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      “Your time to shine, map reader. Where to?”

      The bus’s engine rumbled underneath Clare’s feet. Dorran sat in the driver’s seat next to her. He smiled, his dark eyes warm. Behind them, the Evandale Research Centre’s metal fence rattled in the chill morning air, and ahead, hundreds of kilometres of road separated them from Winterbourne Hall.

      Clare held the map tightly, tracing the edges of the worn pages. “We’re about three days from Winterbourne, barring any unforeseen delays.”

      “Will we be following the path we arrived on?”

      “Only for a few minutes. After then, we’ll be on new terrain.” Clare could visualise the path in her mind. “It will mean going through the mountains, but it will save us at least two days of driving.”

      Forests cloaked the narrow dirt road ahead of them. Mist coiled along the ground, weaving through the exposed roots and playing tricks on Clare’s eyes. Hollow ones were likely waiting in the trees, watching. As Dorran put the bus into gear and eased them forward, doubts crowded Clare.

      Maybe we really should have stayed in Evandale. Maybe we could have made it work.

      She swallowed and re-focussed on the road ahead. They had a purpose: save Winterbourne, if that was possible. Behind them, the Evandale researchers were doing everything they could to reverse the effects of the thanites and destroy the hollow ones. If that turned out to be impossible, humanity would need safe locations to consolidate and survive. And Clare didn’t know of a location more defensible than Winterbourne.

      They just had to get there—and that meant going through the mountains, which Clare wasn’t looking forward to.

      The last time I saw Beth, she was travelling towards the mountains. Clare blinked furiously to clear her mind. Her final moments with her sister had been traumatic. Beth, corrupted and ravenous, had nearly killed Dorran. She would have if Clare hadn’t intervened. Clare still had scratches on her throat from that final encounter.

      She glanced at Dorran. Like her, he was developing a map of scars across his body. The latest set ran across his arms and shoulders. He’d earned them while saving Niall, Evandale’s doctor, from a swarm of the monsters, and the following hours had been so tense that he’d never bothered to bandage them. They had already scabbed over. Soon, even those red marks would begin to fade: a gift from the thanites, almost as though they were apologising for the destruction they had wrought on the rest of humanity.

      Clare was surprised to realise Dorran seemed happy. The emotion stayed reserved, but something bright sparkled in his eyes, and the corners of his mouth had lifted a fraction. Finding the good mood infectious, Clare couldn’t suppress a smile of her own. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Oh?” He chuckled, his dark eyes crinkling as he met her gaze. “I can’t hide anything from you, can I?”

      “No better than I can hide things from you.”

      Dorran turned the wheel, carrying them out of the forest and through the small town of Evandale. “It isn’t much. Just that they didn’t think I was strange.”

      “The Evandale research team?”

      “Yes.” Twisted figures moved through open doorways and broken windows, but they didn’t seem to bother Dorran as he drove deftly through the town. “I never told them about my family or my upbringing, and they didn’t guess. They… didn’t guess.”

      He repeated that last phrase as though still coming to terms with it. Clare’s heart ached. After all this time, he still thought he wouldn’t belong in the regular world.

      She reached over to take his hand. He let it drop from the wheel so that he could hold hers, their arms resting in the space between their seats as they passed beyond Evandale’s boundaries and returned to the empty rural roads.

      “I thought that they would,” Dorran said. “They would hear it in my voice or realise that I didn’t know how to use their television or talk about something I had never heard of before. And I certainly gave them enough opportunities to notice something was wrong. But they didn’t.”

      “They couldn’t notice something was wrong,” Clare said. “Because there’s nothing wrong with you.”

      A hint of laughter slipped into his voice. “Then you are overlooking many, many flaws.”

      “I’m serious. Everyone in that bunker was weird in their own way. Probably everyone left in the world has some oddness about them, including me. Your brand of weirdness is no worse than theirs.”

      He made a noise in the back of his throat, and although he stayed quiet, his thumb traced over the back of her hand in small, sweet patterns.

      Clare didn’t try to press the point. He was happy. He’d spent most of a week in the bunker without its occupants suspecting his upbringing hadn’t matched theirs. And even though Clare didn’t think that was surprising—or that it would have mattered if they had known—she kept that to herself. It was a victory to Dorran, and she wanted him to enjoy it.

      The drive through the rural roads was easy. Clare and Dorran talked occasionally, and the pale sunlight began to look beautiful as it shimmered off lifeless trees and sparse farmhouses. Clare mixed bowls of dried fruit and instant porridge for their lunch.

      As the sun passed its zenith and began to descend, the gentle hills and scrubby patches of trees around them transitioned into rocky forest. The road narrowed and became harder to navigate. Dorran leaned forward, fingers light on the wheel but eyes keen as he watched the road.

      The abandoned cars became fewer, then vanished entirely when the road climbed into the mountains. Clare wouldn’t need to use it for another hour, but she maintained her hold on the map, rubbing her thumb across its corner until her skin was raw.

      There are no cars because almost no one lived here. With no one living here, there weren’t enough thanites to transform anyone travelling through the area. They would have kept driving, oblivious, until they reached the nearest town.

      Similarly, Clare herself had been oblivious. If she hadn’t crashed inside the forest surrounding Winterbourne, she very likely wouldn’t have survived. She couldn’t stop her mind from crafting a picture of her probable fate. She would have seen the thanites’ effects upon leaving the forest, but with nowhere to take shelter, she wouldn’t have been able to stop. She likely would have continued on her path, trying to reach Beth’s house, only to become trapped on the freeway, along with so many other unfortunate souls. She wondered how long she would have stayed inside her car while the transformed creatures scrambled over it, whether she would have succumbed to dehydration, or whether desperation would have forced her to open her door.

      She had turned clammy. The trees surrounding them grew tall and dense. The branches overlapped the road, plunging the bus into shade. With the sun smothered by the perpetual smog, it felt more like twilight than afternoon.

      Just because there had been no humans in the mountains to be transformed into hollows didn’t mean the roads were safe. The creatures travelled, sometimes long distances, in search of food. They liked dark, cool areas… just like the thick trees provided. Clare’s attention flicked towards every trace of motion—a bobbing branch, a falling leaf, or a shadow that might have held eyes. Dorran no longer drove with leisurely patience, but kept a steady pace. Hollows would be attracted to the noise of the engine. The faster they passed through the region, the safer they would be.

      “Can you tell me what the road up ahead looks like?” Dorran’s voice was just as gentle as ever, but Clare still scrambled for the map.

      “The road stays bendy for a while then straightens as it travels over the mountain for about forty kilometres. After that, we’re back into easier terrain.” She had worked out their path earlier that day. Their journey from Winterbourne to the research institute had been a deep curve. The trip to Beth’s house, followed by a detour to the city, had more than tripled the distance to be travelled. By cutting across the mountains, they could shave days off their journey.

      She hated the way the mountain felt, though—as though she didn’t belong there, as though she were a guest in a foreign land. It won’t last long. One hour, two tops, then we’ll be out the other side and heading towards Winterbourne.

      Dorran’s eyes darted to her before reaffixing on the road. “The path is straight?”

      “Yeah.” Clare caught herself. She hadn’t considered it before, but now that she looked again, the straight path seemed odd among the squiggles climbing the slope. It makes no logistical sense to have a straight trail through unsteady terrain. Unless… oh.

      “It’s a tunnel,” she said, her mouth suddenly dry.

      “Hm.” Dorran chewed on that for a moment without slowing the bus. “Are there any other routes around?”

      Clare flipped through the map, scanning page after page. Her heart quickened, pumping a nauseating dread through her veins. “Uh, we would have to drive around the range…”

      “How far is that?”

      “Far.” She tried to picture the distance. “Ten, fifteen hours, maybe. Or more, if we can’t take the main roads.”

      “We’d better continue along this path,” Dorran said.

      “Are you sure? I don’t mind the extra drive.”

      Dorran’s voice was soft, even comforting. “No, I think this is the best route.”

      Clare frowned. It wasn’t like Dorran to be so comfortable about choosing a more-dangerous path. The straight line represented miles upon miles of enclosed, pitch-dark road with no escape. Just the thought left her cold.

      She tilted her head back to see the reflection in her side mirror. Strange, gangly shapes followed the path behind them. She tried to count the creatures, but there were too many glinting eyes weaving over and across each other to keep track of.

      It’s not a choice. We can’t go back. There’s not even the room to turn around before they catch up.

      Dorran had seen them, too. He took her hand and squeezed it before returning to the wheel. “Don’t be afraid. We will be fine.”

      She needed Dorran to be right—because they had no option except to find out. Warning signs lined the road, cautioning about tight bends without guardrails and turns only wide enough for a single vehicle. The path wove wildly, and Dorran’s lips set in a thin line of concentration as he fought to keep enough speed to move up the slope while still handling the narrow bends.

      Something chattered near the back of the bus. The vehicle stuttered as an unseen force pulled on it.

      “Don’t be afraid.” Dorran applied more pressure to the gas pedal. The bus surged forward, and the weight disappeared. Clare forced herself to breathe through her nose, taking deep, slow breaths that wouldn’t let her hyperventilate.

      Perspiration dotted Dorran’s forehead. He didn’t try to wipe it away, not even when it trickled towards his eyes. His attention was wholly absorbed by the path ahead.

      Then, suddenly, the road turned towards the mountainside. A gaping hole had been carved into the massive grey rocks. More warning signs flashed past too quickly for Clare to read. Dorran turned on the headlights as the bus lurched into the tunnel’s opening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Clare clutched the map, her knuckles white. She didn’t need it—wouldn’t need it for more than an hour, until the road deposited them back into the fields on the other side of the mountains—but she held on to it like a lifeline.

      Glass light casings glittered across the ceiling, but the tunnel’s power was gone, and the arched passageway was desperately black. The sunlight flowing through the entrance faded within seconds, until the only illumination came from the headlights forming two jostling circles ahead of them.

      Clare didn’t like it. The high beams didn’t reach as far as she thought they should have. They revealed patches of the pavement, perfectly straight and seemingly endless. Its diffusion brushed across the ceiling, enough to flash off anything reflective and to tease the shadows in between. But at the speed Dorran was driving, the lights weren’t reaching far enough to show any obstacles and still leave enough time to brake.

      Please, please, let the tunnel be empty.

      Clare knew that hope was thin. The tunnel’s perfect darkness and moist chill would make it an ideal home for the hollows—even more so than the forest. But the lights skimmed across meter after meter of ground, and still, they were undisturbed.

      The bus began to slow. Clare finally tore her eyes off the road to glance at Dorran. His brows were low, casting heavy shadows across his eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” Clare whispered, even though there was no risk her voice would attract attention when the engine could accomplish the job first.

      “They are not following us any longer.”

      Clare twisted to see the side mirror. When Dorran tapped the brakes, red light flowed across the tunnel behind them. It was empty.

      Clare’s stomach turned. She faced the path ahead again, trying to ignore the prickles growing across her arms. “You weren’t driving fast enough to lose them, were you?”

      “No. They could keep up.” He flexed his fingers on the wheel. “They followed us into the tunnel for a while. Then they stopped, almost as though they had been spooked, and turned away.”

      What could spook a hollow?

      She saw her anxiety reflected in Dorran’s face. The bus continued to coast forward at less than half its previous speed, and he kept his attention fastened on the road. “What do you think? Drive cautiously or as quickly as we can?”

      Not knowing what might be in the tunnel made the question impossible. Driving slowly would allow them to be followed, to be anticipated, or to be ambushed. But driving quickly could come to a sudden and unpleasant end if they encountered a blockage.

      “Faster than this,” Clare finally decided. “But… not too fast.”

      Dorran gave a short nod, and the bus sped up. Their headlights flashed over rock walls, the unmaintained white lines painted across the road, and the dead lights set into the ceiling. Clare craned her neck as they passed an unusual shape. It looked as though one of the lights had been torn out of its socket and was allowed to dangle from two cables. They passed the shape so quickly that she couldn’t get a good look at it.

      Something had left score marks on the walls. The rough stone disguised the marring, but the tunnel was old—at least forty years, based on the style of the lights, and very rarely maintained. The exhaust from thousands of vehicles had blackened the old rock on the walls. Long gashes cut through the decades of grime, leaving marks of lighter grey decorating the walls.

      Then something small appeared on the ground ahead. At first glance, Clare thought it was a stray rock. Only when it crunched under the bus’s wheels did Clare realise she’d been looking at half of a skull.

      “Slow down,” she whispered.

      The vehicle’s speed reduced, and Clare saw they were surrounded by bone fragments. The off-white shapes littered the floor, sometimes gathering at the tunnel’s edges like leaves. They had all been broken into fragments, the marrow inside painstakingly sucked out. She didn’t think the bones belonged to humans. Or, at least, they hadn’t been human when they died.

      Inside the bus was so quiet that Clare could hear her own heartbeat. Dorran leaned across the wheel, his breathing shallow as he tried to protect them against a threat they didn’t yet understand.

      Then a pole-like shape loomed in the shadows ahead. Impossibly tall and thin, it stretched from the ground and towards the ceiling. Clare looked for any semblance of life—eyes, a mouth, limbs, anything—but couldn’t see it. The shape was grey and curved gradually, segmented in two places. It looked more like a street lamp than a hollow.

      Dorran hit the brakes, pulling the bus to a shuddering halt.

      The shape’s base rose off the floor, seemed to hover as it drifted towards them, then stabbed back down to land on the road. Its base was pointed and looked sharp.

      It’s a leg. Clare’s heart skipped. She followed the shape up to where its top nearly vanished among the shadows of the ceiling… to where it merged with a body.

      Five more legs descended from the malformed creature. Two of them glided forward, stabbing into the road, bringing the whole being into terrible relief. Legs bent as the body descended. Two heads attached to the distorted torso gaped at them: one near where the shoulder should be, the other in the centre of its chest. The eyes were witless, but the jaws stretched as it moved more of its impossibly long, stick-like legs to pace towards them. It was immense. The tunnel was wide enough for two lanes and high enough to carry trucks, and the hollow filled the entire space.

      Dorran barked an involuntary noise, something between revulsion and fear. Colour had drained from his face as his wide eyes stared up at the creature. It raised one of its six legs. The tip looked horribly sharp. Clare had a sudden image of it piercing the roof of the bus, stabbing into them, impaling them. The metal structure was sturdy enough that the regular hollows couldn’t break inside, but something told her the enormous creature could cut through the metal like a can opener.

      “Drive!” she screamed.

      Clare wanted only to be away from the many-legged behemoth, and as far as her brain was concerned, driving faster would get them away from it. She had no time to reconsider the instruction or think about the fact that the creature blocked the road, because Dorran obeyed as soon as the word left her mouth. The engine roared, and the bus surged forward, ploughing towards the legs with reckless abandon.

      He really shouldn’t trust me so much. The inane thought came out of nowhere, and through the haze of panic, Clare had the impulse to laugh. Instead, she reached forward and planted her arms into the dash in an effort to brace herself.

      The legs blocked the road, as thick as young trees. Clare knew they had to be made of bone, though. And bone could be fragile if hit hard enough.

      The raised leg aimed towards them and began to descend. The bus lurched as Dorran threw the wheel. Rubber screeched as they spun, and the limb stabbed into the place they would have been. A small crater appeared in the concrete as the sharpened tip impacted it.

      Dorran swivelled the wheel back in the other direction, checking the bus before it could tip over. They were heading straight for one of the legs. There was no time to correct. Clare put her head down and squeezed her eyes closed. The seatbelt snapped hard into her chest as the impact threw her forward. A horrible cracking sound rattled around them. She saw the leg bend across the bus’s front. The bones splintered like a snapped branch, their shards poking through a thin layer of grey skin.

      Then the leg rose, and the bus was charging forward, past the monster. Clare twisted to see behind them. In the faint red glow of their brake lights, the creature toppled. It seemed to move in slow motion, each of the six legs scraping off the floor as its centre of gravity dragged it down. Screams, wrenched out of two inhuman mouths, echoed through the tunnel as the body hit the ground. Clare’s last glimpse was of the sharpened leg tips twitching as they tried to right the body again.

      Dorran didn’t make any sound. He sat back in his seat, eyes wide and unblinking, perspiration shining on his face as the odometer rose dangerously high. The bus rattled around them. Part of Clare wanted him to slow down. Another part wanted him to go even faster. Neither thought could be expressed. She had no breath left for anything except feeding oxygen into her racing heart.

      Then light appeared ahead of them. The arch-like glow was one of the sweetest things Clare had ever seen.

      “Slow,” Clare choked out, grabbing Dorran’s arm.

      He tapped the brake, and the dangerous trajectory eased off as they neared the tunnel’s end. They were just in time. The road outside the tunnel curved sharply to the right, and Dorran had to slow to a crawl to handle the bend.

      Then they were descending the mountain, once again surrounded by trees and light. The tunnel felt like a feverish nightmare, as though Clare had lost consciousness for twenty minutes before opening her eyes again, as though it couldn’t possibly have been real. But the bus’s front held a new, deep dent. Their memento from the creature’s spider-like leg.

      Dorran and Clare didn’t speak as they descended the mountain. Dorran’s pulse jumped in his throat, and Clare let him focus on navigating the twisting roads. There was no chance to stop. Hollows had heard them coming and appeared through the trees. Soon, a new collection of the monsters darted through the shadows behind them, trying to catch up to the bus. Dorran kept the pace aggressive. Within another fifteen minutes, the path eased out into the foothills, and the trees cleared. Most of the hollows gave up as they lost their cover. The few persistent ones were soon lost as the open road allowed more speed.

      Dorran drove until they reached a gentle hill with views of the land around them, then he pulled onto the side of the road and parked the bus. He turned to her and ran a hand over her neck. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, I’m good.” Her voice shook despite her best efforts.

      Dorran exhaled, his shoulders dropping. “Stay here and keep warm. I’ll check there isn’t any damage to the engine.”

      He brushed past her, opening the door, and a gust of cold air coiled over Clare. She shivered then watched through the cracked front window as Dorran wrenched the hood up. He wasn’t dressed for the cold; he wore only a shirt and light coat.

      Clare retreated deeper into the bus, looking through the clothing stored in the baskets above the seats. She found two jackets and two scarves then swaddled one set around herself before opening the door and leaping out.

      As Clare approached, Dorran lifted his head and smiled at the sight of the jacket. “Ah. Thank you.”

      She helped him pull the coat on then tugged on the collar until he bent and let her wrap the scarf around his neck. “How’s it looking?”

      “Not too bad, considering. It’s a hardy beast.”

      Clare hung to his side as she watched him feel around the engine. The minibus had hit trees, been through water, and now, survived impact with the creature in the tunnel. The metal front had been twisted so badly that the hood didn’t shut properly. She silently thanked the bus for holding on for so long.

      Dorran’s long fingers felt across the metal, searching for leaks or damage. He was moving slowly, and his eyes seemed distant.

      “Are you all right?” Clare asked.

      “Yes. Of course.” He shot her a quick smile. Clare knew him too well to think it was genuine.

      “You listened to me when I told you to drive,” Clare said.

      His glance seemed surprised. “Of course I did. I trust you.”

      “You shouldn’t have. It was terrible advice. We got lucky, and that’s the only reason we’re still alive.” The laughter that had threatened her in the tunnel suddenly poured out, gasping and thin. Clare clamped her lips shut to cut it off early.

      Dorran bent forward as he searched her face. “I will always trust your advice. It has saved us more often than I can remember. You have good instincts.”

      “Next time my instincts tell us to drive towards a living nightmare, feel free to ignore me.”

      He laughed, and after a second, Clare joined in. The ache in her chest lessened. Icy wind whistled across them, pulling on their coats and tangling Clare’s hair, as Dorran continued working through the engine.

      Then Dorran voiced the question they were both thinking. “What was that?”

      “It was a hollow,” Clare said. “It had to be. But… the others all looked at least vaguely human. You could see traces of what they used to be. But that…”

      She pictured the malformed torso growing two heads and the six enormous legs that held it suspended in the air.

      “The others were afraid of it,” Dorran said. “That was why they wouldn’t follow us into the tunnel.”

      “There were bones everywhere. Mostly hollow bones, I think. It was eating them. That’s something other hollows don’t do, either.” Clare shook her head. “I mean, they will, sometimes, if they’re trapped in an enclosed place like a room or a car. In the wild, though, they mostly just ignore each other. But that thing…”

      “It almost seemed to be waiting for prey.”

      Clare nodded. She could picture it lurking in the dark, suspended on those impossibly long legs as it waited for hollows to enter its domain. The bones had all been picked over a dozen times, the marrow sucked out before the fragments were finally discarded.

      In a world that felt miles from rational, Clare hadn’t realised how much she relied on rationality to cope. She knew the hollows’ rules. She knew what they looked like and what they were capable of. Now, they had encountered something that ignored all established principles, and Clare was back to feeling as helpless and vulnerable as she had been on the day she discovered the world had ended.

      “This is okay,” Dorran said, shutting the hood as securely as the twisted metal would allow. He took Clare’s hand, infusing some confidence into his voice. “We’ll be fine.”
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      Clare took over driving in the afternoon to give Dorran a break. He made an excellent assistant, keeping her cup full and bringing her snacks at regular intervals. They didn’t talk about the spider-like hollow again. Still, it stayed in Clare’s mind, and she guessed it was still in Dorran’s, too.

      They held to the most rural roads, which lengthened their trip but kept them away from large towns. Twice, Clare had to backtrack when fallen trees or broken bridges interrupted their route.

      The sun dipped towards the horizon. They discussed stopping, but Dorran thought they could safely continue through the night, and Clare agreed. Stopping created its own risks. They paused for a final break before sundown, to stretch their legs and refuel the bus. Then Clare filled thermoses full of coffee while Dorran served dinner, and they prepared to drive through the night.

      Vivid colours splashed across the hazy horizon then faded. Stars appeared. They passed a sedan moving in the opposite direction and exchanged a wave with the driver. Clare was glad to see it. After a day with the roads to themselves, the car reminded her that they weren’t alone in the world.

      Dorran noticed Clare was tired before she realised it. He rested a hand on her shoulder. “Time to switch over. Do you think you can sleep while I drive?”

      “Sure.” She coasted the bus to a halt, its lights splashing across the long, weedy grass that flourished in that region. Dorran took over her seat. He waited until Clare settled into the makeshift bed at the back of the bus, then began moving again, keeping the speed steady and gentle.

      Clare lay awake, staring at the boarded-over window beside her bed. The bus’s rocking motions were exhausting, and the motor’s purr lulled her towards sleep. When she turned her head to the left, she could see Dorran, the edges of his features pulled out of the blackness by the glow from the dashboard. The light almost seemed to be flickering over him as though it came from a fire. He must have felt her eyes, because he turned his head slightly to look at her.

      “Go back to sleep, Clare.” A languid smile spread across his face.

      She loved seeing him smile; she would never get enough of it. Clare smiled back, then the muscles in her face seized up. Something loomed out of the darkness ahead of them. Enormous legs, long and narrow like needles, punctured the road. The headlights washed over the grey skin stretched over brittle bones. Dorran hadn’t seen. He was still looking back at Clare, smiling at her.

      Clare tried to yell. The word became trapped in her throat. Dorran didn’t stop smiling. There was no time to brake, no time to brace herself, no time to even breathe. The bus hit the creature’s limbs. Clare’s vision blurred as the impact wrenched her from the bed. Metal screamed as it twisted around her. She was tumbling, falling, unable to tell where she was or which direction was up. Then, suddenly, she came to a halt.

      She didn’t feel any pain. It would come eventually, she knew, but her mind was mercifully clear at that moment. She opened her eyes. The bus was upside down, the rows of seats suspended from the ceiling. Flames crackled where fuel had spilt across the metal. The bus’s structure, which had seemed so solid before, was nothing but a contorted wreck. She couldn’t see the driver’s seat. Couldn’t see Dorran.

      Clare pulled herself towards the bus’s front. Her legs didn’t want to move. She used her hands instead, resting her weight on her forearms to drag herself among the twisted metal and spot fires. Tears ran down her face. She had to be in pain, but she couldn’t feel it. She could only focus on the dark console at the bus’s front. It had collapsed in. The driver’s seat had come free from two of the bolts holding it to the floor and swung loosely.

      Then she heard Dorran’s voice. It was full of fear and pain. “Clare… Clare…”

      “Where are you?” She dragged herself closer, not noticing or caring as her chest scraped over loose bolts. Every limb shook. Smoke was filling the space, obscuring her vision and sticking in her throat.

      “Clare…”

      Then she saw him, lying behind the space where the driver’s seat had been. He was on his side, blood running across his forehead and dripping past wide, terrified eyes. His mouth opened, but it was the only part of him that moved.

      “Clare…!”

      Something dark rose behind him. Beth’s lips pulled back from her teeth, a tangle of gore and blood.

      “Clare!”

      She jolted awake, a scream catching in her throat. She was back in the bed. Light washed over her, and it took her a second to realise it didn’t come from a fire, but from the bus’s internal lights. The vehicle was intact, parked in the middle of the road. And Dorran was there. He was crouched at her side, his brows heavy, his hands strong as he held her shoulders.

      “You’re all right,” he said, his eyes tight with worry. “You’re safe.”

      She keeled forward, gasping and shaking, sticky with sweat. Dorran caught her against his chest and held her tightly. She could hear his heart, racing almost as fast as hers was.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled into his shoulder. “Bad dream.”

      “You’re safe. You’re okay.” He tilted his head to nestle it on top of hers.

      It felt so real. Her eyes burned. Her heart hurt. Her nerves felt as though they were on fire, sharp and raw with fear. I can’t let him be hurt like that. I can’t let him be hurt… I can’t…

      “You’re all right.” Dorran eased her back and found a handkerchief in his pocket. He used it to wipe the moisture off Clare’s cheeks and chin, then kissed her in every place the fabric had touched. He ended with his forehead resting against hers, their noses brushing, their eyelashes close to tangling.

      “You’re safe,” he murmured. “There’s nothing to be afraid of now.”

      I can’t let him be hurt. But I already did. She realised she was still clinging to his shirt, her fists scrunching up the fabric. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Shh, don’t be. It was just a dream.”

      He didn’t understand. Clare shook her head, forcing the words through a too-tight throat. “I’m sorry for leading you into the tunnel. It was really stupid and dangerous.”

      “You didn’t know it was a tunnel.”

      “I should have, though. I should have realised. And I’m sorry for bringing you out here, away from your home. And I’m sorry for letting Beth stay with us for so long after we knew she was a hollow. I’m sorry for letting you get hurt. I’m so sorry.”

      A smile pulled at his lips, sweet, confused, and sad all at once. “This is what is upsetting you?”

      “You deserve better than this. Every single one of my choices makes things worse for you.”

      “That’s not true.” He leaned back so that he could look at her properly. “Why would you think that?”

      She shook her head. Her throat hurt; every word felt as though it were slicing through swollen flesh.

      Dorran cupped her head in his hands, the thumbs brushing over her burning skin. “What would my life have been without you? That is a serious question. I would be back at Winterbourne, alone, and slowly going mad in those empty halls. Or, worse, I would be back under my mother’s control.”

      She shook her head again.

      Dorran smiled. “The time I have spent with you has been challenging, frightening in some places, and even occasionally horrible. But it has also been exhilarating and full of hope and joy. I cannot remember ever feeling as alive as I feel with you. So believe me. I will take a thousand misadventures with you over a month alone.”

      An admission tumbled out of her, leaving her vulnerable, raw, and frightened. “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “And you won’t.” He bent forward to steal a kiss. “I am going to repeat something you told me some time ago: you are stuck with me now.”

      Strangled laughter escaped her. Dorran’s hands roved over her chin and neck then down her arms, rubbing warmth and feeling back into her. “Come and sit up in the front with me. I can watch you better there and wake you sooner if your dreams turn bad.”

      “You shouldn’t have to.”

      “I want to.”

      He kept hold of her hands as he coaxed her out of the bed. He’d left the bus’s engine running. Bright golden lights washed over the road ahead. Remembering the sight of the monster’s legs interrupting the asphalt, she shuddered. Dorran responded by pulling blankets down from the upper compartments and wrapping them around Clare’s shoulders.

      She let him fuss over her, just enjoying his proximity. Her nerves were still raw, and when he pressed a water bottle into her hands, she had to clench it to stop her fingers from shaking. Every time she blinked, she saw him limp on the ground, blood draining out of him.

      “I want you to teach me things.” The words came out too loud, and Dorran, hunting through the overhead baskets for snacks, blinked at her.

      “Things?”

      Clare swallowed and brought her voice back to a comfortable level. “You know first aid. And how to repair the bus when it breaks. I want to know how, too.” I need to know what to do if you’re hurt again. If we’re stranded. If you need me, like you did before.

      Dorran, looking thoughtful, placed a packet of toasted nuts in Clare’s lap. “That might be a good idea. I don’t have comprehensive knowledge on any topic, but…”

      But it will be enough. “Teach me everything you know.”

      He chuckled as he returned to the driver’s seat and put the bus into gear. “I’m not sure you’d want to learn everything. I have exhaustive knowledge of formal dining conventions, which, thankfully, I don’t think I’ll ever need to use again.”

      Clare matched his grin. “Okay, maybe we can skip that.”

      “Where would you like to start?”

      “First aid.”

      Dorran warm eyes caught in the headlights’ backwash as he smiled. “Good. Let’s begin with puncture wounds…”
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      Night gradually morphed into morning while Dorran talked. He told her about compressions, about sunstroke symptoms, and about emergency surgery. Clare did her best to absorb it all. She didn’t realise how quickly time was passing until dawn lit up the edges of distant trees.

      Dorran had driven through the night, and he looked it. His eyes were heavy-lidded, and his slightly too-long hair ruffled as he tilted his head to flex his neck.

      “Ready for me to swap over so you can get some rest?”

      “I’ll keep going for a while longer.”

      “No, you won’t,” Clare said, and Dorran laughed as he pulled over to the side of the road.

      “All right. I don’t have a good record of winning arguments against you. I’ll cut my losses this time.” Yawning, he rose then stretched both arms above his head.

      They had parked in a marshy field that looked like it was only a few feet above the water table. The ground was clear and flat for miles around. Clare liked that; it saved her the worry that something might be able to creep up on them.

      Dorran refuelled the bus while she prepared a light breakfast, then she took over the driver’s seat as Dorran adopted the passenger’s. He folded a blanket, propped it between his head and the window, and relaxed. He was asleep within minutes.

      Clare held the bus at a steady speed to minimise the bumps and jolts for Dorran. She couldn’t help smiling to herself as she watched him; his long legs were askew, and one arm crossed his chest, which rose with deep, steady breaths.

      The drive was hypnotic. Trees rushed past, thicker and lusher than those in other parts of the country. Mist, light and ethereal, wove between the trunks in mesmerising coils. Occasionally, Clare saw eyes flashing from between the trunks, but nothing tried to interrupt the bus’s passage through the forest.

      Above, the sky was dull, but not quite as smoggy as it had been around Evandale. A hazy dark line ran across the horizon. Clare slowed the bus, squinting through the windshield. Dorran stirred beside her, blinking first at her expression, then at the sky. “What’s that?”

      “Smoke.” She flexed her hands around the wheel. It wasn’t dense enough to be from a forest fire. It has to come from a campfire or a chimney. And that means humans.

      They hadn’t spoken to anyone since leaving Evandale, and Clare had been prepared to continue in solitude until they reached Winterbourne. The possibility of a chat with other humans, even for just five or ten minutes, was tempting.

      Dorran was looking to her. He’d only had a few hours of sleep and seemed to be struggling to rouse himself. “Should we stop?”

      Beth wouldn’t have. She believed other humans were dangerous. And she had good cause to think that way. But they aren’t all bad. And we might regret it if we don’t at least try to make contact.

      She chewed on her thumbnail as she weighed the risks. “Do we need any supplies?”

      “We are low on fuel,” Dorran said. “We should have enough to get us to Winterbourne, but not much extra. And it seems prudent to gather more while it is still possible.”

      “Mm. If fuel is growing as scarce as Beth said it would be, they might be reluctant to trade. We don’t have much of value except for food, and we can’t really spare that.”

      “True. But maybe they could give us advice on the best places to search. And we can share what we know, too.”

      “Good call.” Clare saw motion out of the corner of her eye and pushed their bus back up to speed. “No one except us and the Evandale team knows about the thanites yet. They might have information to help us, too. It could even be a safe haven.”

      “Will we take a chance, then?” Dorran asked.

      “I’m game if you are.”

      “All right. Let’s see if we can find our way there.”

      The road curved gently, weaving between shallow hills. There were no crossroads, but every few kilometres they passed a gate edging a dirt road or a fenced-in patch of cleared land. There were no houses in sight. Clare guessed the area had to be remote enough that anyone living there would have escaped the thanites’ mutations.

      Will it be a house? A campsite? They must know that anyone travelling through would see the smoke, so hopefully, they won’t mind visitors.

      The smoke came from the road’s right and didn’t seem too far away. She slowed their pace as she hunted for a way to reach it. As it turned out, the side path advertised itself.

      An old metal gate had been left open, tied to a tree by lashes of rope so that the wind couldn’t blow it shut. A wooden sign had been attached, with a pond-blue title hand-painted on it: Mother Gum’s Nest. And then, in smaller text that seemed to have been added hastily: Weary travellers welcome.

      “Mother Gum?” Clare smiled despite herself. “Odd name.”

      “At least she’s not hostile to guests.” Dorran tucked the blanket underneath his seat then ran his fingers through his hair in an effort to make it more presentable. He ended up looking even more dishevelled. Clare loved it.

      The road became narrow and bumpy, and Clare gripped the wheel more tightly to brace against being shaken. Trees and shrubs grew on either side of the road, so close that their branches scraped across the bus’s sides. The sun felt muted. It was only allowed through the canopy in scraps and flecks, like confetti caught in the mist. Clare tried to see where they were headed, but the road kept moving in erratic curves, hiding the trail ahead. The path seemed well-used if a little neglected, but she managed to avoid the worst of the potholes.

      All of a sudden, the road straightened, and Clare found herself facing a wall made of wood.

      Mother Gum’s Nest had been such a charming name that the blockade gave Clare a sense of cognitive dissonance. Built at least twelve feet high, it was more than a simple fence. Its surface was covered with poles pointing outwards and angled downwards. Their ends had been sharpened into spikes. They glistened, almost as though they were wet.

      They’ve been waxed, Clare realised. If a hollow tries to climb them, they’ll slide back down.

      Constructing it must have been a herculean effort. The wall wound away to either side, curving gradually before the ends disappeared from sight, sheltering the unseen home. Clare saw no way to get inside.

      Dorran made a faint noise of unease. He leaned forward in the seat, his expression dark as he surveyed the structure. Clare took his hand, a silent confirmation that she was feeling the same misgivings as he was.

      “Perhaps we should keep driving,” Dorran said.

      Clare was about to agree when motion ahead silenced her. A section of the wall slid aside, creating a gap in the structure. Through it, Clare caught a glimpse of a clearing.

      She rested her hand over the gearstick, ready to shift into reverse at the first sign of danger. The gate shuddered away from them until the opening was wide enough for their bus to fit through. Then a figure stepped into the opening.

      Tall and thin, he brought up instant memories of the stretched hollows Clare had seen. But the man was very much human. His face was pink from the effort of opening the gate, and he stood with human uneasiness. He looked young. Early twenties at most, Clare thought. Baggy, dirty clothes hung loose on him. Sweat stains marked the singlet’s sides, and the grease on his jeans was noticeable. His limp hair needed both a cut and a wash.

      It was not the sort of welcome Clare had expected from Mother Gum’s Nest. She looked at Dorran again, waiting for his reaction. He worked his jaw, his eyes narrowed, but didn’t make a noise.

      The gormless man lifted an arm, the hand flapping as he beckoned them forward. Then he stepped aside, granting them passage inside.

      Dorran’s inhale sounded uncomfortably tight. “Should we?”

      Clare hated the idea of the gate shutting behind them, blocking a possible escape. But they were being welcomed into what she assumed had to be a safe haven. And isn’t it worth the risk if these strangers can help us?

      The man stepped back into view, eyebrows squeezing together to crease his forehead. He waved again, more urgently this time. He didn’t like leaving the gate open. Clare couldn’t blame him. Dorran made a soft noise in the back of his throat then gave her a stiff nod.

      They coasted through the opening. Almost as soon as they were inside, the man was back at the gate, pushing furiously to roll it across mud-clotted tracks and close it.

      The space inside the fence was big enough to hold a small village. Three buildings stood about, all made of wood and seemingly constructed by hand. One looked as though it might have been a small meeting hall. Plain fabric curtains had been pulled over the windows. Another of the buildings looked a lot like a worn-down, broken version of the sheds behind Winterbourne. The third building was unmistakably a house; a column of thick smoke rose from its over-sized chimney. The house looked like a jigsaw puzzle put together incorrectly. Three and a half stories, it had rooms and verandas jutting out at odd angles, and in some places, age-bowed support beams held up expansions that looked as though they shouldn’t have been possible.

      More than a dozen cars and vans in various states of road-worthiness were scattered about the field. Some looked like they might have been there for a decade and were little more than rusted shells. Others were more recent, and some even had modifications for the stillness, like Dorran and Clare’s minibus.

      Clare drove slowly, creeping along the dirt path towards the main house. Figures were appearing between the buildings—more young men and several young women, all with the same tall, thin appearance, all wearing old, grimy clothes. Clare couldn’t tell if they looked similar because they were dressed alike and all had long, straight hair, or whether they were actually related. She was leaning towards the latter. Adam’s apples stood out on their throats, and their eyes were almost universally deep in their skulls, leaving thick lids hanging over them.

      We shouldn’t have come here. It was too late to turn around, though; the gate had shut behind them. But Clare’s instincts were screaming. Her mind leapt to their choices for defence. They still had axes, knives, and implements for bludgeoning.

      She had killed plenty of hollows, but murdering another human was a different matter. The fear in the back of her throat tasted like a thick, bitter ooze. Dorran’s breathing was quick and shallow.

      The door to the main house groaned open. The hinges were audible, even inside the bus. Clare squinted to see the figure in the doorway’s gloom.
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      An old, wizened woman stood there. She would have only come up to Clare’s shoulders, even though Clare herself wasn’t especially tall. Her long, pure-white hair had been braided tidily, and the thick plait ran over her shoulder and down to her waist. The skin around her eyes crinkled as she smiled, and she lifted a hand in a cheerful wave.

      She looks nice. Some of the fear ebbed. Clare relaxed her grip on the wheel and pulled the bus to a halt near the house. Dorran kept his attention moving between the elderly woman and the young adults who watched sullenly from the buildings surrounding them. “Stay alert. Be prepared to run if things turn sour.”

      She gave a short nod and took a small blade from where they stored it beside the driver’s seat, tucking it into her pocket as insurance. Then she pressed the button to open the bus’s door.

      The scents of mud, decaying hay, the crisp freshness of pine trees, and the sharp chill of mist all swirled together. A bird sent up a chattering call from somewhere outside the walls, and dripping sounds came from many directions.

      “Welcome, friends.” The woman’s voice sounded like a cooing bird. It warbled, shaky and dainty, filled with cracks from age. “I’m Mother Gum. Why don’t you come in for a cup of tea?”

      When she spoke, Clare saw she was missing her front teeth. Her lips stuck to the gums, faintly concave, adding to the creases around her mouth. She had warm eyes, though, and the layers of shawls and cardigans she wore looked hand-knitted.

      Mother Gum turned and shuffled back into the cottage. The door, not entirely straight, began to glide closed. Clare hurried to catch it and hold it open.

      Inside the house was cosier than she would have thought. Bunches of drying herbs hung across the walls. An odd assortment of china and crockery in at least a dozen different patterns was stacked on hand-carved shelves. A large fur rug covered most of the floor ahead of a rough wooden table, where Mother Gum was setting out three mismatched cups.

      “Have you driven far, lovelies?” she asked.

      Clare squinted as she stepped inside. A fire kept the room warm, though the chimney must have been choked. A thin haze of smoke tickled her throat. “A way, yeah.”

      “You look it.” Mother Gum winked. Her eyes were a watery green, the same shade as the herbs she tipped into the teapot. A cast iron kettle was already boiling by the fire, and she crossed to it. “I can tell when people come from a long way. They have a look about them. A look that says they’re missing home.”

      Clare exchanged a glance with Dorran. His smile was thin. Even after Evandale, he was still uncomfortable talking to strangers.

      “Find yourselves a seat. Move the cat if he’s in the way.” Mother Gum shuffled back towards the table, the teapot sloshing with each step. She poured the liquid into the cups she’d laid out. “I make this from my own garden. It’s good for the body and good for the soul.”

      “Thank you.” Clare gently sat in one of the wooden chairs. It had a thick, quilted cushion on the seat, and the legs were so short that she had to stretch her feet out to one side to get comfortable. Dorran sank down beside her. Lounging on the chair to his other side was a massive ginger cat. It was so still that Clare would have thought it was a toy, except for the way one eye lazily drifted open to fix on them.

      Dorran made a soft noise as he held one hand out for the cat to smell. The black of its eye narrowed into a slit, but it didn’t try to greet the offered fingers.

      “Don’t hope to be too friendly with him.” Mother Gum chuckled. “He’s a sour puss. He’ll shred your fingers before he lets you pet him.”

      Dorran withdrew his hand.

      Clare took one of the cups Mother Gum pushed towards her. Steam rose off the swirling green liquid, carrying the faint scent of herbs and flowers. She wrapped her fingers around it to keep them warm. “I hope it’s okay to stop. We saw the sign—”

      “Of course, my lovely.” Mother Gum took her own seat, her lips puckering as she smiled. “I welcome all visitors. It’s the only way we’ll make it out of this dark time.”

      “That’s very kind. It’s nice to talk to another person.” Clare glanced at Dorran, who remained quiet, letting her take the lead in the conversation. “I noticed some other people outside. Are they family?”

      “Oh, yes. Not all are my flesh and blood, but they’re all my children, regardless.” She bobbed her head in a happy nod. “My daughter says I have a compulsion to take in strays. Both the animal and human kinds. People who weren’t well-liked by the rest of the world, but who just need some love.”

      “They’re lucky.”

      “We all are. There’s nothing better than family. And my family is very good.”

      Clare glanced at the teacup. Beth would have cautioned her about accepting food from strangers, but as she watched, Mother Gum lifted her own cup to her lips.

      She’s nice. And I can’t survive by being as hostile as Beth was. Clare sipped the tea. It made her throat tingle and had an unpleasantly earthy taste. She tried not to cough. “How many live with you?”

      “Nearly twenty now. It is such a blessing.”

      Clare tried to hide her surprise. Twenty is a lot. They must have found a way to get enough food for everyone. I didn’t see any farms inside the compound.

      Mother Gum blinked then laughed. “Silly me, you’d probably like some biscuits with your tea. Luckily for you, I baked some just this morning.”

      Dorran tried his drink. His expression remained perfectly passive, but as Mother Gum turned to look at the cabinet behind them, he grimaced. He carefully leaned over the ginger cat to empty his teacup into the potted plants on the windowsill, then he sat back, lips pressed tightly together.

      Clare bit down on her laughter as Mother Gum turned back to them, carrying a metal tin. “Here, my special biscuits. Take some.”

      “Thank you, I’m fine,” Dorran murmured as Mother Gum shook the tin under his face. Evidently, the tea had been more than enough for him.

      Clare took one to be polite, but they smelled like grass. She placed hers on her saucer and hoped it wouldn’t be too rude if she left without sampling it.

      Mother Gum pulled her shawl higher around her shoulders as she reclined in her seat, a biscuit perched on the edge of her own saucer. “Where did you come from, darlings?”

      “Evandale. And that’s actually part of the reason why we stopped here…” Briefly, Clare told Mother Gum about the thanites, the medical nanobot invention that had been designed to treat disease but had gone rogue. How it had lived in the air and, upon activation, had infected human hosts and indiscriminately grown stem cells that caused drastic mutations.

      She finished by saying, “There are scientists who think they can treat it. They think that destructing the thanites will kill the hollows. If you have a radio, I can give you the frequency to listen for updates.”

      “I’d like that.” Mother Gum had listened patiently to the story, though Clare wasn’t sure how much she had understood. The gentle, unchanging smile reminded Clare of the way her aunt Marnie had smiled when Clare talked about technology. She liked being part of the conversation, but the intricacies were beyond her.

      Clare cleared her throat. Even though the house held an intimate atmosphere with just her, Dorran, Mother Gum, and the cat, she couldn’t shake the memory of the surly children outside, who appeared almost too tall and thin. “I hope it’s okay to ask, but… has anyone here… changed at all? Started to grow things, I mean?”

      She recalled the blank stares that seemed to hold echoes of the hollows’ incomprehension. Their arms held limply at their sides. Their sullen features. The infection might not have been severe enough to strip their humanity immediately, but Beth was proof that it would continue to degrade a person with each passing day. She didn’t want to imagine the sweet Mother Gum being torn apart by the brood she loved.

      Mother Gum only chuckled, though. “Oh, don’t you worry, my pretty. My children aren’t like those monsters outside. They don’t like strangers, and they don’t like letting new people into our home, but they’re all good souls deep down.”

      “But…” Clare took a gulp of the tea to buy herself seconds. “But if they’re changing at all…”

      “You worry so much.” Mother Gum reached across the table and patted Clare’s hand. “You’re a sweet girl. But my children are all right. I only had eight to begin with. They were all away, working in the farms or hunting in the forest, on the day it happened. Some were more than an hour away. When they returned late that night, they told me about the things they had seen. And I said, ‘We need to close the gate, and we won’t be going back out for a while.’ The others—the ones I didn’t bring into the world myself—they came later. Visitors who were trying to run from the outside, who were lost and scared, and who just needed a place to stay. It is so hard to turn anyone away.”

      “Oh.” Clare let herself relax again. The thanites’ density had been controlled by how many people lived in an area. Cities had been swarmed with them; rural areas, not so much. Eight people spread across kilometres would still have gotten a dose of the thanites—but probably not much more than Clare herself had.

      “Our fence keeps us safe,” Mother Gum continued. “And my children know how to kill the strange ones before they grow close. They only really come at night. It is secure here. A good home.”

      “Are you doing okay for food?” Clare asked.

      “Oh, yes, yes. We have a garden behind the shed. We eat well.”

      “Good.”

      “What about you, my lovely? Where are you heading?”

      “Home.” She and Dorran had made a point of keeping Winterbourne’s location a secret. Even though they wanted to open it up to outsiders once it was stabilised, they couldn’t risk raids or hungry visitors before the garden was established and the defences were in place. “Another couple of days from here.”

      “Do you need any bits and bobs for the trip?” The watery eyes blinked dozily.

      “Oh…” They had come with the hope of finding fuel, but seeing how basic Mother Gum’s home was, Clare didn’t feel comfortable asking. She swallowed. “We’re all right. I mean, if you know anywhere nearby that might have petrol, that would be a big help—”

      “Don’t worry about that, my sweet. We have petrol here. Take a few cartons.”

      “Are you sure?” She looked between Dorran and Mother Gum. “You probably need it yourself—”

      “Not since we can’t travel to the farms.” Mother Gum flapped a hand to wave away her concerns. “There’s nothing we need fuel for except the tractors. You’ll be able to use it, and this way, it won’t go bad.”

      “Oh. Thank you so much. It would really be a huge help.” Clare felt strangely giddy. She grinned at Dorran, but his smile was brief.

      “Henry will take you.” Mother Gum twisted in her seat to face the door. “Henry?”

      One of the gormless young adults appeared in the doorway. His hair hung to his shoulders, greasy and limp, and he didn’t return any of their smiles.

      “He’s a sweet boy,” Mother Gum said to Clare. “Henry, take our new friends to the shed and fetch them some fuel. You know where it is.”

      He turned and disappeared outside without waiting for them.

      “Thank you so much,” Clare repeated, standing. The chair’s awkward height had cut off part of the circulation to her legs, and she had to catch herself on the table’s edge. Dorran gave the orange cat a wide berth as he accompanied Clare to the door.

      “I’ll pack you some biscuits for the rest of your drive,” Mother Gum said. She folded her hands in front of herself, beaming. “Make sure you pick them up before you leave.”
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