
Beneath this incongruous laughter, she wills her mind to think. She can no longer recall the time when this frightened her, this man in the distance; this thing that used to be human. Dead! She wishes him deader than dead, not this rejuvenated form that will never cease its pursuit. But fear? No, she no longer trembles before it. 
Spying a metal pole propped against the wall, she heaves it off the ground and makes haste. The thing cannot outrun her, she now understands, but if the tunnel ends she will be forced to fight it. This time it will neither rip the muscle from her back nor grind its teeth into her neck for she will stop it.
Bouncing, echoing, diving, roaring, the laughter leads the way, but she wishes for quiet. This must end. She must find its lair, the secret place where it hides. The tunnel turns and she swerves with it. The earth beneath her feet transforms into water, warm and comforting. For a second she thinks of the safety of the womb, but then she grips the pole and tries to hurry forward, turning once more with the constant eeling motion of the tunnel. 
Footsteps behind, to the side, ahead, to the other side…
“This is a warning. This will be the last warning before the end.”
Where is he, this man who speaks? Bewildered, she stops and turns, only to be confronted by nothing. A shadow in the distance reveals the dead man walking, but he is far back. Ahead hovers the dark and she rises to the challenge, dragging her legs into it. 
It stops, this laughter, only for the briefest of seconds before spilling forth again. The tunnel forks and she follows the sound to the left, the wrong way; not to the right where her senses tell her to go. Somehow she knows it is time to leave, time to wake, yet she will not allow herself. Not now. 
Stubbing her toes, she stops. Mighty stone steps rise up from the ground before her. Forcing one foot in front of the other, she ascends them evenly, willing herself to remain in this world. Just for a while. She has to know. It lives here, the laughter, and she will find it. Darkness looms and though struggling, she wills herself not to wake. Not yet. Not yet. 
“This is a warning. It is for you. You must listen. Do not turn away for the time is coming. They will rise from the dead, dooming your species to extinction. Your reality will fall unless you stop it.” 
“How?” she asks the bodiless voice.
Silence is her only answer.
Then laughter ripples around this square room. 
“Where am I? Who are you?”
These sheer walls stretch up endlessly and the floor feels solid, like tile. A cold chill drifts upwards. She moves her arms and they seem to leave sparks in the air, as if the tiniest fireworks were dancing along her skin. Electricity; she can feel it. Laughter. More laughter. She spins around. 
A figure in the dark. Motionless, he has his back to the wall, his face hidden. She peers closer. His back shakes. He is the one laughing. It is only one. But no, he moves to the side and there is another in front of him. Stepping out, they stand together, their expressions concealed, their identities not for her to see.
“Who are you?” she asks again, pleading silently with the gloom not to take her yet. She has to know. The pole scrapes along the hard ground and she senses they have heard her. 
Whispers. Whispers in this inky black penetrate. Words she has never heard before, spoken in a language unrecognisable in a tone so curious. What is this? Chilled, she takes a step back, but they have heard; they know. As one, their heads begin to turn; a grisly clicking, flicking through the soundless stream. 
“No!”
Her heart leaps in her chest. Before they set their eyes upon her, something strong spins her around to face in the other direction. 
“No! None must look upon them. They are the end. This is a warning. You must heed it. And you must not tell.”
Suddenly cold in this impenetrable dark, she sees him for the barest fraction of a second.
 
***
 
On the bed, her body jolted to life, casting her out of its placid confinement. The spasm woke her. Coughing, she gasped for air. 
“Ellen, I am right here. Can you hear me?”
Hearing Rita’s voice and the familiar hum of a machine, Ellen opened her eyes to the real world; the one beyond her dreams. Her throat felt dry and she struggled to swallow. 
“Don’t try to move, honey,” said Rita as she set about removing the bands and sensors from her body and face. 
Ellen focused on the nurse’s face before moving her eyes slowly to the white walls. Her memory whirred with a multitude of images. She had seen him, seen them all.
Rita walked swiftly away and returned within a minute. “Water,” she stated simply. 
Raising herself in the bed, Ellen leaned back against the headboard and took the glass of water. Sipping it slowly, she nodded to the nurse and smiled a little. “How long was I asleep?” she asked.
“Over an hour more than usual, but I’d need to check exactly how long,” Rita replied. “We kept expecting you to wake. The chart was going crazy, phenomenal really. What did you dream?”
Ellen was about to speak when the door to the observation room opened. Doctor Grice strode out, closely followed by Owen. Ellen noticed their expressions lit up and glowing, expectant, as if they knew.
“A record so far,” remarked the doctor. “Ellen, you did very well. Very well indeed.”
Ellen sipped her water, trying not to recoil every time Doctor Grice spoke. She detested him, but fearing it unwise for him to suspect it, she forced herself to meet his eyes. “Rita said it was over an hour longer,” she said cheerfully.
Owen nodded. “It was as if you were willing yourself to stay asleep. Is that what happened?”
Ellen remained quiet, thinking. What if she told them? How would they react? Would it lead to even more tests, more questions? If they knew she could act willingly in her dreams, where would it lead? What would they ask her to do next? She had already realised they were only interested in her answers, not her wellbeing. This experiment would never end. For all she knew, they had no intention of ending her nightmares; all they had wanted to do so far was prolong them in order to discover answers… the laughing man. Well, there were two of them. She knew that now. Along with one other, who had prevented her from looking upon them, but why?
“Ellen?”
She suddenly noticed Doctor Grice perched on the end of her bed. Owen and Rita hovered at the side. They were all waiting patiently for her. Only she held the key for them. Only she could set them free from waiting. She remembered the last words of the man in her dream – what if she did not have permission to tell? 
“Sorry,” Ellen replied at length. “I feel drained.”
“What happened?” the doctor pushed. 
“Nothing,” she replied. “Nothing new. I heard the laughter again, but I could not find the source of it. I still cannot tell who it is – if it’s one voice or more.”
She watched his face crumble. Disappointment strode across it.
“I’m sorry. I tried.”
“Don’t worry, Ellen,” he replied. “We will get there in the end. We will stop these nightmares.”
As if you really want to. You just want me to continue having them and keep me here every night just so you can find an answer, but what if none exists…?
Doctor Grice’s words cut into her thoughts: “Did you see or hear the man who warned you before?” 
She shook her head slowly. “No, he wasn’t there,” she lied.
 



Saturday, 14 
 
Martinez, Billy, Eric and Tommy were seated on the floor of the latter’s bathroom, wedged uncomfortably into the small space with their knees drawn up to their chins. At the other side of the door, Bob scratched incessantly at the bottom with his paws, interspersed by the odd, low bark. 
“Well, this is cosy,” Billy remarked. 
“I thought it was the safest place to talk. I’d run water too, but we’d probably have the water monitor knocking at the door,” Tommy replied.
Eric nodded. “You know there really is one of those,” he said, and the others chuckled.
“Do you think he’ll keep that up – the barking?” asked Billy. 
“Oh yes, that’s a given,” said Tommy, “but it’s good sound cover for us.”
“Maybe they’ll think we’re playing poker if they saw us all coming into your room,” joked Martinez. 
“Or a love-in,” added Billy, making them all laugh again.
Tommy tapped the tiles. “Seriously, guys, we need to get organised. We’ve got a set date for this – Sunday the twenty-second – and we can’t stray from it. She’ll be waiting, like I explained.”
“I can’t wait to see her again,” said Billy.
Tommy nodded. “You’re telling me?” 
Eric prodded him, grinning. 
“Anyhow, I’ve worked out the basics with Leah and Doug. Martinez and I can speak to the guys we trust in the guard,” Tommy continued. “After what happened with Acre that day, I’m pretty sure who will want to get out of this place.”
“Make sure you don’t pick a squealer,” said Eric, “or we’re screwed.”
“You’ll have to trust my judgement on it. If I’m not sure about someone, I’m not going to take any risks. I’ve spoken to Sylvia and Elliott. They’re in. They’ve known the soldiers longer than us, except for you, Martinez, so they can help on who is trustable. I haven’t been able to speak to Ellen. That’s the thing that worries me. The good doctor has her locked up in his sleep study room.”
“No way!” Billy exclaimed. 
“She agreed to it,” said Tommy with a sigh. “Ellen didn’t want anyone to get suspicious and agreed to sleep there for the study. She wanted everyone to think she was depressed over Marla. It was only meant to be for a week, but Owen has told me the doctor plans to keep her in there against her will. He’s sedating her a lot. I would have gone to Caballero or the administrator about it, but after what happened to Marla, what’s the point?”
“Who is Owen?” asked Billy.
“He’s one of the nurses there. Anyway, Owen doesn’t agree with what the doctor is doing. He’s really worried, and says Ellen has lost weight and looks tired. He mentioned coming across her records and reckons these orders come from high up.”
“Crazy fuckers,” said Eric. “They’re just dreams.”
“I don’t get it,” Martinez cut in.
“Long story,” Billy told him. “I’ll tell you later.”
Martinez nodded.
“So, we need to gather as much weaponry as we can, speak to the soldiers who are trustable and plan this escape to the last detail,” said Tommy. “Harold and Peggy want to come with us; also Hanna and my son, Ash. I reckon Barney and Ruth too – I can’t with good conscience leave them in here, but Ruth is so young… I’m in two minds about it. Doug and Leah don’t think it’s a good idea.” 
“But they aren’t your kids,” Eric pointed out.
“I promised Barney I wouldn’t leave him and I can’t separate him from his sister. Peggy offered to take care of them.”
Eric shook his head. “I’m thinking it’s all gonna get complicated.”
“It is anyway,” said Tommy.
“What about Ellen?” asked Billy.
“Owen is going to get her out,” Tommy answered. “He knows what he’s gotta do.”
“I hope he’s reliable,” said Martinez. “I know nothing about him.”
Eric and Billy nodded. 
Tommy waved his hands. “My gut instinct says yes. So, guys, the place where we will meet Marla is in between here and Amesbury, where she is living. It’s beside a tennis court, opposite Upavon Golf Club. Leah and Doug told me it’s safe. There’s nothing there and you can see all around you. Plus it’s easy to drive away in two directions and it’s away from the residential areas, so less freak potential. So, any ideas, guys? I have to meet with Leah and Doug later on. How do you reckon we do this thing? We have to get all of us out, and safely.”
“I vote to go first thing in the morning,” said Martinez. “When there are no uglies about.”
Tommy shook his head. “Ah, that’s one thing we’re sure on. Leah and Doug reckon we should leave at 7 p.m.”
“Now you’re joking?” asked Billy.
“Nope, it’s the time the soldiers are least likely to come after us. They won’t take the risk at night. And if they do follow, it’s probably the only time we have a chance of losing them.”
“It’s also the most likely time to get a visit by a zombie, and I don’t mean a spaced-out Avon lady,” Eric cut in.
The guys looked at one another for a moment and then Billy shrugged. “He’s right, you know. Night – it’s the only time. They’d be crazy to come after us. Caballero’s not stupid. He won’t send a search party out until morning.”
Martinez mumbled something beneath his breath, but nodded. “We’d have a big head start.”
“That’s the other thing,” said Eric. “Is Caballero definitely not trustable?”
Tommy laughed. “Is the Pope Catholic? The man lied to my face.”
 



Week 19
Sunday, 22 
 
She followed the road as it curved around the wide open fields and between deep set trees. Above, the branches formed arches through which the dimming light peeked down on them. Every now and then, Marla eyed Nick as she drove. He did not say a word. Day would soon begin its transition to night and it made her apprehensive. 
Although the group had been through the plan over and over, she could not shake off the sense of unease that wrapped itself around her. Only the thought of seeing her sister and Tommy kept her steeled and determined. Adrenalin would propel her forwards, as it always did. Today was the day, as scheduled. Only time would tell if the plan would work. 
“Worried?” Nick asked and she laughed hollowly, knowing his question to be only rhetorical; no answer expected. Just as well, because none would be forthcoming. 
Marla checked the mirror. She wondered how Brian, Kris and Sid were doing in the back of the van. Probably have as many butterflies in their bellies as me. Marla refocused on the road ahead where the trees formed another arch, welcoming her beneath them, hurrying her towards her destiny. 
 
***
 
Owen placed the printout of the photograph he had taken of Ellen sleeping over the single camera directed towards her bed. Quickly and carefully, he managed to tape it, despite his trembling fingers. Every now and then he checked the door, but no one entered the room. There was a chance of Rita returning at any moment if she decided not to take her full break, but he prayed silently that the Fates were on his side and she would stay away. 
“Wake up,” he whispered, nudging the sleeping girl. When no response came, he tapped her cheeks, willing her to stir, but she gave no reaction at all. He hoped her previous dosage of medication was wearing off. With time of the essence, he set about removing the sensors and bands from her face and body, followed by the contraption on her finger. “Ellen,” he whispered. “Please wake up.” 
Warily, Owen checked the door again, knowing it was only a matter of time before they were discovered. If so, it would be easy enough to remove the printout from the camera, but he would have to think up a good excuse for having removed all of the sensors. He shook her shoulders and slapped her cheek hard, although the action made him grimace. Understanding the depth of her sleep and the nature of her dreams, he knew his efforts might be in vain. 
Something flickered across Ellen’s expression and for a second he thought she would open her eyes, but then nothing. It was not to be. Time for Plan B, thought Owen. Lifting her head, he supported the back of it with his hand as he ran his other hand down her back and raised her upper body. She remained in a trancelike state, her head rolling to the side, her eyes wide open and staring blankly. 
It was useless. While trying to shift her body towards him, he remembered a story that Marla had once related. How she found her sister frozen in the impenetrable depths of sleep, staring at the ceiling with her eyes wide open. Concerned, Marla had tried to rouse her in vain and in the end she threw a glass of water over her. 
Owen carefully laid the sleeping girl back down. Grasping the glass of water by her bed, he repeated what Marla had done. Ellen’s body jerked and her head thrashed. Although her eyes were already open, they suddenly widened and the indifferent expression showed recognition. She coughed and blinked, staring at him, questioning. Owen replaced the glass on the side table and gestured for her not to speak. “I have to get you out of here right now,” he said. 
Wiping her face, Ellen swung her legs over the side of the bed and nodded, looking confused. “Why? What time is it? Doctor Grice said I can’t leave until we finish the study in a couple of days.”
Owen sighed. “He’s not going to let you leave, Ellen.”
“But he…”
“Tommy is waiting and I told him I would bring you right to him now. Can you stand?”
 “Yes, but, I don’t get it.” She paused and yawned. “I’m sleepy. Why do I have to see him now?”
“He told me to tell you I know Marla is alive; that you’d trust me then.”
Ellen looked Owen squarely in the eye and then it dawned on her that she might be able to. Perhaps he didn’t trust Doctor Grice either, but how did Tommy come into it? She rubbed her forehead, feeling tired. The alternative was to stay here. If they were caught, the worst thing she could imagine happening was ending up back in this room again. The doctor wouldn’t harm her, his prize guinea pig. The decision was a no-brainer. “I need my clothes,” she stated simply.
He tugged her rucksack out from under the bed where he had hidden it behind the valance. “It’s all here. Hurry, because I don’t know when Rita will be back. She’s on her break.”
When Owen turned his back, Ellen put on a pair of socks, black leggings and a long, black T-shirt, followed by her green and white trainers. Fastening the rucksack, she slung it over her shoulder. “Are all my belongings in here?” she asked. 
“Yes. I borrowed your key. I got Tommy to help me, so most of the things you came here with are in there. He has your sister’s things.”
“Why are you helping me?”
“Because I don’t like what’s happening here.”
She nodded and looked him in the eye. “Thank you, Owen.”
“Sure, but we really have to go now.”
He opened the door slowly and peeked out down the corridor. Seeing no one, he stepped out and held the door for Ellen, who closed it without making a sound. She pushed her damp hair behind her ears and looked around. Her breath stuck in her throat. Owen led the way towards the stairs and she trailed him quietly. As he opened the stairwell exit, there came a scraping as the lift jolted to life, moving upwards. Without pause he closed the door, leaving them in darkness. 
“I’m not turning on the light,” he whispered. “Your eyes will get used to it and I don’t want anyone to see us. We’re heading to the fourth floor cos it’s the first one with no soldiers.”
“Where do we go from there?” 
“Come on.”
Holding on to the centre rail with her left hand, Ellen turned with it, shuffling forwards to find the first step of the flight down. However much she squinted, her eyes failed to make out anything in the dark. Bumping into Owen, she wavered and he grasped her hand to steady her for a moment. Then she let go, determined to make her way independently and not be a burden. As her foot hit thin air, Ellen stumbled slightly, weighed down by the rucksack on her back, and she gripped the rail until she found solidity. It was slow going until both of her feet rested on even ground. Regaining her composure, she wandered forwards slowly in the pitch black. 
She felt Owen’s hand take hers again as he moved forwards, reaching out for where he believed the door to be. “The things I do,” he mumbled and Ellen smiled, knowing the joke was for her benefit. Finding a handle, Owen pulled it towards them.  Light blazed and Ellen automatically closed her eyes. Squinting, she followed him into the brightly lit corridor. At the farthest end a group of three men were standing and talking while in the middle a child sat on the carpet playing with something. The door behind him was open. Ellen looked at Owen in expectation. He walked confidently, she following, and strode swiftly towards a room three doors down. Removing a key, he opened it. 
“What’s in there?” she asked.
“Empty,” he whispered, gesturing her towards it. Once they were inside, he locked the door, pocketed the key and pointed to the other side of the room. “Window!”
Ellen hurried towards it and looked out into the fading sunlight. The dark was coming, bringing them with it. How many she could only guess, but she assumed they had increased in number since she was last out there, lost. Turning to face her companion, she asked, “Where are we going exactly?” 
“We’re leaving Haven,” he responded. “They won’t let you leave here of your own accord, as you’ve probably started to realise.”
“But when the sleep tests are over in a few days, they’ll let me go…”
Owen shook his head. “They’re never going to let you go. It’s in your file and I’ve read it – the other secret one that Grice has on you. He lied to you. This is a government project, Ellen. The word comes from high up, but there’s no time for this. I can fill you in later. Right now we have to get out.” He opened the window and leaned out.
She followed his eyes to the ground. “But we’re four floors up.”
“That’s why I have a rope,” he replied, taking a length out of the wardrobe and unfurling it to the ground. He then secured it to the window.
“You’re joking?”
“They won’t let you walk out the door, so come on. No one knows I have the keys to this room, but we don’t have time to debate this. Once Rita finds you gone and the photo I stuck over the camera, that’s it. All the guards will be looking for you.”
Ellen frowned, deciding not to ask him to explain about the photo right now, and took a deep breath. 
“Give me your bag,” he said. “I’ll carry it.”
“You’re not coming?”
“Yes, I am, but the only thing I need to take is myself. I’ve got a wallet full of photos and that’s all I need. Now go down first. I’m going to hold the rope in case my tying skills are crap.”
Under any other circumstances Ellen would have laughed, but instead she took in the scene below. “What if the guards come? There must be some down there.”
“Not at this time and not there. I planned this with Tommy and the others, but we couldn’t put you at risk by telling you. Come on, time is passing.”
Nodding, Ellen passed Owen her bag and raised herself up on to the windowsill. Swinging her legs out, she gripped the rope and lowered her body down. For some inane reason she thought how her junior school PE teacher would have been proud. She had always been one of the last to be picked for any team, but here she was showing a natural deftness for rope climbing. In no time at all her feet hit solid ground and she backed against the wall. She watched Owen clamber down. 
“What about the rope?” she asked when he was standing beside her.
“Have to leave it.” He gestured for her to move behind him as he crept forwards to spy around the corner of the wall. Several guards moved there, between the building and the fence. He hoped one of them was Marcus, as planned, but where was Tommy? Owen imagined his mouth to be as parched as the desert. There was no time for delay. A piercing wail cut through the silence and Ellen jumped. “What the hell?”
“Fire alarm,” Owen responded. “A distraction. All planned. The guards are moving. I see them heading away from the fence and towards the building. There’s just one now – Marcus. They’ve all gone inside, except for him. Great.”
“What are we waiting for?” she asked. “We’re sitting du–”
“Me!”
Ellen gasped as Tommy walked into view, carrying two rucksacks, one of which she recognised as her sister’s. Bob kept to his heel, being surprisingly quiet. Marcus followed behind. 
“The others are leaving now. Ready?” Tommy asked. “Sorry, Ellen, but we couldn’t tell you any of this because of the dream monitoring, in case they had a way to–”
“Read my mind?” She looked at him, incredulous.
Tommy shrugged. “We weren’t sure. Marla is waiting. This is the day she planned, so we have to go today.”
“Marla…?”
Owen nodded. “Tommy, we can’t just stand here. Rita didn’t come back and the rope is hanging.”
“I hear you,” he answered. “Come on, all the guards went inside after the alarm, except for those who are with us. I just carried on walking around and told them I couldn’t go in cos the noise would freak out Bob.”
“What about Barney and Ruth?” asked Ellen.
“With my ex-wife and son. We’ll see them soon,” Tommy replied. “Come on. No time.”
Ellen, Owen and Marcus followed him along the side of the building, staying close to the brick wall and keeping an eye on the fence. The piercing alarm cancelled out all other sounds, and they kept moving lest it stop as suddenly as it had started. Ahead, all of the facility’s vehicles waited, offering themselves up for choice, but there was small chance of starting one without being seen or heard. Tommy led the way between them, using their steel frames as cover. From his position he could make out three guards standing by the main entrance plus two on the right-hand side and three others to the left. The latter three he recognised: Elliott, Ian and John. But where were Sylvia, Leroy and Martinez?
Tommy removed his SIG Sauer handgun from his rucksack and passed it to Ellen, followed by the Remington pump-action shotgun; the same weapons he’d brought with him to Haven. Knowing Owen had never fired a gun in his life, he did not bother the young man with his other reserves. Next he removed a grenade and gripped it in his left hand. Soon the orderly trail of vehicles ended and all that lay between them and freedom was a vast amount of concrete, with five of Caballero’s guards blocking their escape and their friends at the side. 
Where were the others? Tommy looked towards some other vehicles parked a distance away and wondered if they were hidden behind them. There was no way of knowing and no time to wait. He strode out of hiding, holding the grenade high in the air. Straight away the guards at the gate and those to the right took a step towards him and levelled their guns. 
“Don’t shoot,” he yelled, “or I’ll blow us all up. I have nothing to lose, so don’t try me. This girl is Ellen. Doctor Grice wouldn’t want any harm to come to her, or your secret government project would be over, no?”
The three guards glanced at one another while the two others standing by the fence took a few steps. “No further,” Tommy shouted. 
Across the gravel behind them came the fast crunch of footsteps: Billy and Eric, Doug and Leah, all armed and dressed in the uniform of the Haven guards. Behind them were Peggy and Harold, followed by Martinez. A few seconds later, Leroy appeared with Ash, Barney and Hanna who was carrying Ruth. Everyone had brought a bag of belongings. When Tommy noticed Ash, the boy went to run towards him, but Leroy nudged him back. Tommy nodded in his son’s direction. 
Martinez, Doug and Leah strode swiftly towards the particular Vector for which they had keys and climbed into the front. Peggy and Harold got into the back. Marcus ran towards one of two Land Rovers and jumped inside while Leroy led his group to the other. 
“You need to let us go through or I’m going to pull the plug on this thing,” Tommy shouted as Bob began to bark.
“You wouldn’t,” stated one of the guards. “What would be the point?”
“Try me.”
Shouts from the entrance of the building made everyone turn around. About a dozen or so guards exited in time with the alarm falling silent. Rita, Doctor Grice and Caballero walked at the front of the group, which included Sylvia. She astonished them all by not stopping and strolling away to join Tommy. Caballero shouted after her, but she did not pause. The doctor could be seen arguing with the commander about something, but it was impossible for Tommy’s group to overhear the conversation. 
At length, Caballero looked towards the guards at the gate with anger written on his face. “Let them go,” he shouted. “They’re all armed and I don’t want a bloodbath here. Don’t harm that girl, Ellen.”
With some hesitation the men reluctantly lowered their weapons and opened the metal exit doors. Elliott, Ian and John then left the other members of the guard looking flabbergasted as they hurried to join the escapees. Caballero turned to argue with the doctor again while more of his soldiers spilled out of the facility. 
“Time to go,” said Tommy, before telling Owen, Ellen, Sylvia, Ian, Elliott and John to get into the back of the Vector. Keeping the grenade raised in the air, he coolly climbed into the front of the Land Rover beside Marcus, followed by Eric and Billy, who kept their guns fixed on the guards.
 
***
 
The Vector shot down Marlborough Road. In his mirror, Martinez caught sight of a Panther truck tailing them. For some reason he hadn’t been able to fathom at the time, the Land Rover had taken a detour down an unlit lane. Now he was glad of it. 
“Can you see who’s driving?” asked Leah. “I can’t see Marcus and Tommy anywhere.”
Martinez shook his head as he put his foot down, forcing the vehicle to accelerate. “They went the other way, but no, I can’t see. I’d hate to think.”
“We can’t go to the meeting place,” said Doug, who was seated between them. “It’s too dangerous. Whoever it is will follow.”
Martinez sighed as he checked the road behind him. “Something tells me they’re not going to give up tailing us, so do you have any idea where I should drive because my knowledge of this area is pretty sketchy.”
“Keep going,” Doug suggested with a shrug.
“This thing has a full tank, so that’s good. We’ll hit the A338 in a second. We could head in the opposite direction towards Shipton Bellinger. That will take us into Amesbury. Maybe we can lose them there?”
“No,” argued Doug firmly. “No way we can go to Amesbury. That’s where we live – we can’t give them any clues that we’re staying there or they’ll take the place apart looking for us.”
Martinez hit the steering wheel. “Okay, anyone got any other bright ideas or that bloody useful thing we call a map?” 
Leah hurriedly checked the compartments and pulled one out. “We’re in luck, yes. There’s some gum too. Want any?”
“Great. Normally there’s a flashlight or two as well, and some general stuff for the guards heading out,” said Martinez. “Gum, yes. Hell, they’re going faster. Guess I better too,” he added, putting his foot down again. The vehicle lurched and speeded up.
 
***
 
In the back of the Vector, Ellen tried to soothe Peggy. Harold had his arm around his wife’s shoulders and Ellen could see that she was trying hard not to cry. “It will be alright,” he said. 
“When will it ever be alright again?” she asked. “Out here, with those dead creatures. But we deserve that after what we did.”
“Peggy, don’t do this, please,” urged Harold. “Don’t upset yourself. You did nothing wrong. We did nothing wrong. Things happened… beyond our control.”
Peggy glanced away.
 “We keep going faster,” Owen remarked. “Makes me think there are soldiers following us.”
“Could be,” said Ellen, but she was distracted by Peggy’s words.
“Don’t worry,” said Ian, checking the guns he had managed to bring in his backpack. “We’re ready for them. There’s no way I’m going back to Haven.”
“Haven, my ass,” added Sylvia, leaning forwards in her chair. “We’re going to get out of this.”
“I’ve never used a gun in my life,” Owen admitted, “but I’m willing to try… to help.”
Ian looked up at him. “No worries, man, you won’t need to, but take this one, just in case. It’s loaded. That’s the safety and you use it like this.” The guy gave a demonstration before handing it over to a surprised looking Owen. “Make sense?”
“Sure,” he answered uneasily as he weighed the Glock in both hands. 
“Sound.”
“That’s my sister’s favourite gun,” Ellen remarked. “She was really particular about it.”
“We’ll see her soon,” said Sylvia. “You’ll see.”
“Hope so.” Ellen hugged Peggy. Harold pressed his lips together, seeming deep in thought. Ellen would not allow herself to consider what might happen next. Every time the Vector increased speed, she felt her heart leap into her throat. When it happened again, she offered a small smile to Owen who looked as nervous as she felt. 
Unexpectedly, the vehicle lurched heavily, jolting everyone, who automatically felt for their seatbelts. Ian, who had not secured his, slid on to the floor. Looking embarrassed, he dragged himself back up. “What the hell was that?”
 
***
 
“Jesus!” gasped Martinez as he put his foot on the brakes sharply. In front of them, stretching back as far as the eye could see, forming a river of heaving, stinking grey, streamed the dead, and they were heading towards them. “Do I try to drive through them?” he asked, clutching his forehead. “Or should I turn around?”
“I’m getting into the gunner position,” Doug informed him, “so I can see how close they really are.” 
He shifted while Leah stared out at the zombies, feeling like someone had just wandered over her grave and reversed. “I’ve never seen so many together… in one place. How is it possible for so many?”
“I’ve seen it,” Martinez replied, “but I’ve never been the filling in a sandwich like this before. Those grim fuckers move slow, but that Panther doesn’t, so I really need to know what to do, guys. I could turn around, but we need to decide fast. Like now.”
Leah checked the side mirror. “Shit.” 
“The soldiers are closing in,” remarked Doug. “Do I shoot?”
Martinez sighed as he drove forward. “They’re our people. How can we shoot them?”
“Your own people,” Leah corrected him, “and they might try to kill us.”
“Or try to take us back…”
“Yeah and then what?” asked Leah. “You really wanna find out what they’ll do to us? Chop us up in the basement for dinner maybe?”
Martinez shook his head. “I don’t feel comfortable with us killing anyone. Maybe shoot to warn them off?”
“I can see three guys in the front of the Panther. There’s a gunner. Do you recognise them?” asked Doug.
“Can’t see them from here,” Martinez responded. “Jesus! There’s no way I can drive through these dead fuckers. Look at ‘em!”
“Try,” urged Leah. “I don’t wanna end up trapped. I’m scared they’re going to shoot us.”
“Bloody rock and a hard place.”
“I never understood that expression,” Doug commented. 
“Jesus, Doug. If I was those damn soldiers I’d just let us go. There are worse things in the world than us,” Martinez grumbled.
Leah nodded. “And we’re looking right at them.”
In front of them the wretched faces and tangled limbs of the dead came into full panoramic view, rolling like some surreal motion picture, set against the backdrop of a darkening sky. Into the air their wails and cries of hunger and desperation entwined, a gruesome cacophony. Shifting forwards, ever relentless, the figures seemed to shift jaggedly as one, staring forwards without expression. Blood and bodily fluids splattered upwards and outwards as the bodies at the front of the unsteady line collapsed or flew backwards. The violence woke Martinez from his ghoulish reverie. 
“You okay?” asked Leah. “You looked hypnotised for a sec.”
He nodded as he guided the Vector into the gap that Doug had created. He thought of Moses parting the Red Sea and almost choked on the horrific irony of it. 
 
***
 
“What the hell was that?” asked Owen when bullets exploded outside.
“Stay calm, everyone,” soothed Sylvia. “No one panic. We, soldiers, are trained for this and we’ll protect anyone who isn’t.”
Elliott passed a shotgun to Harold, who nodded. “Sylvia’s right, but we need to prepare ourselves,” he said. “Make sure you have something to protect yourself with, just in case, and if you don’t know how to use it, now’s the time to ask.”
“I don’t want to do this,” muttered Peggy. “If only we could see out of this box!” 
Ellen held her hand while she watched John and Ian rechecking the weapons stash. 
“It’s okay, love,” said Harold, hugging his wife to him. “We’ll soon reach somewhere safe.”
She pushed him away. “We don’t deserve to be safe.”
Ellen stayed silent, bewildered by Peggy’s remark and afraid to contemplate the future. She looked at Owen, who was practising adjusting the safety on his handgun. He looked deep in concentration and she suspected he was wondering what the hell he would do with it if pushed. “Do you think someone’s shooting at us?” he asked, looking up.
“We’d feel the impact,” Elliott told him. “Now listen to me, everyone. This is what we’re going to do…”
 
***
 
The Vector plunged into the wall of bodies, driving roughly over the corpses that sank beneath its wheels. Bloody, skinless and injured hands pounded at the body of the vehicle without pause; some fingers managing to stretch up to tap in vain on the glass windows. Some just bloody stumps or clean bone. All around, the expressionless faces swam, reminding Leah of the empty eyes of dead fish, except they didn’t come back. And they didn’t emit those terrifying wails that made her shiver. Cringing, she gripped her shotgun and glanced sidelong at Martinez. 
He was trying to focus on driving, but found himself distracted by the gaping jaws, the teeth bared in the fashion he saw rabid dogs do as a kid, only this time the hunger was directed towards him. In the end he managed to tear his eyes away from the sight that revolted and captivated him at once. His thoughts switched to his friends closed in the back of the Vector. They would be distressed or panicking even over what could be happening, what with the gunshots and his driving, but at least they were saved from seeing this. Martinez almost found himself wishing the night would fall faster to make them fade away.
Doug continued to fire on the creatures, but there was no end to them and on all sides they surged towards the truck in a ferocious swarm. He paused for a second, not daring to imagine how they would get out of this. They were surrounded. A face without the features that once made it one caught his eye – nothing except a bloody mass – and he could imagine the stench of it; the maggots and flies that made it their home. Disgusted, he shook his head to refocus. To the side, zombies continued to collapse.
“It’s not my shots that are taking those down,” Doug shouted. “The other vehicle is right behind us.”
“Shit!” exclaimed Leah. “I can basically see their faces – three men. We’re jammed.”
“But they can’t get out of their vehicle to get us,” Martinez reasoned. “That’s something.”
“How about we change direction, and try to head off the road and into the field beside us?” Doug suggested.
“There’s nothing out there,” said Leah. “According to the map it would be a bad idea and the dead roam empty places. Night’s coming and we’d be screwed.”
“Jeez, I can see another Panther,” said Doug. “Two of ‘em, but I can’t see further back to check if there are any more.”
“Shit, we have to do something, Martinez,” urged Leah. 
Martinez stared out the windscreen, feeling his stomach plunge. Zombies encircled them. To push forwards seemed as useless as turning back, yet the Vector’s solid build had handled the ‘rough terrain’ so far, he thought with a smirk. Tapping the steering wheel twice, he carried on driving as the creatures collapsed, brought down by whoever was firing at them. “They clearly don’t want us to die,” he remarked.
“They want the dream girl,” Doug answered, “not us.”
“It doesn’t make sense. That must be some government project if they think they can find answers from her nightmares,” said Leah.
“No stranger than these things in front of…”
“I’m going to steer to the right then,” Martinez broke in. “That way I can double-back and maybe we stand a chance of outrunning them. They won’t try to shoot us if they want Ellen.”
“You sure about that?” asked Leah. “If they only want us then we’re like the unnamed guy with the non-speaking role in any disaster movie. Got me?”
“I’d laugh if it wasn’t so inappropriate, but yeah, I get you and I’m still going right,” Martinez argued as he turned the wheel. 
As the Vector cut around, it slowed as the throng of bodies closed in around it like a wall. A few slid under the front wheels. The vehicle bumped and almost stalled, but Doug continued to shoot down the zombies to thin them out. Gradually, the Vector turned full circle until it moved almost parallel with the Panther behind them.
“Will Acre! Fuck!” gasped Martinez.
“You know him?” asked Leah.
“Wish I didn’t. Murderous fuck head.”
Someone leaned out of the other vehicle and fired three shots at the windscreen of the Vector, but they bounced off the bulletproof glass. Leah breathed in. “I thought they didn’t want to kill us, Martinez?” 
“They’re just playing,” he replied. “Trying to scare us, but faced with this bunch of rotting bastards staggering around like drunkards, it just ain’t working on me.”
Doug swallowed a laugh as he fired into the dead crowd to create a route through. Martinez drove past the Panther, which could not reverse due to the second vehicle behind it. “Got ya,” he mumbled. “They’ll have to blast their way through that lot, like we did.”
“Don’t count your chickens,” said Leah and then shrugged at the uselessness of the saying. “Sorry, bad habit. My mother always used to say that.”
“Mine always used to tell me, ‘Don’t cut off your nose to spite your face’. I mean what the hell is that about?” Doug replied before showering the rancid fellows in front of them with bullets.
“Guys… situation!” Martinez reminded them. “Yes!” he added shortly after when they broke through the last of the zombie line. The Vector shot down the road.
 
***
 
Noticing a prominent sign for Upavon Golf Club, Tommy slowed down and turned off the A342, into a dimly lit area alongside two tennis courts. Spying a dark-coloured van with ‘Mr Plumbing’ emblazoned along the side in white lettering, he drove slowly towards it. “That’s the one.”
“Sure?” asked Billy, gazing out the passenger window.
“It fits the description.”
Tommy turned off the engine and was about to exit when the driver’s side of the van opened up and someone got out. Marla! Feeling a rush, he flung open the car door. He had only taken a few strides when she ran straight up to him and threw her arms around his waist, hugging him tightly. Raising his hand, he swept his fingers through her long, loose hair and bent his head, smelling the scent of vanilla. For a moment he forgot where he was and they were the only two people in the parking lot, but then he noticed something move out of the corner of his eye. 
Billy and Eric were still stood by the car, grinning at him. Another, older man walked towards him, followed by three younger men, all armed to the teeth. Marla stepped away from Tommy and looked up at him. “I didn’t think I’d see you again,” she said and then smiled awkwardly, not knowing what else to add.
He nodded and placed his arm around her shoulder, drawing her closer again. “Nor me you. I thought… well, you look good. I mean well. Ah…”
She smiled again. “I know what you mean, but where is Ellen? Isn’t she with you?”
Tommy shook his head. “No, but she’s safe. She’s with Martinez and Sylvia, Doug and Leah, and some others. It’s just me, Marcus, Billy and Eric here.”
Marla rubbed the side of her head anxiously and cast a slight nod at the three guys, who now walked towards her.
“She’ll be fine,” said Nick. “You’ll see. They’ll be here soon. Hi, I’m Nick,” he said. “We met once…”
“Yeah, Marla said in her letter. The man with the skins! It’s good to see you again,” Tommy replied, shaking his hand. “Thanks for taking care of Marla. Doug told me you found her and took her in. I owe you.”
“No worries. She’s earned her stripes since.”
Tommy glanced at the other men. “Where’s my son and Hanna?”
Marla shook her head. “They haven’t got here yet, but…”
“Shit, Leroy should have got here by now. He’s bringing my son, Hanna, Barney and Ruth. They were right behind us, but we took a detour in case we were followed.”
“I’m sure they’re on their way,” said Marla, rubbing his arm. 
Tommy looked at Billy and Eric, and back at the woman beside him who he never wanted to leave again. A strange sensation made him skip a breath; a wash of dread he couldn’t shake. The sinking sensation left him feeling adrift. Something had gone wrong; he sensed it. “I have to go.”
“What?” asked Nick. “Go where?”
“I have to find my son.”
“But they’ll be here,” Marla assured him, “and Ellen too,” but she experienced a sickening feeling as she spoke the words. 
Tommy wrapped his arms around her, breathing her in before pulling away again. “I’m sorry, Marla, but I have to find him. He’s my son.”
She stared up at him and nodded. “Okay,” she mumbled, not knowing what else to say.
“I’ll see you soon,” he said and then walked slowly towards the Land Rover. 
“I’m coming with you,” Billy announced, running after him.
Tommy stopped and turned around in surprise.
“You can count me in too,” said Eric.
Marcus didn’t speak, but shrugged as he followed them. 
Tommy opened the driver’s door of the Land Rover and rested on it for a moment as he looked back at Marla. She stood watching him, her hair rippling in the breeze, her face glowing in the fading light. He waved once and then slid inside the vehicle as he felt his throat tighten. Turning the key in the engine, he waited for the other men to get in before driving off, all the while gazing at her in the mirror until she vanished from sight.
“Are you alright?”
Marla glanced at Nick and shook her head. “I’m scared,” she replied, feeling completely alone. “Something’s wrong.”
 
***
 
Leah checked her side mirror and felt her heart race. “They’re closing in again.” 
“Tell me something I don’t know,” Martinez replied. 
Doug fired at the Panther behind them, but deliberately made the bullets go slightly wide. “I don’t want to shoot them,” he admitted when his companions queried his sight.
Martinez coughed. “Well, they’d shoot us in an instant.”
“But they’d be breaking the law.”
“Think they care?” asked Leah, staring out at the dark fields on either side of the road. “This is one fucked up situation. If we head home or to the meeting place they’re gonna follow us, and we’ll be putting our friends in danger. I reckon we should go straight and find somewhere safe for the night.”
“I don’t think we should go towards Salisbury,” Martinez warned. “It’s too dangerous. Take your pick from any other place.”
Loud bangs echoed along the back of the vehicle, slicing through the quiet outside. “The bastards are shooting at us,” gasped Leah. “Now can we fire back?”
 
***
 
“Were those gunshots?” Peggy asked her husband, squeezing his hand.
“Yes, but don’t worry, love, we are safe in here. This thing is built to protect.”
“He’s right,” Sylvia said. “We’ll be okay.” She smiled and then moved to sit beside Ian, Elliott and John. “I don’t like this one bit,” she whispered. “We’re stuck back here and who knows what’s happening out there, or where we are going.”
Elliott nodded. “Maybe we aren’t going to the meeting place anymore if we’re being followed. Martinez wouldn’t want to put everyone in danger.”
“Guess it’s Caballero’s men shooting at us. Who else? Scarier than zombies,” said Ian.
“What can we do?” asked Ellen, moving towards them as the vehicle lurched.
“Don’t worry,” Sylvia soothed her. “That’s our job. Everyone is going to be fine.”
 
***
 
“What the hell?” yelled Doug as one of the Panthers gained ground behind the Vector with the second tailing it. “Can’t you go any faster?”
“I’m trying,” Martinez answered. “Can’t you just shoot out their tyres?”
“I’m try–” Doug shouted back as gunshots splintered the end of his sentence.
Leah readied her shotgun. “We could do with a couple of grenades,” she said.
“We wish,” Martinez concurred. 
The Panther suddenly appeared alongside them and cut in front of them. 
“What are they doing?” gasped Leah.
Martinez swerved, but the driver of the other vehicle echoed the movement. The Vector grunted as Martinez was forced to cut speed and then he tried to drive in the other direction. All the time, Doug fired at the Panther, but the bullets bounced off it. Something blew beneath the Vector, like a small explosion, sending vibrations through the front. Martinez struggled to gain control as the vehicle veered across the road. Leah gripped her seat as they turned in a half circle, bullets spraying in all directions from the gun turret. Another crack sounded and something else gave underneath. The Vector lurched forwards and skidded across the tarmac. Martinez lost control and it swerved off the side of the road, crashing into the trees. 
 
***
 
“Is everyone okay?” asked Sylvia, unbuckling her seatbelt. “Anyone hurt?”
Everyone murmured in the negative as the soldiers rose quickly from their seats and readied their guns. 
“What’s going on?” asked Peggy.
“They want me,” Ellen replied.
“No, they don’t. They just want to stop us leaving,” said Sylvia. “It’s damage control. It can’t be anyone else except Caballero’s men.”
“You should let me go to save yourselves,” Ellen urged them. “I’m not scared to go with them. They won’t hurt me, because they want to know about my dreams.”
“Why?” asked Elliott. “What’s the big deal anyway?”
Ian nodded. “Yeah, everyone dreams.”
“They were a warning,” she replied.
“From who?”
Ellen bit her lip, unable to answer.
“That’s what they’re trying to find out,” said Owen. “It’s a government project. People started having these nightmares a few days before the virus broke out. The government thinks there’s a connection and they believe she can control her dreams.”
Elliott frowned. “Well, it all sounds a bit sci-fi to me.”
“Can you control them?” asked Harold.
Before Ellen could reply, the door of the Vector opened. Sylvia and Ian moved towards it, only to be faced by Will Acre and two other men, behind whom stood others. 
“Will?” Sylvia gasped and the rest of the group could not believe it either.
“We were told you were arrested,” remarked Ian and then he clammed up, not wanting to know the answer.
“Your information was wrong, soldier, but we’ve arrested your three friends and if you try anything stupid, their deaths will be on your fucking heads,” Will gloated. “It doesn’t bother me either way and out here in the dark who’s going to know?”
“You have no power to arrest them,” John argued. “You’re breaking the law.”
“Law? Who’s fucking law? Is there a law now? Where’s the police?” he demanded. Smirking, he waved his gun at them. “This is the only law I know. Drop your weapons and kick them into the corner over there. Then you, Ellen, get out here and I’ll let the rest of you go. No one cares what happens to you lot, but I have orders to take her back with me. I can do this by force or I can just ask politely, like this – your choice.”
“You’ll kill us anyway,” Harold said as he hugged his wife.
“You have my word that I won’t.”
“Well, that’s worthless,” spat Ian. “I remember your word. It gets people killed.”
Will sucked in a breath, clearly trying to control his temper. “I’ll give you five minutes to decide. Like I said, your three companions are sitting here by the roadside, awaiting their fate. What do you want me to tell them?” With that, he strode out of view, leaving two soldiers to guard the open doorway of the Vector.
Sylvia regarded Ian, Elliott and John, who had their weapons aimed on the soldiers, before settling her eyes on Ellen. 
“No,” said Owen, rising from his seat, “she can’t go with them.”
“Owen, I can,” Ellen whispered, moving so close to him that only he could hear. “What I wanted to tell you earlier was that I lied to Doctor Grice. I saw them in my dream – the laughing man and the one who warned me. I saw them all. You must tell my sister. Tell her that I can do what I want in my dreams. I’m not afraid. Not anymore.” Before he could answer, she got up and looked down at him. “Don’t forget. Tell her not to worry. Sylvia, let me go. I don’t want anyone to die.”
The female soldier blocked her path. “I can’t let you. Sit down.”
“Please, it will be my fault if anyone dies and I couldn’t live with that.”
At that moment Will appeared in the doorway again. “So, do I have an answer? Are you going to put your weapons down or are you forcing us into a shoot-out?”
Sylvia glanced at the other soldiers and gave a warning glance to the regular Joes to stay seated. Ian, Elliott and John kept their guns aimed on Will, who spat on the ground. His face twisted as his patience deserted him. “You think I’m joking?” he shouted. Not waiting for an answer, he disappeared from view and his two soldiers guarded the doorway again. Will returned within seconds gripping Leah roughly by the arm. He nodded to the two soldiers who took a couple of steps backwards. Will then pulled Leah back from the doorway until they were clearly visible to most of the people inside the Vector. “This is what happens to people who don’t take my words seriously,” he said, placing the barrel of his handgun under her chin. 
Tilting her head, Leah grimaced and closed her eyes, but she didn’t scream. Martinez and Doug could be heard shouting in the background, but then a shot fired and they were quiet. 
“Don’t!” Sylvia yelled, horrified. She took a step forwards, the movement echoed by Ian and Elliott, but the two guards reappeared at either side of the doorway with their shotguns directed at their heads. 
Peggy turned her head against her husband’s chest, not wanting to see anymore, and he hugged her against him. It was useless, thought Ellen, jumping up from her seat. If anyone fired, everyone else would follow suit. It would be a bloodbath. “Take me,” she called out. “I’ll come with you.” Owen grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back. 
Will just laughed; a hollow sound. “You should have listened when I asked,” he stated calmly. He pressed the gun harder under Leah’s chin, forcing her head further back. She began to sob and plead, but he ignored her. Ellen struggled to get loose of Owen’s grip as everyone else seemed to freeze. Doug could be heard shouting, “No! No!” in the distance right before Will pulled the trigger. Blood and matter blew out the back of Leah’s skull and her lifeless body dropped heavily to the ground. Her dead eyes stared up at the darkening sky.
Silence reigned. 
After what seemed countless seconds, Sylvia, Ian, John and Elliott threw their guns to the back of the vehicle. Harold kicked his borrowed shotgun away and Owen’s gun followed behind it. Peggy began to sob against her husband’s shoulder as Ellen pushed past Sylvia and stepped outside.
“I knew you’d make the right decision in the end,” said Will Acre, taking her roughly by the arm and leading her to the side of the road. “Sit there.”
Ellen lowered herself on to the grass next to Martinez and wrapped her arms around her legs. One side of the soldier’s face was grazed and bruised, and he had the beginnings of a black eye. His forehead was cut, but it did not look too deep. Ellen tried not to look at Leah lying on the ground, although it was difficult not to. One of Will’s guards emerged from the Vector carrying the confiscated weapons and he stepped over the body as though it were anything but. Ellen sighed and glanced at Doug who was staring at the guards with a look of pure hatred. She wanted to tell him something soothing, having heard how he and Leah volunteered to come to Haven, but there were no words.
Ellen turned her attention to Caballero’s guards. They numbered eleven, she counted, and that included the two sitting in their trucks. She glanced up the gloomy road. If only someone happened to drive by, but no one would, not now. More likely it would be the dead they encountered first. Soon it would be dark. They were alone and no one was coming to save them. She shivered at the thought of Doctor Grice waiting for her. 
“Are you alright?” Martinez asked her.
She nodded. “Does your face hurt?”
“No. I’m sorry…”
“It isn’t your fault,” she replied. “Maybe it’s fate.”
“I don’t believe in fate.”
Ellen watched as some of the soldiers stepped into the Vector and Will Acre strode over to the Panther. So confident in everything he does, she thought. He was the one who had tried to get her sister killed and almost succeeded. It was no secret now. She gazed up at the two soldiers who were guarding them. One rested against the side of the Vector while the other one smoked a cigarette. Their guns were their confidence; they gave them power and made them feel invincible. Without them they would be nothing, just little boys lost in this uncertain world.
Feeling a trickle of cold run up her spine, Ellen peered over her shoulder to where the field stretched away, opening up beneath the darkening sky, welcoming almost, like an open palm. Looking back, she observed the smoking man turn to speak to the other guard. In the instant he moved, Doug jumped up and lunged at him. The two men wrestled while the other guard tried to pull Doug off. Martinez rose to his feet and seeing her chance, Ellen shot up and sprinted through the gap in the trees. 
“Stop!” 
A shot rang out, but Ellen did not falter. Instead she moved faster against the chilly breeze, thinking some of the soldiers would give chase, giving her friends better odds of saving themselves.
“Don’t shoot her!” Will shouted. “Go after her.”
Without pause, Ellen ran through the grass, fuelled by her instinct that carried her in one direction only. 
 
***
 
There it stood, as it had done for so many centuries, captivating, yet foreboding, standing silent. Ellen ran towards the stones looming in the dim light, like stark white teeth against the horizon. Glancing back, she could make out the figures of three or four soldiers, still chasing, drifting closer. The empty field unfolded, as far as she could see; pure nothing with this monument at the centre, so luminous yet so strange. 
A subtle sound appeared to echo, almost resonant. It was as if she could hear the very stones if she listened hard enough. The panting of breath cut the quiet and Ellen froze before realising it came from her own throat, and with that surged a rush of reality. In her bid to escape, she had run into danger. How would she find Marla? Stonehenge waited, but it was a desolate place, bereft of anywhere to hide. On all sides the grass spread out, leading to places unknown. She hugged herself as the air grew chilly. 
Where are the dead?
More dangerous at this time were the living, now gaining ground. “Ellen!” The name hung in the air as she ran on, listening to her footsteps thud against the grass and the heaviness of her own breath, emitted like an endless sigh. Ellen stopped and rested her hands on her knees, struggling to stop panting. Straightening up after a few seconds, she detected something shift outside her line of vision. A shadow?

She gazed harder, but the only discernible objects were trees. It was the distance that made them blur and mimic something else. Only trees, Ellen. She checked on her pursuers, hoping to rest, but their proximity made it impossible. Gritting her teeth, she started to run again, almost stumbling when an unexpected form stepped out of the tree line far to the left. Ellen wiped her forehead and let out a hurried breath. 
I’m not seeing things; something is there. She stopped for a second and squinted, willing herself to make it out. Her heart plunged as she realised the shadow was definitely approaching, albeit slowly. The dead. Behind her, the soldiers were gaining; they had not given up. “Ellen!” one yelled again.
She surveyed the scene again, knowing she could not run forever. There were few choices when it came to somewhere to hide. To the left and right the field drifted. Ahead, beyond Stonehenge, she detected more movement; shadows flickering in the oncoming dark. They could only be the dead. Her eyes wandered back to the stones. They seemed to beckon, inviting her to find salvation within them, and yet she knew they could not fulfil that promise. 
An empty circle of standing stones. There was nothing here and nowhere to hide, unless she managed to climb on top of one of the horizontal ones. Then, however many of the dead came, they would not be able to reach her so high up, where she could wait safely until dawn, and perhaps Marla or Tommy would come to look for her. Deep down she knew it to be only wishful thinking.
“Ellen!”
She paused for a second and turned, curious. The soldiers had stopped and were signalling to her. As if she would go with them; it almost made her laugh. Why had they given in so easily? There was nowhere for her to hide. Taking in her surroundings, she shivered. From the left and right, small groups of the dead drifted in. 
The soldiers dared go no further. She could see the sense in it, for there might be more creatures and these were too close. If the men followed her, they were doomed to share her fate, and she realised they lacked her blind bravery, or stupidity. With a final wave, they withdrew and she watched them make haste in the opposite direction until they blurred into nothing. 
At last she was alone. It was a flawed victory. 
Ellen, what have you done? 
She picked up her pace in a bid to close the remaining distance between herself and the prehistoric monument. In this place of peace and purity, and endless silence, the Bluestones called to her. No matter that they offered no refuge; she had to reach them. There was nowhere else to go.
Nearing the stone circle, she caught an even truer view of what was coming: not a few small groups, but a whole herd of misty figures roaming closer, as though they too were attracted by such a sacred place. Out of the darkness they crept like blithe spirits in countless numbers. Their wordless language sought to smother the quiet; a hail of incongruous sound that played like a gasp of pure agony. 
There was nothing left to do except run, so she did, concentrating on her footsteps, even and rhythmic, in an attempt to shut out the clamour of the dead. Their wails rose, accompanied by groans and gasps in a ghastly cacophony carried on the breeze, mixing with the stench of rotting flesh. Ellen felt the air pass through her body, willing her on, but she could run no more.
Stepping inside Stonehenge, Ellen raised her palm against the nearest stone. So cold, it rang with the vibrations of old, passing through her hand. She felt a warm tear slide down her cheek and she turned to rest her back against the stone. They were too high to climb and there was nothing to gain a footing on. How she had ever believed she could scale one she would never know. It was impossible. The fact was in evidence all around. 
She leaned back wearily and allowed herself to listen to the roar: the carnal cry of hunger. It would never stop, but tonight everything would end. She would never again see her sister or anyone else. Never breathe in the air, look up at the sky or bathe in the summer sun. And yet now it was almost over, she felt strangely at peace. There was no need to fight anymore. An overwhelming sense of calm washed over her. It resonated from the ancient ring of stones.
The sheer immensity of this place awed her. It was as if she could feel the figures of the past walking by, reaching out to touch her with the gentlest of touches. They regarded her, waiting, she sensed. The echo of the Bluestones drew her in, their melody drowning out the song of the dead.
With a sigh, she wandered into the centre of Stonehenge and turned slowly, staring up at the mighty rock that gleamed in the moonlight. Almost hypnotic… almost. Night had come and now the roar of the dead rose like a tidal wave, surrounding her on all sides. They would devour her, piece by piece. Fear rang in her ears and tears began to slide down her face, but at least she would never be one of them; never have to wander the Earth with them, haunted by that insatiable hunger. 
The seconds passed like minutes, minutes like hours, as Ellen watched them. They created a circle beyond the ring of stones, ever closing in. Once she could make out their deformed and bloody faces, she closed her eyes and willed herself to remain calm, to dislocate her mind from her body; disconnect from everything until she was like water trickling, at one with the elements. 
“Ellen?”
The voice filtered through her mind like a hazy, distant call and yet it spoke right against her ear. She felt the warm breath. Opening her eyes, she took a step back, stretching out her hands to feel the stone; her rock in this mystical place soon to be spilled with her own blood. The memories of the ages began to hum and she could feel them all at once: the voices, the people; the ones who erected the stones. It jarred with her own reality as she once again took in the roving ring of the dead. They stood but feet away, their eyes glazed; the red-strewn whiteness turned towards her, bereft of expression or any semblance to humanity. So close she could see through their ripped skin and torn muscle to the bone beneath. 
“Ellen, do you know me?”
The voice spoke calmly amid a low, tuneful melody. 
Ellen forced herself to look at his face, to enter his eyes, so black, like inky pools, and so ancient. Her palms slipped away from the Bluestone. There was no reason to touch it anymore. She could feel it. Its resonance penetrated her entire body, ringing as strongly as it had thousands of years ago. The past vibrated all around her and everything ceased. 
No longer could she hear the wail of the dead; no longer did they walk. Her breath grew chill in her mouth as if her heart had stopped; its final beat complete. He was waiting. It all waited, even the dark. Staring into his eyes, she knew the reflection of herself in the centre and she nodded slowly, feeling all sensation drain away. 
He stared back at her, through her, opening her mind. It was as if he stepped inside. 
“I know you,” she answered, trembling as she forced herself to hold his gaze. “You’re the one who warned me in my dream.”
 
The End
 
To be continued in book 3
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