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Synopsis

In this post-apocalyptic world, you have a choice:
survive as a slave or fight for your freedom.

The Red Death pandemic wiped out most of the human
population, and the world that remains is dangerous and
unforgiving. Survivor Alex Clarke and her companions are rescued
after a vicious attack and welcomed into the Rapture’s Haven Camp.
Although given medical treatment, food, shelter, and protection,
Alex senses something sinister lurking beneath the camp’s friendly
exterior.

Camp medic Evelyn Bennett is instinctively drawn to
Alex and warns her that the camp is a dangerous cult and the women
are slaves. While planning to escape, their secret relationship is
discovered. Escape is no longer possible. They must fight for their
freedom—or die trying.
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Chapter One

Alex Clarke tried to keep her composure, afraid that
if her true emotions surfaced they would only add to her dad’s
suffering. She bit down painfully on her tongue, silencing the
hysteria clawing up her throat. A hot trickle of coppery blood was
enough to keep her screams at bay.

She watched as her dad suffered yet another violent
coughing fit, his gaunt face contorted with pain as he struggled to
catch each labouring breath. The rattling sound from his chest had
grown louder. His bulky frame was misleading, as his body was
helplessly weak and frail. His clothes were saturated with sweat
and bloody mucus. A thick layer of perspiration coated his skin,
while his body shivered as the raging fever continued to ravage
him.

Alex looked away. She knew he hated her to see him
so weak. In truth, he no longer resembled the strong and powerful
protector of their family. The anguish of remembering him as the
gentle giant who’d taught her how to ride a bike, told exciting
bedtime stories, and taken her on adventures hurt more than she’d
believed possible.

As an only child, she’d never wanted for anything or
been lonely. The three of them had been content and happy with
their little family unit. Her parents wholeheartedly supported her
in whatever she’d endeavoured to do. At sixteen, she’d finally
gathered enough courage to tell them she was a lesbian and they’d
accepted her without judgment. In later years, her partner Dianne
had been warmly welcomed into their family, and for eighteen months
they’d all been happy together.

Things had been perfect.

The perfect days they shared had turned into perfect
months and had passed by quickly. In the blink of an eye, all hell
broke loose. Within months, everything had gone to shit. Everyone
and everything she loved, except for her dad, was gone. Soon he’d
leave her, too.

She sensed the coughing fit subside and reluctantly
returned her gaze to him. Besides herself, he was the only living
person that remained.

“You’ve everything packed…like I showed you?” he
asked, his voice nothing more than an audible rasp.

“Yes.” She grimaced at the pain it caused him to
speak.

He gave a weak nod and his gaze met hers for a
fleeting second before she looked away. The familiar blue rings of
his eyes were set against the startling red backdrop that had once
been white. Although his eyes had been this way for two days now,
she still found it impossible to bear. The cause of the unnatural
red eyes hadn’t been properly explained. It’d been listed as one of
the main symptoms of the strain. She guessed it probably had
something to do with the pressure caused from the violent coughing.
Regardless of its cause, it was another indicator of the final
stages of the Red Death. The sensational name was first used by the
media, and by the time scientists had come up with an official name
for it, the Red Death had already stuck.

She’d witnessed its devastating course from
beginning until end twice before—first with Dianne, then only days
later, with her mum. She was certain her dad was in the last and
most horrific stages. Worse still was the knowledge there was
nothing she could do to help or even mildly relieve his
suffering.

He coughed again and thick bloody mucus, more black
than red, spilt down his chin. With a trembling hand, he wiped
himself with his soiled cloth.

Alex fought hard against the urge to heave and
clenched her hands into painfully tight fists. Her nails cut into
her palms, verging on breaking the skin. Hysteria stalked close to
the brink again, and she mustered what little resolve she had left
to swallow it down.

“Your mum and I love you—” Another coughing fit cut
him off. The pain was obvious, but a few moments later, he
continued, “You’re destined for something big, Alex. I’ve known it
since the day I held you in the hospital. I’m just sorry I can’t be
with you.”

A searing lump of emotion lodged in her throat. She
forced her words over it. “I’m destined to die like Dianne, Mum,
and the rest of the world. In a few days, I’ll start with the
symptoms.”

He shook his head. Pink tears tainted with blood
streamed from his burgundy eyes. “You’re immune.”

She glared defiantly and tried to swallow, but the
lump made her wince. Boiling tears welled in her eyes. “That
doesn’t make sense. Just because you’ve always said I was your
miracle baby doesn’t mean I’m immune to this. You only started with
it a few days ago.”

“I was lucky to last this long. It allowed me to
teach you how to survive. I’m ready to be with your mum and Dianne.
There isn’t time to go over this again.” Another coughing fit tore
through his body, crippling him with pain.

Alex couldn’t hold back the tears. “I don’t want to
be alone. I can’t go on without you. I can’t…I’m not this special
person you think I am. I’m just me.”

“Alexandra,” he said, his lips and teeth coated with
rank blood. “You will go on. You swore to me on your mum’s and
Dianne’s graves that you would go when I told you to and never come
back. We didn’t raise you to be a liar or a coward.”

She felt like a berated child, which made her
sobbing worse. “Dad…please—”

“Promise me again, now.” His voice was raspy and
disjointed because of his shallow breathing, but she still heard
his steel determination. He wouldn’t back down.

In desperation she tried to get him to see sense.
“I’ve nowhere to go. And I need to look after you—”

He lifted a weak hand, immediately silencing her. “I
don’t need looking after. There’s nothing you can do for me. You
know it. You’re not going to watch me turn into a corpse.”

Alex knelt before him. “I need to be with you until
the end. I can’t just leave you. I won’t do it.”

“We went through this with Dianne and your mum. We
both know what happens in the end. Soon, I won’t even know you’re
here.”

“But I have to bury you with Mum.”

He sighed, which turned into another coughing fit.
When it lessened he whispered, “I’ve made my own plans. This
pathetic excuse for a body is nothing more than a slab of rotting
meat. Burying it is pointless. Your mother and I will be reunited
in whatever comes after this life. Now, promise me that you will go
on living and never return.”

Alex couldn’t speak. The words were stuck behind the
lump that choked her.

“Please?” He reached out and gently held one of her
hands. “Promise me.”

His huge hand felt clammy as it trembled in hers.
His desperation was so urgent and intense, it was
claustrophobically palpable.

“I won’t come back here,” she said, swiping tears
away. “I promise.”

He closed his eyes for a moment. “Thank you. Now
take your things and leave. You’ll need to find somewhere away from
the town to set up camp before dark. Try to remember everything
I’ve taught you. Keep your wits sharp and avoid people.”

“Everyone’s dead!” She felt guilty for shouting, but
her frustration and anger at their situation was too much. “We
haven’t seen anyone in weeks. Months even.”

He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “You’re still
alive and there will be other survivors. Everything’s changed now.
Survival and self-preservation will rule people’s minds and hearts.
You must be wary, sweetheart. Now, please pass me my box.” He
indicated to the silver box resting on the coffee table.

Her stomach lurched as she got to her feet and
picked it up. Inside was his Beretta handgun. She had the exact
same model upstairs. They’d spent many hours practicing with them
in recent weeks. Confused, she offered the box out. He’d emptied
the fifteen-round magazine the previous day, ordering her to pack
it with the rest of her ammunition.

“Thank you. Your mum and I couldn’t have loved you
any more even if we’d tried. We’re so proud of you. We’ll be with
you, watching every step. You’ve got to be brave. It’s going to be
hard, really hard, but I know you’ll make it.”

Unable to speak, she tried to convey everything she
felt and wanted to say in the fierce hug she gave him. His fevered
flesh shook beneath her touch. She could already smell the familiar
sickly sweet and pungent stench that came with the last stages. He
didn’t have long.

“I love you,” she said, choking through muffled
sobs.

“I love you, too. Now leave me.” His voice strained
trying to remain strong and commanding.

She held on all the tighter, not ready to let go of
him. When she did finally pull away, she refused to meet his eyes.
She’d be strong for him. She’d gather her things, leave, and then
when she was far enough away, she’d allow herself to break down.
But not one second before, because she was brave, just like her
dad.

She went to her room and checked everything one
final time. It was hard to resist the urge to take more. Her bag
was packed solid and heavy. But as she longingly surveyed the room,
she saw photos and other sentimental belongings that she’d always
taken for granted. Every single one of those items now seemed
invaluable.

She laced her boots with trembling hands, shouldered
her large rucksack, the weight pinning her. She slung the shotgun
over her left shoulder and checked the gun holster on her right
hip. Her own handgun was safely in place. She adjusted the leather
sheath attached to her belt, allowing her fingertips to briefly
caress the familiar smooth hilt of the six-inch hunting knife. In
theory, she was ready to leave. The stark realization that she was
ignorant and unprepared for what lay ahead was enough to physically
paralyze her.

The sound of her dad coughing downstairs snapped her
from her thoughts. It was time to go. She gave one last longing
look around the room that had been hers for her entire life. Even
when she’d moved into a flat with Dianne, her parents had remained
adamant that this room would always belong to her. They’d never
changed a single thing. She stepped onto the landing and closed the
door behind her, resigning herself to the knowledge she’d never
enter again.

Downstairs, she lingered at the front door. She
could hear the sound of her dad’s gasping breaths from inside the
living room. She waited silently. A sharp pain stabbed through her
heart. Neither spoke. The foreboding filled the silence between
them. She racked her brain for something to tell him, desperate to
initiate one final conversation or to just hear one more word from
him. But there was nothing left to say. It’d all been said, and
there were no words that could voice her heartbreak and grief. She
refused to make this harder for him. She knew intuitively that
however unbearable and painful this was for her, it’d be worse for
him.

She gripped the door handle, pressed it down, and
pulled open the door. She stepped over the threshold like she’d
done thousands of times before and was greeted by the warm June
morning. With bated breath, she paused one final time, her ears
straining for the familiar voice. After a few long torturous
seconds of silence, she closed the door behind her. She followed
the orders he’d given her; she engaged the lock, pushed her keys
through the letter box, and heard their jingle as they landed on
the welcome mat.

She took her first tentative step away from the
house, her heart tearing in her chest. She took another step,
leading her away from the home and burial place of her mum and
girlfriend. She wanted to go back to the garden one last time and
say good-bye, even though she knew it was useless. There would
never be enough time to grieve fully, or enough ways—or words—to
say good-bye. Although the solitary future she now faced would
probably offer her ample opportunity to try.

She reached the end of the driveway and closed the
creaky iron gate behind her. Without purpose she allowed her feet
to carry her down the familiar but deserted street. Cars lined most
of the driveways and pavements. She numbly passed by each house,
remembering the familiar faces of those who used to live there.
She’d babysat for most of the kids on their street at one time or
another. She’d laughed and danced with them during their street
parties only a few years ago. They’d celebrated the Queen’s Diamond
Jubilee and the 2012 Olympic Games with quintessential homemade
buffets, plastic cups, patriotic bunting, and a mismatched variety
of tables and chairs.

She rounded the corner as a sudden loud bang
erupted, causing her to flinch in shock and grab for her gun. The
silent morning echoed with the resounding sound of the single
gunshot. Familiar. She knew it’d come from her dad’s handgun. With
startling clarity, she knew if she checked the rounds in the
magazine he’d given her yesterday, there would be one missing.

A single renegade tear escaped. She briskly wiped it
away with the back of her hand. Inconsolable hurt filled her to the
brim, but there was also a flicker of relief. He wouldn’t suffer
the same excruciating, degrading, and horrific fate that her mum
and Dianne had.

She’d never return to the house and break her
promise.

There was nothing to go back for now.

“I love you,” she whispered, looking up to the sky,
then bitterly chastised herself. Whispering was pointless when
there wasn’t another living soul around to hear. Truly alone for
the first time in her life, she began walking again.

No destination in mind.

No end in sight.


Chapter Two

Alex looked down the sight of the scope attached to
her shotgun, watching the deserted street four hundred metres below
her. A bead of sweat trickled between her shoulder blades, adding
to her discomfort. Her strap top clung to her damp torso.

She lay prone on top of an uncomfortable bed of
stones and gravel, which dug into her abdomen and thighs. Her heart
hammered against her rib cage. Parched from the unrelenting heat,
her swollen tongue stuck to the dry roof of her mouth. She paid
little attention to her discomfort, her intense concentration
unwavering.

She’d seen movement! She was sure of it.

Adrenaline coursed through her veins, causing
light-headed nausea. She waited with bated breath, desperately
begging that what she’d glimpsed was real and not just a cruel
fictitious hallucination created by exhaustion and sunstroke. “I
saw someone,” she said through painfully gritted teeth. Her right
eye misted, on the verge of watering from the strain of her
concentration, but she fought hard against the impulse, not daring
to miss a second.

A few torturous moments later, a drop of sweat stung
her eye and she had to blink. She fell back from the scope. Rubbing
her watery eye, she swallowed the bitter taste of disappointment.
“Shit.” She stood, allowing her aching muscles to loosen with the
familiar clicking from her bones. “Congratulations. You’ve finally
lost it. You’ve actually gone insane.”

It’d been nine weeks since she’d last spoken to her
dad. She’d waited, with dread and anticipation, for the first
symptoms of the Red Death to develop. They never did. It seemed she
really was immune, but that did little to comfort her. Each hour
reluctantly accumulated with all of the previous ones to cross over
into the next day. And the next. Each day eventually dragged
painfully into the next week, and the weeks crawled by at an
agonizingly slow pace, eventually leading into the next month.

The only source of comfort was the British weather.
As unpredictable as always, it became the only source of
familiarity in a world where she couldn’t rely on anything. Some
days it rained, others were filled with unblemished blue skies and
scorching sunshine. Today was one of the latter. She stood on a
verge above the ghost town surrounded by long grass, wildflowers,
and fresh air.

During the past nine weeks, she’d come across
hundreds, if not thousands of dead bodies in varying states of
decay. The temperamental weather conditions played havoc with their
decomposition. The sickly sweet, putrid smell of decaying flesh was
overpowering on the hottest of days, like today. Fortunately there
were no bodies nearby at the moment. On a previously hot day, she’d
ended up travelling through the first city she’d come to. It’d been
unbearable. She followed her dad’s instructions and wrapped her
scarf tightly around her mouth and nose. The stench had been thick
and hung over the city in a cloud of death. She’d avoided every
body and vehicle she came across, ensuring she kept a strict
distance. She might be immune from the Red Death, but was in no way
delusional enough to think she was impervious to all other
illnesses and diseases. Putrefying bodies were a breeding ground
for diseases and an all-you-can-eat buffet for insects, vermin, and
any hungry animals roaming the vicinity. She got out of the city
quickly and vowed to try and avoid others.

Raising her face to the blue sky, she closed her
eyes from the dazzling light. Warmth caressed her face like the
touch of a lover. Behind the hollow of her eyelids, an orange glow
burned. Her frustration melted away as she blew out a deep sigh
through cracked lips.

She wanted desperately to believe she wasn’t the
only person left alive. Her dad had been adamant that others would
have survived, too. But she’d seen no one, not even a trace of
someone who had been alive recently. Her hope was waning, and death
was starting to seem preferable to the desolate loneliness that
haunted her every waking moment and plagued her dreams.

Insanity also worried her. At first she’d spoken to
herself frequently and had even began talking out loud to her dad
and mum. As crazy as it seemed, it helped, and she’d justified it
to being similar to praying. For the last fortnight, she’d pretty
much stopped talking altogether. There was no point. Now her voice
sounded alien to her.

She stretched her arms high above her head, taking
it in turns to pull each wrist and lengthen the stretch. Her
shoulders ached, but it felt good. Her gaze snapped back to the
view of the town. She was drawn to a flicker of movement.

She dropped down onto the hard ground, ignoring the
cries of protest from her body. Her bare legs stung from fresh
grazes, as her green linen shorts only covered the tops of her
thighs. She adjusted the scope and scanned the empty streets and
buildings again. “Come on!” she said, a mixture of disbelief and
excitement tying her stomach in knots.

There!

She adjusted the scope slightly to the right and her
heart skipped a beat.

She saw him. A man.

A man who was actually alive.

His greasy hair was scraped back into a ponytail
that reached the base of his skull. She couldn’t make out the
features of his face clearly but could see that he had thick
stubble growing on his face and neck. He was wearing a pair of
black combats and a dark green T-shirt saturated with sweat.

What now?

She quickly considered her options. She could do as
her dad had warned and avoid the man. Or she could go down there
and meet him. Her relief was intense. An enormous weight lifted
from her, and her body felt lighter, her breathing easier.

She wasn’t the only one alive. There was another
living person.

Could she avoid him? Could she really live without
ever speaking to another person again? The answer was a resounding
no. She hadn’t realized just how much she craved and needed to hear
another person speak. Even if it was just for a few minutes, it
would be enough to keep her sane. Her mind made up, she gathered
her stuff and jogged down the steep bank. Once on flat ground she
picked up pace and headed in the direction she’d seen him.

Recognizing she was only a few streets away, she
stopped. She shrugged off her large rucksack and hid it behind a
red car. After a moment of hesitation, she took off the shotgun and
hid that, too. Feeling exposed by the loss of her possessions, she
pulled her long, baggy blue shirt over her clammy shoulders.
Glancing down, she was satisfied that both the knife and handgun
were fairly well concealed.

She made her way cautiously toward the street where
she’d seen the man. As she got closer, she heard the sound of a
man’s raised voice but couldn’t make out what was being said. Her
gut warned of imminent danger, but she’d come too far to not see it
through, so she dismissed the feeling as nerves and continued. As
she rounded the next corner, the sound of the voice got louder. She
peered warily around the last building and was shocked by what she
saw. There were two men. The man she’d seen through the scope and
also another—taller, bald, and ripped with muscles. The second man
had no shirt on but wore a filthy pair of jeans and had a
heavy-looking grey sack tied to his belt.

Alex no longer wanted to meet either man. She’d
slink away unnoticed, collect her belongings, and head back up to
higher ground to rethink her strategy.

The man with his hair tied up was holding on to a
thin rope attached to something beneath a black car. He pulled and
strained on the rope, swearing loudly. The other man laughed and
shifted the rifle strap that was irritating his bare shoulder.

Alex’s feeling of foreboding exploded into
full-blown fear. She sensed something sinister about the two men.
Her skin crawled and the tiny hairs all over her body stood on end.
She took a tiny step backward and covered her mouth to silence the
cry that nearly escaped.

The man with the rope pulled one last time and
dragged a bundle of fluffy fur cruelly out from beneath the car.
The man continued to drag the puppy over to the nearest lamp post
and tied his end of the rope around it.

Frozen in horror, Alex watched as the guy with hair
returned to the other man’s side. Both were laughing, and the sound
sent an icy chill splintering down her spine.

The bald man removed the rifle from his shoulder and
loaded it. He raised the gun, aimed at the puppy, and to Alex’s
horror pulled the trigger.

She screwed her eyes shut and flinched. The shot
reverberated through the town. Sickened, she only opened her eyes
when she heard the high-pitched cries of terror. The puppy looked
unharmed, but cowered and frantically tried to escape. Each time it
tried to run away, the rope around its neck yanked it back.
Terrified, the puppy unwittingly ran in the opposite direction,
wrapping the rope around the lamp post again and again, shortening
its crude leash.

Both men laughed sadistically, and the bald man
passed the rifle to the other. The man with hair raised the rifle,
aimed, and fired. The bullet narrowly missed the puppy but still
had the desired reaction. The puppy’s terror was absolute; it
continued to unintentionally wrap the rope and itself more tightly
around the lamp post.

Trying to fathom what she should do, she took
another step back but met with something solid. Turning, she cried
out as she took in the brute of a man that towered over her.

“You’re not thinking of leaving already, darling?
The fun’s only just beginning,” he said. His booming gravelly laugh
hurt Alex’s ears.

His torso was bare and dripping with sweat. He wore
black shorts and was the largest of the men. His brown eyes glinted
with excitement as he grinned savagely. In a flash of movement he
shoved her. She stumbled backward, lost her balance, and fell onto
the street.

“Look what I found skulking away, lads,” the man
said, as he rounded the corner.

Alex looked up and watched as both men turned in
unison. The one aiming the rifle dropped it to his side. For a
moment neither of them moved, they just stood staring at her in
disbelief. Making the most of their hesitation, Alex scrambled to
her feet.

“Looks like we’ve found a new toy. This day just
keeps getting better,” the bald guy said. His lips curled in a
sneer.

“I want to play first,” the guy with the ponytail
said, leering. He placed the rifle down on the ground and took a
step closer.

Terrified, Alex knew she had to keep in control. She
saw how they’d responded to the puppy’s fear. They thrived on
it—they weren’t going to get off on her fear. The weight of the
hidden knife and handgun reassured her.

A thought struck: She didn’t think she could murder
these men, even if they were sadistic sons of bitches. The Red
Death had killed too many people, and she didn’t know if she could
live with the guilt of murdering the only other potential
survivors.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I came down
here looking for supplies, but I’ll go on my way. I don’t want any
trouble, and I don’t want anyone to get hurt.” She was amazed by
how confident she sounded. She faced the giant, but kept the other
two guys in her peripheral vision.

“You ain’t going anywhere,” the giant said. He took
a domineering step toward her. “You see, we’ve been alone for
months, just the three of us. It gets lonely and awfully boring. So
if you think that we’re going to let a pretty little thing like you
just walk away, you’re wrong. You belong to us now.”

Molten bile scorched the back of Alex’s throat. She
tried to swallow but ended up gagging.

“We won’t hurt you,” the ponytail guy said, “too
much.”

“We’ll look after you and you can look after us.
You’ll like it,” the bald companion said. He and ponytail guy
walked toward her.

Alex took a few steps back. She watched as her
attackers stalked her with slow toying steps. Her options were
simple: be imprisoned as a sex slave for these three sick fuckers,
or kill them. The giant burst into a flash of movement and she
instinctively chose the latter. His massive hands grabbed her
shoulders as a single shot of gunfire exploded.

Everything went silent and still.

The giant’s eyes opened wide with surprise. He
stumbled back and looked down at his chest. Blood poured in thick
pulses from the blackened hole. A river of crimson cascaded down
his bare torso, trickled through his fingers, and dribbled onto the
concrete below.

The other two guys stood frozen. A mixture of
disbelief and uncertainty mirrored on their faces.

Alex held the handgun out in front of her. Her ears
rang with the echoing sound; her hands trembled. The familiar smell
of gunpowder tainted with the overpowering stench of coppery blood
and scorched flesh. She couldn’t look away from the hole in his
skin.

“Fucking bitch!” the giant roared.

Movement came from all directions.

The giant charged; she aimed and pulled the trigger
for a second time as a fierce blow struck the side of her head. She
stumbled and strong arms grabbed her, knocking the gun from her
hands. The giant lay motionless on the floor. No more blood leaked
from him and the tiny trickle had already congealed from the
blackened hole in his forehead.

Ponytail guy rushed forward and picked up her
handgun. He stared at the dead giant and raised the gun at Alex.
“You killed him. You psychotic bitch.”

Alex grinned, trying to ignore the throbbing from
her head. She was ready to die. She hoped ponytail guy would be a
better shot with her than he’d been for the puppy. She wanted it
over quickly.

“Put the gun down, Dave,” the bald guy said,
tightening his pinching grip on Alex’s arms.

“No way, man. She killed him. I’m going to blow her
away.”

Alex willed him with every fibre of her being to
pull the trigger. Come on, you bastard. Do it!

“Put the gun down. Now.” Bald guy staked his claim
of being the new alpha male.

Dave hesitated sulkily but finally conceded and
lowered the gun.

“God, you’re pathetic. You don’t have the balls to
pull the trigger. I’m more of a man than you,” Alex said, her words
dripping with venom. Shoot me, you prick!

Dave raised the gun again. “I’ll blow your
brains—”

“Dave!”

Bald guy kicked her knees from behind. Blinding pain
turned everything dark as she dropped to the ground in a heap, her
scream piercing her ears.

“She wants you to shoot her, you idiot. She’s saying
things deliberately so you’ll do it,” bald guy said.

“She killed Carter.”

“Yeah, she did us a favour. No more having to listen
to his bullshit. No more letting him have first pick of whatever he
wants. Just you, me, and her. If you blow her brains out, she’s
good for nothing.” He stared Dave down. Pointedly. “I don’t know
about you, but I don’t fuck corpses. Do you want to spend the rest
of your pathetic life with only your hand to be intimate with? Or
her?”

Alex’s legs were ablaze. She dragged herself, but
only managed a few centimetres before bald guy clawed a handful of
her long hair and pulled. She screamed again.

“Well?” the bald guy asked.

Alex looked up through watery eyes. Scalding pain
engulfed her scalp, making her eyes stream, but she refused to cry
out again. She bit down hard on her tongue, suppressing sobs.

“I guess. But I want to make her suffer. I want to
hurt her for what she did to Carter.”

“When it’s your turn, you can do whatever the hell
you want. As long as you don’t kill her, I don’t give a shit.”

She should’ve listened to her dad’s warning. He’d
tried to warn and prepare her. There was no one to blame but
herself.

“Get up,” he said. He pulled her hair again.

Alex stood, unsteady on her feet. Indescribable pain
ravaged her legs, threatening to drop her at any moment. Her long
hair, wrapped around his fist and pulled taut, kept her helplessly
restrained.

“What are we going to do about Carter?” Dave asked.
He glanced down mournfully at the giant’s body.

“Nothing. He can stay there and rot.”

“That doesn’t seem right, man. He was one of
us.”

“Well, now he’s dead. There’s no way I’m hauling his
dead arse out to the outskirts, digging a hole, and burying the
bastard in this heat. No way. I’ve got other plans.” He tugged on
Alex’s hair once more, his meaning clear.

“I suppose,” Dave said, his eyebrows furrowed. His
face and neck flushed pink. “Can I have his penknife? I always
thought it was cool. Like you said, he won’t be using it
anymore.”

The other man laughed. “Take whatever the hell you
want. His stash of weed is on him somewhere, too.”

Alex watched Dave drop her handgun next to the body
of Carter. Using both hands, he rummaged inside Carter’s
pockets.

It’s now or never, Alex. You’ve got to at least
try. She heard her dad’s voice so clearly, it was like he stood
beside her. Without hesitation, she did what came naturally. She
gripped the cool familiar handle and quickly withdrew the hunting
knife from its sheath. In one fluid motion, she thrust the blade
backward and felt as it met with resistance before being enveloped.
She twisted it twice.

The bald guy’s screams filled the dense air as she
wrenched the knife free. His grip instantly relinquished its hold
of her hair. Without forethought, Alex charged toward Dave. His
expression showed a mixture of horror and shock. In slow motion his
hand reached for her gun, but he’d hesitated a second too long.

She drove her booted foot into his face and felt
satisfaction as it connected with his nose. She heard the crack of
bone splitting followed by a squelching sound. An explosion of
blood sprayed from his face as he reeled backward. Alex grabbed the
gun and turned just in time to see the other guy stumble toward her
brandishing his own knife.

Feeling no guilt and almost perverse pleasure, she
pulled the trigger. Half of the man’s head disappeared into a spray
of blood, bone, flesh, and brain matter. His body crumpled into a
heap two feet from where she stood.

She spun and raised the gun again. Dave cowered
against the brick wall, his face bloodied and swollen. Apart from
his destroyed nose, Alex also noted the bloodied mouth. Four teeth
lay on the dusty pavement in front of him, saturated in a mixture
of frothy spit and blood. He was blubbering—most probably
begging—but his damaged mouth and nose made his ramblings
incoherent.

Alex watched him for a while and felt nothing. She
was numb. She could pull the trigger and kill him, or let him live.
She felt indifferent. After another minute of watching him, she
walked to the discarded rifle. Although she had no use for the
rifle, especially as it was in a terrible condition, there was no
way that she was going to leave it for him to use on small,
defenceless animals or for retribution.

Let him see how it feels to be defenceless for a
while.

She holstered her handgun and returned her bloodied
knife back to the sheath before picking up the unfamiliar rifle.
She checked and found one unused round in the chamber. Holding the
rifle like a hunter, she stalked toward him.

“Where’s the rest of the ammo?” she asked, her voice
cold and void of emotion.

Dave’s eyes continued to water but his hatred shone
through. Instead of replying, he spat a wad of bloodied phlegm to
the ground near to where she stood.

Alex smiled, a savage humourless smile. At some
point during the last few seconds she’d made a decision. If he
didn’t reply within the next minute, or if he refused to hand over
the ammunition, she’d kill him with his own gun. The destination of
the bullet, the amount of pain, and the quickness of death, she
hadn’t decided yet.

He must have sensed his time was running out,
because his defiance wilted and he pointed over to the bald guy’s
body.

“Bring it to me.” She watched as he stumbled to his
feet and wiped his bloodied chin with a hand. His gaze darted down
to his broken teeth.

“If you try anything, I’ll shoot you in the stomach
and leave you to die a long, agonizing death, right here with your
buddies. The smell of fresh meat and your warm pooling blood will
quickly attract a lot of attention. If you’re lucky, you might be
dead or passed out before the wild dogs and rats come to feast on
you.” She shrugged like it didn’t matter to her at all. “Are you
feeling lucky?”

Dave began to blubber and obediently trudged over to
the warm corpse. He gagged at the sight of the half-missing face
and skull. The unrecognizable gunk that mattered the area around
the body was drying quickly in the heat. Squeezing his eyes shut,
holding his breath, and grimacing, he managed to move the corpse
and pull free the grey sack. He offered the bag to Alex and she
snatched it with her free hand.

Without speaking, she turned and walked back in the
direction of the red car and her hidden possessions. She tied the
bag of ammo to her belt, pulled her backpack on, and shouldered the
shotgun and rifle.

As she made her way back to the street she pulled
out her handgun. It allowed her to move easily. As she rounded the
corner she wasn’t surprised to find Dave gone.

Her main priority was to get out of this town as
quickly as possible. Although she doubted there was anyone else,
she didn’t want to tempt fate. Plus, Dave might come back, seeking
revenge with his own gun.

She left without acknowledging either body, and
after a few steps came to the lamp post and puppy. She looked down
at the pathetically helpless fluff ball. It’d succeeded in almost
wrapping the entire rope and itself to the post. Suddenly, she
sensed unseen eyes watching her. Time was running out. She
contemplated the idea of just leaving the puppy. She didn’t have
time to waste on rescuing it.

Two small brown eyes beseeched her and floppy ears
pressed down against the small head. Its fur was a variety of
colours—merging browns, gold, and black markings. Although she
wasn’t an expert on dog breeds, she was pretty sure this puppy was
a German shepherd, and a long-haired one, if the amount of fur was
anything to go by. Its little body visibly shook and a terrified
whine escaped.

“Screw it,” she whispered under her breath. She
might have just killed two men but she wasn’t that much of a
monster. “Okay,” she said soothingly.

Holstering the handgun, she took out her
blood-stained knife, knelt, and felt the tiny body tremble against
her. She carefully moved some of the soft fur from around the
puppy’s neck. A flash of anger seared through her at the sight of
the bloodied rope and raw ligature wounds. Sick
bastards!

Being as gentle as she could, she managed to cut the
rope away without inflicting any further pain. The puppy was
finally free. “There. Now you better get out of here and go back to
wherever you came from. He’s watching us, and I won’t be here to
save your little furry backside next time.” The puppy licked her
bloodied hand with its tiny pink tongue.

“You’re welcome. Now go on, scoot,” she said,
standing and scanning around warily. She could feel Dave’s eyes
boring into her with hatred. He was out there, watching, and
waiting. She could sense it.

With one last glance at the puppy she walked in the
opposite direction from which she’d entered the town. She had at
least half an hour walk to the outskirts and away from imminent
danger. She picked up the pace, and two streets later, heard a
high-pitched yapping from behind her. She turned to find the puppy
chasing after her, its tiny legs a blur as it tried not to fall
over its large paws while bounding after her.

Frustrated, she shouted, “Don’t follow me! I won’t
be slowed down by you, so, just go away. Go on. Scram.”

The puppy stopped a few feet from where she stood,
its tongue lolling from its mouth as its body shook with each huge,
panting breath. It sat and looked at her, tail excitedly brushing
the street.

“I mean it. Get lost,” Alex said in her most
aggressive tone. Increasing her frustration, the puppy merely
cocked its head to the side, studying her. “I haven’t got time for
this. You can’t keep up. You’re going to get us both killed.”

The puppy tilted its head to the other side. It
yapped at her again in its high-pitched tone and trotted toward
her.

Alex shook her head in dismay. She’d already wasted
too much valuable time and knew that her dad would be furious with
her. She turned just before the puppy reached her and strode off
again, taking large, determined steps. She ignored the cries of
protest and refused to turn around. After another three streets of
marching, she slowed down, out of breath. There hadn’t been any
yapping for quite some time. Turning, she surveyed the empty street
behind her. No puppy. She was alone. “Good riddance,” she said. But
overwhelming loneliness that had hounded her since losing her dad
crashed over her.

She couldn’t be responsible for a puppy. She’d never
owned one. She didn’t have a clue how to look after it. But her
conscience refused to believe the pathetic excuses she
conjured.

Slow you down? You don’t even have a
destination.

You’ve been moaning you’re lonely. As you haven’t
got the guts to end your pathetic existence, why not have a little
companion?

It’s tiny and helpless.

You’re just as sadistic as those men. They were at
least going to kill it quickly, but you’ve just left it to suffer
and die alone.

All sorts of things would take pleasure in hunting
and hurting that small, cute animal.

You’ve sentenced it to death.

You could’ve at least guided it out of this
godforsaken shithole of a town before abandoning it.

Her conscience, which had been her only companion
during the solitary weeks, rocketed her with its stark revelations.
She felt like a monster. What would her mum, Dianne, and her dad
say? They’d be ashamed. She felt equally guilt-ridden and mortified
by her actions.

While she continued her self-torture, she left
herself exposed. By the time she saw what was coming straight at
her, it was too late to prevent it. The puppy yapped aggressively.
It half slumped and fell into a lying position on the ground before
her. Its tongue flickered in and out with each panted breath, like
a snake’s.

Alex looked down. The puppy was exhausted. Although
she still felt incredibly guilty for having abandoned it, she also
felt a sense of admiration at the determination of the little
thing.

“Fine. I’ll take you out of this town, but that’s
the end of the line, fluff ball. I do not want or need you. Do you
understand me?” Alex asked sternly, placing her hands on her
hips.

The puppy’s response was to yawn dismissively and
scratch a floppy ear with one of its hind paws.

“Okay. Well, we’ve got to go. No offence, but your
legs are just too small. I’m going to have to carry you. I want to
get enough distance between us and this town before I set up camp
and you go on your way.”

The puppy sneezed and then blinked, clearly
surprised by the bodily function as if it were an entirely new
experience. It shook its head and looked up at Alex once more. She
purposely ignored the cuteness as she marched over and scooped it
up into her arms. She avoided going near its sore neck and was
pleasantly surprised by how light and compliant it was. The brown
eyes were watching her and she could’ve sworn she saw trust.

“I really have lost it,” she said, as she started
walking again. The puppy licked her face. “Stop it. I don’t want to
be covered in puppy slobber. It’s gross.”

The puppy gave one last lick, which Alex could’ve
sworn it did on purpose, before nestling against her chest and
falling promptly asleep. “Don’t get too comfortable. You’re on your
own tonight,” she whispered softly, so as not to disturb the
sleeping bundle she held protectively in her arms.


Chapter Three

Evelyn Bennett dried her hands on paper towels as
she watched Tanya leave the medical room. She dropped the crumpled
towels into the bin and tried to quell her anger.

“Bastard,” she whispered.

Tanya disappeared out of sight and Evelyn rushed to
lock the door. The blinds were already drawn, so she took advantage
of the limited privacy to hide her stash of tablets. Kneeling on
the floor, she pried the small iron grate with her fingernails to
remove it. The packets of tablets were wrapped in cloth and zipped
inside a black waterproof makeup bag. She pushed them deep into the
narrow gap, scraping her knuckles on the brickwork in the
process.

A loud knock sounded on the door.

“Just a moment,” she said, trying to sound casual.
She fumbled with the grate and eventually managed to get it back in
place. Scrambling to her feet, she shoved the heavy cabinet with
her shoulder, moving it in front of the grate.

The pounding continued to rattle the wooden
door.

Evelyn scanned around the room to make sure she
hadn’t left any of the contraband out. She couldn’t see any and
didn’t dare to waste any more time. As she walked to the door, she
ran her hands over her curly red hair tied in a ponytail. She swept
the plastic apron aside and brushed down the scuffed knees of her
jeans.

She braced herself, flicked the lock, and opened the
door.

“Hi, Mum,” Jamie said, beaming a smile that showed
the gap where his left lateral incisor was missing.

She blew out a shaky breath and wrapped her arms
around him, drawing him close. “What was all that banging
about?”

He looked up at her. His brown eyes sparkled with
vitality but were also wise beyond their years. The unprecedented
horrors he’d witnessed had left their marks. There was no such
thing as innocence anymore.

“I missed you,” he said simply.

“You did?” she asked. She ruffled his sandy hair
affectionately.

“Yeah.”

“I missed you, too.” She hugged him tightly. Never
in her wildest dreams had she thought it possible to love someone
so completely. He was the light of her life, her reason for living.
Everything she did was for him. Her maternal drive to love and
protect him was firmly rooted in the very fibre of her being. She’d
taken on the mantle of motherhood easily, even though it’d been
thrust upon her suddenly and without warning.

“Why couldn’t I help fix Tanya this time?” he asked.
The question was innocent without a hint of sulking.

“Sometimes people need more than medicine to get
fixed. When you’re older, you’ll understand.”

“Am I still your apprentice?”

“Of course.” She knelt down so they were eye to eye.
“You’re the best apprentice I’ve ever had. You’ve seen a lot,
kiddo. More than you should have.” Part of that was her doing. She
often wondered if having him as her apprentice was the right thing
to do. He was six years old. A child. And yet she insisted he help
out in the medical room to learn about medicine and treatments. He
was already desensitized to blood and gore from having witnessed
the effects of the Red Death. Even on the occasions when she felt
squeamish, he didn’t bat an eyelid. Whether it was right or wrong
to have him witness the things he did while learning medicine, it
was the only sure-fire way she could protect him. In the end, that
was all that mattered.

“Should I clean up?” he asked. He peered over her
shoulder into the room.

She shook her head. “I’ll manage. There isn’t much
to do. Will you do me a huge favour?”

He pouted a little and crossed his arms. “You’re
gonna make me go see Joe and Matilda.”

She fought the urge to smile. “You’re right. I know
I said we’d do some school stuff, but something really important
has come up. I need to go and speak to Elijah.”

At the mention of Elijah’s name, Jamie stood up a
little straighter. Fear showed itself in the tiniest of mannerisms
that only she could pick up on. With big eyes he looked around
warily and gave a firm nod.

“I’ll go find Joe,” he whispered.

“Good lad. I’ll come and find you afterward.”

“Are we still gonna do maths?” he asked eagerly.
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