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      The letter shook in Flynn’s hand as he stared down at Vicky’s untidy handwriting. How could she leave him there on his own? Most days she wouldn’t let him walk around Home without breathing down his neck. It didn’t make sense. Or maybe he didn’t want to believe it made sense. Maybe he’d driven her away with his behaviour. He hadn’t exactly been kind to her.

      When Flynn stood up, he wobbled on his tired legs, the effects of sleep still with him. He bent down to pick his shoes up and stumbled when he tried to put one of them on. To prevent himself from falling over, he pressed his right hand against the wall, crushing Vicky’s letter against it in the process.

      After he’d slipped both of his shoes on, Flynn walked out of his room, leaving the door open behind him.

      The sound of the people in the canteen came at Flynn as he walked up the corridor. A wash of noise, the collective hum of conversation made each word spoken utterly indecipherable.

      Maybe all the people in the place had turned up for breakfast. Hard to tell because it somehow sounded much quieter than usual—not surprising considering how many had died on the battlefield. But had anyone other than Vicky decided to leave?

      Flynn entered the canteen, stopped, and looked at the diners. It already seemed like a waste of time. Although, as the communal area in the building, it had been the obvious place to come to. Maybe Vicky would still be there, and he could catch her before she left. She might have even changed her mind.

      Flynn looked at all the people eating. So few compared to what had been there before they went to war. An ache tugged on his throat and he swallowed it down; he couldn’t see Vicky. He’d been an idiot to think he might have.

      Although they talked, many people ate with bowed heads while the screens on the far wall showed the scores of diseased outside. It would be a while before they didn’t.

      If Flynn looked hard enough, he’d undoubtedly see people he knew in the diseased horde. He didn’t feel ready for that, and by the look of the people in the canteen, no one else did either.

      It took for Flynn to look down at the letter in his hand to see he’d crushed it completely in his balled fist. He clenched his jaw and breathed through his nose, inhaling the smell of boiled cabbage that accompanied every meal. What a moron he was to think Vicky would have changed her mind.

      Although he looked over the place, nobody looked up. Most seemed too lost in their own grief; everybody had lost someone. Then Brian lifted his head.

      Maybe Flynn should have stayed in his room, but now he’d entered the canteen, he couldn’t hold it back. “You!” he said as he pointed at the man and stormed over to him.

      The low level of conversation died down as Flynn weaved through the tables towards the bearded man. Contempt stared back at him when he got close.

      About ten metres between them and Flynn pointed at Brian again. “I hope you’re proud.”

      “What are you talking about?” Brian said with a laugh beneath his words and a sneer on his fat face.

      “Like you don’t know. You and your gang of cowards are the reason she’s gone.”

      Brian simply stared at Flynn.

      Fire rose beneath Flynn’s cheeks and he shook as he glared at the man. Sweat bled into the crushed ball of paper in his hand and his breathing sped up.

      The silence swelled through the place until Brian finally said, “You’re not making much sense, boy.”

      Tension snapped Flynn’s shoulders tight and dragged them up to his neck. “Don’t call me boy, you fat fuck. She’s gone. You know full well she’s gone.”

      Raised eyebrows and another laugh before Brian looked at Sharon and Dan. He then returned his attention to Flynn. “Who’s gone?”

      When Flynn shouted, the sound of it echoed through the large space. “Vicky, you moron!” He stepped closer so just a few metres separated them and clenched his fists so hard his forearms ached. “Vicky’s gone! Driven away by you and your band of cowards.”

      “We didn’t drive her away,” Sharon said.

      But Flynn ignored her and continued to address Brian. “She did more for you than you’ll ever know, and you drove her out of here.”

      Again, Brian said nothing.

      “I have no one now because of you.”

      At that moment Dan stood up. “We don’t have any children!”

      “That was Moira, not Vicky, you idiot.”

      “You need to learn some respect, boy.” Dan moved closer to Flynn.

      Flynn stepped forward to meet him. He might have only been sixteen, but he stood a couple of inches taller than Dan and had far more battle experience.

      Just an inch separated their noses when Flynn said, “And you want to be the one to teach it to me, do you?”

      The silence seemed to suck the air from the room and Flynn felt everyone in the canteen watching them. He shifted another half an inch closer and felt Dan’s body heat against his face. He spoke in a low growl. “Well?”

      When someone grabbed Flynn from behind and spun him around, he raised his fist. The fight left him. “Serj?”

      Sadness sat in Serj’s deep brown eyes, his eyebrows raised in a pinch in the middle. “Come with me,” he said and tugged on Flynn’s arm again. He pulled him away from Dan.

      “Sit down, Dan,” Serj said.

      At first, Dan didn’t move. He simply stared at Serj, seemingly braver now the conflict looked less likely to happen.

      “Please?” the Indian man urged with a weary sigh. “We’ve had enough fighting to last us a lifetime.”

      Dan pointed at Flynn. “Tell him that.”

      Serj didn’t respond. Instead, he stared at Dan and Dan stared back before returning to his seat. He eyeballed Flynn as he sat down.

      Flynn couldn’t keep it in. “Oh, sure”—his loud voice carried through the canteen—“he’s brave now he’s been asked to sit down. Now Serj has diffused the situation, you’ve suddenly discovered your spine.”

      “Shut up, Flynn!” Serj said.

      Fire rushed up in Flynn, but he swallowed it back down again. Of all the people left in Home, he trusted just one of them. A deep inhale and he kept his mouth shut.

      The sound of Flynn’s and Serj’s footsteps called through the canteen as Flynn followed the leader of Home to the foyer. The collective attention of the room burned into him still, but fuck them. Fuck them all.
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        * * *

      

      When they reached the foyer, Flynn watched Serj walk over to the windows and look out. For a few seconds he stared at the diseased as if looking for faces he recognised.

      Flynn stayed put. The diseased were creatures and nothing more. He didn’t need to see familiarity in their twisted expressions.

      When he’d finished, Serj turned to Flynn and spoke in a quiet voice. “She chose to go, mate.”

      The sounds in the canteen had picked up a little, the white noise of collective chatter showing Flynn they weren’t listening to him and Serj anymore. Still, he kept his voice low. “Hardly a choice though, was it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, those lot in there didn’t exactly give her many options. And why didn’t you try to stop her?”

      At that moment, Serj looked at the floor and let go of a weary sigh. “I would have stopped it if I could have.”

      “It?”

      “Her.” A shake of his head as if to clear his mind and Serj said, “Her. I would have stopped her if I could have. It had to happen.”

      Flynn’s rage resurfaced. “What the fuck are you talking about? The war had to happen. Vicky choosing to leave didn’t have to happen. That definitely didn’t have to happen.”

      When Serj stepped forward, Flynn tensed up and scowled at him.

      “I’m sorry,” Serj said as he got closer. “I’m sorry about everything. I want you to know I’m here for you whenever you need me. I promised Vicky I’d look out for you.”

      Another look into the sad deep brown eyes of Home’s leader and Flynn’s rage left him. His bottom lip bent out of shape and the lump he’d been pushing down rose up, wedging in his throat like a dry ball of bread. Although he drew a deep breath, the foyer around him still blurred through his tears. His bottom lip bent out of shape. He tried to say the word, but only managed to mouth it. Why?

      Serj stepped forward and hugged him.

      The man’s embrace broke Flynn and everything rushed out of him. Hot tears burned his eyes and soaked his cheeks. He’d lost his mum and dad, and now Vicky. Sobbing, he shook his head into Serj’s shoulder as he finally got his words out. “Why, Serj? Why?”

      But Serj didn’t respond. Instead, Flynn felt him grip tighter as he too shook with his own grief.
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      TEN YEARS LATER

      

      They hadn’t moved any quicker than a fast walk, yet the hot June sun burned strong enough to lift sweat on Flynn’s body. He had to squint against the glare as he stared into the distance at their destination, a tight grip on his baton.

      The town on the horizon stood as a skeleton of what it used to be, picked clean of anything useful. Only desperation and hope kept them coming back. Maybe it would have the supplies they needed. Maybe they hadn’t checked every inch of it already.

      A look at Serj, and Flynn saw him also squinting against the glare of the summer day. “Do you think we’ll find the lead in there?”

      Serj shrugged. “Dunno. It gets us out for the day at least, eh? Good to stretch our legs.”

      “That depends,” Flynn said.

      “On what?”

      “On what we meet in the city. The more years that pass, the more feral the human race seems to be getting.”

      Although Serj opened his mouth to respond, the words remained in his gaping jaw as he looked behind them.

      When Flynn heard the voices too, he also looked over his shoulder.

      They didn’t need to have a discussion about it, they’d dealt with threats a thousand times before. As one, they dropped down into the long grass.

      The people were still far enough away for Flynn to duck walk over to one of the rusty trucks on the old road without being noticed. The ground felt uneven beneath his feet. What used to be a highway now existed as broken lumps of concrete and asphalt. Nature had won, the grass slowly growing through it and tearing it apart over the years.

      Where he’d sweated a little before, Flynn now had to wipe his brow with his sleeve to stop it running into his eyes. He leaned against the body of the old truck and kept a tight grip on his baton. If he pressed against the rusty vehicle too hard, it felt like the thing would turn to dust.

      The grass stood at least a metre tall. That seemed to be about the optimum height for it in this area. For years it had remained the same. It made Serj completely invisible from Flynn’s current position. Until the gang passed, they were on their own.

      The loud voices of men and women drew closer. The abandoned cars marked out the old road, and despite it not being there anymore, Flynn and Serj always walked down it. A force of habit the gang had also seemed to adopt.

      Flynn fought against his panic and drew long and slow breaths. Although his rapid heart begged for him to breathe quicker, his head, close to spinning out, fought against his natural reaction to fear.

      As each breath satisfied him less than the previous one, Flynn gave in and breathed faster. Of course he wouldn’t be able to calm himself down. There might be no diseased left in their part of the world, but the humans who remained were worse in a lot of cases. Especially marauding gangs like this lot; at least the diseased were predictable.

      A glance up through the long grass and Flynn saw the head of one of the men. He wore what looked like the top half of a human skull as a cap. Dirt streaked his hairy face, gathering in his weathered wrinkles and drawing black lines on his skin. His wild eyes sat wide as he scanned the area. Tension coiled in his body, lifting his shoulders while he clenched his jaw. He looked on the very edge of losing his shit.

      When the man pulled something up to his mouth and took a bite, Flynn’s stomach flipped. A human arm, it had been cooked, the outside slightly charred, the split skin revealing lightning streaks of pink flesh beneath. More animal than human, the man chewed as he walked.

      The man disappeared from view for a few seconds while he passed on the other side of the rusty truck. The grass swooshed in his wake as he ploughed through it, and the sounds of all of the others’ feet dragged over the lumpy ground.

      Flynn held his breath as he shifted along the truck and he peered around to see the man on the other side. He wore a leather vest and had a belt with an old bloodstained machete hanging down from it.

      When Flynn looked next to the machete, his stomach lurched. As long as the blade next to it, it hung down, the stump end of it glistening from where it had been hacked off at the elbow. It had turned blue from where it hadn’t been cooked yet. The lower part of an arm, it probably belonged to the same person as the one the man currently chowed down on.

      Flynn pulled back out of sight and continued to lean lightly against the truck, his heavy pulse rocking through him. As he listened to the people pass, they said things to one another he couldn’t make out. Toothless mouths and a strong accent made for a garbled and indecipherable slur.
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        * * *

      

      It seemed to last an age, but the gang of people thinned out as they all passed. At a guess, Flynn would have put their number at maybe thirty. Over the years, he’d learned the best way to deal with nomads: get the fuck out of their way and let them through. Because they rarely stopped during the day, if you could avoid being seen for the time they were there, it would be safe to come out again.

      What must have been one of the last people in the group suddenly called forward to the others. “Hawk!” she shouted.

      Flynn gasped and raised his baton. The woman stood on the other side of the rusty truck.

      A grunt came back at her.

      “Deer!” she called out.

      Not that Flynn could see them, but because the group had stopped, the silence allowed him to hear the animals running through the meadow next to the old road. His pulse spiked. The woman would have to pass him to get to them. He lifted his baton a little bit higher.

      No one in the group spoke, but as one they rushed off the road toward the sounds. The woman on the other side of the truck moved slightly slower.

      Flynn clenched his jaw as he listened to her pass through the long grass and he got ready to swing for her. At least he’d take one down before they had to either fight or run from the rest of them, and one less cannibal in a world chock-full of the fuckers wouldn’t be a bad thing.

      The swoosh of the woman’s movement stopped. Before Flynn could look up, he heard one of the men call from the meadow beyond. “Swan, what is it?”

      When Flynn looked up to his right, he saw the wild, almost animal face of the woman staring down at him.

      She had her head tilted to one side as if she listened to him rather than looked at him. Blonde hair clogged with dirt, filthy skin, and very few teeth left in her mouth.

      Flynn stared back at the bright and wide blue eyes of the woman.

      “Swan!” The call came again.

      She looked in the direction of the man’s voice.

      “What is it?”

      At least that was what Flynn thought he’d said. Hard to tell.

      She looked back at Flynn, her eyes narrowing as she snapped her head to the other side.
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      Flynn and Swan continued to stare at one another. If she moved for him, he’d crack her skull. She might have animal reflexes from years of living like one, but he’d move quicker if he needed to.

      The smell of the long grass ran up Flynn’s nostrils when he pulled in a deep breath. He definitely had the beating of one of them, but an entire pack would overwhelm him and Serj.

      In the few years since the nomadic groups had sprung up, they’d earned quite a reputation. Two men from Home, Mark and Alan, had a run-in with them a few years back and never returned. Others from their community found two skeletons picked clean of flesh a few days later. They had scrape marks on the inside of their skulls from where someone had eaten their brains. The nomads moved through the world like a plague, consuming anyone they could get their hands on.

      “Swan?” The call came again, the wind tossing the grass around Flynn and the tattered lady.

      Despite her twitching movements—her snapping of her head from one side to the other, her slightly pulled-back arms—something in Swan still clung onto her humanity. Flynn saw it in the pinch of her blue eyes. Sadness stared out of them. Trauma from a hard life of atrocities. What had happened to her to land her with a bunch of savages? She stared regret down at Flynn. Empathy.

      Flynn tensed in anticipation of yet another call from one of the gang before Swan snapped her head in the direction of the sound. “It’s fine,” she called back at them as an animalistic caw. “Thought I saw something. Nothing. Not a critter like I’d hoped. Nothing.”

      She turned her back on Flynn as if he didn’t exist and headed in the direction of the others, picking her way through the long grass with stabbing steps.

      Flynn let go of a breath that went on forever. As the air left his tense body, he turned limp, pressing into the rusty shell of the huge truck behind him.

      Despite relaxing a little, Flynn still kept a tight grip on his baton. The nomads weren’t known for their generosity; to take her at her word would be foolish.
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      About ten minutes passed before Flynn saw Serj appear.

      After he’d looked down at Flynn, Serj turned and looked behind him in the direction the nomads had gone. “I think we’re okay now.”

      Flynn stood up and was momentarily dazzled by the sun. He too scanned the meadow, the grass moving with the wind. “I think I preferred it when the diseased were here. At least we knew what they’d do.”

      “And what’s with all the animal names?” Serj said.

      “I’ve got a theory about that.”

      “Go on.”

      “If they give themselves animal names,” Flynn said, “behave more animalistic, and communicate in a series of short sentences and grunts, then they’re regressing from humanity, right?”

      Serj shrugged. “Okay.”

      “Well, it must be quite a thing to get your head around. Eating people, I mean. Anything to make it slightly easier …”

      “Like pretending you’re not human, distancing yourself from the atrocity of it?”

      “Exactly.”

      Another shrug and Serj looked at the town on the horizon, the sun high in the sky above it. “This place always reminds me of her, you know.”

      Flynn would be lying if he said he didn’t see it coming. He and Serj had been into town several times in the past few years and Vicky always came up. Instead of looking at Home’s leader, he looked at the broken office block that dominated the craggy skyline. What had once been a town now looked like jagged shards pointing at the sky.

      “I can’t believe it’s been ten years,” Serj said.

      Tension pulled Flynn’s back tight. Did Serj really need to go there with this?

      “And I can’t believe it’s been eight years since the last of the diseased died off.”

      “You think they’re all gone?” Flynn asked.

      “I don’t know. I hope so.”

      “I keep thinking she’ll come back,” Flynn said, the words falling from his mouth before he could stop them. “I know it’s been years, and logic would tell me I’m a fool to have any kind of hope, but I’d give anything to see her again. To ask her why she left.”

      Serj continued to stare at the town in front of them. “What do you think she’d make of things now?”

      “Of Brian and his lot running Home?”

      “Hey!” Serj turned to Flynn. “They don’t run Home.”

      “As good as. Were it not for you, they’d take the place over in a heartbeat.”

      “That’s why I stop them!” Serj said.

      The sound of the wind carried over the vast meadow.

      Flynn finally spoke. “Do you think she’ll ever come back?”

      “I don’t know, mate.”

      The tension that had coiled in Flynn’s back moved to his jaw and he bit down hard. His pulse quickened. He still had a hold of his baton and he squeezed it tighter than ever. “Why did she leave? Did I do something wrong? Was I too moody with her?”

      “No!”

      Flynn shook his head and heat rose up beneath his cheeks. “How do you know? No matter how many times I run through what happened in my head, I just can’t understand it. I was sixteen, for fuck’s sake.”

      Flynn watched several birds flying over the ruined town in the distance. “All she wanted was to mother me, yet she left. What was wrong with her? I was a fucking child. I needed her and she didn’t give a fuck. She didn’t give a fuck about anyone but herself.”

      Another few seconds passed where neither of them spoke. Serj broke the silence this time. “It’s like a hot coal, you know?”

      “What is?”

      “No matter who you throw it at, you’ll still get burned.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Anger, Flynn.”

      “You think I don’t have a right to be angry?”

      “I didn’t say that. But you’ve held it for a long time.”

      Fire rushed through Flynn and he raised his voice. “That’s because she left me!”

      “Maybe it was more complicated than that.”

      Before Flynn could reply, Serj added, “And even if it wasn’t, you need to find a way to stop it burning you.”

      “And how do I do that?”

      “Forgive her. Whatever reasons she had, we both know how much she loved you. She made a choice. Whether it was a good or a bad one, she loved you nonetheless. And if you can’t do it for her, do it for yourself. You need to find a way to let go of your hurt because it’ll consume you. It’ll mess with every relationship you have and keep on stinging you until you overcome it.”

      Flynn refused to look at Serj, the wind stinging his already sore eyes. He ground his jaw and breathed through his nose.

      When Serj nudged Flynn, he squeezed his baton harder.

      Serj said, “What do you think she’d say if she could meet Angelica?”

      “She knew Angelica,” Flynn said.

      “Not when she was your girlfriend.”

      Heat spread through Flynn’s cheeks and he didn’t reply.

      “Come on,” Serj said, “you’ve been together for two years now. It’s okay to call her your girlfriend. I reckon she’d cry with happiness. You were her baby boy.”

      A couple of heavy gulps and Flynn shook his head. When he looked at Serj, he saw the man’s intention and relaxed a little. Another gulp against the burning lump in his throat and he nodded. “I think she’d cry too.”

      A broad smile spread across Serj’s face.

      “Thank you,” Flynn said.

      “For what?”

      “I needed someone when Piotr died and Vicky went away. You didn’t have to do it, but you were there for me and I’ll never forget that.”

      “Does that mean I have to cry about you and Angelica now?”

      Flynn couldn’t suppress his smile when he looked at Serj.

      “Come on,” Serj said and nudged Flynn again. “Let’s go and see if we can find some lead in that cursed town.”
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      “So, what about you?” Flynn said to Serj with a smile, his voice echoing as they passed beneath the railway bridge leading into the town.

      “Huh?” Serj said, his attention fixed firmly in front of them as they walked.

      “Come on, you old dog, don’t hold out on me. I’ve seen the way Sally looks at you. You can’t tell me there’s nothing there.”

      Unlike a lot of the town, the railway bridge remained standing. It probably wouldn’t hold up against a train going over it anymore, and bricks had fallen from it to the ground, but it hadn’t collapsed yet. Their footsteps were amplified from walking beneath it. Flynn looked at the structure above their heads. Hopefully it wouldn’t fall at that moment.

      Once they’d stepped out of the other side, Serj looked up at the vast abandoned office building in front of them. “I’m not interested,” he said.

      Flynn looked away from his friend and up at the structure too. What had once been a modern building made from steel and glass now stood as a skeleton of its former self. Much of the metal had been stripped from it—and anything else useful by the look of things.

      The old office furniture remained on the sparse floors. Many of the cheap desks had buckled and folded down on themselves where years of damp had eaten away at their weak chipboard. The chairs lay scattered around, their covers ripped, exposing the foam inside them.

      “After Jessica,” Serj continued, “I kind of lost interest in women, you know?”

      A nod of his head and Flynn said, “That’s understandable.” Serj clearly didn’t want to talk about it, so he looked at the spray-painted words on the walls of the place. If they could even be called that. He couldn’t make out most of the writing, but he did see one phrase repeated over and over. KEEP OUT!

      “People have been picking this town clean for twenty years now,” Flynn said. “You think there’ll be anything left for us? Especially with how useful lead is?”

      “I hope so. We only need a small bit, so I’m sure we can find it. Just enough to line the barn’s chimney. We’re losing about ten percent of our supplies to that bloody leak, or about ten percent of storage space. We need to sort it out, especially before winter.”

      Although Flynn listened to Serj, he couldn’t help but look at the red paint. The aggressive warning that told them to get the fuck away. “And you think the rats will let us in and out again without any problem?”

      A shrug of his shoulders and Serj said, “Who knows? They may write all that on the walls, but they’ve always seemed to avoid conflict before. This is the closest place to find any buildings, so we’ve got to try, right?”

      Another look at the red writing and Flynn didn’t reply.

      While craning his neck as if he could see around the large building in front of them, Serj said, “There’s got to be a small amount of lead left on one of the roofs. Come on, we can be in and out in no time.”

      Serj took off at a jog around the left side of the large building and Flynn followed him, still clinging onto his baton. Not that it would do him any good. If the rats turned on them, they’d be fucked, outnumbered potentially in the hundreds.

      The pair moved at a steady jog. They could find more speed if they needed it.

      As they ran, Flynn looked into the old, abandoned shops. Impossible to tell what many of them had been, the signs had all fallen down and the insides picked clean of anything useful. It seemed wherever he looked he saw the rats’ indecipherable scrawl. He could only make out the two repeated words: KEEP OUT!

      The wind played its symphony through the abandoned buildings, dragging Flynn’s attention to his left and right. He knew the noise to be the wind, but he still had to check, just in case.

      Most of the buildings had collapsed in on themselves. Maybe from the effects of neglect, but more than likely human intervention. If you took enough from a building, it would inevitably fall. No wonder the rats were so pissed off about it.

      As they jogged into what used to be a pedestrian area in the high street, Flynn caught movement in the shadows to his right. It shifted through the darkness and vanished before he’d seen it clearly. Another scuffle on his left and Flynn saw something, but not enough to get a clear picture of what. He and Serj shared a look with one another.

      “Rats,” Serj said in a low voice. “They’ll leave us be if we leave them be.”

      “I’m glad you’re confident,” Flynn said as he watched the shops for more of them.

      Every shop Flynn looked into had the mark of the rats in it. The words KEEP OUT and red spray-painted lines of other words they’d tried to recreate. Maybe the rats understood what had been written. Maybe their language had evolved rather than devolved. Although hard to believe when he looked at the infantile scrawl.

      Out of breath from the run, Flynn said, “Pretty fucking clear they don’t want us here.”

      Although Serj frowned and looked into the shops—his heavy steps slapping down on the concrete ground—he didn’t reply. When he looked forward again, he pointed in the direction they were heading and said, “There.”

      Flynn looked, but he couldn’t see what Serj had seen.

      “The fire exit stairs,” Serj said. “That’ll give us access to the roof up there. It looks relatively untouched.”

      Flynn looked at the large wall with the metal stairs zigzagging up the side of it. The roof on the top hadn’t folded in like most of the others had. “Those stairs don’t look very solid.”

      Serj didn’t reply. Instead, he picked up his pace and headed for the wall.
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      The tock of Serj’s feet called out through the near silent town as he climbed the metal stairs.

      Flynn climbed up after him, checking behind frequently for signs of the rats. He and Serj were exposing themselves and leaving just one way down. Time to find out if the little fuckers were hostile or not.

      The stairs rocked as they climbed them, but when Flynn looked at the points where they’d been anchored to the walls, they seemed stable. Although seemed could quite easily be proven wrong.

      The scuff of more feet moved over the shop’s dusty floors below. Flynn looked back again. Shadows spilled out into the high street and betrayed the movement of the hidden rats, but he couldn’t see any of them yet. It served as a potent warning; they were in their space now and they operated only with their permission.

      When they reached the top of the stairs, they were five storeys up. Flynn turned around and looked out over the town. The unobstructed wind crashed into him and cooled his sweat-dampened skin.

      “There’s some,” Serj said as he pointed over the roof, his hair being tousled by the strong breeze. He didn’t seem concerned with keeping his voice down.

      Flynn looked down to see agitation twitch through the shadows below before he looked to where Serj pointed. Lead stretched up the side of the large chimney.

      “That chimney’s bigger than ours, right?” Serj said.

      Flynn nodded before he looked back down at the ground. The shadows had grown larger from where the rats had moved to the very edges of the buildings. Just out of sight, they seemed ready to reveal themselves.

      “If we can get that lead free, that should be enough.” Serj stepped onto the roof.

      A loud snap popped through the town and, before Flynn knew what had happened, Serj vanished from his sight.
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      The shadows in the doorways pulled back as Flynn ran down the fire escape. Maybe they didn’t mean him any harm, but if they tried anything now, he’d kill the fucking lot of them.

      The sound of Flynn’s feet hammered down the stairs, the entire staircase rocking with his movement. “Hang on, Serj,” he called out. Fuck knew if he heard him or not.

      When he got to the last flight of stairs, Flynn vaulted over the handrail and hit the ground running. He ran alongside the wall and around to the front of the shop Serj had fallen into.

      Like with every shop, a huge empty space sat where the window used to be. It left a large gap for him to run through.

      The second he saw Serj, Flynn pulled up and clapped a hand to his mouth. “Oh God.”

      Where Flynn would have expected anyone to scream in Serj’s situation, he found his old friend didn’t. Instead, he simply lay on the ground, a pool of blood spreading around him as he held the long metal bar that had pierced up through his stomach.

      A scaffolding pipe or something similar, Serj had landed on it back first. The old pole shone with blood as it pointed at the sky, an accusation to the gods for letting this happen.

      When Flynn grabbed Serj, his Indian friend winced and he shook his head. “Don’t,” he said, the word a wheeze more than anything.

      “What then?” Flynn asked as he turned his face away from the stench of Serj’s torn bowels.

      The deep mahogany gaze that had always been there for Flynn seemed to fade as Serj looked at him. Instead of speaking, the man simply shook his head.

      “No,” Flynn cried, his voice calling out through the quiet town. “There must be something we can do.”

      Again, Serj simply shook his head as he fought for breath.

      For a few seconds, Serj flapped his right arm in the direction of his hip. Clumsy with his rapidly draining essence, it took him a few attempts to clamp a hand on his knife. He shook as he worked it free and handed it to Flynn.

      “What’s this for?” Flynn asked, the knife’s handle sticky with Serj’s blood.

      “I need you to end it for me.”

      “What?!” Flynn’s voice startled a bird nearby, which took off and flew out through the open shopfront.

      “It’s no good,” Serj said. “I can’t get off this pole and I don’t want to try. This is the end for me.”

      “No,” Flynn said and dropped the knife. He held Serj’s right hand with both of his.

      The same serene stare Flynn knew so well fixed on him. “Please do this for me. I won’t make it back to Home. Look at me …” He stopped and winced, catching his breath before he added, “I’m bleeding out as it is. You pull me off this pole and I’ll split.”

      “Then I’ll go and get someone from Home to come and help.”

      “You think I’ll last that long? Besides, what do you think will happen when you leave me here?”

      When Serj looked up, Flynn did the same. There must have been at least fifteen to twenty kids hanging around. They were on the first floor of the shop, looking down through the huge hole Serj had made when he fell.

      Dirty faces, long hair, tatty clothes, and wild eyes. The rats ranged in ages from about six to twelve. If the rumours were accurate, Flynn could only see a handful of them. Apparently hundreds of them lived in the town—although rumours had a way of stretching the truth.

      It had been said that the kids moved in when their community fell to a vicious group of nomads. Every adult and teenager had been slaughtered, but the young children had been set free. Since then, a lot of local groups had fed them, but it would seem no one wanted the responsibility of taking them in. Serj had even sent people from Home to deliver them food. They left care packages in the centre of town, which the kids picked up after they’d gone.

      Some people believed they had adults with them and the kids were just a front to get charity. Flynn saw the logic in it; people did what they could to survive. The red paint on the walls was probably an attempt to fake childish illiteracy.

      Regardless of what he believed, Flynn shuddered to look at them. They were feral and gaunt. Desperate for sustenance in whichever way they could take it. They didn’t look ready to attack, but if Flynn left a wounded Serj, they’d gladly take the care package.

      Even as Flynn said the words, he understood just how empty they were. He had no hope against the army of kids. “They won’t fucking touch you. I’ll take them all down if I have to.”

      Fifteen to twenty pairs of eyes stared down at him. Who was he kidding?

      A look back at Serj and Flynn couldn’t see any other options than the one presented to him. Yet he still said, “I’m not killing you”—his voice shaking and his eyes stinging with the start of his tears—“I can’t.”

      Serj closed his eyes as he nodded. “You need to. You can’t leave me like this.”

      At that moment, Flynn got to his feet and shouted, “Fuck!” He kicked an empty plastic bottle, which skittered across the floor and clattered into one of the walls. Even louder than his previous shout, Flynn’s call echoed through the empty space when he screamed, “Fuck!”
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      After he’d paced for a minute or so, Flynn hunched down next to Serj and picked his hand up again, but left his knife on the ground. Tears soaked his cheeks and he watched Serj close his eyes, his breaths coming more heavily than before. Every few seconds, a wince of pain twisted his friend’s face.

      When Serj opened his eyes again, it took him a few seconds to focus on Flynn. “Vicky would have done this for me.”

      “Fuck Vicky!” Flynn snapped back, his entire body pulling tight at the mention of her. “If she would have done it, I’m inclined to do the exact opposite. She lost my respect the second she walked out.”

      Several heavy breaths and Serj forced his words out. “She loved you more than anything, you know?”

      “If she loved me more than anything, then why did she leave me?”

      For the first time since Flynn had known him, Serj cried. His entire face twisted with fear and he shook where he lay. “Please, Flynn. Please do this for me.”

      The one person who hadn’t let him down in his life. The one person who’d always been there for him and never asked for anything in return. The one person who’d been there when Flynn needed him most. He drew a deep breath and lifted the knife. A glance up at the rats and he saw more had gathered around the hole.

      He turned away from the kids. They’d seen he had no choice; he had to do what his friend asked of him. A weak grip on Serj’s knife and Flynn raised it up. He looked down at his crying friend and he shook his head. “I’m so sorry, Serj. I love you, man.”

      Just as Flynn clenched his jaw and squeezed a tighter grip on the knife, Serj said, “Stop!”

      Flynn paused.

      After several heavy breaths, Serj forced his words out. “I need to tell you something about Vicky.”
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      As much as Flynn wanted to be patient, Serj didn’t have long left. His frame locked tight as he watched Serj gasp and splutter on the dusty ground. “What is it?” he said. “What do you need to tell me about Vicky?”

      It took a few more breaths before Serj found enough force to drive his words out. He shook his head as he said it, the shine in his eyes dimming. “She didn’t leave you.”

      The dirty, abandoned shop around Flynn seemed to shift as if his perspective of it went off-kilter. Hell, the entire fucking world jolted on its axis. “What do you mean?”

      Another shake of his head and Serj pulled several more breaths into his body. The smell of blood hung in the air. A rush of wind flew into the shop and Flynn caught movement in his peripheral vision—just a loose piece of paper flapping in the breeze.

      More rats gathered around the hole and peered down. Their already wide eyes had widened further. Their hunger seemed to be pulling them forwards as they all leaned over the hole and stared at the dying Serj. Apparently they preferred their meat alive. Although, like many stories about the rats, the rumours probably weren’t true. The adults, wherever they were, would probably cook the flesh once the kids brought it back to them.

      “She was forced out,” Serj finally said.

      “Forced out?!” Flynn noticed the rats flinch in response to his outburst. “Forced out by who?”

      A lethargic turn of his head and Serj stared straight at Flynn. He didn’t need to say it.

      “Brian, Sharon, and Dan? Because of their kids?”

      The pause only lasted a few seconds, but it felt like a lifetime. “No,” Serj said. “They found out.”

      A chill ran from Flynn’s head to his toes. “You mean about the virus? About her part in it?”

      Before Serj could respond, something fell from the hole and Flynn ripped his knife up and pointed it in the direction of the small girl. No more than eight years old, she had scruffy brown hair and a ripped nightie covering her skinny form. The way she stood there, hunched over, suggested she’d jumped rather than fallen.

      She stared at Flynn and then the knife before she pulled her lips back in a snarl, baring her yellow teeth.

      Her hiss ran needles into the base of Flynn’s neck and his shoulders lifted. When she snapped her hand out, he barely saw it move. However, he did see the bug in her pinch. A cockroach, it twisted and writhed before she put it into her mouth.

      They shared a look while she chewed on the insect and then she sprinted from the room through a door at the back. Fuck knew where it led, but as long as she left them alone, he didn’t care.

      After he’d glanced up at the others to make sure no more would come down, Flynn looked back at Serj. “They found out she helped set the virus free?”

      Serj nodded.

      “Because I said it in Home?”

      Serj nodded again, although even that seemed to be taking its toll on him now. His movements were weak, his sweating face pale.

      Although Flynn drew a breath to speak, Serj cut him off. “She wanted you to think she’d left so you’d stay safe in Home. She loved you and wanted to make sure you’d be okay. Home was the best place for you and she didn’t want anything to jeopardise that. She had to die regardless and saw no point in you having to leave also.”

      Already limp, Serj fell even more flaccid, every word taking its pound of flesh from him.

      Flynn looked up at the rats again before he glanced down at his boots. It seemed impossible that a body could lose so much blood and not be dead. “But why are you telling me now?”

      “You needed to know …”

      “The truth?” Flynn finished for him and looked up again at the rats.

      Serj nodded.

      Now he’d got the words from his friend, Flynn shook more violently than before. A mixture of hurt and rage swirled within him. “I’ll kill ’em,” he said. He shook his head as he stared down at the glossy pool of blood on the ground, the shifting silhouettes of the rats reflected in it. “I’ll kill all three of the fuckers. Suffocate them in their sleep. I’ll make sure they pay.”

      “Remember what I said about the hot coal?” Serj said, sweat running from his brow down either temple.

      “What the fuck are you talking about? They killed Vicky.”

      “But you killing them won’t bring her back. I wanted you to know …” Serj’s eyes closed for a second. When he opened them again, he said, “So you don’t think ill of Vicky anymore. She did the best for you.”

      Flynn watched Serj turn so pale his skin looked to be on the way to translucent. When he saw it in his friend’s eyes, Flynn said, “You think they were right to kick her out?”

      “They had to.”

      “Because she set the virus loose?”

      Serj dipped a feeble nod.

      “Because the world’s the way it is because of her?”

      Another nod.

      As much as Flynn wanted to argue, he couldn’t. The world had become this way because of her. The crowd of rats above should be in school now and worrying about friendships and the latest craze. Instead, they lurked in the shadows, waiting for things to eat. God knew what other things happened to them when they were with the adults who clearly directed them. The haunted looks in their eyes spoke of something much darker than cannibalism. But maybe Flynn imagined it. More speculation about a group of people he knew nothing about.

      A deep inhale lifted through Serj and he said, “Vicky said she would have done the same to someone else.” His eyes rolled in his head and he sweated more than before. “Once the decision had been made, she just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      The world turned blurry in front of Flynn, but it didn’t stop his awareness of the ever-thickening press of bodies above. A glance, and even with his poor, tear-distorted vision, there looked to be double the amount again. They waited, but for how long?

      “I just want to make sure you know how much she loved you. And that she didn’t let you down.” Serj nodded at the knife in Flynn’s hand. “Please stop my pain now.”

      Flynn drew a deep breath, the metallic essence of Serj filling his senses again as he pulled the air in. He also smelled the dirt coming from the rats above him. If many more gathered up there, the ceiling would collapse beneath their weight.

      Several blinks cleared Flynn’s sight and he nodded at Serj, gripped the handle of his knife, and yelled out as he drove it into the top of his friend’s head.

      Physically, it felt no different than killing a diseased. The blade broke through the bone and sank into Serj’s brain, turning him off.

      When Flynn let go of his grip on the knife, it protruded from Serj’s head. His dead eyes were spread wide.

      It took all Flynn had to stand up. He stumbled back several paces before he looked up at the rats one last time. More still had gathered around the hole.

      Clumsy with his steps, Flynn turned his back on the shop and shuffled through the space that had once held the front window.

      By the time he’d stepped a few metres into the high street, he heard the rush of bodies swarming from the hole down towards Serj. At least they didn’t get to take him alive.
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      Not physically exhausted, but emotionally fatigued, Flynn’s legs trembled beneath his weight as he returned to Home. He’d walked over the new bridge crossing the river and currently moved through the long, grassy meadow outside their complex. The sun pushed down on the back of his head and the grass came up to his chest. On another day, it might have even been pleasant with the fresh meadow smell in the summer heat. But covered in the blood of his best friend and mentor and returning to a place full of enemies took away any appreciation he might have felt for the weather.

      The wall around Home stood as strong and indomitable as ever. As the years went on, they’d chopped down trees, stripped them of their bark and branches, and stood them in a line like soldiers. Each one had been buried at least two metres into the ground and had been butted so closely to the one next to it, it would take a tank to knock them down. Since they’d built the wall, they might have had gangs pass the place, but no one had tried to attack. Many communities fortified themselves in this way now.

      A sentry stood at either side of the gate, and when Flynn saw Brian as one of them, his stomach clenched tight as if jabbed with electricity. Bile lifted in his throat at the sight of the man, but he gulped down the bitter taste, clenched his jaw, and pushed forward.

      The gates opened before Flynn got to them and he strode through into the complex. The usual smell of sewage hit him the second he entered the place and he screwed his nose up in response to it. Since the solar panels had gone, Home had fallen into complete disrepair. They used the underground complex to sleep in and not a lot else now. Some suggested moving the toilets outside the wall to get rid of the smell, but that would put them in too much danger every time they needed to make a trip to the john.

      By the time Flynn had walked just a few metres into the place, Brian appeared at his side and said, “What happened?”

      Serj’s blood had dried against Flynn’s skin, so when he closed both of his hands into fists, it cracked.

      When Flynn didn’t respond, Brian said, “Where’s Serj?”

      A clenched jaw and quickened pulse, Flynn looked at the barn with the leaking chimney. “We didn’t get your lead.”

      “Our lead; it’s for the good of the community.”

      Flynn looked across at the bearded man and growled. “We didn’t get your lead.”

      Brian didn’t argue again. “So what happened? I’m guessing that isn’t your blood on your hands?”

      “You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?”

      Impatience twisted Brian’s face and he focused a bitter scowl on Flynn. “What are you talking about?”

      “Never mind,” Flynn said and looked away from the man.

      Many of Home’s residents hadn’t noticed Flynn’s return yet. If he could keep it that way, it would save a lot of questions.

      As Flynn passed through the place—as out of sight as possible—he watched the people working the farmland. Everyone who could work did. It made for a productive community. A community that would need to be saved from the tyrannical—or soon to be tyrannical—rule of Brian, Sharon, and Dan. Now Serj had gone, they had nothing stopping them. At least, they would think they had nothing stopping them.

      Flynn focused his attention on Home’s front door, hoping he’d remain invisible to the people in the community. It stood propped open as they always had it during the day. Now a dusty wreck of a place, they needed to ventilate Home as much as they could so when they locked it up at night it had at least been aired out.

      “Flynn!”

      A look to his right and Flynn saw some of the teenagers from Home.

      Maggie had been the one to call to him and she led the group of six over to him at a jog. Genuine concern lit up her face when she saw the blood on him. “My god, what’s happened? Is it Serj?”

      As the heart of the community, everyone loved Serj—especially the young people. He’d been one of the only adults to listen to them. He treated them like human beings while the other guards treated them like dumb kids.

      For a few seconds, Flynn bit down on his bottom lip to hold his grief back. He finally nodded. “Serj has gone.” He looked over to see Brian had come close to listen in. “He fell when we were trying to get Brian’s lead and he didn’t make it.”

      Where Brian would usually respond, he didn’t this time. He must have heard the thin ice cracking beneath his feet.

      The group walked with Flynn as he headed towards Home’s entrance. The door sat in the small hill, the once solar panel field behind it.

      Where the solar panels had been, Flynn could now see a complex twisting of tubes and funnels raised in the air. From a distance, it looked like a huge marble run like the one they had for the children inside. It had been set up to catch and store water. Without the filtration system and the electric pumps, they’d had to adapt.

      At the sight of Sharon and Dan, Flynn ground his jaw. They looked him up and down as they approached.

      “What’s happened?” Dan said.

      Before Flynn could answer, he jumped to hear Brian speak behind him. “Serj is dead. He fell while collecting lead for the community.”

      “For you,” Flynn said.

      Again, Brian didn’t argue with him. A shared look between Brian and Dan, and Dan didn’t question it either.

      “We’re here for you, Flynn,” Brian said as he reached over and touched Flynn’s forearm.

      Flynn stopped dead and glared at the bearded man. He reached down to the baton on his hip and lifted his lip in a snarl.

      Brian removed his hand and lowered his eyes.

      “Look,” Sharon said, “I know you’re upset about Serj, but that doesn’t mean you should come back here and take it out on us.”

      A hard grip on his baton still and Flynn pulled in a deep breath. He could feel the attention of the teenagers on him. They didn’t need to see this. Were it just him and the three guards, he’d cave in every one of their deceitful heads, but he couldn’t do it here. Not now.

      “Flynn!” Sharon said again as he walked away from her. “I demand you talk to me.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what you demand, Sharon.”

      Sharon gasped, and although Flynn didn’t look at them, he heard Brian say, “Leave it.”

      Flynn stopped again and turned around to face the three guards. “Just so you know, you don’t get to demand anything of me ever again, okay? Serj has gone, so as far as I’m concerned, this place needs a new leader.” He looked each of the three up and down. “Because from where I’m standing, we don’t have a suitable replacement.”

      None of the guards challenged him, and when Flynn walked off again, they all remained where they were.
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