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The Safe Zone

Survivors, Book Two

Amy Marsden


To my wife. Now and always.


Chapter One

12TH JANUARY

 

When the world ended, Heather was fishing.

She didn’t know anything was amiss for hours as she sat by the tranquil water, her mind blissfully empty of thoughts. Fishing allowed her to destress; she liked to imagine the river carrying her worries away as she stretched her legs out. Her serene morning came to an abrupt end as the first bodies drifted by, and she jumped to her feet, adrenaline pooling in her stomach.

Her phone, which had been switched off in her bag, showed six missed calls from her wife and three each from her brother and nephew. Ringing back proved fruitless. She packed her equipment away as quickly as she could, her shaking hands belying her efficient movements. Panic stuck her tongue to the roof of her mouth, and dread made breathing difficult. She raced back to her car—

To find it wasn’t where she’d left it.

Heather couldn’t hold back the terror any longer. Shouts and screams crowded the air all around her. What’s going on? Her town was usually a quiet place. She made her way onto the street, resolving to run home if needed, and stopped dead in her tracks.

Madness greeted her wide eyes.

Everywhere she looked, chaos reigned. People fought each other in the middle of the street, running in all directions, damaging cars and buildings. Even as she watched, a man lunged for another, punched him in the stomach, and bit into his arm as he doubled over in pain.

The paramedic in Heather froze, and she’d seen a lot in her twenty-year career. A tyre blew out on a car, causing it to flip, and all three occupants had walked away without a scratch. A five-car pile-up where no one had walked away. She’d held a thirteen-year-old boy in her arms as he bled out from a knife wound. She had lost count of the number of babies she’d delivered. She’d seen the best humanity had to offer and the worst, and the scene unfolding in front of her was up there with the worst.

The panic flooding her veins was thankfully tempered by her training, and her body got to work before her mind had a chance to catch up. The man who had attacked the other had left him slumped on the ground, so Heather dashed over to him. She dumped her fishing equipment at her side.

“Hi, there,” she said as she checked around him for danger. “I’m Heather, and I’m a paramedic. Can you tell me where you’re hurting?”

The man’s glassy eyes blinked as he struggled to focus on her. “My arm,” he croaked.

Heather identified the bite wound immediately. It looked nasty already. She reached into her bags for her first aid kit—she never went anywhere without one—and pulled out some gloves and alcohol wipes as well as gauze for bandaging it. She cleaned the wound as quickly as she could, but she never got the chance to wrap it.

A heavyset woman tackled her from behind, and the two of them went sprawling over the injured man. Heather banged her head against the concrete, her vision flashing white as she struggled to right herself. Nausea hit her stomach, but she didn’t vomit, thankfully. Damnit!

The woman wasn’t there when Heather pushed herself into a seated position. She didn’t know where she’d gone, and frankly, she didn’t care. Pushing aside her head injury—she could feel blood seeping from a cut, but it wasn’t bad—she looked around for the injured man. He was nowhere to be seen either.

Cursing again, she regained her footing only to have to jump out of the way of two men grappling with each other. What on Earth is happening? She ran back to her bags, pulled her phone out, and rang her wife again. Still nothing. With a frustrated growl, Heather shoved the phone into her pocket and straightened, determined to run home.

She didn’t get far.

This time a man came yelling at her across the road, shouting obscenities and clearly mistaking her for someone else. Heather barely had time to drop her equipment and get out of the way. He stumbled over her bags and lost his footing, which Heather was glad for. She had no doubt he would have tried to beat her to death if he’d managed to get his hands on her. Her heart jumped into her throat at the thought.

“You, lady! Come with me!”

The voice belonged to a mountain of a man, bald, with a thick beard. He waved at her from an American-style pickup truck. Heather didn’t think of the implications of hopping in—she grabbed her first aid kit and ran for it, leaving the fishing equipment behind. She had a feeling it would only slow her down. The man could have been anyone taking her anywhere but staying alone and vulnerable on the street was not an option.

The truck sped around a roundabout, jumping up onto the curb and rattling Heather’s brain. “Do you know what’s going on?” she asked as she fastened her seatbelt.

The man didn’t spare her a glance as he shot down the road like a race car driver, swerving in between the traffic. Heather clutched on to her seat for dear life. “Probably the same thing that’s happening in London. I bet it’s across the country too.”

She was at a disadvantage—she’d gotten up early that morning and hadn’t checked the news before she left for the river. “What happened?”

The man grunted as they almost hit a bus. “The virus. Not what the news said it was. Deadly. Turns people into mindless beasts that attack everyone.”

Heather turned that over in her mind, kicking herself for not putting it together sooner. Thick fuck. She’d seen it first-hand. Only a few days ago she’d picked up a homeless man who’d been ranting and raving. He’d bitten a police officer before they’d been able to subdue him. She’d assumed he’d been high on drugs, but the bite mark on his leg had been festering, and she’d heard the doctors whispering.

“Where are we—”

Heather didn’t finish the sentence. The man—who had been driving surprisingly well, despite the reckless pace—crashed into another car that had also been speeding. The airbags exploded as metal screeched against metal, and glass sprinkled down like cutting rain. Heather would have been thrown from her precarious perch if not for the seatbelt digging into her chest.

She blinked her eyes open. Smoke rose from the engine and clogged her nose. The man next to her was unmoving, his face covered in blood as it rested against the steering wheel. She reached over with a shaking hand and checked his pulse.

Nothing.

With a groan, Heather heaved herself out of the wreck. She fell to the ground, her legs unable to support her.

Coughing through the burn of smoke and pushing aside the looming shock, she stumbled over to the other car. There was a man and woman in the front seats, both unconscious. Heather noted the careful rise and fall of their chests. She hurried back to her bags for her phone, but when she tried to ring the emergency services all she got was a busy tone.

With another curse she made her way back over to the couple. She managed to pry open the passenger side door and reach in to check on the woman. A weak pulse, but steady. She reached over for the man—

—Hands like steel grabbed her arm and yanked her backward.

“Fucking bitch.”

Heather fell to the ground. What the—

All thought wheezed out of her at the first contact of the man’s foot with her stomach. Pain squeezed her chest, and it was all Heather could do to force her body to breathe. She looked up at her attacker as he lifted his leg back for another kick, saw his crazed eyes and twisted face, saw saliva dripping down his chin.

Am I going to die? The thought was distant, like it wasn’t quite tethered to reality. Oh, Kallie, I love you. She closed her eyes in anticipation of more violence, but his foot never landed. Instead, a deafening bang left her ears ringing. She opened her eyes to see the man drop against the car, a small hole torn into his chest. She scrambled to her feet as he slumped on the ground.

She turned to her saviour—a woman in military gear—in time to see another person jump on her, sharp teeth tearing into her neck like she was a three-course meal. Heather fell back as the duo dropped to their knees. Her blood roared in her ears. The soldier managed to shove the crazy person off her, and she shot him before he could regain his feet. Heather took one look at her blood-drenched uniform, at the gaping wound on her neck, and rushed forward to help.

An abundance of caring. That’s why she’d become a paramedic in the first place. She couldn’t stand by when people needed her help. To do so would go against every fibre of her being.

She quickly grabbed some bandages from her kit and applied pressure to the wound. It wasn’t that bad, but the soldier’s face screwed up like she was the one who had been shot. “I’m a paramedic,” Heather told the soldier. She had learned early on in her career that simply stating her job brought comfort to people. “Just keep pressure on it, it’s okay, it’s not bleeding that much.”

The soldier grabbed Heather’s arms and pushed her away. She stumbled back with a gasp. How many times had she been shoved around today? “It’s too late,” the woman grunted as she sat up. “Get somewhere safe. Defendable. Board up the windows and doors.” She gestured wildly. “Go on now, before you die too.” With that, the soldier stood up, picked up her weapon, and ran screaming into the press of people fighting one another a little way down the road.

Heather stared after her. She stood up slowly, feeling somehow disconnected from her body. The roaring returned to her head, and she pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, desperate to shut out the dread, the blood, the insanity.

“Hey.”

Heather let her hands drop at the hissed voice. It took her a second to locate the owner. He was a broad man with a flat face, wearing a white T-shirt stained red, his mousey hair slick with sweat. He gestured her over to him from an alleyway between two shops.

Heather didn’t need telling twice. With one more glance at the fighting that was headed her way fast, she grabbed her bags and darted over to him.

“The name’s Frankie. Did I hear you say you’re a paramedic?”

Heather nodded and followed him away from the madness, her skin crawling with horror. How bad was this outbreak?


Chapter Two

25TH JANUARY

 

“Good afternoon, Sunshine.”

James was a respected Sergeant of the Black Watch. He’d done three tours of duty. He’d survived ambushes, IEDs, gunfire, actual fire. Fuck, he’d survived Andy’s practical jokes. Only his training and experience stopped him from jumping ten feet into the air at Teona’s booming voice. How is it humanly possible to move that silently?

He grunted back, trying to act as though she hadn’t scared the shite out of him. It was a good job he’d finished his drink, otherwise he would have hurled the cup halfway across the mess hall.

“Is that all I get? It wasn’t even a pleased grunt.” Teona pouted, sliding into the seat opposite him. She wore a dark-green tank top that showed off her toned arms. She must have recently cut her hair as well—the black fuzz was close to her scalp again.

“Your hair looks good,” James said. “Did you get it done last night? Mine needs cutting badly.”

“Damn right it looks good.” Teona nodded like there was no way her hair could be anything other than perfect. “There’s a woman called Sara; she worked as a hairdresser before signing up.” She eyed his hair critically. “Yours does look like a bird’s nest, not gonna lie. You should see her soon. At least you shaved.”

James rolled his eyes at her. “You say the sweetest things.”

She winked at him. “I know. I’ll treat you right.”

James snorted. She was right though—his hair was a disgrace. It was the longest he’d had it in years. He made a mental note to find Sara after Teona left.

“Listen,” Teona said seriously. James sat up straighter. “Sorry I’ve been so busy lately. I’ve been inspecting the helicopter and screening potential co-pilots and whatnot, but I just want to say that I appreciate you telling me about the flashbacks. I know it must’ve been hard.”

James found it difficult to swallow. When she’d sat him down and looked at him with those big eyes of hers, he’d initially balked at the thought of telling her. But once the words started tumbling out of his mouth, he’d been powerless to stop them. It had been cathartic. Liberating. It was nice not carrying it alone, nice knowing she knew everything and didn’t judge him.

James didn’t like the thought of managing PTSD. His flashbacks, the recklessness he’d displayed at the hospital that had led to Dubois’ death, his brief retreat into himself. James hadn’t personally known anyone with PTSD, at least as far as he was aware. It had always been both present and not, always momentarily mentioned but never properly talked about. It was something that happened to someone else.

“You know I’ll be with you every step of the way,” Teona said.

He cleared his throat. “Thank you.”

Teona smiled at him, and his heart danced in his chest as warmth coursed through his body.

“Now, I don’t claim to be a therapist or quack or whatever, but when I put my mind to something, I’m pretty perfect at it. You’re in good hands.” She winked at him again, and the tension that had gripped him since she’d mentioned their talk left him as suddenly as it had arrived.

“Only pretty perfect? I don’t think I’ll accept anything less than absolute perfection.”

“Well, fuck me, Mr. High Standards, you’ll get what you’re damn well given.”

James chuckled. “I know I’m in good hands, Teona. I trust you to do your best to help.”

She smiled. Not smirked, smiled. “You trust me. That means more than I can say. Trust is a big thing. I want you to know that I trust you too, James, with my life. I know you’ll be there when push comes to shove.”

He cleared his throat again and grunted out an “aye”. He would train every day to get back to the way he was, to be reliable again.

To be a soldier again.

“Okay, now that all the mushy shit is out of the way, let’s discuss this castle and what we can do to make everyone here fight back,” Teona said cheerfully, like reclaiming the world wasn’t going to be an almost impossible task.

James frowned at her. They had only been at the castle for a week. “Keep your voice down.” He didn’t want people thinking they thought they needed kicking into gear. Although that’s exactly what they need.

Teona waved away his very legitimate concern. “I’ve talked to a few people, and everyone wants something to do, instead of sitting here on their arses and listening to information trickle in.”

For the next two hours James found himself in a conversation filled with strategy and tactics, and he really did feel like a soldier again.

*

7TH FEBRUARY

 

“Hey, Danny!”

The soldier stopped and turned at Jennifer’s shout. He was in his uniform—everyone wore military uniform regardless, even Jennifer had one on—and he had a tablet in his hand. He smiled as she jogged up to him, and they fell into an easy walk down the rest of the corridor and onto the next. They all looked the same to Jennifer. Same stone, same lights, same soldiers. Not that she was complaining. Monotony was an easy price to pay for security.

“Hey, Jennifer. You getting good use out of that charger I found?”

Jennifer beamed. “Yeah. Thanks again for that, you’re a lifesaver.” She had several good pictures of the castle and the people taking shelter inside its walls. She took her camera out with her most days, always ready to snap the perfect shot.

“Good. That picture you took of me and little Dan was amazing.”

“Thanks,” Jennifer mumbled, never sure how to take compliments. She changed the subject. “So, I was wondering if you had any more news of the world? I’m dying here without internet or anything.”

Danny laughed. “Yeah, that is a bummer, isn’t it? How will you update Instagram?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Jennifer rolled her eyes.

Danny sobered. “Well, all the major cities around the world were evacuated. Or at least an evacuation was attempted. The emergency broadcasts helped with that, but it still doesn’t seem to have been enough. Only a small percentage of the safe zones around the world were able to get up and running. We’re getting more info now—this is definitely a global outbreak, and it’s devastating. The world is going to look completely different when this is all over.”

“It will end,” Jennifer said with more conviction than she felt. She gave the scientists blood when they asked, but other than that she wasn’t privy to what they did. Not that she thought she’d be able to understand anyway. Still, people assumed she knew what was happening, so she gave them simple words to assuage their fears.

Danny nodded and gave her a half-smile. “I know. Thank you again, Jennifer.”

And there was that look, the one that made her uncomfortable. Danny switched between gazing at her with reverence and talking to her like a normal friend as easily as flicking on a light. It was unnerving.

“The military has control over some countries,” he continued, “like China and parts of the US, but we don’t know how much is bravado and how much is genuine control. South America is still totally out of control, and we haven’t heard anything from Eastern Europe or Russia either. We get broadcasts from the UK, but it’s not cohesive—it’s mainly frightened people begging for rescue from wherever they’re holed up. That kind of thing is flooding a lot of channels, from a lot of countries.”

These were all things Jennifer already knew from Alexia, but she wanted to have more than one source, so she didn’t interrupt.

“Our most recent information is from South Africa. We’ve learned the reason that country fell is because people sabotaged two quarantine zones, which lead to the release of infected and kick-started the collapse. We don’t know their motives, maybe fanatics? Maybe people who didn’t believe it was real? Who knows. The military there is trying to claw back some control.”

That was new. Why would people do that? God, how awful.

“In some places where the military has failed, people have risen up and taken control for themselves. We’ve had reports of a particularly brutal regime started in Portugal. Apparently, anyone who hasn’t been initiated into this group is being murdered, infected or not. This needs to be corroborated, mind you. There’s so much we don’t know. I feel like we’re stumbling around in the dark.”

Jennifer tried to reassure him again that there would be an end to all the madness, but he continued speaking.

“Here, let me show you this.” Danny tapped on his tablet for a moment before he turned it to her. “It’s a news station in Australia. They were still reporting on the outbreak when infected broke in.”

He pressed play, and Jennifer watched the horror unfold.

“Breaking news,” the anchor said. She was a pretty, dark-skinned woman in a red dress. “Riots have broken out across the city. Fires have had to be put out from several different buildings, and people are breaking into shops and making off with all sorts of things from food to TVs. Some people are even attacking others. Be aware, some of the images are graphic.”

The scene changed from the anchor to a broad road lined by tall buildings. Jennifer saw fire spluttering out from one of the shops on street level as people ran around, seemingly at random. She noticed the attacks the anchor mentioned straight away, and she saw it for the infection it was.

The screen cut back to the news anchor. “Reports have been coming in from all over the country saying everyone has gone mad, that zombies are killing people. These are unconfirm—”

The woman was cut off by a loud crash, quickly followed by screams. Jennifer knew what was coming, but that still didn’t prepare her for the violence on the small screen.

The camera wobbled, then stabilised, and the news anchor jumped up with her hand clasped over her mouth. There were several more bangs off screen, almost drowned out by the screams, then the anchor ran out of the shot as two infected men ran to the desk. One was looking at the camera in confusion as the other pushed the news anchor’s chair over. The resulting crash startled the first man, and he launched himself at the second one with a wordless yell. They stumbled out of shot, grappling and biting each other as another man fell into the frame clutching his neck. Jennifer saw dark blood gushing from between his fingers as he collapsed against the desk. The camera feed cut out as he fell to the floor.

“Horrible, right?” Danny asked rhetorically. “It shows how successful the cover-up and misinformation was. People didn’t have a clue how deadly the virus is. And we’re all paying the price for that decision now. Society is falling apart around us at an alarming rate. Most governments have disappeared, and organisations like the WHO and the UN and NATO as well.”

“Looking back, though,” Jennifer said, “are you surprised? This virus has been taking people for over half a year now. Society was already struggling as more and more people were moved to those secure facilities. It’s no wonder everything fell apart so quickly when they were breached.” The more Jennifer talked, the more she realised that was what had happened. “We were stretched to breaking point, and we broke, simple as that.”

Danny nodded, a far-off look on his face. “Listen, I’ve got to go, I was on my way to a meeting when you called.”

“Oh, sorry for holding you up.”

“Nah, it’s okay.” Danny waved off her concern. “I have a few minutes to get there. We’ll catch up again soon, though, yeah? I want to hear what the doctors are doing.”

“Uh, sure,” Jennifer said with a smile, and she gave him a little wave as he moved off down another corridor. She was going to have to grill the scientists more when they next called on her.

She had a lot to think about. It seemed one of the many zombie apocalypse films had kind of come true, except the infected weren’t really zombies and Jennifer thought humanity could be saved. She resolved to go to the lab and talk to the scientists—preferably Owain—and see what she could do to help. Despite the global devastation, motivation curled around her like humidity on a hot day. She would help get the world back on its feet. Even if it took the rest of her life. Everyone had lost too much not to try.


Chapter Three

10TH FEBRUARY

 

A week passed before Jennifer was able to get any time with Alexia. The soldier had been assigned several tasks since they had arrived at the castle and Jennifer had only seen her twice, and both times had been in the presence of other people. So finally, on a night so cold it was like winter itself stalked the corridors, she was happy to get Alexia to herself.

She half-sat, half-lay on her bed while Alexia lounged in a chair at the desk. Why she needed a desk, she didn’t know. Jennifer had been given a room all to herself. She knew from Victoria that most others had to share, except for the scientists and officers. Probably due to the bites. No one wants to share a room with me. They’re scared.

Not that she was complaining, really. Her room was nice. The low ceiling and dim lighting made it seem cramped, but Jennifer knew she had it better than most. She’d thought about giving the room to Riya and Aarav, but she didn’t think Aarav would accept. It contained a single bed, the desk, and a chair, and they’d all been given a bag with spare clothing in it when they arrived, which she’d dumped in the corner by the door.

Jennifer had been nervous about chatting with Alexia, but the conversation flowed naturally. She knew she didn’t have the best track record with talking to her crushes. I think I’m being pretty smooth, though. At least I hope so. She gave coherent responses, and she had only gotten lost in Alexia’s eyes once. She was doing well.

“Everyone knows carrot cake is the best dessert, I don’t know why you would say anything else.”

Jennifer laughed. “Cheesecake all the way. I love cheesecake.”

“Cheesecake is the worst, Jennifer.” Alexia pulled a face. “Think of your poor taste buds.”

Jennifer felt a rush whenever Alexia said her name. She wanted her to say it more often. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to agree to disagree here. I’m right and you’re wrong.”

Alexia fake pouted, and Jennifer had to suppress the urge to kiss it away. Hold your horses, you don’t even know if she likes women. She would have to bring up past relationships, and that was something she did not want to do. I can’t just outright ask her, though. Who does that?

“Do you at least like carrot cake?”

“Nope, it’s disgusting.”

Alexia shook her head. “I feel sorry for you.”

Jennifer laughed again. She did that a lot in Alexia’s presence. God, too much? What if Alexia thought she laughed too much? What if it grated on her nerves? What if—

“You have a nice laugh,” Alexia said, and Jennifer’s brain stopped working. “It sounds…free.” Alexia chuckled. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“No, no, I get it,” Jennifer said. “You have a nice laugh too. Musical.”

Alexia grinned at her, and heat diffused through Jennifer’s face. God, why did she blush at every little thing? “Merci. That is kind of you to say.”

“It’s the truth,” Jennifer said simply. They smiled at each other, holding eye contact. Jennifer was about to turn away—her face was in danger of burning off—when she saw Alexia’s eyes dip to her lips. Holy shit. Butterflies rose up, and Jennifer had to look away lest she do something stupid like giggle. Ugh.

“I like horror films,” Alexia said, changing the subject. “What about you?”

Jennifer fake shuddered. “I’m a wimp. I found Jurassic Park scary.”

Alexia laughed. “Jurassic Park? Really?”

“Hey.” Jennifer tried to look angry, but her smile refused to leave. “It was super tense when the T-rex had those kids pinned in the car.”

“You are absolutely right,” Alexia said seriously. “It is a horror film. How has it taken me so long to see?”

“Shut up,” Jennifer laughed. “Okay, so yes to horror films. Is there any other genre you like?”

“I like thrillers, but I think that goes with the horrors,” Alexia said. “I also like action movies. You know the, erm, how do you say, oh, cheesy!” Jennifer laughed at the triumphant expression on Alexia’s face. “Yes, cheesy action movies.”

“I love cheesy action movies too, they’re a guilty pleasure,” Jennifer confessed. Evelyn had hated it whenever she’d dragged her out to see the latest action blockbuster. “Anything with explosions in it and I am there.”

“Never feel guilty about anything that gives you pleasure, Jennifer. Enjoy it fully.” Alexia’s voice was filled with sincerity, but Jennifer’s mind short circuited and went to places it shouldn’t. Places with Alexia and pleasure. She coughed awkwardly and hoped Alexia couldn’t see her how flushed her skin was.

“I do not like romance movies,” Alexia continued like she hadn’t just caused Jennifer’s brain to crash and reboot. “They are too straight.”

Jennifer’s mind stumbled to a halt. Too straight? She had to quickly school her features so she didn’t blind Alexia with her smile. Act cool, Jen, don’t be a massive idiot. “Too straight?” she repeated with nonchalance. At least she hoped with nonchalance. Too much nonchalance? Why was she so bad at talking to someone she liked? She felt like she was navigating a minefield.

“Oui.” Alexia nodded. “They are all the same. Directors and actors always say they want to try new projects, so why do they always make the same movies?”

“Oh.” Jennifer tried not to let her disappointment show. She hoped it was because Alexia was a lesbian or queer and didn’t want to keep seeing straight shit—Jennifer was bisexual, and she was sick of seeing straight shit—but it was because they were all similar to each other.

“And I would like to see more, erm, representation.”

Jennifer’s mind started whirring again. More representation? Did that mean she was a lesbian? Reading so much into everything Alexia said was going to give Jennifer a headache. “Representation?” Did her voice sound too squeaky?

“Oui, you know.” Alexia gestured vaguely. “I am sure you would like it as well, yes? Seeing as you are not straight either—”

Either! “You’re not straight,” Jennifer all but shouted at Alexia. So much for not acting like a fucking idiot.

Alexia gave her a confused smile. “Yes, I thought you knew?”

“Oh no, I have a terrible gaydar,” Jennifer laughed, warmth pouring through her veins. “I did hope though—” She cut herself off, her eyes widening as she realised what she’d let slip out of her stupid mouth. Alexia’s smile deepened, and a light dusting of pink painted her cheeks. Jennifer stared at the colour with wonder. Could she like me too?

“Pretend this disease did not happen,” Alexia said, breaking Jennifer out of the spell she was under. She coughed into her fist, trying to be casual. She didn’t think it was working. “Where in the world would you like to photograph?”

The question surprised her. Was Alexia changing the subject because she was flustered too? Jennifer tried to rein her hopes in. She opened her mouth to give a silly answer in the hope Alexia would laugh again, but she closed it to seriously consider how to respond. It was something she often asked herself, and new places were constantly being added to her list.

“Several places. On a personal level I’d love to photograph the Niagara Falls and the Grand Canyon and mountains like the Alps or the Himalayas. I know they’re photographed all the time, but they haven’t been photographed by me. I’d love to photograph an erupting volcano. There’s something about forces of nature that really inspire wonder and respect. I had a lot of photos of the sea, calm and rough. Those pictures always invoke a sense of both peace and awe. Water is the most powerful thing on this planet, and to capture it on film always brings a sense of, well, power. Almost like I’ve tamed a tiny bit of the ocean with my camera.

“On a professional level—I wanted to be a photojournalist—I love to photograph people. Everyone has their own unique stories, and you know the saying—a picture paints a thousand words. I used to want to travel all over and capture people’s stories, show their lives. Warzones, weddings, just walking down the street. I could freeze a person’s smile, or glare, or tears, and it would really add an emotional depth to everything. I used to love doing that.”

She lapsed into silence, lost to reminiscence. She’d known what she wanted to do with her life ever since she’d taken her first photograph, and now none of it mattered. The world she’d known was no more. The loss of a dream was too deep to put into words, and Jennifer had never been very skilled with those.

“That is beautiful,” Alexia said softly, her eyes bright in the dim light. They drew Jennifer in, little liquid pools of chocolate. She almost pressed her hand into the mattress to push herself up and walk over, but Alexia blinked and turned away, and the moment was gone.

“Can I photograph you?”

Alexia blinked at her. Jennifer had already taken her picture back at the hospital—a beautiful shot of her clad in full military gear, weapon held confidently as she patrolled the perimeter—but she wanted another one. A more intimate one.

“Yes.”

Jennifer grabbed her camera from the desk and perched on the side of the bed, directly in front of Alexia. How did she want the picture to look? Natural. Not staged in any way. I need to make her laugh again.

Alexia’s short brown hair tumbled to her shoulders as she leaned back on the chair stiffly. “How should I pose?”

“You don’t have to pose.” Alexia raised an eyebrow. “You want to hear a terrible joke?”

A ghost of a smiled flitted over Alexia’s face. “Oui.”

All jokes promptly fled Jennifer’s brain. Shit. “Erm, okay so, let me think of one…”

Alexia grinned at her. “You don’t know any jokes?”

“Pfft, of course I do.” Now was her shot. Alexia had relaxed, an easy smile lighting up her face. The shutter closed and froze Alexia’s shining eyes, which were looking at her and not the camera, and grinned at the image.

“Beautiful,” she whispered. Alexia blushed and looked down, grin still firmly on her face, and Jennifer took the opportunity to steal another picture. She flicked between the two—the first of Alexia grinning at her, her strong features taking centre stage, the second looking down, smile turned shy but no less striking. Jennifer couldn’t decide which she liked more.

She showed them both to Alexia. “Thank you,” Alexia said, her voice thick with something Jennifer couldn’t define. Alexia coughed and stood up. Disappointment surged through Jennifer like the rough sea she’d tamed so many times. “I have to be up early tomorrow, so I should go. Thank you for talking tonight.”

“Yeah, it’s nice talking to you.” Jennifer put the camera on the bed, stood, and smiled, trying not to let any of her sadness show. “We’ll do this again?”

Alexia smiled back. “Absolutely.”

Fuck it. Jennifer went in for a hug. Alexia readily responded, her warm arms encircling Jennifer. She sighed into the hug, which was over way before she wanted.

“Bon nuit, Jennifer Clarke.”

“Bon nuit, Alexia Lecuyer.”

With one last lingering smile, Alexia left, and Jennifer suddenly felt like her room was too large. She collapsed back onto the bed and settled in for a night of second-guessing their conversation and looking at the photographs, because who needed sleep anyway?


Chapter Four

18TH FEBRUARY

 

Victoria was hungry, tired, and in desperate need of a shower. So of course, James sought her out for a bloody chat. Couldn’t he see how sweaty she was? But then, he only had eyes for Wright, didn’t he? Victoria kept her smirk to herself.

“How’s your training going?” James asked in that gruff Scottish accent of his. Victoria wondered why he was showing a sudden interest—she had barely seen him over the past few weeks.

“Good,” she answered curtly. She didn’t mean to be rude, but bloody hell she looked a mess. Shower or food first? Oh, who am I kidding? Shower.

He nodded while he kept pace with her down the corridor, clearly not taking the hint. Victoria sighed internally. Food it is, then. I can’t believe I’m going around in public looking like this. “Do you want to get some food? I’m famished.”

“Aye, I’ll never say no to food.”

Victoria found herself sitting in the mess hall, sweaty and smelly, eating with one of the soldiers who’d saved them then all but vanished from their lives. She supposed he’d been busy with his physio and forced rest. She couldn’t talk anyway—she only saw Jennifer or Anthony with any regularity. She spent most of her time training with Anthony, or if he was out on duty, Louis sometimes did a workout with her.

“I’ve heard you’re becoming a good fighter,” James said around a mouthful of food. Victoria didn’t look too closely. “Kickboxing, right? Trueman said you’re one of the best he’s ever trained with. A natural.”

Pride swelled in her chest. Anthony hadn’t said anything to her. All he did was constantly push her. She had always praised her students when they’d done something well, but that didn’t seem to be Anthony’s way. His tough love approach worked, though. She constantly tried to one up herself, pushing harder with every session.

“You’ve got good discipline from what I’ve seen and heard,” James continued. “That’s a good quality for a soldier to have.”

Of course, she had good discipline, she used to be a bloody teacher. No discipline meant anarchy, and Victoria did not tolerate a tumultuous classroom.

What was the second thing he’d said? A good quality for a soldier? Did he mean…?

“You’re brave as well. I saw you kill those infected easily before we arrived here.”

Victoria almost flinched. She brought out the monster whenever she trained, but it always went back to sleep at the end. She tried not to think of it.

“James. What are you trying to say?”

He looked confused. She knew what he was getting at, but she needed him to say it out loud. “You’ll make a good soldier, Victoria,” he said, cutting straight to the point.

Some of her conflict must have bled onto her face. James frowned. “Isn’t that what you want?” he asked, pausing his eating. He’d almost cleaned his plate while Victoria still had half a bowl to go.

“I…”

What did she want? It was her own fault, really; she was the one who cultivated this image, she was the one who distanced herself from her past self. She was the one who liked it. Enjoyed the feeling of being in control, of the wild power of her weapon, of the rush when she cut infected down.

She was the monster. She might as well embrace it. Why was it so hard?

“Being a soldier—” James stopped and sighed. “I’m probably going to sound like a mushy twat, so please don’t tell Sergeant Wright.”

He didn’t continue until she gave her word, much to her amusement.

“Being a soldier is more than a job. It’s a calling. It’s about facing horrors and not breaking, not backing down from them. It’s about finding family in your squad. It can also be about watching your brothers and sisters fall. It’s about carrying on in the face of all that pain, all that hurt. It’s about honour and respect and loyalty. We fight to protect people, to protect freedom and society and—” He shook his head, his mouth twisting into a grimace. Victoria thought she heard him mutter something about being soppy. “It’s about fighting for the love you hold for your brothers and sisters. For your family, and country. For your faith in humanity. Soldiers don’t fight with hatred, to destroy and devastate. We have to be brave and compassionate, strong, yet willing to bend to a better way. Being a soldier is about fighting to protect when no one else can.

“And I think you can.”

He fell silent then, sitting up straighter and going back to his food. He didn’t look at her. Victoria thought he was embarrassed by his little speech. It was the most she’d ever heard him say in one sitting.

His words touched her. She turned them over in her head, mulling over everything. Before the outbreak, she wouldn’t have agreed with him—soldiers could be honourable, perhaps, but she’d heard too many stories of atrocities to truly believe that. War brought out the worst in people. After the outbreak? She couldn’t deny that soldiers had saved her life. They were fighting to bring some semblance of control back to the world. To help the remnants of a scattered humanity. There was honour in that, she supposed.

Could she help? Sure, she was good at fighting, but did she do it for the right reasons? She was a murderer who liked the rush and the monster, was that compatible with what James said?

In the end, if she helped people get back on their feet, did it matter?

She touched his hand to get him to look at her. When his green eyes met hers, she smiled. No words were said, but an understanding passed between them.

He cleared his throat. “If you tell Wright what I said I’ll deny it to my dying breath.”

Victoria laughed and dug into her soup with renewed gusto.

*

James’s heart raced, and damn it felt good. He hadn’t been this free in a long time. Teona kept pace to his left, and he saw her glancing at him every few seconds out of the corner of his eye. He appreciated her concern, but it was completely unfounded. This wee jog around the castle grounds would do him the world of good. In fact, he almost started running faster. But no. Teona would call an end to it and James wasn’t ready for that. After so long cooped up inside he wasn’t in a hurry to get caged again.

He managed two more laps before his injury made him stop. Sweat beaded his forehead, his lungs burned, and his heart was doing its best impression of a double bass pedal, but fuck he felt alive.

Teona grinned that big, beautiful smile of hers, her eyes sparkling in the afternoon sun. Sweat ran down her face and onto her neck, her chest heaved with every indrawn breath—

I’ve got it bad.

“Good run, Sunshine.” She beamed at him. “Of course, I could have continued for a lot longer, but I don’t want to hurt your fragile male ego.” James rolled his eyes at her as she snickered. “How’s the shoulder?”

“It feels good,” he said, declining to mention the dull throbbing that pulsed in time with his heart. That was to be expected anyway. “Have you given any more thought to taking me on a scouting mission?”

She sighed, and it sounded long-suffering. “You’re not healed enough, James.”

“Aye—”

“No,” she cut him off. “Look, I get it. I really do. But I’m not taking you out yet. Heal more, and I’ll consider a scouting mission. That’s it.”

James clenched his jaw. She was right, but it was still a bitter pill to swallow. He grew stronger every day, and he hated, hated, being stuck in this castle while others were out fighting. He resolved to keep pushing hard with his therapy, and to keep nagging Teona.

“I’m sorry, James. You’ll be back out there in no time. Just keep training.”

“Aye,” he grunted.

She beamed at him again, and his anger started to dissipate. “Glad we’re in agreement. Now”—her smile morphed into a smirk—“I’m going to have a shower before my guard shift. I suggest you do the same.”

James didn’t blush. Was her voice full of suggestion, or was he imagining it? He cleared his throat to say something witty in response, but the words wouldn’t form. What was wrong? His injury? He had read that PTSD caused difficulties with intimacy. That didn’t feel right. Could it be he’d never felt so strongly about a woman before? It both scared and exhilarated him.

He must’ve looked a right idiot staring at her like a fish out of water. She took pity on him, her eyebrow twitching upward in amusement. “See you soon, Sunshine.” She winked as she sauntered off.

James tried not to be obvious as he watched her walk away. The last thing he needed was for her to catch him staring. He’d never hear the end of it.

He need not have worried. She didn’t turn around. James huffed as she disappeared from sight. Life will never be boring with her.

He turned to stretch and cool down when he caught sight of Jennifer by some trees with her camera. He wondered how the cure was coming along, and after his stretches—he ignored the flare from his shoulder—he strolled over to her.

He leaned against smooth bark and watched as she raised the camera to her eye, the castle looming over them. She took several shots before she lowered the camera and started fiddling with it.

“Do you take a few pictures and pick the best?”

James held back an amused grin as Jennifer nearly fell over.

“James.” Jennifer clutched her chest, and he would have been concerned he’d caused a heart attack if she’d been older. “Don’t creep up on me.”

He didn’t bother to hold back a small smirk. “Sorry,” he said, not sorry at all. She needed to improve her spatial awareness.

She took a deep breath and mock glared at him. “To answer your question—yes, that’s basically it.”

James frowned. “But it looked like you took the same picture.”

She waved her hand. “I edit them all differently and see which one looks best.”

He nodded, accepting what she said. He’d never had a talent for photography. “How are you?” Jennifer squinted at him. “What?” James added defensively.

“Nothing,” Jennifer replied. “I just didn’t take you for the ‘how are you’ type.” She held up her hands as James scowled. “Sorry,” she laughed. “I’m fine, you? How’s your recovery coming?”

“It’s fine,” James said. “Hurts like fuck, but it’s getting better,” he paused. “Don’t tell Wright I said it hurts.”

She laughed again. “I won’t tell, don’t worry. I’m glad you’re on the mend.”

“Thanks,” James grunted. The conversation danced too close to coldness and agony as the bullet tore into him. James shook his head as if it would rattle the memories loose. “So, how’s the cure coming? You were with the doctors again this morning, aye?” A safer topic. And what he had wanted to ask her about in the first place.

Jennifer nodded slowly. “You’re not the first person to ask. I tell the others that it’s getting there, to be patient, that sort of thing. But to be honest, I’m not really sure.” James noticed she clenched her hands. “They only started telling me what they’re actually doing because I insisted, and I don’t know what they’re talking about half the time. The general mood is still positive, though, so I take that as a good sign. Well, Louise and Owain are positive, Dickface is never happy.”

“Dickface?”

“Dr. Evans.” Jennifer grimaced. “It wouldn’t kill the man to be nice for once.”

James snorted. He hadn’t interacted with the doctor since their first day at the castle, but by all accounts he was an arsehole. “It’s good that they’re pleased so far. Do you think they’re close?”

“Honestly, I have no idea. Sorry I can’t give you more.”

James nodded, not letting his disappointment show. “No, that’s good. It’s something.”

Jennifer looked at him as if she saw through his façade. “What do you think the world is going to be like now? Like, I know the latest about South Africa and the new stuff coming out of Egypt—” What is she talking about? Has something happened? “So even if we develop a cure, how will we mass manufacture it? How will we mass distribute it? Governments are falling left, right, and centre leaving a power vacuum, and anything that rises in its place either gets toppled quickly, like in Egypt, or is just plain horrible. How do we get the cure to everyone when people are greedy bastards and will hoard it for power?”

James realised he was at a disadvantage. He was going to have words with Teona for not giving him the latest updates. “Tell me everything you know, starting at the top.”

He knew his tone was wrong the moment she tensed up. “I’m not revealing my sources—”

“No, no, I don’t care about that,” he sighed. “You know more than I do. Tell me, please?”

She did. James knew the world was fucked up, but it had been remote, like watching events on TV and them not directly affecting him. Hearing all the shite going on made it all seem more immediate, more real. The chaos in South Africa and Portugal and Egypt, the martial law of America and China, the contradicting reports of Spain and Australia and just about everywhere else. He really needed to heal and get back out there. I’m going to go straight to Roux after this. Maybe we can increase my training.

“So, what do you think?” Jennifer asked. It was a vague question. What did he think about the state of the world in general? A specific country? The cure?

“I think it’s one hell of a shit show out there, and that it’s going to be one hell of a clean-up operation. We’re probably going to have to remove the threat of infected before we can start rolling out the cure.”

“But then that brings up its own problems,” Jennifer countered. “People are becoming newly infected every day. If we wait there will be no one left to give it to.”

“Wait. When we talk about a ‘cure’, it’s a vaccine, right?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Okay, so we vaccinate everyone here, then start sending out teams to find people, bring them back and check for infection, obviously, then vaccinate them. We then escalate operations and go further afield with the helicopter.” Even as he said it, James saw the issues that would plague such a plan.

“We send out teams now to scout the area.” Jennifer sighed. “There’s no one around here for miles.”

“Aye, we’d need a lot more manpower too.” James estimated there were no more than a hundred and fifty personnel at the castle, including the civilians and scientists. “We could broadcast the vaccine?” He shook his head. “No, even if people heard and believed, we’d bring potential hostiles down to our doorstep.”

“Exactly,” Jennifer agreed. “There’s no easy way to go about it. The more I think about it the more obstacles it throws up. We could try to approach the governments still standing. But then there’s still the problem of mass production.”

“Aye.” The more James thought about it the more his head hurt. “Listen, try not to worry about it for now. Wait till they’ve actually got a vaccine, and then we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”

Jennifer nodded, but she didn’t look reassured. He could tell from the crease between her brows that she was going to continue thinking in circles about it. James mentally shrugged. Maybe she would think of a solution.

“I’m going to go see Roux about my shoulder,” James said as he started to walk away. “Keep me updated, aye? On everything.”

Jennifer smiled. “I will.” Her smile transformed into a smirk, not unlike Teona’s had. “Say hi to Wright for me.”

James frowned at her as she laughed. He wasn’t going to let her have the last word like that. “Say hi to Alexia for me.”

It was James’s turn to smirk as a blush swept across Jennifer’s face. He turned and walked back to the castle, chuckling under his breath.


Chapter Five

1ST MARCH (PRESENT DAY)

 

The wind whipping at Victoria’s coat didn’t seem as cold as yesterday. Was spring arriving after what seemed like an eternity of winter or was it a fluke in the weather? Whatever the reason, Victoria walked up to the castle wall with extra vigour lent to her by the warming sun.
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