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Praise for Contagion

 

‘Teri Terry is a master of the thriller, and the pace of this book rivals the deadly infection itself.’

Scotsman

 

 ‘Flame-hot dystopian thriller … sizzles with sinister science and supernatural intrigue.’

lovereading4kids.co.uk

 

 ‘Keeps the reader on the edge of their seat … chillingly believable … Can’t wait for the next one in this trilogy.’

readingzone.com

 

 ‘I loved Contagion … the story is told with great action and a breathless pace.’

thebookbag.co.uk
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 ‘A gripping dystopian debut.’

Bookseller

 

 ‘A terrific read which doesn’t give up its secrets lightly. From the first pages it grips. Highly recommended.’
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 ‘There is an Orwellian harshness about this dystopia that makes for disturbing and provocative reading.’
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 ‘A thrilling futuristic drama … compelling and well written.’
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The stages of deception – shock, outrage, examination,
tolerance and acceptance – inevitably lead to veneration.
Deception can serve truth as well as truth can unseat
deception … it’s all a matter of perspective.


 

Xander, Multiverse Manifesto
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SHOCK

Even an ending must have a beginning.
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SHAY

Please don’t shoot me, please don’t shoot me, please …

My heart beats so slow I almost think fear has made it stop.

Instead, it is time that has stilled. What should be a rush of blood in my veins pauses, waits. A bird’s cry seems to hang in the sky above me, the notes separating out and then joining back together. If I must measure the rest of my life in these small things, then they will go slow, as slow as possible, to extend my time on this earth.

Please don’t shoot me, please don’t shoot me …

The soldier’s horror and indecision batter against me – a kaleidoscope of sensations painted on waves of something like colour and sound that make up him, as he is now: his Vox, Dr 1 called it. And his fear is not just of the disease, but of me. But this wars inside him with what his eyes see before him: a girl, hands held forwards, on her knees in the dirt.

Yet who would blame him if he pulled the trigger?

Please don’t shoot me, please …

The temptation to attack his aura – to stop his hands and make him fall – almost overwhelms me. But if I did, what would the point have been in leaving Kai and coming here? The authorities must listen to me. They have to know that survivors like me are carriers; that the epidemic started here, underground on this island. If I attack their guard, why would they listen to anything I might say?

Though maybe they already know. Maybe the RAF base on this Shetland island is part of the cover-up, and this is all for nothing.

Please …

His hands tighten on his gun.

My head is swimming. I’ve stopped breathing; I can’t bring myself to take a breath until I know what he will do.

His aura shifts; it deepens with resolve. He’s made a decision.

Eyes still on me, one hand moves away from his gun as he reaches down for a radio.

I drop – almost collapse – to the ground, filling my lungs with air in a rush. I can hear the murmur of his voice but not the words.

Be brave, Shay. Be brave like Kai would have been if he were here.

Now that my heart is beating in normal time again it thumps too fast in my chest, and my breathing is shallow and quick. Exhausted from days of not sleeping much and then walking through the night, I lie down on the ground and look at the calm blue sky above me. My barriers are up in case Callie has noticed I’m missing, is searching for me, and that makes the world around me feel detached and distant.

I focus inside, instead: on slowing and deepening each breath. And despite my fear, exhaustion has my mind drifting in that weird place that comes just before sleep.

Does Kai know yet that I tricked him, that I’ve left?

Maybe he’s still asleep.

I imagine his eyes closed, lashes dark on his cheek, breathing gentle, a half-smile of pleasant dreams on his lips.

And then my dream self is there, fingers in his hair, stroking his bare chest where his heart beats under his skin.

Click.

My hand stills. What was that?

Click. A harsh, jarring sort of sound, like metal on rock.

I’m confused, and then come back to here, now – to my body lying in the dirt.

It’s footsteps. Someone is coming.

I push sleep away and sit up.

Walking towards me are two men and one woman, all in head-to-toe biohazard suits. Execution squad or welcome committee? They’re remote, muffled by the barriers of their suits – their auras are still there, but half strangled.

The woman takes the lead.

‘Good morning. I’m Dr Morgan. And you are?’

‘Shay McAllister.’

‘I understand you’ve told our sentry that you are a survivor of the Aberdeen flu. And that you are a carrier.’

‘Yes. That’s right.’

‘How do you know you are a carrier?’

‘Everywhere I’ve gone the epidemic has followed. I didn’t know; I realised after. I could show you on a map where I’ve been and tell you when, and then you’d see.’

She listens, nods; what I can see of her face behind the transparent front plate of the helmet of her suit is guarded and giving nothing away, but it is there, in her aura. They knew – or, at least, suspected – as much.

‘Why did you come to Shetland?’

‘To trace the cause of the epidemic. It wasn’t from Aberdeen at all; it came from here. Underground.’

They exchange glances. A ripple of alarm passed through them when I said underground, but I can’t read why.

‘You’d better come with us,’ she says. She hesitates, then holds out a hand.

I take hers in mine, scramble to my feet. The suit is cold, metallic; the form of her hand vague underneath its glove. Any warmth her hand may have doesn’t penetrate.

‘We haven’t enough suits to cover the base, so we need you to put one on before we go in. All right?’

I notice then that one of them is carrying a suit over his shoulder. He passes it to me.

‘I’ve guessed the size about right, I think,’ she says, and shows me how to step into it. When it closes over my head I have to fight to not struggle, to not push it away. It snaps shut and seals. She explains the controls, and how to breathe inside it. The filtered air tastes dull and removed from the island.

We walk down the hill. I feel clumsy, like the earth under my feet is too distant to walk on with any certainty.

As if I’m separate from it, and will never be part of it again.
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CALLIE

I panic when I return to the house and Kai isn’t inside. Has he vanished while I was searching for Shay? Have they both left me behind?

But I soon find him behind the house, standing on the cliff and gazing at the sea. His arms are crossed, his body rigid. He stares at the waves breaking on the rocks, far below, like he is thinking of joining them.

I’m afraid.

Don’t leave me too, Kai. I need you. I say the words even though I know he can’t hear me. Shay was the only one who could, and now she’s gone.

I place myself between him and the cliff’s edge. If I move close to him, I feel a resistance, the same as if I push against anything – a person, a rock, a door, all feel the same to me. I stare at his eyes. They’re hazel – almost green now in the sun – and full of rage and pain. He is my brother, and there is nothing I can do to help him. Nothing I could do to stop him if he decided to step over the edge. I could go with him, fly down the cliff, watch his body smash on the rocks and break and bleed and die, but I would just go on and on. It’s hard to die when you’re already dead.

But I’m hurting, too. Shay left both of us. I want to tell him this, and the frustration of not being seen or heard makes me howl and wave my fists at the sea.

Kai looks towards me, his eyes startled. Did he hear something?

When I screamed in the underground institute at the techs who hoovered up my ashes after Dr 1 had me cured in fire, they jumped. Then later one of them whistled along when I sang. Maybe Kai can hear me, even if only a little?

Kai! I’m here! I shout the words out with all that I am.

He frowns, then shakes his head, and turns and walks back to the house.

Maybe he can sense me, at least a bit, but he doesn’t believe it. At least I’ve interrupted whatever he was thinking as he stared at the rocks and the sea.

Inside he paces back and forth. He reaches into his pocket and takes out a letter. It looks all crinkled, like he’d rolled it into a ball and then smoothed it out again. He looks at it but moves it around too fast for me to see what it says.

He stuffs it back in his pocket and flops on to the sofa.

‘Callie, are you there?’

I’m here, I’m here! I want to cry when I hear his voice; when I hear him say Callie.

‘Shay’s left. She says she didn’t take you with her, that you’d want to stay with me. That I should talk to you.’ He wraps his arms around himself like he’s trying to hold something in.

‘She’s gone to turn herself in at the RAF base, to tell them she’s a carrier, and that the epidemic started here, in Shetland. In case … in case that goes wrong, she says we shouldn’t follow. We should leave the island and go back to the mainland. Tell everyone we can about the origin and spread of the epidemic, and don’t let them cover it up.

‘She says that I should tell you that she’s sorry.’ His voice is bitter with anger. ‘Like being sorry makes it all right!’ He raises his hand in a fist, but then his body seems to collapse in on itself. ‘Shay, how could you?’ he whispers. He fights it, but his shoulders are shaking.

And … and … he’s crying. Kai – my big brother – is crying?

This is so wrong. It makes me twist up inside like I’m about to cry, too, but tears are something I don’t have any more. And, even worse: there is a horrible feeling gnawing inside me.

It’s my fault. Isn’t it?

It’s my fault Shay left. She thought she was contagious; that everyone – including her mother – caught it from her, and got sick and died. I let her think this; I didn’t tell her the truth.

I didn’t tell her that it was me who was the carrier all along. It never occurred to her, what with me being dead: who ever heard of a contagious ghost? But all the major centres of the epidemic – from the beginning when it spread from Shetland to Aberdeen, then Edinburgh, then Newcastle and beyond – were places I’d been. The disease always hit soon after I was there: it had to be me.

Later, when Shay got sick and survived, she could see and hear me. She was the only one who could after I was cured – apart from the dying. After that the disease did follow wherever she went – but only because I was there, too. She’d never even been to Aberdeen or Newcastle. She’d explained that by saying there must have been other survivors in those places, but I never found any when I was there.

She would never have left Kai and me if I had told her the truth, but …

No! It’s not my fault; none of it. Everything goes back to Dr 1: he’s the one who did this to me. He’s the doctor who gave me the illness in his lab underground; when I survived and changed, he cured me in fire and turned me into whatever it is that I am now.

It’s his fault.

Everything I’ve done from the beginning – getting Kai and Shay to come here to find the source of the epidemic, and then not telling Shay that it is me who is the carrier – was all to get at Dr 1.

But I was supposed to go with Shay, so I could be there when they found him. That’s why I couldn’t tell her the truth – she wouldn’t have had any reason to go to them if she’d known it wasn’t her.

But she left without me.

Why? Why didn’t she take me with her?

Kai cries, and the rage and heat inside me strengthens, grows – a fury that could destroy and swallow the world.

Dr 1 must pay for what he’s done.
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SHAY

Before I can finally take off the suit, I’m locked in a small, sealed room; the feeling of enclosure, of not being able to breathe quite right, is still there. One wall of the room is glass – very thick glass.

Dr Morgan is on the other side of this transparent wall, with two men – older ones, not the same ones who came out to get me earlier. All three are in uniform. They’re talking, but I can’t hear them.

I knock on the glass. They continue talking, but then, a moment later, Dr Morgan reaches for some controls and I can hear them clearly.

‘Hello, Shay. Sorry about the barrier.’ She gestures at the wall between us. ‘Are you more comfortable without the suit?’

I shrug. ‘Sure. Yes.’

She smiles, but there is an edge within it.

‘Now, Shay, we’ve found out a few things about you.’ She looks at a tablet in her hands. ‘Such as, that you are wanted in connection with a murder. Also, it says that you were reported as immune?’

‘I didn’t kill anybody!’ Then I realise that’s not true: many, many people have died because of me, haven’t they? I sigh and cross my arms. ‘I mean, I didn’t shoot that boy they say I did.’

She nods, a careful look on her face, disbelief in her aura.

No. No way. Are they not going to believe anything I say because of that set-up by SAR?

I grip the edges of the table between me and the glass, and lean forward. ‘Listen to me. You have to listen.’

‘We’re listening,’ she says.

‘I had the flu; I thought I was going to die. My mother did die.’ I push the pain away. ‘And we went back to Killin—’

‘We? That’d be you and Kai Tanzer, currently also wanted after mysteriously going missing from a police cell in Inverness. Do you know where he is now?’

‘No. Anyway, I said I was immune, like Kai. We helped at the hospital tent in Killin. Then this creepy lieutenant from SAR—’

‘SAR?’

‘Special Alternatives Regiment of the army.’

She half raises an eyebrow, and I can see it: she’s never heard of this regiment. How can that be? I know this is a RAF base, not an army one, but I wouldn’t have thought they were so separate that they didn’t know the names of each other’s regiments.

‘Anyhow, this lieutenant – Kirkland-Smith, he said his name was – came and said they knew I was a survivor and that they were taking me away to help study the epidemic, but he was lying. They wanted to kill me.’

‘How did you know he was lying?’

‘I just did.’

‘I see. Try this, Shay. I’ll tell you two things – one a lie, and one the truth, and you tell me which is which.’

‘Seriously? Aren’t there more important things to be—’

‘Humour me. Please.’

I stare back at her, then shrug my shoulders. Anything, if it’ll help them believe me. ‘OK, fine,’ I say.

‘All right. My middle name is Hannah. My middle name is Helen.’ As she speaks, I study her aura: the waves of colour that surround her, unique to her, change with her thoughts and feelings. When she says Helen there are ripples of silver blue, and I feel the truth within them. When she says Hannah her aura is disturbed, with slashes of mustard and green – it’s a lie.

‘You lied about Hannah; your middle name is Helen.’

‘That’s just a fifty-fifty guess,’ one of the men says. They’ve been silent until now. ‘Try again,’ he says, and gives me a list of ten possible middle names for himself.

I roll my eyes. ‘Your middle name is Monteroy. Congratulations on middle name weirdness. Can we carry on now?’

He nods.

‘Impressive,’ Dr Morgan says. ‘OK, so let’s just assume you knew this lieutenant was lying. And then?’

‘I ran away. They shot at me and hit me in the ear.’

‘That wasn’t that long ago. I didn’t notice any injury?’

I shrug. ‘I healed it.’

‘Really.’

‘Oh, for … Look.’ I bite my lip, hard. A trickle of blood runs down my face and the pain helps me focus, to keep my temper.

‘See? I’m bleeding.’ And then I close my eyes and reach for the pain, reach inside me – the blood and tissue and their components, down to a cellular level, then molecular, and atomic. Atoms are made up of particles; particles that can behave as waves – waves that can be influenced and changed. I heal my lip, wipe off the blood from before. The cut is gone. ‘And now I’m not.’

Dr Morgan frowns. ‘I don’t know what trick that is, but—’

‘It’s not a trick. It’s part of being a survivor.’

Her aura shifts; she’s pleased. She’s pleased I confirmed this?

‘All right, then,’ she says, ‘let’s say you are a survivor. Now let’s get back to this boy you shot—’

‘I didn’t shoot anybody! A soldier from SAR shot at me, and Duncan pushed me out of the way and saved my life. The soldier shot Duncan.’

‘Really?’ She doesn’t believe me. If she doesn’t believe that, how will she believe anything else?

After everything we’ve been through to learn what I have to tell them; after having to leave Kai – I push that pain away, too, to save it for later – could it come down to this? That they won’t believe me? I focus on Dr Morgan; disbelief shimmers through her aura.

And on top of everything else, I’m tired, hungry, and getting more and more angry at these games of words. ‘Right, you three are going to sit there and listen. Not another word, all right?’ Tendrils of my anger whip out and find the part of their auras that lets them decide to speak, to form words, to stand up or do anything really, and stop it. All they can do is listen.

And I tell them everything. About SAR kidnapping Kai to try to trap me; about how I rescued him; how we got away. That I came to Shetland to trace the cause of the epidemic. About the boat trip across and the plague ship. About Dr 1 and the research institute underground and what he was doing there with a particle accelerator: making and extracting quantum particles of some kind, and using it as something like a biological weapon. He tested it on subjects; killed people. That it got out, and this is how the epidemic started. And then I tell them everywhere I’ve been and when, and that the epidemic followed me across country about a day behind. I leave out Callie, and that Kai came here with me, but tell them everything else.

When I finally stop talking, I’m exhausted – both from reliving the tale, and from the effort of influencing all three of them at once. I release them.

‘What did you do to us?’ Dr Morgan asks, her eyes round.

‘You wouldn’t listen. I made you listen.’

There is fear on their faces, clear enough without even looking at their auras. They get up and almost run out of a door on their side of the glass.

At least they listened.

Uneasy, I wrap my arms around myself. Maybe that display wasn’t such a good idea. Maybe I’d have been better off keeping the things I can do to myself. But I didn’t plan to do that; I was angry, and it just sort of happened.

Too late to second-guess it now.

 

Someone comes to the door just as I’m falling asleep in the chair. He’s in a full biohazard suit and goes through the double airlock into my small room.

‘Hi, Shay. I’m here to help you put on your suit.’

‘And then what?’

‘We’re flying you to England, to talk to some experts there about the Aberdeen flu.’

The knots inside me loosen. Did they believe at least part of what I said?

I get up and he holds out the suit; I step into it. Again I have to fight the automatic urge to push it away, to stop his hands doing up the seals.

‘I’ll just adjust the ventilation,’ he says, and does something to the top of the suit before snapping it closed over my head. I’m so distracted by not wanting to be closed up inside of this thing that by the time I notice the deception in his aura, it’s too late.

There’s a funny taste, and smell, inside my suit. My head spins.

‘What … what have you … done?’ I manage to whisper the words, but the world is lurching – I’m falling. Like he was expecting this he’s there, ready, and I feel his hands through the suit, catching me.

Everything goes black.
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CALLIE

The next morning Kai has Shay’s letter out again, but this time he uses it to copy the username and password to log on to a website. It’s JIT, the one set up by Shay’s best friend, Iona, who blogs about all kinds of weird stuff that she thinks may be news. Shay had said that Iona wants to be a journalist, and JIT stands for journalist-in-training.

At the top of the blog list there is a draft post, the sort you can only see by logging in; it won’t be public on the internet. Its title is ‘Shay??’

He clicks on it.

Iona: Shay, answer me! Don’t do this – it’s too dangerous. And how can you be sure you’re a carrier? Shay?

Jealousy surges through me. Shay said she was my friend, but she left without me; she left without even saying goodbye. But she told Iona everything, didn’t she?

Kai sighs and clicks edit.

Kai: Iona – this is Kai. It’s too late. She’s gone. He saves it. Waits a moment. Is Iona online? He hits refresh, and a new edit appears.

Iona: no no no. Is she all right? How could you let her go?

Kai: I didn’t let her do anything. She left when I was asleep. Left me a letter with the login for JIT. Told me not to follow her, to go back to mainland Scotland and spread the word about the cause of the epidemic.

He hits refresh again. And again. Finally:

Iona: She makes sense. But …

Kai: Maybe. I don’t care if it is sense. It’s wrong.

Iona: What are you going to do?

Kai: I’m going to go to the RAF base. I’ve thought all night and I have to find out if she’s all right or I’ll go insane. I wanted to tell you so somebody knew, in case … well. You know.

Iona: OK, I understand. Get in touch when you can. Be careful.

 

Kai washes quickly, dresses. Eats some crackers and tinned fruit out of the cupboards. There’s not much left here; he’ll have to leave soon no matter what as there will be nothing to eat.

Yesterday’s sunshine is gone. Dark clouds scuttle across the sky, and it’s drizzling. As he walks across this untouched part of the island, then over the sand to the burnt wasteland that is most of the rest of it, the rain comes down harder. He keeps walking.

I’m scared. What will they do to him when he gets there?

What did they do to Shay?

Maybe when I was searching the island for her I couldn’t sense her because … because … I was too late. Maybe they shot her like that SAR lieutenant tried to do before.

The RAF base is miles away. By the time we get there, Kai is soaked. The base is quiet; there aren’t any people moving around like there were when I came here before to look for Shay.

Kai walks up to the gate. That’s odd: there isn’t anyone on guard duty like there was yesterday either.

Kai peers through, looks around, then opens the gate. He walks across the road to the first temporary building.

He knocks, opens the door. ‘Hello?’ he calls out. There’s no answer.

It’s as if they’ve all left, or—

I stop when it hits me. Yesterday I searched the whole base for Shay, didn’t I? There were people everywhere then, people I went up close to. I was so focused on trying to find Shay that I didn’t even think about what I was doing, or what might happen to them.

Kai continues on to another, larger building. When I follow, that is when I start to hear it: the pain.

It is here.

He hesitates, like he can hear it, too. Then he goes in.

This is where everyone is. There are the cries and the silences – the dying and the dead, and I’m full of horror. I did this. I’ve done it before, many times, many places, but that was before I had worked it out – before I knew that I was the carrier. That I was the one who made people suffer and die.

Kai, shocked, hesitates by the door. Some of the ill are with it enough to notice he is there, to turn and stare.

‘Leave,’ one says, in a weak voice. ‘Before you catch it.’

Kai walks over to his camp bed and kneels down.

‘I’m immune. I can’t catch it.’

‘Lucky you.’

‘Maybe you can help me, though. Someone I know – a girl, Shay McAllister – came here, and—’

‘That bitch,’ he says, and Kai recoils. ‘She did this to us. All of us. They put her in a suit, but it mustn’t have been soon enough to stop it spreading.’ His face screws up with pain, then clears. He stares at me. ‘Who are you?’

I’m Callie. Tell Kai I’m here!

His eyes move from me to Kai and back again. ‘Callie says she’s here.’

Kai is shocked. ‘You can see her?’

It’s because you’re dying.

‘Yes. Callie says it’s because I’m dying. What a surprise.’

‘Where is Shay?’ Kai says. ‘What have you done to her?’

‘Nothing. But if I’d only known, I would have shot her myself. They flew her off Shetland before this hit.’

‘Where did they take her?’

‘I don’t know – I heard it was to some secret RAF base out of the quarantine zone. Wherever it is, they’re in trouble.’

The whole time he talks to Kai, he stares at me. ‘What are you?’ he finally says, still staring.

I stare back at him and move closer. He’s on the very edge of death now.

Don’t talk about Shay like that. I’m your worst nightmare, not her. I spread the disease that is killing you.

I see the understanding register in his eyes just as the blood starts to come out of them. And then he’s still. Dead. After what he said about Shay, I don’t even care.

Kai looks around the room, shakes his head. Walks for the door, fast, as if he wants to run away from what he has seen and heard.

‘Come on, Callie,’ he says. ‘There’s nothing we can do to help them now. At least we know Shay isn’t here any more, and we can leave Shetland.’

Anywhere is good, so long as it is off this island. I hate being here. But if we leave, will what happened to me here always stick to me like filth, inside, wherever I go? Filth that spreads out and causes suffering all around me.

‘So, we have to go back over the sea,’ Kai says. ‘Just like Shay told us to do.’ He swears under his breath and starts striding out, putting distance between us and the dead and the dying.

Kai pauses on the top of the hill, turns and looks back. ‘Did they really catch that from her?’ His face is pale.

‘Oh, Shay,’ he murmurs under his breath. ‘What now?’
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SHAY

There is something more than the nothing that came before it. Some awareness – some sense of my body, that I’m breathing deep and even, and I’m completely, deliciously relaxed. I push these sensations away; I don’t want them. I want to go back to floating in nothingness. In nothing, there is no pain, no loss; no decisions to make or actions to carry out. I want to stay there.

There is a dim sound; a click.

I swallow. My mouth is dry, tastes funny, and—

Awareness floods back. Was I drugged? Where am I? I struggle to move, to open my eyes, but even my eyelids are heavy.

Instead, I reach: reach out to what is around me, without using my ordinary senses.

Nothing.

Nothing? How can there be no life of any sort around me?

Panic gives me the energy to open my eyes, to stir. I swallow again, and cough.

I’m in a small room, on a narrow bed. There’s a toilet in the corner, a sink, a blanket over me. And that is it.

There is nothing I can reach: no humans or animals or insects, not even a solitary spider.

I struggle to sit up. My head is pounding, and I’m thirsty. There’s a plastic cup on the side of the sink. I reach out, turn on the tap and fill it. My hands are a little shaky and water slops as I drink, leaving a cold trail down my front.

I reach down to brush at the water I spilled on myself, and there is a further shock: I’m wearing some sort of shapeless gown, like from a hospital, and nothing else. Someone took off my clothes and put me in this while I was unconscious?

My skin is crawling. I feel sick. I wrap my arms around myself, but that isn’t enough. I grab the blanket and wrap that around me, too.

I have this creepy-crawly sensation like there is someone watching me, even though I can’t sense anyone there. My eyes hunt around and every wall looks even, solid; the ceiling and floor, too.

That’s when I realise there are no windows or doors; at least, none that I can see. There must be: how else did I get in here?

That weird feeling of being watched is still on my skin, as if eyes leave fingerprints I can feel. Could there be a hidden watcher?

I swallow again.

‘Hello?’ I say, tentative. My voice feels rusty, like I haven’t used it for a while.

I try again, and this time it is stronger: ‘Hello? Is there anybody there?’

My voice seems to echo off the bare walls, ceiling and floor, and bounces back to my ears.

No one answers. Can’t anyone hear me?

Panic is rising up inside, waves that build and build, and I’m shaking. Where am I? I don’t want to be here.

‘Let me out of here! Let me out!’

I say it loud, and louder again, until I’m screaming.
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CALLIE

Kai’s hands are shaking as he types an edit on JIT for Iona.

Kai: Everyone I saw at the RAF base had the flu or was already dead. They think they caught it from Shay. One of them told me she was flown off Shetland last night, before they started getting sick.

He hits save, and has a long drink from a bottle of red wine that he found in the back of a cupboard.

Iona: So … she was right? She’s definitely a carrier?

Kai: It looks that way. Her reasoning before was sound, too. I just didn’t want to believe it.

Iona: Me neither. Any idea where they may have taken her?

Kai: The one I spoke to said it was to a secret RAF base outside the quarantine zone, but he didn’t know where it was. It could be anywhere.

Iona: OK. I’ll do some research, see if I can narrow that down a little. What are you going to do now?

Kai has another drink from the bottle.

Kai: Leave Shetland, like Shay said. I have to try to find her. And him: the doctor who is responsible for all of this.

Iona: How will you get back here?

Kai: The people on the boat that brought us said to return to the cave they hide in during the day, and wait. But that boat didn’t make it: they all died of the flu.

Iona: I know. Shay told me.

Kai: But I’m sure they said there’s more than one boat that goes there, so I’ll go and wait, see if one shows up. I don’t know what else to try.

Iona: OK. If that doesn’t work, let me know; I’ll see if I can find out anything about other ways off Shetland. But there’s just one problem.

Kai: Only one?

Iona: I was going to suggest destroying the laptop you are using, or throwing it in the sea – to make sure if the owner returns that they can’t trace what you’ve done on it, and track us down. You can’t do that if you might need to use it again.

Iona starts giving Kai detailed instructions for erasing history off the computer once they’re finished, and I drift away.

My original excitement that Kai knew for sure I’m with him has faded. He still can’t hear me; he seems to have forgotten to talk to me since we left the RAF base, even though that air-force guy told him I was there.

I go outside. The sun is low in the sky, though it isn’t dark, not really. Shay said this far north in the summer it doesn’t get dark – just dim. The summer dim, she called it.

The rain has stopped – not that I care – and I stand on the cliff where I’d found Kai yesterday. I can’t feel the wind but I can see it is there in the fierce shaking of the long grass, the white froth of the angry sea below.

On impulse I dive off the cliff, down, down, down …

Then I stop and hang in mid-air, just where the waves break on the rocks. Spray flies all around me.

In the thin light I can see my hands if I hold them up: an outline of darkness. Water splashes through them as if they’re not there, and I can’t even feel it.

I’m weighed down with not being able to touch, to feel. I drop lower, and slide into the water. Rocks under the waves stretch out from the cliff, and they stop me going down further; the water doesn’t. It should be cold but there is no feeling of that, either.

If I could dive off a cliff like Kai could, and have everything just stop – would I?

Darkness. Death. That’s all I am. I could stay here alone for ever, and who would care? Kai only knew I was here because Shay told him; if I left now he wouldn’t even know the difference.

Without Shay there to tell her my mum didn’t know I was there, either. I had to leave her to go with Kai; the loss is an ache that stretches on and on.

And my father? I can’t even remember him. I know his name, from things Shay and Kai said – Dr Alex Cross. He was Kai’s stepfather, and Kai hates him. Kai thinks he had something to do with what happened to me, though Shay and my mum didn’t seem to agree. But what does that matter if I don’t even remember anything about him?

I have nothing. Without Shay, nobody even knows if I’m there.

But there is one thing more that I am; something that I know will pull me away from this place and off the island. It still feels hot inside me, even though the cold of this water and the warmth of the sun are things I can’t feel any more.

Hot, red and strong:

Anger.

There is a distant crash up above.

Kai?

Panic has me blur back up to the top of the cliff and into the house. He stands there in the front room, red spreading on the light carpet, the wall, but he’s all right – it isn’t blood. It’s wine. Broken glass is scattered from one side of the room to the other. He must have thrown what was left of that bottle of wine against the wall with a lot of force to make as much mess as this.

His fists are clenched, and even though he can’t feel me I stand next to him, hold my fists next to his.

He can’t hear me, he can’t see me, but we are in this together.

Anger isn’t a big enough word to cover how Dr 1 makes me feel. He made this illness that changed Shay and me; he cured me, too – burnt me in fire to make me what I am now.

Together, Kai and me will find him, and make him suffer.
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OUTRAGE

Human emotions and reactions in response to given stimuli are often predictable; human actions frequently are not. They are rarely governed by the rules of logic or evolution.


 

Xander, Multiverse Manifesto
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KAI

It is better to move. The rain is good, too – being cold and wet gives me something else to feel.

The tight feeling across my chest is still there, but when I’m walking fast like I am now, I have to keep breathing to keep moving; my heart must keep beating.

I won’t fail again. I can’t.

Shay, I will find you.

And then? What then?

Then can wait. Find her – find her first.

 

My feet falter when I reach the grassy place above the cliffs, where Shay fell asleep against my shoulder in the sun after we climbed up from the beach.

I can feel her body, warm and curled against mine; smell her hair, still damp from the waterfall – it was just here.

Move. Keep moving.

I start to climb straight down the cliff; not the easier way we came up. The rain has stopped now, but my foot slips on wet rock.

My hands and feet scrabble against rock and one hand slams into a crevice. There is sharp pain in my palm but I hold on. My feet search side to side, find a toehold so I can ease weight off my hand. And there’s an almost sound, like an echo of a shout in my mind, like I thought I heard on that cliff behind the house yesterday.

‘Is that you, Callie?’ I say. ‘Don’t worry, I’m all right.’

I take more care, reach the bottom, then inspect my hand. Just a cut, in the fleshy part – a little blood. It’s nothing.

Though if Mum were here, she’d be grabbing disinfectant and a bandage. Then I’m remembering cutting myself on Callie’s broken glass teddy bear in her room, and Mum cleaning and bandaging it. She said she wished all my hurts were so easy to fix. But they just get worse and worse, don’t they?

The tide is further out than it was when the rowboat left Shay and me here, but the sea isn’t as calm. I could wait, see if it improves? Undecided, I stare at the water.

Keep moving.

I take off my T-shirt and jeans – wrap them in plastic and put them inside my backpack with the last of the food and bottled water I could find at the house.

One foot in the water, I curse under my breath – it’s so bloody cold. Quick in is best, isn’t it? I take a few steps to deeper water and dive in.

The shock chokes my breath for real now, and it’s hard to reach out with my arms and swim when it is telling me to get out, to wrap something around myself and get warm.

I swim, hard, to try to get some warmth into arms and legs that feel clumsy and numb. The cove is soon behind me and the rocks cleared; the water is getting deeper. Now it’s much rougher. The cave is along the coast to the left, but when I try to head in that direction the current fights against me, pushing me across to the right. Instead, I head further out to sea, away from the island – just edging to the left gradually in ever rougher water.

Each stroke is getting harder. Spots dance in my vision.

Exhausted, I close my eyes to rest for a moment, floating, letting the swirling cold water take me where it will. My thoughts are jumpy and scattered. Shay and Mum and Callie’s faces flit in and out, and …

NO!

I jump, open my eyes. That was less of an echo and more of a shout.

‘Right, Callie; on we go.’ I make myself start swimming harder across to the left. The undertow is less now I’m further out and I overshoot the cave on purpose, then start to cut back in to the island. The current strengthens and drags me to the right once again as I swim for the shore.

Gradually the sea quietens. In the shadow of cliffs, I swim for the dark gap in the rocks.
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CALLIE

Kai pulls himself up on a rock near the entrance of the cave, breathing heavily, not moving.

I feel like I’m breathing as hard, my heart thumping as fast. He kept going further out, then just stopped – floating in the water, eyes shut, being dragged by the sea away from the island.

He definitely heard me that time. When I screamed at him to swim to the shore, he actually jumped. Then I was really scared: people only hear me if they’re about to die. How close was he to giving up?

I’m so focused on Kai, on watching the movement of his chest as he breathes, that at first I don’t see it.

Further inside the cave behind us.

It’s a boat. It’s nothing like the one we came here in, not at all: it’s white, sleek and pretty and that one was rough and heavy. The sails are down now, but that is what it is: a sailboat.

It’s quiet. Is anyone there?

Kai is stirring behind me now. He sits up on the rock, still breathing hard, and his eyes must have adjusted to the darkness by now. He sees it, he must see it; he turns towards it. His eyes widen.

The water inside the cave is almost still. Kai slips back into it, and swims the few strokes to where the boat is tied. He clambers on to rocks next to it.

‘Hello?’ he says.

There is no sound.

He’s shivering even more violently now, goose bumps standing up on his arms and legs. He takes off the backpack and gets his clothes out, then struggles to pull them on as they stick to his wet skin.

‘Hello?’ he says again, then covers his nose and mouth with his hand like something smells bad.

I slip into the boat.

It doesn’t take long to find them.

Three red-haired children. A woman with long red hair, lying next to them. Their eyes are open, staring; dark dried blood around them. They’ve been dead a while.

And sitting next to them? A man. Alive. He would be tall if stretched out, but he is folded in on himself on the deck. His arms are wrapped around his knees, and he’s humming quietly, eyes closed, and rocking back and forth.

Can you hear me? I try. No flicker of response, so either he’s ignoring me or he’s not dying himself.

Kai climbs up the short ladder by the rocks, and looks into the boat. His white face goes even paler.
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KAI

I clear my throat. ‘Hello. Can I come aboard?’

No answer. The only sounds are the gentle lapping of the water; bird calls, muted, from outside the cave. And the tuneless humming from the man who ignores me. Eyes closed, he rocks slightly back and forth next to what must be his family – they were his family. I try to avert my eyes, but they are drawn again and again.

I’ve seen the dead – bodies of all ages, shapes and sizes that I carried to the pyres, first in Newcastle, then in Killin. I could close myself off to what they were and do what had to be done, but they always came back to haunt me at odd moments – lurking in corners of my mind, appearing in my dreams late at night.

But not like this. He’s arranged them together at his feet, on the deck, and they’ve been there a while. There is decay, and the particular horrifying smell of rotting flesh, and my senses are imprinted with things I know will stay inside in places I don’t want to visit, but will again and again.

This boat is a mausoleum, and I want to back away.

But I can’t leave him. He’s not got sick in however long they’ve been like this; he must be immune like I am. To leave him would be for him to starve and die slowly, alone with their ghosts.

I climb into the boat. Stepping away from them and focusing on him, I keep my eyes on his thin shoulders, dark hair. His head is turned down.

‘What’s your name?’ I say.

He doesn’t look up. There’s no answer, but there is a small break in his humming. It resumes again.

‘I’m Kai.’

This time his head moves a little. His eyes flick up to me, then slide away.

I manoeuvre myself to sit down next to him, leaning against the railing, with him between me and them. ‘Were they your family? I’m sorry.’

No response. He hums a little louder, as if trying to block me out.

‘Do you need a drink?’ I get a water bottle from my pack, hold it out, then touch the man’s shoulder. He flinches and looks up.

‘Here.’ I hold the water bottle by his mouth, angle it back a little so it splashes his lips. He licks his lips, tilts his head back and I hold up the bottle so he can have a proper drink. He swallows, coughs, then turns his head away from the bottle.

‘This is wrong,’ he whispers. ‘I’m waiting to die. That won’t help.’

‘You’re not sick, though, are you?’ He shakes his head slightly. ‘You must be immune, like me.’

No answer. His arms are wrapped back around his knees, rocking.

I lean back against the side of the boat. There is nothing I can do to help him; nothing I can even imagine about the pain he is in right now. And then my blood is rushing, my muscles clenching, and I’m angry, full of red rage fury – at what has happened to this man’s family, to Callie, to so many people – all the bodies I carried to the pyres. Now, back in England and the rest of Scotland, it’s probably even worse.

And somebody did this. It’s not an accident of nature, some flu mutation or new virus caught from a mosquito or a monkey in a forest – somebody made this happen.

I swear loudly.

He turns, looks at me – his humming stops.

I do it again, even louder, and slam my hand down hard on the deck. ‘It’s wrong that this happened to your family, to you. To me. To the world! It’s not fair!’

‘It’s my fault,’ he says. ‘Sally wanted to leave ages ago.’ His voice is hoarse, and I hold out the water bottle. This time he takes it in his hands, has a long drink, then gives it back. ‘I wouldn’t go, kept thinking things would get sorted out, that they’d find a cure. That we’d be all right. Then when she finally talked me around, it was too late. The kids started to get sick before we were even halfway here.’

‘But what are you going to do about it?’

‘Do about it? What do you mean?’

‘Listen to me.’

He shakes his head, puts his arms back around his knees, rocking. Humming.

But I tell him: about Shay, who she is and that she is a survivor, and why we came to Shetland. Where the illness started: underground, in a lab. That someone did it on purpose, and that the army is involved somehow – that it’s their fault, not his. That Shay turned herself in to the RAF base when she realised she was a carrier. That now we need to leave this island, go back to mainland Scotland, and make sure those responsible are held accountable.

He doesn’t look at me the whole time I’m talking. He stays as he is, as if he’s pretending I’m not here, he’s not here, nothing exists.

When I’m finished, there is silence for a while, a long while.

Then he stops rocking.

He doesn’t look up. He says something, but it is muffled against his knees, not loud enough to hear.

‘What’s that?’

He turns back towards me. His face is still pale but where all was dull in his eyes before, now there is a trace of a spark, of anger – of fire.

‘Bobby. My name is Bobby.’ He holds out a hand, and I grasp it, hold it tight.

Bobby leans forwards against me and cries.
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CALLIE

There’s a small lifeboat, and that’s where they put Bobby’s family. Kai tries to help but Bobby insists on doing it himself, and fusses over how to have them – the smallest child, a boy, on his mother, the two girls either side. Their favourite toys with them. When he tucks a soft blanket all around them with trembling hands there is such care on his face, even when he soaks it with petrol. Bobby’s eyes are dry now, as if the tears before were all he had left, but it is all over Kai’s face that he’s struggling not to break down.

Near dusk Bobby uses the engine to manoeuvre the sailboat out of the cave and away from the island, with the lifeboat towed behind. The sea is bigger than it was earlier; the wind has picked up. When they judge they’ve gone far enough away from the shore, Bobby pulls the lifeboat up to the sailboat.

Now he needs help. He can’t bring himself to do it.

Kai uses matches to light the torch they made. He holds it aloft, then throws it on to the lifeboat. When they’re sure it has caught they release the boat, and push it away with an oar.

Flames dance into the sky.

 

Later, Bobby shouts instructions at Kai, and between the two of them – Bobby knowing what to do, and Kai having the strength to do it – they somehow get the sails up. The wind is steady and the stars in the sky clear as we sail through the night and next day for Scotland.
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