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      Clare clung to her seat as the minibus rocked through the city. Abandoned cars littered the streets like the fallen on a battlefield. A path had been carved through them using brute force, but it was irregular, weaving in sharp angles and often forcing them to rise onto the curb.

      Every time the bus jolted over some obstacle, Dorran’s shoulder bumped hers. Clare felt pure elation rush through her. They had gotten out of Helexis Tower and away from the scientist who had created the thanites that destroyed humanity. Dorran was with her. Dorran was safe.

      She looked up at him, grinning. He tried to return the expression. Clare’s heart sank.

      They might be free, but Dorran hadn’t escaped the tower unscathed. Even though he matched her smile, the gesture obviously took effort. He braced one hand on the seat ahead to absorb the shocks. The fingers trembled. His skin was ashen, his dark eyes had lost their familiar brightness, and every jostle seemed to drain more of his strength. His black hair, slightly too long, was damp with sweat.

      He needs rest. A few days of good food and sleep, and he’ll start to heal. She wanted to believe the idea. She was desperate to. It seemed too cruel to escape the tower—to escape Ezra and his experiment—only to lose Dorran.

      She took his free hand and pressed it gently. He threaded his fingers between hers. His thumb grazed over the ring he’d given her.

      Hold on a little longer, Dorran. I’ll do whatever it takes to make this right.

      Two rows ahead of then, Beth sat in the driver’s seat, navigating the congested roads. It felt like a dream. Clare had clung to hope for her sister longer than any rational part of her could justify. She had travelled across the country, only to lose her again. To find Beth by what seemed like pure coincidence was more good luck than Clare dared trust in. But she was there, within touching distance, alive and real.

      Clare swallowed, trying to find her voice. “Beth—”

      “Not now,” she barked, her eyes fixed on the path ahead as the minibus screeched around a tight bend.

      Ten years her senior, Beth had become a surrogate mother to Clare after their father left and their mother passed away. Beth had taken her to school programs, swimming lessons, and camps, and watched her like a hawk the entire time. There had been doctor’s visits over mild coughs. No swimming in pools unless both Beth and a lifeguard were present. No sleepovers unless Beth trusted the families empirically.

      The old Beth, naturally cautious, had never sped in her life. She’d once told Clare, “Driving is one of the most dangerous things a person can do, second only to eating undercooked meat.”

      But the new world had changed Beth. Even with the road choked, she was over the speed limit. The minibus scraped half the cars it passed. She drove aggressively but efficiently. The chattering screams from the hollow ones pursuing them were already fading.

      That wasn’t the only part of Beth that had changed. Her fine, wavy blonde hair had grown out a little since Clare had last seen her, and it grazed over her shoulders. Her face looked harder. Leaner. Fresh scars marked her delicate features.

      Clare leaned forward to try to see her sister more clearly. If Beth was aware of the scrutiny, she didn’t acknowledge it. They rose onto another curb and clipped a lightpost, and Clare dropped back into her seat to avoid being rattled any more than she already was.

      The scars were fresh. One ran across Beth’s nose, starting near her eye and arcing down onto her cheek. Another mottled patch stood just above her temple. Three small marks showed where something had sliced into her jaw.

      They were recent but already sealed over. Clare knew the thanites would be responsible for that. The thanites were airborne nanoparticle-sized machines designed to heal the human body but gone terribly, horrifically wrong. Like Clare, Beth would have been spared a full dose. She’d had her bunker, an airtight fortress that had saved her from being converted into one of the twisted, mindless creatures during the hours the thanites had been active.

      The bunker would have limited Beth’s exposure to the thanites but not eliminated them entirely. And now the tiny machines were inhabiting her body, healing her injuries. It was one of the reasons Clare had survived so long. Poison, blood loss, and infection were all being repaired by the same creations that had grown out of control and mutated most of humanity.

      Beth wrenched the wheel to navigate a tight angle. Clare hit Dorran’s side, and he hit the window. The bus teetered on the wheels of one side, and for a moment, Clare was afraid they were about to tip. Then the bus lurched back down, sending shockwaves through them as it reconnected with the road.

      This reckless, energetic Beth was a sharp contrast to the woman Clare knew. Her wardrobe had changed too. All black swaddled her, from the scarf around her neck to her boots. If she wore a mask, there wouldn’t be a scrap of skin visible. Covering skin was a defence against the hollows, but it still left Clare disconcerted. She’d never seen Beth wear black before. It was as though all of Beth’s soft sides had been sharpened into angles.

      Clare supposed it was hard to stay static in the new world. She wondered how much she had changed in the past weeks.

      The minibus’s windows had been covered with plyboard. Narrow gaps existed around the boards’ edges. When Clare was close to them, she could see the businesses and vehicles they passed. She caught sight of movement inside many of the cars. Hollows, trapped, pressed their hands against the closed windows and hissed in frustration. Each nightmarish face was only visible for a split second, but the images haunted Clare. Deformed mouths. Missing teeth. Bulging eyes. Sparse hair.

      She tried to imagine what their lives would have been like before the stillness. People on their way to their jobs, parents dropping their children off at day care, an elderly couple driving to an early-morning breakfast date. Those were the monsters that now surrounded them.

      Stop. Focus on what’s good. Because there’s a lot of good to be found today.

      Dorran was safe. Hurt but still alive. Clare tightened her hand around his. Against all odds, they had found Beth. Or, rather, Beth had found them. She’d gotten them out of Helexis Tower. And now they were leaving the city. The high-rise buildings were being replaced by homes and wider roads as they entered the outer suburbs. The country wasn’t far off.

      The tyres screeched as Beth pulled off the road. It wasn’t the first time she’d taken a shortcut across a parking lot, but this time, she didn’t floor the accelerator. She let the minibus rock to a halt, pulled the handbrake, and jumped out of her driver’s seat.

      “What the hell were you doing in the city?” She stood in the aisle, her face made of sharp angles and her eyes doused with fire. Then the expression softened, her jaw unclenching and her eyebrows rising, and she reached towards Clare. “Thank goodness you’re okay.”

      Clare crossed to her in two quick steps. Beth’s hug was fierce as she half cried, half laughed into Clare’s wet hair.

      “I didn’t think I’d get to see you again,” Clare managed.

      “Neither did I.” Beth leaned back far enough to see Clare’s face and used her fingertips to brush wet hair off her cheek. “You’re not hurt, are you?”

      “I’m not, but—”

      Clare turned to look at Dorran. He stood a few steps behind them, one hand braced on the back of a chair for support, watching cautiously. He was trying not to look intimidating, Clare knew, but that was hard to avoid when his head grazed the ceiling.

      Beth’s eyes fixed on Dorran. The hand on Clare’s shoulder tightened a fraction. “This is the man you’ve been staying with?”

      “Yes.” Clare reached towards him. “I’m really glad you get to meet him. Dorran, this is Beth. Beth, Dorran.”

      He dipped his head in a respectful nod, his eyes not quite meeting hers and his voice subdued. “A pleasure.”

      “Mm.” Beth’s lips pressed into a tight line as her eyes ran over him, from his black hair, to his broad shoulders, across the muddied lab coat he’d borrowed from Ezra, down to the boots. Clare wished she would be more subtle about it.

      “He figured out how to repair my car.” Clare spoke too fast as she tried to soften some of Beth’s hostility. “I’d never have gotten this far without him—”

      “Outside,” Beth said abruptly and tugged on her arm.

      “Ah—what?”

      “Come on. We’ll talk outside.”

      Clare stared at the windshield. Light reflected off the water flowing over the surface. “It’s raining.”

      “You’re already drenched.” Beth hit a button, and the door hissed open, letting the steady drum of rain inside, along with the faint scent of smoke, oil, and hollows. “Come on. I want to talk in private.”

      Clare sent Dorran an apologetic glance as she was dragged out of the bus. He looked conflicted, one hand reaching towards her, and Clare mouthed, “Don’t worry.” Then the door creaked closed behind her, sealing him inside the bus.

      Beth kept her hold on Clare’s arm as she dragged her away from the vehicle. The rain, vicious in its intensity at Helexis Tower, had reduced to a drizzle in the outer suburbs.

      Clare blinked at the space, surprised. Beth had stopped the minibus in the centre of a shopping mall’s parking lot. They were well lit as gigantic bulbs washed the area with cold white light. Clare didn’t know how the lights could still be running four weeks into the stillness. Even if the centre had a generator—and she guessed it must have for emergencies—it would need to be refuelled. The area seemed deserted except for their vehicle.

      “Beth?” Clare was already wet from the run out of Helexis Tower, but the new wash of rain drained another layer of warmth. Her sneakers sank into a puddle two inches deep, and she shivered. Beth stopped a dozen paces away from the bus, facing the deserted shopping mall, arms crossed. Clare hunched her shoulders. “Is everything okay?”

      Beth dragged her hands over her hair, plastering it back, and then turned towards Clare. “I don’t like the way he looks.”

      She’d been expecting wariness towards Dorran. “He’s a good man. He’s kind and patient, and he saved my life. Multiple times. I can’t even begin to tell you how much I owe him.”

      Beth paced across the asphalt, arms folded, expression tense. When she turned back to Clare, there was fresh suspicion in her eyes. “He looks sick.”

      “He…” She could tell Beth exactly what had happened: about how Dorran had been coerced into becoming part of Ezra’s experiment to destroy the thanites and how they didn’t know what the consequences might be. But the way Beth was talking about Dorran—like he was an unwanted liability—made Clare swallow the story. She couldn’t afford to give Beth any more reasons to mistrust him. Instead, she opted for a half-truth. “It’s been a weird couple of days. He didn’t sleep last night.”

      “Uh-huh.” Beth’s eyes narrowed in the way they did when she was sceptical. Her jaw worked as she stared towards the bus, chewing something over. Then she took a deep breath. “We’ll drop him off with some other survivors then get back on the road.”

      “What?” Clare blinked water out of her eyes.

      “Don’t worry. I know some groups that would take him in.”

      “No.” Clare took a step back, her heart thundering. “We’re not going to abandon him. We’re a team.”

      “He’s a stranger.”

      “To you.” She hated how defensive she sounded, but she couldn’t stop. “He’s my best friend.”

      Beth’s lips twisted. “Oh, really? After knowing him for what? A couple of weeks?”

      “After having to rely on him for my survival, repeatedly, through some of the worst moments of my life, yeah. And I think I’m a good enough judge of character to say I trust him. Why can’t you believe that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Beth’s voice rose, and a harsh note entered it. “Maybe because I can’t even trust you to follow basic instructions.”

      It took Clare a second to catch the implication. “Are you angry because I came looking for you?”

      “What did I tell you the last time we spoke?” Beth lifted her eyebrows to arrest Clare with one of the sharpest looks she’d ever experienced. “Stay where you are.”

      “Your generator died. Was I supposed to just leave you there to suffocate?”

      “Yes.” Beth held her hands out to the sides, her open palms catching the rain. “It would have been better than traipsing across the country, just to find my bunker was empty. And if that weren’t bad enough… what the hell were you doing in the city? The single most dangerous place in this part of the country.”

      Clare was used to her share of lectures from Beth. She’d hated them as a teen, but as she grew older and moved into her own home, she’d learned to see them for what they really were: an expression of love. Beth cared about her. Therefore, Beth worried about her. Therefore, Beth lectured her.

      But this felt different. There wasn’t any concerned tilt to her sister’s eyes or pleading note in her voice. This Beth, the Beth who had been hardened and sharpened by the still world, was full of fire and wrath. Clare took a half step back.

      “We—” Were lost. Became trapped. Ran out of options. None of them sounded good. She swallowed. “We found the tower by pure luck and recognised the address, so we took a chance on it.”

      “And how were you planning to get out?” Beth’s piercing blue eyes were relentless. “You ran through the horde with no weapons. No protection. Not even a mask. If I hadn’t been there, what would you have done to escape the hollows?”

      The rain drenched Clare’s skin. Her hair stuck to her face. But for all the external cold she felt, it was nothing compared to the lump of ice forming deep in her stomach.

      She’d been desperate to reunite with Beth. She’d taken risks she shouldn’t have, just for the hope of finding her. But Beth was furious. And, unlike a normal lecture, she didn’t know how to stop this new anger.

      Beth took her silence for the answer it was. “You had no way to get out of that tower, did you? You’re only alive right now because of pure, miserable luck.”

      Angry tears were building, and she was grateful that the rain would stop Beth from seeing them.

      “I told you all of this so clearly.” Beth’s voice dropped until it was almost inaudible through the rain. “Don’t take risks. People who gamble on the odds eventually lose. And what did you do?”

      “Whatever it took to try to find my sister.”

      Beth’s face stayed hard for all of a second, then the expression crumpled. She exhaled, head drooping and shoulders bowing. For a moment, they stood together, letting the rain beat on their backs and drip off their chins. Then Beth lifted her head, her expression soft again.

      “That was really dumb, Clare.”

      “Okay.”

      “But thank you, anyway.”

      “Yeah.”

      Her sister’s arms wrapped around her again. Beth’s jacket was thick and cold, but her body was warm. She squeezed Clare tightly, swaying with her like she used to when Clare was a child.

      “I’m happy to have you with me again,” she murmured. “I didn’t think I’d ever get the chance.”

      “I missed you, Beth.”

      “Mm.” She pulled back, blinking rapidly. “Me too.”

      Thunder crackled in the distance. Clare turned to look behind them, towards the minibus. Its windows were blacked out, but she could imagine Dorran sitting inside, anxious and uncertain, alone in the dark as he waited for them to return. Her heart ached for him. “I’m not letting you kick Dorran out.”

      Beth chewed on her lip for a second then sighed. “He can stay. For now. But if he wants to split up, we let him go, okay?”

      Clare still didn’t like her sister’s tone, but she nodded. It was probably the best concession she would get. And she already knew Dorran would stay.

      Beth squinted up at the sky as lightning arced above them. “Rain’s nasty today. Come on. Let’s get dry. We shouldn’t linger here, anyway. The hollows are growing impatient.”
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      Beth wrapped one arm around Clare’s shoulder as they moved back towards the minibus. Clare frowned, trying to understand what her sister had said. “The hollows?”

      “Yeah. I parked here because it’s the closest haven to the city. The light keeps the hollow ones at bay. But they’ll only stay on the outskirts for so long before the hunger gets the best of them.”

      Clare squinted at their surroundings and took them in properly for the first time. The parking lot stretched around them in all directions, empty except for a handful of overturned shopping trolleys. The lights above them flooded the area for a hundred feet in each direction. But if she stared at the shadows on the edges of the asphalt, where the light was thinner, she thought she saw bulb-like eyes glowing in the bushes.

      The shopping centre stood not far behind them. It was a single story, designed in a long boomerang shape. She guessed it would house at least eighty stores. She’d thought the windows and doors were dark, but as she looked again, she realised they’d been boarded up. Through the planks and sheet metal, she thought she saw spots of light. “Beth… are there people in there?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Should we—”

      “No.” They were at the bus’s door, and Beth pushed the handle to open it. With the windows covered, barely any light reached inside the vehicle, and Clare had to blink as her eyes adjusted.

      The minibus had probably been used for tours at one point. Six rows of seats, made of mottled blue-and-grey fabric, ran either side of the aisle. Metal baskets suspended above them were full of luggage. It wasn’t exactly luxurious, but it was modern and clean.

      Dorran still stood in the aisle, one hand braced on a chair for support, shivering as his clothes dripped onto the floor. His expression was unreadable, which Clare had learned was a defence mechanism when he felt uneasy.

      “Hey,” she called, injecting some brightness into her voice. “We’re all good. Beth, do you have towels, by any chance?”

      “In the basket to your right.” Beth dropped into the driver’s seat and turned the key in the ignition. Lights flickered to life above them, and the door slid closed, muffling the rain.

      Clare found a black plastic bag full of towels in the storage compartment Beth had indicated. She pulled two out, checking they were clean, and passed one to Dorran. She couldn’t stop herself from glancing back at the door as she squeezed water out of her hair. “Uh, Beth was just saying that there’s someone in the shopping mall back there. And I’m really hoping she’ll tell me more about that.”

      Beth sat crossways in her seat, one arm leaned on the dash, facing Clare as she peeled off her gloves. More fresh, barely sealed cuts marred her hands. “I stopped here before travelling into the city. They call it a safe haven. There are a few dozen havens just like it dotted around the country. Survivors who have found a place to hole up, somewhere with resources and adequate protection. Shopping malls are popular. Especially the more modern ones that have implemented anti-terrorist precautions. There are larger safe havens in the country. Some that boast actual democracies, though I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “They live here?” Clare wiped water out of her eyes. “How many?”

      “About twenty in that centre. They advertise their presence; I heard about them from a traveller on the road. It’s the closest shelter you can get to the city centre. They run the lights constantly to keep hollows away and welcome travellers… as long as you have something to trade.”

      “What do they trade for?”

      “Things they have a finite supply of. Food, water, fuel. In return, they’ll let you spend the night there, and you can take any non-necessities from the other stores. I traded four litres of fuel for as many clothes as I could carry.” She pulled a face. “Starting to regret it, to be honest. Fuel will be in short supply in the coming months.”

      Clare leaned close to the door, trying to glimpse the centre through the rain. She caught sight of movement near one of the loading docks. It was impossible to tell whether it was human or hollow. “And you don’t want to stay there again tonight?”

      “No. They’re a bit too zealous for my tastes. A lot of surviving bands are. They set up their own rules, their own hierarchy, their own little kingdoms. I know the cliché is survival in numbers, but in this kind of environment, I think we’ll be safer off as just the two of us.”

      “Three of us,” Clare said. “Don’t forget Dorran.”

      “Hm.” Beth’s eyes narrowed as she glanced at their silent companion. He ran the towel through his hair, tousling it, but kept his eyes on the floor.

      She’s just wary because he’s a stranger. She was always overprotective like that. She needs some time to get used to him.

      But the cautious part of her mind warned that this new Beth was different. The days of fretting over curious boys was over. This Beth was focussed on survival.

      “What have you been doing since we last spoke?” she asked Beth. “I want to know everything. How did you get out of the bunker? Where have you been? And your scars—”

      “Later, maybe.” Beth rubbed her neck, shaking droplets of water off her chin, as she levelled a cold gaze at Dorran. “So, you’ve been keeping my sister company these last few weeks, huh?”

      He blinked but didn’t meet her eyes. “Ah—yes.”

      “Well, I guess I owe you some thanks for that.”

      Good. Good. Clare glanced between them, hopeful.

      “And I want to give you something to show my gratitude,” Beth continued. “You’re probably ready to get some agency back, right? Name a location. I’ll drop you off there and set you up with good supplies.”

      “Hey,” Clare snapped. “We agreed he was staying.”

      “We agreed he could leave if he chose to.” Beth didn’t take her eyes off Dorran. “Look, you’ve travelled a long way, and you’re obviously tired. Clare and I might be on the road for a while before we settle down. Pick somewhere to stay, and I’ll give you supplies to last. What do you say?”

      “Beth—”

      “Let him answer.”

      Dorran allowed the towel to fall around his shoulders. His dark, deep-set eyes barely flickered, and Clare wondered if Beth could pick up on the quiet panic that was setting into him. His voice remained steady, though, even as he struggled to phrase himself diplomatically. “That is a kind offer. But I would be grateful for the opportunity to accompany you further. I hope I can continue to assist yourself and Clare.”

      Beth’s lips twitched down. “I’ll let you take some of our fuel. It’s worth more than gold these days.”

      “Stop it.” Clare stepped forward, planting herself between Dorran and Beth. “He’s not going anywhere. We’re a team.”

      Beth huffed. She didn’t look happy, but she rolled her shoulders in something like a reluctant shrug. “All right. Fine. You said he’s tired, right? He can sleep in the back of the bus. There’s a bed set up there. But get some dry clothes on first. They’re stored in the racks above your heads.” Beth swivelled to face the dash and put the bus into gear. The engine rumbled as she eased them back towards the street. “We’re far enough from the city that we don’t have to rush, but we can’t afford to sit here all day either. The hollows get antsy around nightfall, and I want to be in the country by then. So you better figure out how to sleep while I drive.”

      “That’s fine,” Dorran said.

      “Clare, get changed, then sit up front with me. I’ll need you for navigation.”

      “Okay.” Clare, relieved that Beth had let the argument drop, turned towards the racks and began looking through them. They held not just clothes but cartons of fuel, water, and cardboard boxes full of long-life food, as well as a rack of weapons suspended near the bus’s rear. She pulled stacks of clothes down as she found them. Most of the outfits were small sizes that would fit the sisters. She had to dig to find clothes large enough for Dorran.

      Beth had been sensible about the outfits she’d brought, though; there were extra-thick, insulated shirts and jackets, along with rain-proof overcoats and sturdy leather footwear. Most still had their price tags attached, which identified them as coming from a high-end hiking store.

      “Try these,” Clare murmured, passing shirts and pants to Dorran. She snapped the tags off clothes for herself and sat in one of the seats to change. Her hair was still damp, but there wasn’t much she could do for it, so she tied it into a messy bun as she approached Beth at the bus’s front.

      “You’re looking better.” Beth remained facing the road, but her eyes flicked up to the rear-view mirror to watch her two companions. “We can’t afford to waste fuel to heat the bus, but there are blankets in the basket under your seat.”

      Clare pulled the fleece bundle out then settled into the chair beside the driver’s console. It had been set back a little to make room for the door but kept her close to Beth and allowed an unobstructed view of the twisting road ahead. She glanced behind. The row of seats at the back had been converted to a bed, stacked high with pillows and blankets. Dorran sat on its edge and gave her a small smile. He looked better wearing proper thermal clothes and with his hair brushed back, but the greyness hadn’t left his face. Clare motioned for him to relax. He settled back in his seat, legs crossed ahead of himself, but didn’t seem ready to sleep.

      “Let’s get out of this mess.” Beth coaxed the bus around another sharp angle. Its rear bumper scraped against a fallen tree. “The map’s in the side pocket there; if I show you where we are, can you help with directions?”

      “Sure.” Clare took the map from the compartment beside the driver’s seat. The paper folded out to take up her whole lap, and it seemed to have been designed for tourists. Emblems dotted notable locations, and a beaming bird mascot gave them a thumbs-up from the map’s corner.

      Beth had drawn across the map in red pen. Thick Xs covered many of the roads.

      “That means the street is impassable,” Beth explained, seeing Clare looking. “Circles are for possible resources. Some of those are just hearsay from the people I’ve passed, though. No guarantee they’re still intact. Triangles are safe havens. We’ll be avoiding those. Stars are hazards.”

      Clare gazed across the dozens of marks. “You’ve been about.”

      Beth chuckled. “It took a while to get into the city. Lots of detours, lots of impassable roads.”

      “Okay.” Clare traced a red marker line through the suburbs, until it ended in the countryside. “Where are we going?”

      “Just out. Somewhere we can set up camp and heat some food without these ghouls jabbering at us.”

      A taxi stood to their left. The driver, still wearing scraps of his uniform, clawed at his window, saliva dripping from his missing jaw. Beth sent it a derisive glare then put some pressure on the accelerator to pass it.

      “Did you clear the roads with this?” Clare nodded to the bus.

      “Part of it. The part that goes up to the tower. But there are cleared roads like this snaking through the city and suburbs. They were made by people who came looking for their families.” Beth sighed. “People who escaped the changes but had children, parents, or spouses living in the city. Hope is a brutal thing. It will carry you further than your feet ever wanted to go.”

      Clare knew how that felt. Hope had pushed her to drive to Beth’s bunker, even after the radio went quiet. She couldn’t imagine how it must have been for the people searching for their lost loved ones. Knowing the city was overrun, knowing that there was next to no chance of their family still being alive but not being able to stop hoping because it was the only thing that kept them waking up in the morning.

      “What happened after I lost contact with you?” Clare’s eyes flicked to the scars marring Beth’s face. “We saw the dead hollows inside your bunker. You must have opened your doors…”

      “And fought my way out, yeah.” A wolfish smile stretched her lips. “I never imagined I was capable of surviving something like that. But I did. I guess it was a… catalyst. I didn’t need to be afraid any longer.”

      It had changed her—that was certain. Even though Clare was struggling to adjust to the stronger, harder version of her sister, she was still grateful for it. Beth hadn’t cowered. And that had allowed her to survive.

      “And you built this bus?” Clare indicated to the modifications.

      “No. This, I found. Some poor soul had obviously planned to be a hero. I found it off the side of the road next to a demolished campsite. As far as I can tell, he was attacked while cooking dinner and decided to stand and fight instead of hiding in the bus. There was nothing left except some blood soaked into the ground. The hollows even eat bones.”

      Clare shivered. She’d witnessed the creatures’ all-consuming hunger.

      Beth shrugged. “I feel bad for the guy, but I’m grateful as well. He did a good job of getting this thing hollow-proof. There are even shutters you can pull over the front window. If they can’t see you or hear you, eventually, they lose interest and wander away. I mean, it takes hours. Sometimes all night. But it’s better than trying to escape while they’re crawling all over your windshield.”

      “I’d be worried about it chewing through fuel too fast.”

      “Oh, it does, but it gives me enough brute force to get through almost anything, and that’s worth it.”

      The rain continued to drizzle through the afternoon, and thick clouds hid the sun. If not for the clock on the dash, Clare could have been lulled into thinking they were trapped in perpetual twilight. Their bus didn’t make much noise beyond the motor’s purr, the quiet thudding of the windshield wipers, and Clare’s occasional directions.

      Beth seemed to be mulling something over. She kept glancing at the rearview mirror. With the windows boarded up, the mirror wouldn’t help her see the road. She had to be watching Dorran. He’d lain down, one arm folded under his head, breathing slow and heavy as he slept. “Tell me about him.”

      “I meant what I said earlier. He’s a good man. Kind, smart, and loyal. I wouldn’t have made it this far without him.”

      “There aren’t many kind people left in this world,” Beth said.

      Clare started to nod but stopped herself as her sister continued.

      “And there are a lot of bad people masquerading as good.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Beth lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “Lots of people will pretend to be your friend if they need something from you.”

      Clare couldn’t stop herself from bristling. “Well, I can vouch for Dorran.”

      “We’re family. I know I can trust you, and you know you can trust me. Come hell or high water, we’ll stick together. But you can’t expect that kind of loyalty from anyone else you meet on the road. Maybe this man is one of the better ones. But even he will leave if he decides you’re weighing him down.”

      He won’t. He didn’t. Clare pressed her lips together. She couldn’t tell Beth how wrong she was, not without telling her about some of the things that had happened in Winterbourne. Weak from blood loss and poison, convinced that she was going insane, she’d been nothing but a physical and emotional burden. But Dorran had carried her without any trace of reluctance or revulsion, no matter how bad it had been. She’d never believed a person could be so patient.

      Clare looked down at her hands again. Her thumb grazed over the ring Dorran had given her. Beth hadn’t noticed it yet. If she had, there would have been a comment. Making sure Beth’s eyes were on the road, Clare slid the ring off and tucked it into a pocket.

      Beth already mistrusted Dorran. Telling Beth they were married—or, at least, as close to married as they could be in a world without marriage registrars or ceremonies—would be like trying to extinguish a bonfire with petrol. She would give them time to get to know each other and develop some trust before taking that step.

      The outer suburbs gradually faded into rural land spotted with sickly plants and occasional sheds. Clare tried to watch her sister without being obvious about it. Something must have happened to Beth to make her so bitter. Something had hardened her against every other survivor. Clare wanted to ask her about it but didn’t know whether that line of questioning might be safe.

      “We’ll stop here while we figure out where we’re going next.” Beth pulled off the road in a field. “Come on. Help me set up some shelter.”
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      The shelter turned out to be a cloth overhang that extended from the bus’s roof. Retractable tentpoles anchored into the wet ground, creating a six-by-eight-foot sheltered area. Beth had parked in a weedy field away from any settlements. The grass was dead, but it was higher ground than the areas surrounding it and was relatively dry compared to the fields that had been turned into shallow ponds.

      Beth opened a compartment on the bus’s side, and Clare stared in awe at the extra storage. The bus really had been fitted for self-reliance. The compartment carried a portable cooker and tank of gas, foldable chairs, more food and water, and an assortment of weapons, including axes, shovels, and a homemade pike.

      Beth carried the cooker out and placed it under the awning. “If your friend wants to eat, you’d better wake him up.”

      “On it.” Clare jumped back into the bus. With the lights off, Dorran was almost invisible in the back seat. He lay with one arm under his head and the other fallen over the edge of the bed. He didn’t quite fit. Even with the blankets, he’d huddled over, arms wrapped around himself as though he were cold.

      “Hey,” Clare murmured. She knelt beside him and ran her fingers through his damp hair. His eyebrows pulled down, but he didn’t wake. Clare checked behind them, making sure Beth hadn’t appeared in the doorway, then she leaned closer and kissed his cheek. “Can you wake up? We’re cooking some food.”

      He stirred and squinted up at her. She’d hoped the rest would help him, but the dark circles still lingered around his eyes. “Mm. Clare.”

      “How do you feel?”

      He smiled, but even in the dim light, Clare could see his skin was grey. “Better.”

      “Do you want to stay here? I can bring you some food.”

      “Thank you, but I’ll get up.” He blinked, apparently trying to clear his head. “Are you eating outside?”

      “Yeah. Beth has some shelter and a cooker, so the food will be warm.”

      “That sounds nice.” He sat, moving gingerly.

      Clare wished she knew what was wrong with him. Even more than that, she wished there was something she could do to make it better.

      She found a second jacket for Dorran in the overhead compartments and helped him pull it on. He let her fuss around him, adjusting the insulated fabric over his shoulders and zipping up its front. While she worked, his dark eyes watched her, gentle and inexplicably sad.

      Clare finished adjusting the jacket but left her hands resting on Dorran’s chest, unwilling to let him go so quickly. “What’s wrong?”

      “I am fine.”

      Clare raised her eyebrows. He sighed and tried to smile. The expression came out crooked. “I don’t think your sister likes me.”

      Oh. Clare opened her mouth, but the reassuring words she wanted to give died on her tongue. She patted Dorran’s chest. “Beth takes a while to warm up to new people. She’ll like you once she gets to know you.”

      “What should I do differently?” He was struggling to make eye contact.

      Clare’s heart ached. “Nothing. You’re perfect as is. She just needs time.”

      Dorran nodded, but there wasn’t much conviction in it. He stepped back so that she could lead the way to the bus’s front, and Clare, feeling helpless, followed the path to the outside.

      The scent of rice and curry wafted around them as they stepped through the open doorway. She pushed some enthusiasm into her voice. “That smells great.”

      “It all comes out of tins, but it tastes almost as good as the real thing.” Standing by the pot, the scars on her face lit by the portable stove’s gas flames, Beth looked like something out of a book of myths. Fierce, strong, powerful. “I thought I’d make tonight a celebration. Our curry contains real chunks of reconstituted meat.”

      Three seats had been arranged around the fire: two close together and one set a little apart. Dorran hesitated but mutely took the isolated chair. Clare frowned. She grabbed the second seat and dragged it around, putting herself closer to Dorran.

      Beth watched them, her lips pressed together, as she scooped curry into bowls that already held rice. She passed a serving to Clare first then offered one to Dorran. As he took it, she said, “You’re looking worse.”

      Clare glared at her sister, trying to telepathically tell her to be friendly.

      Beth caught the look and shrugged. “Maybe some food will help.”

      “Thank you,” Dorran murmured.

      Beth removed the pots from the stove but left the flame running to warm them like a makeshift campfire and dragged the third seat closer to Clare. As she sat, she scooped food into her mouth, swallowed, then leaned forward. “Now that we have a moment, why don’t you tell me what happened? How did you end up in the city? Or in the tower, for that matter?”

      “I have a very similar set of questions for you.” Clare ran her spoon through her curry but didn’t eat. “Why didn’t you call me after the last time we spoke through the radio? Why did you go into the city instead?”

      Beth’s mouth twitched. “I lost my radio when I escaped the bunker. I was looking for a replacement.”

      “Still, though—the city was dangerous. Couldn’t you have found one closer to your home?”

      “That’s the problem. Radios are in high demand, since they’re the only way humans can communicate now. A lot of the really remote houses have already been cleared out—not just from radios but from food, bottled water, batteries, fuel, and anything else useful. There are still plenty of supplies in the suburban developments, but there are also hollows. The more populated an area, the better the chance of finding what you’re looking for, but it’s also overrun with ghouls.”

      “Huh. I guess that makes sense.”

      Beth tilted her head to the side. “Your turn. Why don’t you tell me about what happened at Helexis Tower? I won’t lie—after spending days trying to reach it, I want to know who or what was inside. Everyone on the road was talking about the bizarre radio transmission advertising its address.”

      Clare glanced at Dorran, and he nodded back at her. She took a bite of the curry as she tried to gather her thoughts, burnt her tongue on it, and choked. Beth chuckled as she found a water bottle in the bus’s external compartment and tossed it to Clare. She opened it and took a grateful sip.

      The burn wouldn’t bother her for long. The thanites would take care of it within a few hours. That thought was more disturbing than comforting.

      “Okay.” Clare clutched the bottle between her hands, staring into the stove’s flames. “It’s hard to explain the tower without telling you about everything else.”

      “Go ahead.” Beth nodded, her expression intent.

      Clare started from the morning when the quiet zones had swept the world. She explained what had happened after her car crashed, how Dorran had found her and saved her, and then her experience inside Winterbourne. She left out key details: the poisoning incident, some of the riskier adventures that Beth would disapprove of, and how deeply she and Dorran had begun to care for each other. She dreaded Dorran’s response to the last omission, but when she glanced at him, his expression was unreadable.

      From Winterbourne, Clare briefly recounted the journey to Beth’s bunker. Explaining what they’d found at Marnie’s house was the hardest part. Clare’s eyes burned at the memory of her aunt bloated, distorted, and inhuman. Her voice wavered as she told how they’d put Marnie to rest. Beth remained quiet, but she bowed her head. Clare moved on to the events that had brought them to Helexis. Then came the encounter with Ezra, who had introduced himself as Peter.

      She noticed Beth’s eyes narrowed during that part of the story. To Beth, that encounter would simply be reinforcing what she already believed: strangers couldn’t be trusted.

      You weren’t there, Clare wanted to say. If you’d talked to him, I bet you would have believed him too.

      But Beth didn’t make any comments, and Clare pushed through it as factually as she was capable of. She did her best to explain the thanites. Beth interrupted occasionally with questions.

      “Let me get this right. There are more machines still floating through the air?”

      “Yeah.” Clare swallowed a mouthful of curry. “But they’re inactive. The only ones doing anything are the ones inside our bodies.”

      Beth nodded slowly. “So that’s why we’re resistant to infections.”

      “That’s right.” Again, Clare’s eyes were drawn towards Beth’s scars. They couldn’t be more than a few days old, but they were already sealing over. That had to be the thanites speeding up her recovery. Clare’s own cuts were healing themselves nearly as quickly.

      She finished the story by telling how Ezra had tested his so-called cure on Dorran. She stressed the sacrifice he’d made for her sake, but Beth failed to look impressed.

      “Does this mean he’s the only human without thanites now?”

      Clare shrugged. “It’s possible. Something happened. But Ezra didn’t share his results with us. We don’t know if the treatment worked the way it was supposed to.”

      Finally, she talked about Ezra’s death and how they had hidden in the elevator. As she spoke, her mind wandered to the last thing Ezra had ever said to her.

      Give it to me!

      Clare trailed off mid-sentence. There had been no time to examine his words when hollows were swarming up the stairwell, but for the first time, Clare had a chance to recognise what he’d meant.

      Ezra had been looking for the USB stick containing his code. She couldn’t remember what had happened to it after freeing Dorran from the experiment chamber. Clare closed her eyes and tried to think back.

      I shut off the system… I hit the buttons to open the door… and I pulled the USB stick out of the port so that Ezra couldn’t start it up again.

      Her eyes shot open. Both Beth and Dorran were watching her, equally confused and curious. Clare put her bowl on the ground and stood, feeling unsteady. “Hang on. Just a moment. I need to check…”

      She jogged back into the minibus. Her and Dorran’s old jackets—the ones Ezra had lent them—were hung over the backs of chairs as they dried. Clare found hers and hunted through the pockets. In the second one, she found something small, solid, and metallic.

      Oh. She hadn’t been thinking when she’d taken the USB. She’d never intended to put it in her pocket, but somehow, she had. Clare’s throat was dry as she returned to the outdoors seating area and held her hand out to show her companions.

      Dorran’s eyebrows rose. Beth’s lowered.

      “Is that the USB with the code?” Beth asked.

      Clare nodded.

      “And you didn’t think to tell us before now?”

      The tone was sharp. Clare closed her hand around the USB. Dorran glanced between them and silently put his bowl to one side.

      “I forgot I had it. It was a tense couple of hours.”

      Beth leaned back in her chair and pressed her hand over her eyes. She was quiet for a moment then said, “Well, what are we going to do with it?”

      Clare sank into her chair. As night fell, the small amounts of light that made it through the rainclouds vanished, leaving her feeling vulnerable and cold. “Ezra said there were scientists at a research station in Evandale. He said they would be able to work on the code—”

      “No, absolutely not.” Beth’s expression hardened. “We don’t know anything about Evandale or this supposed research centre. I can’t justify travelling across the country for that.”

      “But if we don’t—”

      “We’ll drop the USB off at one of the safe havens. They can worry about it in our place. Then we can focus on getting somewhere secure and protecting ourselves.”

      The USB felt much heavier than it had before. “I don’t know if that’s the right thing to do.”

      Beth lifted an eyebrow. Clare knew the expression; Beth wasn’t happy with her dissent. She forged on.

      “Ezra said the code would kill the hollows. Without it, the thanites will keep them alive for the next ten or even twenty years before their mutations finally destroy them.”

      “I still prefer those odds.” Beth’s jaw was tight. “We’ll find somewhere secure and shore up our supplies to outlast this.”

      “That’s not what I meant. The other survivors—” Clare’s voice caught, and she had to swallow. “People are dying every day. The only chance humanity has against the hollows is to kill them.”

      “We don’t even know it will work. That code was designed by a madman—”

      “I don’t think he was actually insane. He was fanatical. And smart. And jealous. He designed the thanites, so he’s probably the only person who knows how to destroy them.”

      Beth leaned back in her chair, a muscle in her throat twitching. “We don’t even know if the research facility exists or if anyone there is still alive. Survivors like to share the addresses of safe havens, and no one I’ve met has mentioned Evandale. Besides, from what you told me, Ezra lied about literally everything else.”

      “I’m sure he was telling the truth about this. You should have seen the way he reacted when I said I would take the USB to Evandale. He panicked. He was afraid they would steal his credit—”

      “Clare, enough!” Beth slammed her bowl into the ground. “This is your problem. This is why I can’t trust you on your own. You don’t think things through.”

      Heat rose over Clare’s face. “What—”

      “How many times do I have to tell you this before you hear it? The heroes are dying. If you want to survive—if you want me to survive—you have to be careful. And you’re not. You get an idea and just gleefully follow it with no idea of the consequences. ‘Let’s go visit Beth’s bunker.’ ‘Oh, look, there’s that tower we heard about. Let’s stop there.’ And I can already see where this is about to go. ‘Hey, Beth, I found the USB. Let’s drive across the country, looking for a research station.’”

      Clare clenched her teeth, her pulse thundering. “I—I’m doing the best I can—”

      “No, you’re not. You’re acting like a child. You do whatever you want then expect other people to clean up the mess you create.”

      “Don’t speak to her that way.”

      Dorran’s voice wasn’t loud, but it held an intensity that made both Clare and Beth stare at him. He stayed in his chair, but his eyes were hard as he watched Beth.

      Clare felt a swell of gratitude and guilt all at once. She didn’t need him to defend her—she could hold her own against Beth—but it warmed her that he was willing to. Where he’d come from, confrontation never ended well. Even now, away from his mother and her sadistic tendencies, there were signs of stress in the way he held himself. Head tilted, hands clasped, shoulders tight. Subconsciously, he was prepared for retaliation.

      Beth narrowed her eyes at him. “What?”

      His posture tightened further, but his voice remained steady. “She is an equal in this party. Speak to her with respect.”

      “Don’t you dare lecture me,” Beth spat. “You’re not even supposed to be here.”

      Clare held the USB so tightly that it made her fingers ache. “Beth, stop.”

      Beth stood, breathing heavily, her face twitching. She looked from Clare to Dorran and back again. Clare lifted her chin, resolute. Beth’s lips pulled back into a grimace. “Fine. Fine! Looks like we’re done with dinner.”

      She snatched the half-eaten bowls off the ground and stacked them harshly enough that curry sloshed out. Then she grabbed a raincoat from the back of her chair and, holding the bowls under one arm, stalked into the night.

      Clare followed her as far as the shelter’s edge. “Where are you going?”

      “To wash up.”

      Within seconds, Beth had vanished into the mist and the rain. Clare folded her arms across her chest and stepped back, her throat aching as she fought against the building tears.
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      “Clare, I am so sorry.” Dorran’s fingers grazed over her shoulder. He was hesitating, speaking softly. Clare turned and wrapped her arms around him. He hugged her back. Gentle hands stroked her hair.

      She tried not to cry. Beth was right. She was acting like a child, letting her emotions get the best of her, and crumbling under pressure. Knowing that made the frustration even worse.

      “Shh, it will be all right. I’m here for you.” Dorran rocked her, kissing the top of her head. The hands kept moving in long, slow strokes.

      “I’m sorry, Dorran.” She leaned back to look up at him. “She’s not normally like this. I mean, she never acted like this before. I think… I think the stillness has been hard on her.”

      “Understandable.”

      Oh, Dorran. You’re patient, almost to a fault.

      Clare rose onto her toes to kiss his neck. He leaned into the touch and finally smiled.

      “It’ll get better,” she promised. “I’ll keep working on her. Just… try to protect yourself. You don’t have to stand up for me if we get into arguments. Leave Beth to me.”

      He lifted her hand and kissed the fingers tenderly. Then, abruptly, his smile faded. Clare pressed closer to him, trying to understand the sudden change in atmosphere. He was looking at her hand.

      “Sorry! The ring! I have it here.” She rushed to pull it out of her pocket. “I just—I—”

      He smiled, but there was no joy in the expression any longer. “That’s fine.”

      A cold rush of guilt filled her stomach. “I only took it off because Beth—with the way she’s been acting—and I didn’t want to make anything worse—”

      “Clare, it’s all right.” He took her hand and wrapped the fingers around the ring. “I understand.”

      “Do you?” She blinked up at him, searching his expression, but it was as though he’d shuttered his face. She couldn’t read his eyes any longer.

      For a moment, Dorran didn’t speak. He was looking down at their hands. Both of his were wrapped around hers, with the ring inside. Then he took a breath and spoke softly.

      “You gave me your word inside an elevator, with monsters surrounding us, and with no hope of escape. It was not a fair situation to ask you in. And not a decision I would hold you to.”

      She shook her head, not sure she understood him. “Dorran…”

      “I heard what your sister said earlier today. About how relationships are tenuous at best in this new world.” His eyes flicked up to meet hers briefly then dropped back down to their hands. His words were growing quicker, tighter, more formal, the way they did when he was under stress. “I do not wish for you to stay with me because of a hastily made promise that you now regret. If you wish to give the ring back, I will understand. I will not resent it.”

      Their hands were still wrapped together. Clare pulled them closer so that she could kiss Dorran’s. Then she glared up at him, infusing all of the conviction she felt into her words. “No chance in hell.”

      The tightness in his expression broke. He blinked at her, shaken.

      Clare pushed forward. “I fully intend to make good on that elevator promise, no matter how hastily made it was. You’re stuck with me now, buddy. ‘Til death do us part.”

      Laughter rose out of him, rolling through his chest first, shaking his shoulders, and finally spilling into his face. He bent forward to touch his forehead against hers. Clare matched his grin, enjoying his delight.

      “Truthfully?” His hand came up to stroke her cheek. “Are you certain you don’t… have any regret?”

      “Out of everything I’ve done in the last week, I regret this the least.”

      He wrapped his arms around her. She felt him lift her and leaned up to meet his lips. He was still chilled. The darkness hadn’t left his eyes. But, in that moment, he seemed more alive than he had in the past days. Clare kissed him hungrily, fingers tangling in his hair. He hummed happily. When he finally let her down, she was breathless.

      Clare realised she still held the ring. She made to put it back on her finger.

      “It’s all right.” There was a smile in his voice. “Keep it hidden for the time being. I have enough handicaps to winning over your sister as it is. I do not mind a secret engagement.”

      “Sure.” She tucked it back in beside the USB.

      Dorran bent in quickly to kiss her again, before finally letting her go.

      Clare felt her smile fade as she stared outside their little square of shelter. Beth hadn’t returned.

      She needs time to cool off.

      Fog swirled around them in little eddies as drizzling rain coursed through it. She could barely see more than ten meters away. It made her skin crawl.

      It’s not safe to be alone. Especially not with visibility this low. I shouldn’t have let her leave.

      “Clare?” Dorran watched her then glanced into the mist.

      She took a step towards the shelter’s edge. “I’m going to look for her. I’ll be back in a moment.”

      “I will come too.” He pulled his jacket’s hood up then moved to do the same to Clare’s.

      She cast a quick look at his pale skin and shadowed eyes. “You should wait with the bus. I’ll be quick.”

      “No. This is a foreign environment, and we don’t know what is out there. I won’t let you go alone.” He lifted his eyebrows. “It is non-negotiable.”

      “Hm. Okay.” She tried not to let him see how grateful she was. The mist played tricks on her eyes, building up shapes that vanished within a second. She wanted Dorran to rest, but she also didn’t want to walk into the unknown alone.

      Dorran turned off the portable stove and retrieved weapons from the bus’s compartment. He took a metal pipe, while Clare picked up the baseball bat Beth had kept beside her chair. Then, together, they stepped out from the shelter.

      The rain wasn’t heavy, but it was persistent. Even with the water-resistant coat, trickles crawled in under her jacket and dripped down her cotton top. Clare shivered.

      The mist had grown thicker as early night dropped the temperatures. She thought she could make out a small patch of straggly trees and, farther ahead, clumped boulders. In the low light, they could have been anything.

      “Beth?” Clare raised her voice as high as she dared. He word seemed to sink into the fog, swallowed, unanswered.

      She checked Dorran was still at her side. He swung the pipe in slow arcs, eyes narrowed as he tried to see through the haze.

      Clare thought she could hear sounds. She tilted her head, trying to pinpoint their direction, and stumbled towards them. Her shoes sank deep into the spongy ground as they moved downhill.

      She risked calling again. “Beth!” Just like before, the word was snatched away and muffled by the endless white. Clare strained, but the only sound she could make out was a low, rhythmic noise. Like stones being scuffed. Or like a gathering of hollows chattering.

      Stress keyed Clare’s nerves tight. The longer she went without a reply, the more afraid she felt.

      Beth wouldn’t have gone far, would she?

      It had been a mistake to let her leave on her own. Clare forged ahead, anxiety making her move faster than was wise. The noise grew closer. Trees, barely clinging to the slope, had grown lean and spindly from years of harsh winds and poor soil. Several had lost their grip on the hill and lay with their roots exposed.

      Then a shape appeared through the fog. A silver ribbon, shimmering. Clare slowed. It took a second to realise what she was looking at.

      A river had developed in the valley to carry the unprecedented deluge of water. It was recent enough that straggly, brown grass still lived in the riverbed, being pulled unrelentingly downhill. The water sloshed and jostled over itself, creating the noise that had drawn Clare’s attention. She looked behind them. She still thought she could see a hint of light from their camp, but it was so faint that it was almost invisible.

      Clare cupped her hands around her mouth. All pretence at noise moderation vanished as she yelled, “Beth!”

      This time, she had a reply. A chattering, jibbering howl rose from the hills. It was answered by a second and then a third hollow.
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      “Oh.” Clare took a step back.

      Dorran’s hand touched her shoulder. “We need to get back to the bus.”

      She shook her head furiously. “Beth’s still out here.”

      He hesitated, his lips pulled back from clenched teeth. Then he gave Clare another push. “I’ll search for her. Run for the bus and get inside. Don’t open the door unless you hear our voices.”

      “Dorran, no—”

      The words broke off as she saw movement behind him. Clare grasped Dorran’s jacket and wrenched him towards herself. A hollow’s jaw snapped through the air where his shoulder had been a second before.

      The hollow had four arms: two longer, thinner protrusions growing directly below its original pair. All four of them snatched at Dorran as it rocked past, carried by its momentum.

      Dorran swung the pipe past Clare. It made a heavy cracking noise as it hit a hollow Clare hadn’t seen.

      She caught spots of white spiralling past her as the hollow’s teeth broke out of its jaw. Then Dorran grasped her arm and swung her around to face the bus. “Run!”

      Instead, Clare put her back against his. There were at least two hollows, with more coming; she wouldn’t let him sacrifice himself for her again. Dorran planted his feet, weapon raised, but she could still detect a sway in his stance that belied his exhaustion.

      A creature came at her through the mist. Its lopsided head rocked with each step. It opened its mouth, and its jaw was filled with row upon row of teeth. Hundreds of them jammed into its maw in uneven lines.

      The shock slowed Clare’s reflexes. She swung a fraction of a second too late. Instead of connecting with the monster’s head, the wooden bat caught in its jaw. The rows of teeth tightened over her weapon, splintering it. Clare tried to pull back. The hollow wrenched its head to the side, and Clare gasped as the bat was dragged out of her grasp. Her palms smarted from where the fractured wood scraped her.

      Dorran staggered, bumping into her back. Clare looked over her shoulder and saw the creature with four arms had returned. Dorran held the pipe ahead of himself with both hands, trying to force some distance between himself and the monster. It loomed over him, two of its hands holding the metal pipe, the other two reaching past it to grasp at Dorran’s face.

      Clare was unable to help without her weapon. She crouched, hands running through the mist, and fixed on a rock the size of her fist jutting out of the marshy ground. She wrenched it free and raised it, just in time to see the many-toothed hollow returning.

      Splinters from her broken bat poked through its face. They pierced its lips and cheeks. One even jutted out from just under its eye, dripping dark blood over its jaw. Clare, choking, hurled the rock at it. She hit its mouth and flinched as one of the splinters was forced deeper into the creature’s throat. It didn’t stop coming, though. Clare braced herself and raised her arms.

      A blur of motion came from the side. The many-toothed hollow froze as a metal bar ran through its head. It hung, suspended and twitching. Then the bar was pulled back, and the hollow dropped with a gush of dark blood. Beth stood over it. Her blonde hair was plastered down by the rain, but fire blazed in her eyes.

      Dorran grunted as he threw the four-armed creature to the side. It howled as it hit the ground and scrambled back up, ready to strike. Beth intercepted it. Teeth bared, she swung again and again, using the metal pole to bludgeon and impale indiscriminately. Dorran moved forward, guarding her back, with Clare positioned between them.

      The four-armed hollow fell away, limp. It tumbled down the slope until it plunged into the river, where the current dragged it away. Beth stepped back, eyes hard as she scanned the mist.

      “Into the bus,” she snarled. “More will be coming.”

      Dorran kept one hand on Clare’s back as they ran up the hill. The bus emerged from the fog, the light acting as a beacon.

      The camp was still set up; the bus’s compartment hung open, and the shade cloth was still extended. It meant the bus was anchored to that spot, and they were out of time to pack the equipment away.

      Dorran shoved Clare through the open door then turned. “I can—”

      “In,” Beth nearly screamed. He jumped after Clare, lips pressed together tightly.

      Clare was shaking. She held her hands out to Dorran. “I’m sorry—”

      “It’s all right. You’re all right.” He reached towards her, and she fell into the hug, grateful. “Are you hurt?”

      “No, no, I’m fine.” His shirt was wet, but she could still feel the warmth of his body underneath. She closed her eyes, just glad to be able to hold him.

      The bus door slammed. Clare and Dorran jumped apart.

      Beth stood by the driver’s seat. Her eyes were wide, but her expression was unreadable. For a second, they were encased by perfect, horrible silence. Then Beth whispered, “Get into some dry clothes.”

      Clare took a half step forward, a hand held out. “Uh, Beth—”

      “Try to be quick. More hollows will be coming. The faster we can be quiet, the sooner they will leave.” She turned to the front window, unfastened a clasp, and pulled a thick metal shutter down over the glass.

      In the distance, a hollow screamed. Clare backed away from the bus’s front, trying to focus through the shivers. She felt sick in her stomach, but she knew Beth was right. They could talk once they made sure they would live through the night.

      She reached into the racks above their heads and pulled towels and fresh outfits down. That was one thing Beth had in plentiful supply: clean clothes. Finding a second set to fit Dorran was a challenge, but she managed it.

      He hung back, shrouded in darkness near the bus’s rear seats, swaying slightly and his breathing ragged. Clare held a towel up to him. She dropped her voice to a whisper that she hoped Beth wouldn’t hear. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” He took the towel and the clothes and stepped away from her.

      Beth sat in the driver’s seat and faced the closed metal shutters. She was soaked, her clothes dripping over the floor, but she made no move to change. Clare wanted to reach out to her but didn’t know what to say. Instead, she crept in between a row of seats where she would have some privacy and rushed to change into a drier outfit.

      There was no better option, so she hung the wet clothes over the back of the seats, next to the outfits they had shed earlier that day. A muffled noise dragged her attention to the nearest window. Something moved beyond it. Clare gave up on the wet shirt she’d been trying to spread out, and silently dropped into a seat.

      Fingernails dug into bus’s panels. Teeth clicked. Something heavy scrambled up over the windows and thudded onto the roof.

      Clare pulled her legs up underneath herself, her back to the window. To her left, Dorran sat near the rear of the bus. His back was straight, and his dark eyes glinted in the low light. To her right, Beth remained in the driver’s seat, unmoving. Clare had never felt more isolated. She hugged the new jacket around herself and squeezed her eyes closed.

      The hollows picked at the bus for what felt like hours. Their low, curious chattering echoed from every direction. Clare hated the noise, but it never seemed to stop. She clenched her teeth to hold back the scream that wanted to escape.

      Occasionally, one of the hollows would pass next to Clare’s windows. Through the tiny gaps around the boards, she could see grey fingers prying at the structure, picking at the screws, trying to poke through to touch the glass. Once, an eye appeared in the gap. Clare held perfectly still, breath frozen. There was barely any light inside the bus, but she didn’t know how well the hollows might be able to see in the dark. The eye rolled in its socket, passing over her, the chairs, and the ceiling. Then it disappeared, replaced by the too-long fingers once again.

      She couldn’t speak and couldn’t move. Any hint of noise would only make the hollows redouble their efforts. The only thing she could do was sit as still as possible and pray the creatures left quickly. Feet thumped above her head. Something hissed.

      An itch started below one of Clare’s shoulder blades. She couldn’t scratch it. Her eyes burned from tiredness, but she couldn’t let them close, or else she might roll over and make noise in her sleep. Sometimes, she tried to watch Dorran. All she could make out in the gloom was the silhouette of his wet hair and sometimes the flash of his eyes. She thought he might be watching her too.

      Eventually, the chattering noise softened. Dorran finally moved. He leaned over to rest his head against the windows. The motion was small, but Clare still flinched at the rustle his clothes made. She waited for the hollows to howl, but they didn’t.

      She turned towards Beth. Her sister remained pin-straight in the driver’s seat. Clare made to rise, to approach her. One of Beth’s hands rose, silhouetted, and the finger pressed over her lips. The hollows might have left, but they still couldn’t afford noise. Clare nodded and settled back into her seat.

      Rain continued to wash over them. The sound was soothing, but Clare thought she could hear distant chattering through it. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Between the rain’s tapping and the near-inaudible breathing of her companions, Clare fell asleep.

      She didn’t know how much time passed before she cracked her eyes open. Her neck was stiff from the angle she’d slept in, but she wasn’t as cold as she’d been the night before.

      The lights at the front of the bus were on. Beth had left the rest of the van dark, but the warm glow floating out from the driver’s seat helped to dispel some of the shadows. The engine was running, and the heater was on. Beth had said it was a waste of fuel the day before. But now, a gentle warmth radiated around them.

      Sunlight came through the gaps in the windows. It was insipid and grey, but she didn’t care. It was the first natural light she’d seen in days.

      A thick blanket had been draped over Clare. It had been tucked around her chin carefully, the way Beth had done when Clare was a child. Clare slowly, groggily sat up and looked towards the back of the bus. Dorran still slept. A blanket had been placed over him too. Beth hadn’t tucked it in, though. Instead, she’d tossed it over his form, almost carelessly. Despite that, Clare hoped she could take it as a good sign.

      “Morning.”

      Beth sat in the navigator’s seat, her legs propped up on the armrest as she examined the map. Her tone was clipped but not angry. The last scraps of sleepiness faded from Clare. “Good morning.”

      “What do you want for breakfast? We have cereal or tinned fruit.”

      Beth kept her attention on the map. Clare licked her lips. Are we just going to ignore last night? Ignore the fight, ignore that she saw me hugging Dorran? Just… pretend none of it happened?

      The surrealism was too much for her to handle. The question—what do you want for breakfast?—was a familiar morning greeting. Beth had to know she was hearkening back to old days. But the words were said with none of the cheerfulness Beth had once imbued.

      “Um. Either is fine. Whatever you have more of.”

      Finally, Beth looked at her. The expression was strange. There was sadness and resignation, but something else mixed into it too. She folded her map and put it aside. “Hell, we made it through the night. That means today is a good day, and we deserve good food. I’ll get you some of both. Wake your friend.”
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