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It was raining the day we were outcast. And I blamed him.

I drove my car over to their house, windscreen wipers flipping in the heavy downpour as my headlights grazed the row of small suburban bungalows. This was one of the more populated areas but the street was quiet. Nobody was out.

A streak of white caught my eye. My brother’s car sat comfortably in their driveway, engine off. I pursed my lips together and tugged my eye patch a little further down. I would be unwelcome, but they would just have to deal with that.

My car pulled smoothly to a stop, barely any noise emanating from the wheels in the kerbside puddles. The headlights died, leaving the faded ginger streetlamp the only light source. I took off a glove and wiped the rain residue from my brow as if it was sweat. It dripped from my sodden hair, staining my cheeks and clothes. I’d been walking when she’d called over to me, all filled up with panic. A stroll to reminisce would have to wait now.

The box on the seat behind was still there, strangely reassuring me in the rear view mirror. It was white and well cared for even though the dress, once entombed, was no longer inside. 

But these things change.

Heavy hearted, I swallowed, glancing up at the house between the shadows of running rain on the window. If it had been anyone other than Sera who’d asked I wouldn’t have gone, but I’d sealed all our fates when I’d said yes to her. 

Yet, hesitation clawed at me. He should be old enough to look after himself and to follow the rules, but obviously that was too much to ask for. This was not somewhere I’d choose to go. The cold windows of the house stared back.

I still remembered the family inside. They despised the tainted ones.

Tainted one. There was only me, now, to claim that title. All others had drifted away or died. I established the knife in my belt, just in case, and then stepped out of the car. The rain had grown heavier. It hit my coat like a shower of lead shot, reminding me of long days in the Wastelands. It was always heavy there when it came. 

My key checked the car door with a soft chink like locking it would really matter in a place like this. My shadow cut a dark line in the dull orange light. The neighbours were probably watching behind their darkened curtains, but the street remained eerily quiet all except for the sound of the skittering rain. The silence didn’t bother me any more. I moved past my brother’s car, hand sliding across the cold, wet paintwork as I passed.

He would be inside the house courting the girl, but that was no excuse for taking that thing from Sera. He was getting us all into trouble.

I stepped up to the door and instead of simply turning the handle, I knocked. An uneasy feeling unfolded in my stomach like the separation of haemoglobin and plasma in a bag full of blood. Crimson and ochre. You were always supposed to knock, but I hadn’t knocked in a very long time.

The door opened filtering out a cold light. She stood there with curlers in her hair, feverish rings under her too wide eyes like a ventriloquist’s dummy. If her lips hadn’t compressed I might have mistaken her for one of the Infected. Her shock died down, her eyes tightened to small holes. It didn’t take a genius to work out that she’d recognised me.

“I don’t want you in my house.”

It wasn’t really her house; it was just one of many things inherited from long dead inhabitants, but there was little to gain from arguing with her. To her and plenty of others I was already outcast. 

What was going to happen would make no difference to that.

“He’s here and I need to see him.” I raised an eyebrow at her impassive façade. “Is Maurice inside?” 

Her eyes flared for half a second, telling me all I needed to know. Diplomacy wasn’t usually my strong point where committee members were concerned. My hands tightened into balls and I tried to soften my tone, gentle but unyielding. 

“Let me in, Wilma. I’ll speak to my brother and I’ll be gone.” She didn’t inch from the door, her pincers curled around the wood. My gaze levelled on her, cool and calm. “I give you my word.”

“What good’s your word?” she hissed, retracting from the entrance nevertheless.

I stepped inside, moving smoothly past her as she recoiled. Frightened rabbit syndrome scratched her gaze. Once upon a time, I might have sympathised, but now I didn’t care having been treated to her cruel words and unkindness more than I deserved. 

The kitchen felt loveless, the kind of place where food preparation had no passion and eating was a task forced in silence. It was a graveyard to fine dining, the pale bulb sluicing everything in a jaundiced light.

Wilma still held the door ajar, her eyes burning into my back. Her disdain hardly registered any more. Instead, I focused on the voices in the other room. The girl’s laughter wrinkled my nose. Silly teens. I pushed through the door, soft browns and pale creams divining nothing but a washed out heart of a so-called living room.

They were on the sofa. My brother saw me first, rolling his gaze and wrenching his lips into a twist of disgust. “If they sent you to spy on me–”

“You took Sera’s pet.” The words were hushed. “You know what’ll happen if they find it.” My hem dripped dark circles onto the faded carpet, pooling around my boots. My brother’s mouth moved into a line. I could see the cogs working in his skull, preparing his angry excuse. “I need to take it now, before you get us all into trouble.”

“I don’t see what the big deal is–”

I raised an eyebrow and watched him stop. His defence was frail and we both knew it. Everyone knew what the big deal was. “I need to take it now.” 

The girl peered over the edge of the sofa, big eyes and mousey hair. My brother sighed and headed for the stairs. We followed, me and the doll creature, her casting disconcerting glances my way. I didn’t blame the girl. Her parents had probably told her I would infect her with my wickedness or something. 

I was the modern leper. 

By the time we reached his girlfriend’s bedroom, he’d already dipped inside and retrieved the creature, stuffing it in my hands like a ragdoll. I bit back a snap for his carelessness and cradled it to my chest. White fur quivered, pads warm on my palms. He needed to think before he acted.

That was always his trouble.

We were halfway down the stairs, him grumbling, when Wilma’s gaze set on the large ears protruding from below my hand. There was no way for me to cover it up any more. 

The older woman froze in her steps like she’d seen Death. 

Her eyes pulled wide, rings of red expanding and trembling with fearful rage. Light glimmered on the unsteady knife in her hand, the sharp metal encrusted with butter and crumbs.

“You bitch! You rotting piece of filth! You brought that vermin in my house! Diseased! It’s diseased! Infected!”

Spittle collected on her lip, the brandished blade shimmying in the light as she pointed it towards my heart and the animal cradled beside it. I felt the creature stir in apprehension below my fingers. The rollers in her hair jiggled around her ginger curls, as loose as her mind. 

I couldn’t reach my blade. Not with the rabbit too.

“Mum!” the girl called out over my shoulder, her voice vibrating against my skin. “Please mum! It’s just a rabbit. Alex brought it so I–”

“You?!” 

Spit flecked from her lips. Red knuckles yellowed around the shaking knife, her face a putrid shade of purple. Stare locked on Alex now. 

“I should have known you couldn’t be trusted with my daughter when your sister’s this- This–”

“Say it, Wilma, don’t keep us teetering on the edge of our seats here,” I said with dry disdain, lashes half-shuttered in disgust. Find an edge, keep her angry, make her do something stupid I could exploit.

Her nostrils flared, eyes bloodshot and round. Silver gleamed yellow in the sickly light. “This whore!”

Silence rang in the absence of her voice, fuelled by the puce vibrations that angered her face. The walls echoed with the raging chime. 

Nobody moved, scared to even inhale. There was a battle for who would lend a breath to the volatile air first. The kids quailed in my shadow, but Wilma didn’t scare me. Not any more. I bit the bullet with dark derision, almost knowing what would come after.

“There you go...”

White fur bristled with the same chink of precognition that I felt a split-second before the crazed bitch ran at us. I dived away from the stairs, shins connecting with shoddy wood, almost crushing the rabbit into tatty chintz. The chair wheezed tobacco and sweat, Maurice’s stench. It rattled my stomach with nerves.

Wilma wobbled to her feet. Ginger frizz dangled on one side of her head, rollers gripping on for dear life. Crazed pupils fixed on me as she powered to her feet. 

I twisted and rolled out of the way, rabbit cradled between arm and chest, just in time. She wrenched the knife backwards. White plumes kicked the air, a new memory added to the grotty cushion cover now yawning feathers.

The stupid young girl was screaming on the lowest step. Hands cupped her ears, shutting out the pitch of her own god awful screech. My brother tore from comforting her and pushed her aside to get to me, unsure and too inexperienced to know what to do. Inadequate, he remained motionless at the bottom of the stairs, mouth gaping like a fish. 

Wilma’s blade scraped the wall a centimetre too close to my head. Words spilled from lips. Bloody threats and vindictive terms for what I was crashed against me, burning my skin. Ornaments cried out, throwing themselves in her path. I made it back to the stairs seconds before the door crashed open, startling us all.

Rain slanted in, black as tar. Wilma was still behind me, but I hesitated as the voice called out. 

Not Maurice.

Definitely not Maurice.

I didn’t hear what he said but those tones smashed through my mind, ringing out a cacophony of memories that fluttered as moths in the dull shade of a yellow moon. I wouldn’t let that dim light get to me. It had to be a mistake.

Seizing Wilma’s distraction, I thrust the rabbit into Alex’s hands and drew my knife to the rabid housewife’s throat. Her blade thudded to the floor. 

“Get her the fuck out of here!” I snapped at my brother, waving at the wailing creature with too much hair. “Go home and wait for me there.” 

He stumbled, fumbling arm around the distraught girl as he juggled the rabbit in the other. Gloved hands retrieved the creature from him as he passed through the door. I didn’t dare to look at the figure’s face, only catching the glimpse of his gloves clasping and soothing the frightened rabbit beneath his fingers.

Car keys clanged amidst hysteria and the crunch of drowning gravel. The knife was almost too steady in my hand. Wilma’s breath hissed and bubbled, her anger still frothing madly away. She simmered like a too hot cauldron beneath my grasp. 

The door didn’t close. 

He stood there, the shadow of my past. And I refused to look.

Metal slammed, cutting off the raucous girl’s tears within the white vehicle. Pebbles plunked against the garage gate in a flurry. The car engine revved, my brother’s tyres spinning as he ripped back and roared down the rain swept street with the heavy ka-chunk of every gear change. 

“Wilma, you listen to me,” my voice was stiff, hardened by his presence lurking in the doorway like a waiting reaper. “You know I have no qualms about slicing you up. So don’t you dare fucking move until we’re out of that door or I swear to god I’ll slam this knife right through your throat.” 

She swallowed like she remembered the quality of my aim.

Good.

I glanced up, acknowledging his presence for the first time as a panel inside slid home to hide my feelings. He didn’t blink, just nodded, instinctively knowing what I was thinking. It was like second nature.

I let go of Wilma without warning.

Cream and cheap chocolate paint scraped the sides of my vision in a blur. Feet pounded the half-dead carpet, reaching for the door. She realised too late that we were escaping, but still I heard her sprint for the cabinet.
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Splashes licked my jeans. The orange light and slanted rain scratched my darkened figure as we lurched for the car. Metal scrubbed against metal. The taste of iron twisted my tongue with that sound, but there was no time to stop for it. The door handle moistened my fingers. Then I was in the car, pushing open the passenger side and stabbing holes in the box on the backseat.

He passed me the rabbit, lips warping when he saw the container I was shoving it in. Keys begged the car engine. The passenger door slammed shut behind him. 

A cartridge rattled against the floor. Wilma had loaded Maurice’s gun, swinging the barrel up to aim at our vehicle. Hell.

Clutch. Gear. Accelerator. Gunshot.

She missed by a bare inch.

We slammed around the corner at the end of the road, wipers flicking furiously at the flooded screen. Further gunshots dulled into the roar of the car engine. We were away too fast for her to steady her targeting. 

Cold damp rippled off the interior pervading our skin. I mashed the wet hair away from my face. 

“Why are you here?” 

A demand more than a question, I didn’t bother looking at him, concentrating instead on the dribbling lines of the charcoal road. 

No people as usual. Just orange lights and the din of the rain. It captured the wet as it traced the windscreen and vanished beneath the wiper blades, casting a momentary shadow of translucent existence on both our faces. Like still life. He glanced in the rear view mirror at the slashed box. 

“Is the dress still in there?”

I set my jaw, shifting gears again. The car crunched uncharacteristically. “No.” Adrenaline was still zinging through my veins, standing the hair on my arms to attention. The cool air of the cab didn’t help.

His gaze flicked over my eye patch and then returned to the perusal of each haunted street we passed. Alex would reach the house before we did. He always drove like a maniac.

How long would it take Wilma to notify Maurice?

The accelerator depressed beneath my foot, urgency encouraging it as my car stuttered out a complaint for the speed limit then tossed aside its doubts. The empty streets passed by in a blur of vague orange and sidewinding rain. Maurice would make sure there was hell to pay. 

Alex wouldn’t understand. It had never happened to him before. He wouldn’t know what to do. 

And I would pay the price. Gladly this time.

“Slow down, Cady–”

I winced at the familiarity. “Who’s fucking driving here?” 

Grey light held him in shadow. He pursed his lips then raised his hands a little in defeat before letting them drop back against his taut thighs. Nit-picking again. 

How long had it been?

Slowing. Fourth thrust into third. Through red lights, but no one noticed. The road was empty. It was always empty.

“Alex needs my help.”

No words. Not even a nod. The car headed down the hill, cradling the brakes in the rain as water washed over failing drains. Near the bottom we turned where my brother always aquaplaned. The car took it like a dream. Always did.

Ginger sprays of light illuminated a vehicle angled awkwardly in the empty car park. White paintwork glimmered. It was near the house, but parked more recklessly than usual. Doors were flung open, a figure crouching by the passenger side. My heart thumped quietly in my chest. 

Alex was almost kneeling. A deluge of water rippled over his trainers as I pulled alongside. My ignition died, leaving only the sound of his sobbing girlfriend. She was sat in the passenger side hunched over. Maybe she thought I’d killed her crazed mother. 

Or maybe she’d realised what Maurice would do to her when he found out. How could she live in the same house as that monster, be his flesh and blood, and not know?

My feet hit the tarmac. Two car doors smacked into place, the sound echoing behind us as we strode over to my brother. He said something about the house then backtracked to the girl in his car. Her hysterics were less than before, breathing softer. Better.

She had blonde hair, not as mousey as I’d first thought but the same couldn’t be said for her stooped posture. Head in her hands, I wondered if she was still crying in fear or because she understood the trouble this would mean. Maurice was on the committee. He wouldn’t stand for it. You couldn’t bring an animal into a home without a sanction. Not even a pet.

The others could be persuaded. But not Maurice.

I looked at the house. My parents’ house. Apprehension fell on top of me, an all-encompassing cloak, spine tingling all wrong. The dark shadows of the clustered hedge and the silent waver of the eclipsed climbers stabbed at all my senses. 

Alex didn’t notice, but he did. His presence hurt my head with its inappropriate comfort. Standing by my shoulder, he muttered something low so only I could hear. 

“You kept the gun I gave you, right?”

A small nod of affirmation as I continued to stare at the property. The air whipped at ribbons of my wet hair. The house was dark. Even the breeze didn’t make a sound, touching plants without a word. Nothing moved, the rain ceasing its patter. 

“Good...”

I stepped ahead of him, down the path and through the bushes, a perverse part of me glad that he was there. The back door creaked in its old PVC frame. 

Our parents were tolerant people. If they weren’t, those who thought like Maurice and Wilma would have banished me for good. But that didn’t mean I lived with them any more. After the trouble, it wasn’t even an option to be discussed. I’d simply taken my own place, visiting them in relative secrecy when I could. Still, the relationship had changed from family to necessary acquaintances.

Even so, I’d been there earlier that night with a delivery.

In his gentle, void filling patter, Dad had mentioned Maurice was coming over that evening. Some committee thing, so I’d had to make myself yet more scarce. There could be no evidence of me in the house. Not that I was there much anyway. 

Ice jolted my stomach. The committee always looked, just in case.

My palm stalled on the door frame, the unease emanating from the room and through the white plastic. It was like static electricity. My would-be protector glanced at me, moving to put his hand on my shoulder, but I slid away before we could touch, avoiding his space. 

Avoiding his face... 

I couldn’t look at him any more or be reminded. And now didn’t seem like the right time to start this dialogue. Not when our history was closing in.

The house was dark. So dark. My fingers grazed the light switch then stopped short. The faint tang of iron filled my nostrils. Light glittered in cochineal puddles, faces staring in silent screams.

I turned on my heel, finding Zander’s arms ready to hold me. He readied an embrace but I moved past it, pushing through for the door with the sight burned into my brain in claustrophobic repetition. The scent of their blood jangled my senses. 

Zander’s faceless arms were not enough to protect me. They never had been. Not now. Not ever.

Alex saw me coming, stumbling down the path in almost blind escape. He yelled something I couldn’t make out through the clanging disorientation. Then the bubble around my head was unapologetically burst. 

Excruciation. 

Pain exploded behind my left ear, knocking me almost to the floor with red hot vengeance. My hand reached my knife in a split-second, plunging it into my attacker through the warning flares of violet and crimson in my dazed eyes.

“Get to the car! The car!”

Liquid doused my knife hand. My foot skidded against the loose asphalt. Red. Red blood. It dripped off my fingers like thick paint. 

The stupid girl was wringing her hands and crying again, pleading with someone over my left shoulder. Alex moved to his car door, panicking with his keys, until Zander pushed past me.

“Go! Go! Go!”

The words were thrown angrily at the fumbling boy. Keys scooped out of his hands, Zander shoved him into the back of my metal baby and grabbed the girl too. All hair and spindly legs, she didn’t resist.

“Infected scum! Get away from my daughter!”

Knuckles connected with hard male cheek. I flicked out my hand to release the pain, slicing high with the blade in my other. My assailant dodged, but I slung a kick out at his legs, dislodging them beneath him. 

Disgruntled committee members were obviously taking things into their own hands. This day had been coming for too long. Why did we have to be the catalyst? 

Maurice grappled with Zander and I legged it for the car, loose asphalt and rainwater spraying with every step. Blood, not mine, dripped from the edge of my cuff.

“Kitty, get out of the car! You will be dead to me! Dead to me, you hear?!”

No concern lilted Maurice’s angry voice, murderous rage filling his eyes. His shirt was an abstract art of scarlet and tweed, but he wasn’t bleeding. He didn’t care about that girl. He only cared about control. But built like a bull, I left him to Zander’s attentions, opting for head of the escape.

Door slammed behind me, keys jangling in my numb fingers. A mess of metal and red. Ignition roared. Clutch and gear into reverse before the window smashed at my side in a splintering of glass and unexpected agony. 

The passenger door slid home behind Zander, in the next second, his black revolver reaching across my body to fire a round into Maurice’s shoulder through the shattered window. The monster fell away from the driver’s side, anger flushing his face without a thought for the pain. Kitty started screaming.

“Drive! Drive, Cady!”

Handbrake released, I slammed home the accelerator with Zander’s roars. The wheel spun below my hands, right arm screeching in pain. The car shot back, almost rumbling over Maurice, then we were bursting forward, panicked sobs echoing from the rear.

“What the hell?! What about mum and dad?! Cadence, go the f–”

“Sit down and shut up!” Zander snapped to the kids in the cheap seats. 

Everything died. We respired in stiff silence. He glanced at the girl with mascara swept eyes, sighed and tossed her the loose loo roll rattling around in the foot well. 

“Here, clean up.” 

His gaze flicked over me, but he pressed his lips together and said nothing, returning to face forward in his seat. The real world lost clarity. Everything around us was suddenly out of focus and out of grasp. It would settle soon, along with the knowledge that everything had changed.

At least some of us knew what to expect.

Grey streets blurred by again. The place was quiet. Haunted. I thought of the faces in the kitchen, expressions frozen in terror and slathered in blood. Carnage. And the committee members thought that would make it all better?

“Cadence...?” Alex’s voice filled up the silence. “Why aren’t we taking mum and dad...?”

I inhaled, squeezing to fourth gear in the same breath. The car hummed in response. Zander didn’t speak. Kitty wasn’t even sobbing any more. She wiped her damp cheeks with the proffered toilet paper, numb and hollow. I felt my skin heat with the same rush that had destroyed her makeup, but I couldn’t let it out. Breath rattled from my lungs. 

It was like we’d all expired some point after getting in the car, travelling into death as ghosts instead of living on through this nightmare.

Soft spit clouded the windscreen, wipers screeching in delight as they rushed to work. Nobody answered Alex’s question. I saw his reflection in the rear view as he settled back against the seat, defeated. 

“All of this for a stupid rabbit,” he muttered.

Tyres streamed through reckless puddles in a sound too soft for the circumstances.

“You disobey the rules; you get hurt.” Zander’s voice had no feeling. His face was turned away from mine and I wondered if he was thinking about the past. 

Rain dribbled against my shoulder, fresh through the open window. The town was like a graveyard. 

I took the turning to lead us out, out of the town, out of our old lives and into something unpleasantly new. The ache in my arm almost reached my chest as the cold air from the window tried to blow it numb. Warmth leaked down the inside of my sleeve. Cold stickiness like congealed sap clarted my gear hand. 

Was it Warden or Lakerley that I’d stabbed?

I stared into the grey middle distance of the nothing horizon knowing it didn’t matter any more.
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We drove for miles. Houses stuttered and stopped, cut dead, giving away to grey which melted into yet more grey of different shades and creeds. Nobody spoke. They simply mused on in their own impenetrable silence, road disappearing beneath our wheels. 

Zander’s face was turned to his window, carefully blank. He was always good at the featureless veneer. It was easy for him to erase his expression and smooth over the thoughts and feelings. I’d watched it happen the last time I saw him. 

Things of the past... 

It left me with a sickly chill in my stomach like fridge cucumber rotting, cold and oozing. I thought of what we were, of what we’d become. Zombies of a misspent youth. 

And these kids riding in the backseat, did they understand what that meant? Had they guessed yet? 

Or were they still stuck down the rabbit hole with Alice and all her friends?

I side lined a glance to find Kitty studying her shoes, head tilted forward and straggled mane swaying with the motion of the car. Dark husks cradled her unseeing eyes. Pink nails, manicured, one snapped off in the fray, held her mascara stained tissue in a death grip as she stared. Deflated shoulders and drooping lips told me everything of her thoughts. For a kid with a family like hers, she’d caught on quick. 

Pity unfolded in my gut. I remembered seeing that expression in the mirror not too many years ago. Giving up. A lump rolled and disappeared in my throat, fingers plucking my eye patch lower. They liked to make it obvious who’d disobeyed the rules.
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