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Survivors

Survivors, Book One

Amy Marsden


To Fay, my muse, my firecracker, my wife.


Author’s Note

When I started writing this story way back in 2012, I had no idea how relevant some of the contents would be today. 2020 and 2021 have been years of global fear, tragedy, and loss as people struggle for their health and livelihoods, and I hope when this book is released we are past the bleakest days. I hope the world is healing.

I want to acknowledge the bravery and sacrifice of essential workers around the world, from health workers to shop assistants to factory workers and more. You’ve all done and continue to do such an incredible job.

Stories are powerful. People have been enjoying them since the dawn of language. I hope that even though this story is about a devastating virus, you can also see the humanity shining through. Don’t let this pandemic beat you.


Chapter One

January 11th

 

Going to protests had become second nature to Jen. The gatherings were numerous, loud, and full of energy, but so far none of them had achieved anything. The world remained in the dark. Uncertainty pervaded the air like it had a physical weight, heavy and viscous, and Jen had long since grown used to it. She would be more uncomfortable if things were normal.

Fire threw orange light across the street, the shifting shadows dancing over riot gear as the crowd surged forward. Shouts and screams merged into a meaningless cacophony. Smoke hung over everything, obscuring people on the ground nursing broken noses, broken arms, broken legs. The camera spun in a disorientating way. Had the police attacked the news crew? Nothing would surprise her anymore. The roar reached a crescendo—

Jen switched the television off. Insecurity seemed constant, but she wasn’t going to let it ruin her twenty-fourth birthday. She’d seen it all before, anyway. The riots were becoming more and more frequent. She turned her attention back to the object in her hands and put all the confusion and dismay out of her mind.

The camera wasn’t the best on the market, but Jen loved it regardless, and she hadn’t been able to stop thanking her parents after they dropped it off yesterday. Jen liked the weight of it in her hands, ready to freeze everything away from the ravages of time. Her old camera had been damaged from years of use and abuse, and she vowed to take much better care of this one.

A sharp bang broke her concentration, and she jumped up as the door to the apartment burst open. What the—

“Jen? Damien?” Rhys’s strained voice sounded from the kitchen. What’s going on? He’d said he couldn’t make it tonight.

She entered the kitchen on light feet. If this was a prank for her birthday, she wasn’t going to be happy. She hated surprises.

“There you are,” Evelyn said. “C’mon, we have to go.” They were all there—Rhys, Evelyn, Amanda, and Rachel. Her friends. Instead of greeting her with smiles, hugs, and excitement, they looked scared, their bodies rigid as they stood in the kitchen. Rhys looked winded as he leaned on the kitchen counter, sweat running from his shaved head to his square jaw.

“What are you talking about?” Jen cut her laugh short as Evelyn threw a pleading look her way. This didn’t seem like a prank.

“Hey, guys,” Damien said as he entered the room, not a hair out of place. Jen had been ready for a good half an hour, but Damien had procrastinated and rushed to get dressed.

“Listen, we don’t have much time.” Rhys struggled to slow his breathing. Worry trickled down Jen’s back. This wasn’t like him at all. “I’m not even supposed to be here.” He still wore his army uniform. What are those stains?

“What’s wrong?” Damien asked slowly. Rhys wasn’t the type of person to play jokes on people.

Amanda shrugged. “I have no idea either. These two—” she gestured at Rhys and Evelyn as she shrugged out of her jacket and put her phone and purse on the counter “—found us walking up the stairs. Running like the devil was chasing them.”

“You all know about the new virus, right?” Rhys looked at them for confirmation, his dark eyes intense.

“Yeah, of course we do,” Jen said. People talked of little else. That and the less exciting news about a food recall and less on the shelves. “It’ll be okay. They’ll find a cure soon.” Conspiracies had sprouted up saying everyone who got the disease died, or the government had created it to stop overpopulation or some such nonsense. Fearmongering.

What worried Jen was how long they were taking to find a cure. With millions of people infected society had ground to a halt. Jen’s university had closed its doors last November, and she didn’t know when it would reopen. Restaurants and cafés had followed suit. It was a nightmare. Criminals became bolder too, with crime on the rise.

Quite a lot of the protests were about demanding to know what was going on. The majority of them devolved into riots these days, but the government kept assuring everyone they were doing all they could. Some people didn’t even believe the virus was dangerous.

“It’s much worse than the media is portraying—”

Rachel cut him off. “What do you mean ‘worse?’”

“The world’s governments have been censoring the media. They’ve covered up the extent of the damage because they didn’t want to frighten everyone. I wouldn’t be surprised to find they’ve been silencing whistle-blowers and destroying evidence. It’s spread all over the world—they couldn’t keep that quiet—but they have lied about how dangerous and out of control it is.”

He looked at them with wide eyes. “You get the disease through bodily fluids like blood or saliva getting into your system, like if someone with the virus bites you. It’s yet another thing the media didn’t mention. The urge to bite drives those who have been infected. It’s always fatal. Once you get it, that’s it.

“Our government has tried to manage it, but it’s not working. I know because the government brought the army in to try to keep it contained. We’ve failed.” He took a deep breath. “Little over an hour ago, two of the quarantine zones close to London were breached. It was chaos. Infected people have escaped.”

“But it will be okay, right?” Damien asked, his brow furrowed. “It can’t be that bad. You’ll round them back up, and everything will be all right.” He didn’t sound convinced by his own words.

“That was the plan, but—I don’t think you understand the severity of this,” Rhys said. “You’re my friends. You’re the only family I’ve got. I left my post to warn you, it’s that serious. You need to pack some things and get to the barracks as soon as possible. Knightsbridge is our best bet. The streets were fine coming here, but they won’t be for much longer. We need to leave before it gets out of control and people start panicking. This virus isn’t like anything we’ve seen before.” Horror haunted his eyes. The trickle of worry down Jen’s back threatened to become a flood.

Rachel let out a high-pitched laugh. “This isn’t funny, Rhys.”

“This isn’t a joke.” He stared at them all. “Please. Pack some things and come with me to Knightsbridge.”

The words were barely out of his mouth when a loud explosion shook the building. Jen grabbed her camera to keep it from falling off the table. She slung the strap over her head, adjusting the camera to hang at her side.

Amanda cursed. “What was that?”

Rhys ran to the cracked window, the night outside appearing fractured. Jen heard screaming as she followed him. A car had exploded down on the street and—oh God, is that someone on fire? Jen tasted bile in her throat. People ran through the street, shouting, panicking. A woman dived on somebody. Are they biting them? Jen leaned closer to the glass, trying to get a glimpse of the mayhem outside. The woman pinned someone down, her teeth deep in their arm. The poor person screamed in pain. Jen took several deep breaths and swallowed nausea down.

“No, no, no,” Rhys muttered to himself. He turned away from the window, hunched like an agitated animal. “Okay, listen. This is moving much faster than I anticipated. There’s no time to pack anything. We have to go. Now.” He ran back to the front door, easing it open and peering out. Everyone stood still as statues. This couldn’t be happening. Everything was fine a minute ago. What was going on?

“Okay, c’mon. There’s no one around.” Rhys waved everyone forward.

Jen grabbed some shoes—she didn’t want to go out into the cold January night without anything on her feet. Rhys edged out into the corridor, and everyone crowded after him. Damien closed the door and locked it as he pulled his trainers on.

They travelled from the second floor to the ground floor without seeing anyone else. The screams were louder here, the smell of burning stronger.

Rhys motioned for everyone to crouch down before they reached the main entrance. “My car is across the street. On my mark, we all run to it. No hesitating, okay? Jump in and we’ll be at Knightsbridge in no time.”

Jen turned her camera on and took a photograph of everyone’s silhouettes against the flames. Black against orange, shadows against light. She made a quick decision to document everything. People deserved to know the truth of things. She switched the camera off to save the battery.

“Rhys, there are dead bodies out there,” Rachel said in a small voice, her arms wrapped around herself as the fire flickered over her ashen face.

Jen risked a glance around Rachel. She’d never seen a dead body before, and a morbid fascination took hold of her. One lay face down in the middle of the road, and the other was the burned body of the person she’d seen earlier. She saw no sign of the person who had been bitten, nor of their attacker. Jen forced herself to take a big, calming breath.

Rhys turned and looked at each of them. He tried to put on a brave face, but Jen saw the fear break through the cracks in his mask. “Yes, people are dead. Yes, more people will die. But I promise you, I will get you all to the barracks. You’ll be safe there.”

Jen glanced at her friends. They were all frightened, but they seemed to believe him. Damien nodded as he listened. I hope you can keep that promise, Rhys, she thought. I really, really do. She couldn’t see much from their vantage point, but what she had seen so far had been awful. Had she seen a person on fire? The car still burned, throwing shadows in every direction. Could she feel the heat, or was it her imagination?

“Okay, move.” Rhys turned and bolted for the door, leaving everyone scrambling in his wake.

Jen burst out onto the street, the heat of the fire hitting her like a slap to the face. She narrowed her eyes against it and kept running, glad she’d picked up her flat ankle boots. Sudden panic squeezed her lungs. What if she tripped and fell? What if the crazy woman lurked somewhere in the darkness and grabbed her?

A scream broke through the air. Jen twisted around, searching for the source of the violent sound. The crazy woman was there, a little way up the street. She lurched to her feet—she’d been kneeling over someone—and started sprinting toward them. Terror chased adrenaline into Jen, spurring her faster. She would make it, she would make it, she—

Slipped. One minute she ran straight for the car, the next she lost her footing as if in slow motion. Her left arm took the brunt of the impact, scraping against the concrete. Should have been looking where you were going! Groaning, she pushed herself up. She’d landed in thick, warm liquid. Oh no, oh God. Her whole left leg and most of her back were covered in blood. She could smell it. The burning car had masked the vile metallic odour, but it clung to her like a second skin. The stench wound down her throat and stabbed its way into her lungs. She couldn’t shove the nausea away this time. Jen retched as Evelyn and Damien appeared at her side, hauling her up and pulling her along between them.

She fell into the car. Rachel dragged her further in as Evelyn followed, Damien squeezing after her and slamming the door shut. The crazy woman smashed into the side of the car, splintering the glass. Someone screamed. Rhys pressed the accelerator to the floor and the tyres screeched as they drove away. The woman tumbled to the ground behind them, fading from sight as the night swallowed her.

Jen couldn’t stop shaking. Her heart pounded against her chest as the blood cooled against her skin and soaked through her clothing. Her night had turned into an horrendous nightmare she couldn’t wake up from.

“Shit, Jen, I nearly had a heart attack when I saw you fall,” Evelyn breathed heavily, her long dark hair sticking to her neck as her skin took on a waxy pallor.

“Yeah, me too,” Jen responded. Was that her voice? So weak? She breathed in deeply, trying to regain some semblance of equilibrium.

“Are you okay? You fell hard,” Damien asked.

“Yeah. I don’t feel any pain right now.” Adrenaline was a wonderful thing.

“Were any of you bitten?” Rhys asked, his voice taking on a sharp edge.

“N-no,” Rachel answered. Her brown eyes were open too wide, her breathing too shallow.

“No, I wasn’t bitten.” Evelyn sat up a little straighter.

Damien and Amanda both answered no.

“Jen?” Rhys looked at her in the rear-view mirror. “What about you? Did the infected woman bite you?”

Jen shook her head. “No, she was too far back. We made it to the car before she got close to any of us.”

Rhys held her eyes a moment longer before nodding. “We should make it to Knightsbridge soon.”

Silence fell. Jen pushed her thoughts out of her mind and focused on her breathing. In and out. Rhys turned off Monmouth Street. In and out. They picked up speed. In and out. Were her parents okay? Her breath hitched. No. She would remain calm. In and out. She would find out soon. In and out. She should have grabbed her phone when they left. Idiot. The coppery stench of blood filled the car. She clenched her fists. She would not give in to panic. She would not.

Rhys cursed, bringing the car to a halt. A van had overturned in the middle of the road with no way past. People milled about, confused and scared. Jen’s heart jumped into her throat as a group broke away from the crowd and started running toward them. Rhys cursed again and reversed a little way up the road before he turned down another one. Their pursuers grew small in the rear-view window. What had they been hoping to achieve?

People were desperate, and anxiety did not mix well with fear.


Chapter Two

The night sky glowed a deep orange to the south, like a twisted sunset as mad as the world around them. Jen shivered. She wanted to get to safety as soon as humanly possible. Let’s hope it’s Knightsbridge.

“What about our families, Rhys? My brothers? I left my phone in the kitchen,” Amanda said, her voice trembling.

“Let’s focus on us right now,” he answered. “We can ask about everyone else when we’re safe.”

They made it to Charing Cross and through the Admiralty Arch without any trouble and accelerated down the Mall. The road stretched off into darkness, the only light shining from their headlights. When had the electricity shut off? The trees lining the street rose out of the blackness as if to grab them and prevent them from passing. Buckingham Palace loomed ahead, dark and silent.

They’d driven about three quarters down the Mall when something sailed out of the gloom and smashed into the front window. Rachel screamed as Rhys pulled hard on the steering wheel, sending the car into a tailspin. They came to an abrupt halt facing the way they’d come, and Jen’s knuckles were white from gripping Evelyn. The acrid smell of burnt rubber made her cough, and shouting erupted from all around. A brick hit the window where Damien sat, causing the already weakened glass to shatter. Arms reached in and seized him, trying to pull him out through the window. Jen shouted, helplessness stealing under her skin. A cricket bat crashed into the driver’s window, and another brick struck the back of the car. The ubiquitous attackers ripped open the car doors and reached in to pull them out.

Jen managed to kick her assailant in the face before someone hauled her out onto the hard ground. The man cursed as his lip started bleeding, but he didn’t give her a second glance as he dived into the car and slammed the door.

The others weren’t so fortunate. Rhys rolled on the ground, trying to pin one of the attackers down. Another one of them had Rachel by her hair and tugged her away from the car. Jen moved forward with the intention of helping her friend, but Rachel brought her leg back and kicked him between the legs. It wasn’t forceful—the angle was off—but he still let go of her and fell back with a pained whine. Rachel stood over him with a shocked expression. In all the time Jen had known her, she’d never argued with anyone, never mind had a physical altercation. She couldn’t imagine what Rachel was thinking. If she was thinking at all.

When Jen reached her and started to drag her away, the man on the ground stirred as if to rise. They didn’t wait around. She and Rachel ran to the edge of the road where Evelyn tended to Damien’s head.

“Are you all right?” A cut split his lip, and he had a nasty cut above his right eye, which covered half his face in blood. Jen tried to wipe some of it away, but she ended up smearing it all over and making it worse.

Amanda and Rhys stumbled over to them, the former supporting the latter. Rhys’ struggled to put weight on his left foot, and blood dripped down his chin from his nose. Amanda had a cut on her left cheek. Concern sparked in Jen’s chest. A squeal of tyres broke the oppressive night, and she turned to see their car disappear into the darkness. A stifling fear threatened to overwhelm her at the thought of walking through London. Looters and mobs likely roamed the streets, taking advantage of the mayhem. Their assailants had attacked a moving vehicle.

If this infection is as bad as Rhys says, she thought with horror, who knows what’s going to happen? Unbidden, the image of the crazy woman rose in Jen’s mind. Mobs and looters were the least of their problems if they came across infected people.

“Come on, we’re gonna walk from here,” Evelyn said decisively. “We are not going to wait around to get beat up or worse. And I’m definitely not going to get infected with that horrible disease. Let’s go.” She pulled Damien to his feet and set off down the Mall, her strides strong and forceful.

“It might be for the best, anyway,” Rhys added as everyone followed Evelyn. “The car makes us a target, and a lot of the roads might be blocked.” He held a knife. Where did he get it from? Does he have blood on his hands?

She looked around and saw the man he’d been grappling with, lying on his back in the middle of the road, not moving. Rhys had killed him. He’d killed another man. Part of her knew it was self-defence; another part had gone numb with shock. He’s in the army. He’s been deployed in wars before. This won’t be the first time he’s killed someone. She was naïve not to have thought about it before.

The others didn’t seem to have noticed. Or, if they had, they didn’t seem to care. She looked at Amanda, who must have seen something. She appeared to be in a state of shock, but even as Jen watched, she shook herself, took a deep breath, and walked with a firmer step. Jen decided to follow her example. There was no point dwelling on what had happened. Self-defence, she told herself, then deliberately stopped thinking about it.

“It’s going to be chaos here, so we need to stick close together,” Evelyn said as Jen tuned into the conversation.

“Yeah,” Damien said. “It’s a shame we couldn’t get the cricket bat those bastards had.” He tried to project an air of confidence, and it worked, despite his bloodied face. Or perhaps because of it. He rubbed Jen’s arm. “How are you holding up?”

“Okay, I guess. As good as can be expected.” She gave him a shaky smile, hoping to appear as confident as he did. His obvious concern told her it hadn’t worked.

He leaned in close and whispered, “I’m terrified as well.” He winked and took the lead, his head swivelling left and right as he tried to spot any danger.

Evelyn fell in beside her and gave her hand a quick squeeze. “Best birthday ever, huh?”

Jen gave a humourless laugh. “Oh, definitely. I always wanted to see the collapse of London.”

They fell silent—any attempts at levity too forced. Instead, they made their way toward Buckingham Palace as quickly as they could. Tension choked the cold air like a rubber band stretched too far, moments away from snapping. The fountain and palace materialised out of the night, towering over the empty road. An eeriness clogged the air. Jen switched her camera on, lined up the shot, and took a picture.

A tortured wail sounded through the air, and as one they broke into a run. Jen worried about Rhys’s injured leg, but she needn’t have bothered—they didn’t get far before three people burst out of the park on their right. The group stumbled to a halt. Jen saw dark stains up their arms in the dim moonlight, and a metallic smell drifted through the air like a cloud of noxious gas. But their wild eyes struck Jen the most. No sanity remained in them.

Before her instinct to run kicked in, Jen took a picture. The flash seemed to startle them for a moment, the two men taking a step back as the woman raised her arm over her eyes. For a few seconds, everyone stood still. The atmosphere was hushed, as if the world itself held its breath. One of the men shattered the silence with an animalistic howl, and all three surged forward.

Someone yelled, but Jen couldn’t focus enough to figure out who. Fear rushed through her, lending her much needed strength. A glance over her shoulder showed an infected man right behind her, almost within touching distance. A jolt of terror urged her on. She knew her newfound speed wouldn’t last, however. Her muscles already ached. Why didn’t she run more? Shit, shit, shit. They were going to catch her. An image of the crazy woman attacking someone earlier flashed through her mind. Oh, God, she was going to die. She was going to die.

The desperate thought cut through the fog clouding her mind like a ray of burning sunlight, and she let herself slow. She couldn’t outrun them, so she did the only thing she could think of that might give her a chance. Skidding to a halt, she half-turned and braced herself. Oh God, she thought as the man rammed into her shoulder, throwing her off-balance. She managed to remain upright, at least. The man crashed into the ground, his momentum carrying him forward a few paces. His teeth scraped her arm on his way down—the same one she had damaged when she’d slipped in blood. Pain flared, but she ignored it. She could not afford to get distracted.

Rhys had the same thought as her, and the man close to catching him was caught off guard. He succeeded in grabbing Rhys, however, and they tumbled to the ground in a heap of thrashing limbs and pained grunts.

Mere seconds passed. The man Jen knocked down had already stood up again. She steadied herself once more, intent on fighting for her life. She wasn’t going to roll over and die. She wasn’t. As she psyched herself up, the man lurched for Rachel instead. Jen called out a warning, fear making her voice shrill, but the man was already on her. Rachel screamed as he bit down into her neck like a rabid animal, and blood spurted. Jen froze with horror as Rachel and the man both collapsed to the ground.

Someone grabbed her and started tugging her away. She recoiled, trying to shake their grip, but it was only Damien. He shouted something, but Jen couldn’t hear anything. A faint ringing resounded through her ears.

Rachel, oh God, Rachel. She had to help her. She had to do something. The infected man rammed her head against the ground, and her friend went limp. Jen had never seen someone die before, but she instinctively knew what she had witnessed. But Rachel couldn’t be dead. No. She couldn’t. She was going to become a vet, open her own animal shelter. She’d boasted she would end animal cruelty as they’d laughed over coffee. Rachel, who always had a kind word to say about everyone, who had taught her how to ride a horse, who had introduced her to Damien.

The man stumbled back to his feet and turned toward them.

Damien shook her and sound rushed back, crashing around her in violent waves. Shouting, growling, crying. Shock poisoned the air.

“Go.” Damien pushed her toward Evelyn and Amanda. “Run. I’ll lead them away. I can sprint faster than they can.” He winked at her, his blue eyes unusually bright in the dark. Then the night consumed him as he rushed back down the road, yelling at the infected to follow. The man and the woman—Jen started when she saw her; she’d forgotten there was a woman—ran after him. The other man lay face down with the knife sticking out of his throat.

An uneasy silence descended as the sounds of pursuit faded away. The night became still once more, darkness smothering everything. Jen breathed heavily, her mind shying away from what happened. Numbness spread through her limbs. Rachel wasn’t moving. Amanda took a step toward her prone body, but Rhys pulled her back before she could take another. Evelyn wiped away a stream of tears. Jen wasn’t crying. Why wasn’t she crying? She should be crying. She raised her hands to her face to check for tears. They were shaking. She clenched them into fists and let them drop back to her sides, defeated.

Damien. Oh God, she hoped he would be all right. He had always been a fast runner. She would see him again at Knightsbridge. She took a step forward, as if to go after him. Stupid. He’s long gone.

“Come on,” Rhys said softly, as if afraid to break the quiet. Tears glittered in his eyes. “We need to move.”

They got closer to the Wellington Arch, standing tall and solid in the middle of a large crowd of people. They shouted at each other and ran about, frantic, desperate. Some of them even wore pyjamas.

She exchanged a silent look with her friends as they approached. A mother and her two small children shied away from them, turning and scrambling in the opposite direction. Jen supposed they must look awful—she had blood down most of her left side, and Rhys’s nose and hands were bloodied. Evelyn and Amanda had fared better, but they still looked sweaty and terrified.

What had dragged so many people from their homes? She’d witnessed terror and death, yes, but surely there wasn’t city-wide chaos. What about the rest of the country? How had the government covered this up? With the prevalence of social media, it shouldn’t have been possible. Were other countries coping better? Jen hoped the whole world hadn’t gone up in flames.

Evelyn grabbed a tall man as he walked by. “Do you know what’s happening? Why are people gathering here?”

The man visibly shook, and his messy hair and puffy eyes gave him a wild look. “The army is going to pick us all up.” He spoke quickly, adding to his feral appearance. “Yes, they’ll be here soon.” He moved away, muttering ‘soon’ to himself over and over.

“Do you know anything about this?” Amanda asked, turning to Rhys. Her hair stuck up like she’d just gotten out of bed, and her large eyes stood out against her grey face.

“No.” He shook his head. “The plan was to move through the city, to try contain it somehow. A curfew was to be imposed, which obviously didn’t happen. Everything went crazy too quickly. Maybe the army is telling people to gather here so they can be evacuated. But people would be exposed…” He trailed off, frowning.

“Can we trust him?” Jen asked, gesturing after the tall man. She didn’t want to wait for a non-existent rescue.

Rhys looked troubled. “If they are coming, we should stay here. But if they’re not,” he sighed. “I didn’t tell you the extent of the outbreak before—I didn’t want to alarm you. When the quarantines were breached, roughly over two hundred thousand infected got out. And that’s only from two zones. Large zones, yeah, but still. There are more throughout the country.”

Over two hundred thousand? Holy shit. Jen didn’t know how to process such a large number of infected people moving around unimpeded.

Evelyn nodded, determination superseding the strain on her face. “So, we shouldn’t wait here for the army that may or may not come, not with so many infected people running through the city and infecting more people. Right, well, we move on to Knightsbridge ourselves.” When had she become so decisive?

Everyone agreed, and they pushed their way through the crowd. Jen’s arm began to sting as the adrenaline wore off. She poked at it for a second and stilled as panic surged along her nerves. The infected man had bitten her, hadn’t he? What had Rhys said? The virus is transmitted by a bite. Shit, am I infected? Jen frantically checked her arm for any bite marks, dread pooling in the pit of her stomach. She couldn’t find anything. Her skin was torn to shreds. Maybe he hadn’t bitten her. Maybe she was worried about nothing, and it was the shock of him colliding with her. Maybe—

A loud blast rocked the street as flames sprouted up behind the buildings in front of them. Jen ducked as the ground shook beneath her feet. Another blast erupted, closer this time. The crowd shoved Jen as they scrambled to get away. She looked around in the chaos, making sure to keep a tight grip of Evelyn’s hand. Rhys and Amanda were still there, being jostled as well. About seven or eight people came screaming out of Hyde Park. Infected. A tank rolled down the road, and she watched as it opened fire, cutting them down.

Sound seemed to pause as people realised what happened, then cheers erupted from all sides. Jen was still too numb to feel much of anything, but the sight of the tank made her breathe a little easier. The army had come to pick them up after all. It rolled past them up to the Arch and kept on rolling up the road to where Jen and her friends had faced nightmares. The night consumed it, leaving behind a silent crowd struggling to control its fear.

One woman screamed and ran after the tank. It was as if a dam had broken open—people flooded after her, yelling for it to come back, crying for it not to leave.

Jen pulled her friends away. “Let’s go.” They needed to get off the streets before they got trampled. As they moved away, the crowd’s pleads morphed into screams, and people rushed back around them. Another explosion beat at Jen’s ears, and flames raced up several trees, turning them into a wall of fire.

Jen saw a large group of twenty or thirty people running through the frightened crowd, grabbing and biting them. For what seemed like the hundredth time that night, fear and adrenaline poured through Jen as she pushed her friends back.

“Infected,” she screamed, her voice lost among the roaring mass of people. She managed to seize Amanda and Evelyn by the wrists as someone ran into them. Jen crashed to the ground with a soft oomph as the wind fled her lungs. She was pushed back down twice before she regained her feet. Lost, afraid, and struggling to regain her breath, she spun in a circle searching for Evelyn, Rhys, Amanda, anyone. She didn’t see them. Where are they? Where did they go? All around her people ran, screamed, panicked. Fear clogged her airways, threatening to drown her.

She turned in another wild circle, hoping to spot one of them, and jumped back as a man stumbled and fell in front of her. He sobbed as he reached out blindly. Jen shuffled away from his grasping hands and noticed a bleeding bite mark on his right forearm.

She turned away and staggered from him, running with the crowd. She risked a glance over her shoulder at him only to immediately collide with someone. This time, Jen stayed on her feet, but the other person wasn’t as lucky.

“Evelyn,” Jen gasped, reaching down to help her friend back up.

“Jen.” Evelyn sounded winded. “I don’t know where the others are. I’m so glad I saw you—” She cut off as a woman jumped out of the crowd, screaming and scratching at them. For the second time in as many minutes, Jen found herself on cold, hard mud. She landed awkwardly on her left arm. Again. The whole limb was a mass of torn, painful flesh. Brushing her dark hair out of her eyes, it took her a moment to realise Evelyn was pinned beneath their attacker.

No! Before she could think her actions through, she threw herself at the infected woman. She received an elbow to the face for her trouble but succeeded in getting her away from Evelyn. Jen was somehow able to trap the woman face down in the dirt, but she struggled and squirmed like a cat determined not to be picked up. Jen pinned her for as long as she could, but the woman twisted, and Jen was the one trapped beneath snapping jaws. The woman was wild and so strong. She grabbed Jen’s arm—the left one, of fucking course—and dug her nails in. Jen screamed as agony radiated through every nerve fibre. Pain blazed around her elbow. She shoved her good arm into the woman’s neck, frantically trying to keep her teeth away.

A foot slammed into the woman’s head, knocking her away. Hands reached down and dragged Jen up. She took one look into Evelyn’s terrified eyes and started running. Clutching Evelyn’s hand with her good one, they sprinted through the streets, not looking where they were going. They had to get away. Away from the screaming and crying. Away from the horror and death.

The commotion faded as they rushed through empty streets. The light from the blaze dimmed until they dashed through darkness, afraid to slow even for a moment lest an infected person catch up with them.

Eventually, Evelyn pulled on Jen’s arm, forcing her to stop. Jen looked around for one panic-fuelled moment, not understanding why they weren’t moving. There were trees in front of her, like the ones back at the Arch. Had they gone in a circle? No, these trees weren’t on fire. As she tried to get her bearings, Evelyn sat on the ground, pulling her legs up and resting her head on her knees.

“Are you all right?” Jen wheezed, clutching a stitch in her side. She really needed to run more. Her friend didn’t reply. “Evelyn?”

“You should go to Knightsbridge without me,” she muttered, curling tighter around herself.

“What?” Jen asked, incredulous. “Why would I do that?”

Evelyn didn’t speak. She held out her right hand. Jen leaned down for a closer look, not daring to breathe. An angry bite mark glowered from below her little finger. Jen saw it even in the moonlight, inflamed and bleeding.

She straightened sharply, releasing the breath she’d been holding. No. Not her. Not Evelyn. Jen pushed aside all her fears and doubts, burying them deep. She reached down and dragged her best friend up into a hug. She poured all her love into the hug, trying to show Evelyn she was there for her no matter what. Evelyn held onto her as if she would fall otherwise, crying into her shoulder. She clutched her friend as tightly as she could, supporting her as she fell apart.

After an indeterminable amount of time—Jen couldn’t have said if seconds had passed or minutes—Evelyn pulled back, wiping away tears. She gave Jen a small smile which died as soon as it was born. “I’m not going anywhere without you, Evelyn. Don’t even think about telling me to leave. We’ll go to the barracks together. We’ll find Rhys and Amanda and Damien there. They’ll find a cure, and you’ll be back to normal in no time.” She tried so hard to sound reassuring.

Evelyn dipped her head, regaining some of her composure. She still looked terrified, but she pushed herself up straight again. She’s such an amazing woman.

“Where are we?” Evelyn asked, her breath hitching in her throat.

“I don’t know. Come on, let’s get our bearings and go from there.”


Chapter Three

They made it to Knightsbridge without running into further horrors. They’d had to hide and wait for looters to pass a couple of times, but otherwise, it had been a rather uneventful walk, especially compared to the beginning of the night.

Crouched across the street from the solid, uncompromising buildings of the Household Cavalry, Jen shivered in the night air. They had been sitting behind a low wall for a good ten minutes, listening to distant explosions and gunshots. Jen wished she grabbed a coat when she left the apartment. She hadn’t registered the temperature before, but she only wore a thin t-shirt, and it was freezing.

“Should we go up to the gate and ask them to let us in?” Evelyn gestured to the two nervous soldiers guarding the entrance.

Gone was her earlier decisiveness and confidence, replaced by a scared young woman. Jen watched as Evelyn flexed her hand again, the bite mark a bleeding beacon. Jen decided she would be the strong one. Evelyn had been there for her more times than she could remember—when she dropped her stuffed lion in a puddle when they first met as children, when she failed her driving test, when she broke up with Robin. Jen was not going to let Evelyn down when she needed her the most.

“Yeah, I don’t see another way in. It will be all right. Follow me,” Jen said, trying to project an air of certainty. She stood up and marched across the road.

As soon as she rose from her crouched position, the guards levelled their guns at her through the bars of the gate. Perturbed, but determined not to let it show, Jen strode up to them with Evelyn trailing behind. She was surprised the soldiers hadn’t noticed them earlier. She and Evelyn had been far from stealthy. She supposed the wall had blocked their line of sight. I guess they don’t want to be exposed out in the middle of the street. Better to be tucked safely behind that solid wall, she thought bitterly. They should be out here, helping people.

“Stop right there,” one of the men hissed, his suspicious eyes squinting at them from a narrow face.

Jen put her hands up. “Hi,” she said, her nerves making her smile falter. Not the best way to start the conversation, but exhaustion limited her capacity to care. The man glared at her. “We were told to come here by our friend, Lance Corporal Rhys Coyne. He said we would be safe here.”

“I’ve never heard of Lance Corporal Rhys Coyne,” the narrow-faced man spat. “Why don’t you piss off back the way you came, eh?” He stabbed at them with his gun, still glaring as if they were the cause of all the trouble.

“Johnson,” the other soldier said, his thick eyebrows lowering as he scowled at his companion. “We’ve got plenty of room. Besides, it’s our duty to protect the people.”

“They could be infected.” Johnson rounded on the nice guard, and some of the anxiety swirling though Jen eased. “You want to let them in?”

“We’ll check them inside.” The nicer of the two guards lowered his gun and produced a key for the gate. Unlocking it, he ushered them into the grounds, quickly closing and securing it as soon as they passed through.

Jen felt the apprehension rolling off Evelyn in waves. She squeezed her hand and smiled. They would be all right. They’d made it.

“Stand separately,” Johnson barked. “Arms up, legs apart.” He leered at them. Leered, at a time like this.

Jen threw him a disgusted look before doing as he asked. The nice guard started checking her for bite marks while Evelyn got the arsehole.

“What happened here?” he asked, pointing at her torn arm.

She didn’t think mentioning her collision with the infected man would be a good idea—hell, she couldn’t remember if he’d bitten her. The night had started to blur together. She shrugged. “I slipped and scraped it all when I fell.”

The man looked at her, and Jen couldn’t decide whether he believed her explanation or not. His soft brown eyes narrowed with something in the middle of doubt and trust. After what seemed like an eternity, he nodded and stepped back.

“She’s clean.”

“Yeah? This one isn’t,” Johnson backed up and glared down his gun at Evelyn. “Her hand.”

The nice guard noticed the bite mark and raised his gun, his gaze hardening. Tears streaked down Evelyn’s face.

“No.” Jen jumped in front of her and raised her hands in a placating gesture. “Please—”

The supposed nice guard seized her and dragged her out of the way. She struggled, but he was much stronger than her. Johnson forced Evelyn to her knees and levelled his weapon at her once more. She turned to look at Jen, her dark eyes terrified. Jen doubled her effort against the guard and managed to kick him in the shin, but he held fast regardless. God damn it. She had to get to Evelyn.

“Please. You can’t do this. You have to help her! There’s got to be—”

A single gunshot. Deafening silence.

Jen fell lifeless in the guard’s arms, her mind shocked blank. Blood crawled across the ground. She watched as it edged closer to her, inch by inch, a dark stain spreading outward. Jen heard her own blood pounding in her ears as someone pulled her away. Evelyn. They were pulling her away from Evelyn. No. She struggled, knowing it was futile. They killed her. Oh God, she was dead. Gone. Just like that. She’d told her they would be okay; they would be safe. She was dead.

Johnson called for help to remove the body. Monster. Fucking monster. She had to get to him. She had to make him pay. She thrashed about, trying to break the other soldier’s grip. He grunted with effort before letting her go, and she fell hard. She didn’t register the pain as she crashed into the ground, jarring her knees and wrists as she landed inches shy of the pool of blood. Evelyn’s blood. It burned her hands even though she hadn’t touched it.

Distracted, she didn’t see the troop of soldiers jog over until two of them hauled her up and half-carried, half-dragged her away. “No,” she yelled. “Let me go. Let me go.”

“Shut up,” one of them spat, a grey-haired man who looked as if he hadn’t smiled in years. They lead her into the building, and Jen didn’t bother paying attention to where they took her. Lethargy spread through her body, turning her limbs into dead weights.

By the time they stopped in front of a plain wooden door, only a woman remained by her side. Jen hadn’t even noticed when the man left. Grief dulled everything, like a darkness obscuring her senses.

“Here,” she said, not unkindly. “There are showers one floor above so you can clean yourself up, and there’s some spare clothes on the bed. We have a lot of rooms prepared for civilians, and I think this one has clothes your size. If you need anything, knock on the door at the end of this hall and to the left. A group of us will be in there for the night.” She opened the door and gently pushed Jen in. “Try to get some sleep, if you can.” She closed the door behind her, and Jen tried not to think about how much it sounded like a cage locking, separating her from Evelyn and her friends forever.

She looked around the tiny room. A single camp bed and a table with a lamp took up most of the cramped space. Ignoring the shower for now, Jen sank down onto the bed and stared at the wall, the weariness in her bones sapping her energy, her drive. Overwhelmed by the events of the past couple of hours, she curled into a ball and finally cried.

*

Blue eyes winking. Brown eyes pleading.

Jen lurched awake and almost fell off her narrow bed. For one panic-filled moment, she didn’t know where she was, her eyes darting around the cramped, unfamiliar space. Memories filtered in slowly, unrelenting in their horror and pain, battering at her like winds in a terrifying storm.

As she moved to sit up, something jabbed into her side. Her camera. It was remarkably undamaged given everything it had been through. She set it on the table with gentle movements, trying not to get any more blood on it.

Blood. It had congealed over her body. Overwhelmed by a desperate need to get clean, Jen grabbed the clothes she had knocked to the floor during her fitful sleep and jogged upstairs to the showers. She stripped and jumped in, scrubbing all the sweat and blood and grime away. She scoured her skin, leaving it red and raw and relishing the stinging pain. She felt more human afterward.

The pile of clothes consisted of plain black combat trousers and a grey t-shirt with ‘ARMY’ stamped across it in large black letters. The trousers fit well, though the t-shirt hung off her frame. She left her dirty clothes in a heap in the corner, unable to touch them.

Jen opened the door and padded out in black boots a size too big, but she hardly noticed it due to the thick socks on her feet.

She wondered what time it was as she made her way back to her room. Everyone had arrived at the apartment at about seven in the evening, and everything afterward couldn’t have taken longer than an hour, two at most. Fatigue spiked through her muscles. It felt like she hadn’t slept at all. With burning eyes and the beginnings of a headache, Jen shut the door and sat on the edge of the bed.

She couldn’t fight the pain growing inside like thorns. She couldn’t face thoughts of her friends. Rachel and Evelyn… She didn’t know what had happened to Rhys, Amanda or Damien. Would she ever see them again? Her mind shied away from their likely fate.

She needed a distraction. Jen picked up her camera and rubbed off some of the dried blood. It didn’t seem new anymore. It contained images of nightmares in place of celebration. She switched it on reluctantly, her hand moving of its own accord.

The first picture was of herself. Her parents had taken it the day before when they’d gifted her the camera. She didn’t recognise herself. The woman in the photograph had bright blue eyes shining with happiness and dark hair free of tangles and blood. Jen stared at the carefree young woman on the screen, an overwhelming sadness at the loss of who she used to be sweeping up her throat. She had to switch the camera off.

Tears began to fall.


Chapter Four

Jen jerked awake for a second time. She lay still for a moment, unsure of what had awoken her. Not bad dreams—they’d been vague, already slipping from her memory. Tiredness still spiralled though her body, so she should be still sleeping. She tried to keep her mind still, but the darkness kept encroaching on her, so Jen decided to explore instead of sitting in this box of a room with her grief-soaked thoughts.

She found the mess hall easily, but she didn’t linger. Thoughts of food twisted her stomach, and the kitchen was cold anyway. Next, she found what appeared to be a lounge area containing a TV, pool table, and several sofas and chairs.

Dropping down onto the surprisingly comfortable sofa, Jen picked up the TV remote and switched the news on. The scene on the screen was of a city gone mad—aerial shots of burning buildings, of infected attacking others, of more people lying dead in the streets. It all left a sour taste in her mouth. Some images even showed mobs breaking into shops and making off with different items. People were always quick to capitalise on chaos.

She switched it off, not wanting to look at the confusion and destruction running rampant and unchecked. Instead, she curled up at the end of the sofa, fighting not to give in to the despair crowding the edges of her mind. And God, she was losing. Would she ever see her parents again? Damien, Amanda, and Rhys hadn’t turned up yet and, in all likelihood, never would. She’d watched as two people she loved were murdered in front of her. A wave of despondency loomed over her, and she lay still, struggling to stay afloat in a sea of uncertainty.

She had no idea how long she sat there, fighting a losing battle with emptiness. The sound of an embarrassed cough startled her out of her thoughts. Twisting around, she saw a pale-skinned boy shuffle from one foot to the other and look at her with hesitation. He was about her height, skinny, and dressed in similar clothing. He awkwardly ran a hand through his short blond hair. Jennifer thought he looked to be about fifteen, maybe sixteen at a push, but she’d never been good at guessing people’s ages.

“Hi,” he said. His hand twitched like he meant to wave at her, but he aborted the move before it fully began. “Erm, sorry if I disturbed you. I’m Daniel, by the way. Erm, Dan.”

He half smiled, but it faded fast. His big blue eyes looked sad and haunted. God, he was just a kid. What had he gone through out there?

“I’m Jennifer,” she said, deciding to go by her full name. Jen was happy, with all her friends and family. That wasn’t her anymore. She wanted nothing more than to go back to her room and sleep, but she would stay and talk to this boy if it helped ease the sadness in his eyes. “Why don’t you sit down?” She smiled at him, hoping it didn’t look as fake as it felt.
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