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      Exhaustion seemed to treble the weight of Vicky’s body as she stood on top of the shipping container, swaying while she looked down on the mob below.

      With every passing minute, the crowd doubled. Before long, they wouldn’t be able to see anything but the horrible fuckers. In every direction, it’d be miles and miles of diseased humans. At that moment, the darkness of night hid the worst of it. A shudder snapped through Vicky; God knows what it would look like in the morning.

      Rhys walked over to Vicky and stood next to her. He said nothing as he stared out across the heads of the diseased. The monsters groaned and moaned below them. Their stench hung in the air so thick, Vicky could taste it as a stale tang on the back of her tongue.

      After a deep sigh, Rhys reached across and placed a hand on Vicky’s back.

      She tensed at his touch. A lot had changed since she’d seen him last, and any contact felt wrong.

      “Thank you for bringing my boy back to me.”

      Vicky shrugged and continued to stare down as she chewed the inside of her cheek. Black eyes stared up at her. Jaws snapped. Blood dribbled off chins.

      Rhys then nodded out at the gathering horde. “The bastards may not be able to climb, but how the fuck will we get out of this?”

      After a deep inhale, where the reek of rotten death damn near choked her, Vicky shrugged and gave Rhys the only answer she had. “Fucked if I know.”
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        * * *

      

      “So what are we going to do?” Larissa asked, her voice shrill, her tight face focused on Rhys as if he could produce some magic answer. Vicky ground her jaw as she watched the woman. It must have been the fifteenth time she’d asked that question in the past few hours. Larissa had apparently spent too much of her life as a princess. She’d be a fucking liability in this new world if she didn’t start coming up with answers rather than questions.

      Rhys didn’t reply to her.

      In the several hours that had passed since they’d climbed onto the shipping container, Vicky had stood up and sat down at least a dozen times. Each time, the other three looked at her as if she would provide them with an answer. Each time, she ignored their hopeful stares.

      Rather than inspiration driving her actions, she rode the fumes of boredom. The hard container ached to sit on for too long, and if she remained stationary for the entire time, she’d go out of her fucking mind. At her lowest points, the sounds of the diseased grew so loud they damn near deafened her. If she didn’t stand up, she’d get dragged down with them.

      The start of a new day stretched into the still dark sky, turning the blackness above them ever so slightly grey. Hopefully daylight would bring a solution to their predicament.

      As she stood on the container, Vicky rocked from side to side to ease the ache in her hips and stared at the horizon. Thank God for the warmer evenings. A biting winter chill through the night on top of everything else would have encouraged Vicky to launch herself into the crowd below. Hell, she’d already considered it a few times that evening—either that or throw Larissa over.

      A glance at the other three, and Vicky and Larissa locked stares with one another. Not quite hostile, but Larissa could fuck off for all Vicky cared. From the slight narrowing of her eyes when she looked at Vicky, it seemed that Larissa felt the same way. Vicky glared long enough for it to be awkward before she turned away from the woman to look out over the vast swathe of diseased below.

      The day grew lighter with each passing minute. The gradual illumination flooded Vicky with dread as it showed the crowd to be larger than she could have imagined. They’d amassed a rockstar-level following.

      After she scoffed and shook her head, she looked down at the others. “This must have been how U2 felt when they filled a stadium. Not that their fans wanted to eat them like ours do.” Vicky played air guitar to the crowd and snorted an ironic laugh.

      The others remained silent. They clearly didn’t see the humour in it. Vicky sighed and listened to the sound of perpetual suffering that rolled through the early morning exactly like it had rolled through the night. Each time the volume spiked with a shout or scream, Vicky jumped. No matter how often she heard it, she’d never get used to the sound of the monsters. The call of hatred and hunger ran ice through Vicky’s veins. The fuckers below wouldn’t stop until they’d taken them down.

      “So what are we going to do?” Larissa said again, directing the question at Rhys.

      After a shrug of his shoulders, Rhys opened his mouth, but Vicky cut him short. Still on her feet, she clenched her fists as she loomed over the woman. “All you’ve done is ask Rhys what are we going to do. Instead of asking the same question like a broken record, why don’t you take some responsibility for coming up with some fucking answers?”

      Larissa clapped her hands to the side of Flynn’s head to cover his ears. “There’s a little boy here. Can you please keep your language down?”

      “Are you fucking serious?” Vicky pointed out at the thousands of diseased below them. “He’s seen people eaten alive in the past day, do you seriously think a swear word is going to damage him? Jesus, Larissa, get a fucking grip. Instead of bitching and moaning, come up with a suggestion. Try to help the group rather than hinder it. This ain’t a free ride anymore, princess, you need to pull your fucking weight.”

      With narrowed eyes that sent crow’s feet to her temples, Larissa screwed her mouth up. “When you say ‘the group’, you mean my family, right?”

      Heat flushed Vicky’s cheeks. She kept her fists clenched and shook as she looked at Larissa. A glance at Rhys and it seemed obvious that he wouldn’t get involved. Despite several deep breaths, Vicky’s fury wound tighter with every passing second, and she spoke through clenched teeth. “Your family, which I’ve saved on two occasions. I stopped Rhys getting bitten and I brought your son back to you. Now don’t get me wrong, the last thing I want to do is spend time with you, but in case you haven’t noticed, we have a stadium full of diseased that all want to get at us, and my main concern is dealing with that. Believe me, I’ll be gone the second I can get out of here, but that ain’t an option at the moment. So how about we start thinking of solutions to our problems, yeah?”

      Although Larissa opened her mouth to respond, Vicky looked away from her. She pulled her hair into a ponytail, so tight it stung the back of her head. To look at the bitch for much longer would lead to violence, and Flynn didn’t need to see Vicky kick his mum in the teeth.

      Vicky looked around and, with the onset of the greying morning light, saw something on top of one of the other containers. Without a word, she lifted the aluminium extension ladders they’d dragged up with them the previous night. She laid them across the gap that separated them from the other container.

      The ladders clanged as she adjusted them, and it agitated the diseased more than before. They surged forward and kicked up a smell of rot. The sound of rolling thunder called out as hundreds of fists beat against the container, and the vibrations shook through Vicky’s feet.

      The containers had been laid out haphazardly, which left gaps between each one. Maybe Vicky could jump across, but there seemed little point when they had the ladders.

      Exhausted from the day’s insanity, Vicky’s arms shook as she thrust them out to the side to get some balance.

      The diseased roared louder the second Vicky stepped onto the ladder.

      Vicky looked over her shoulder to see three exhausted faces watching her.

      A deep breath and she turned back toward the other container. Her legs trembled with her first step, and she shook her head as if to fight the urge to look down. Pretty fucking hard when you have a collection of infected fuckers all reaching up and screaming their rage at you. Dark and glistening eyes bled as they focused on her. Snapping jaws. Cuts and gashes on faces and limbs. So many open wounds and bleeding orifices it scrambled Vicky’s brain.

      With the smell of rot came the distinct copper taste of blood. Vicky spat, but it did little to remove the metallic funk that lay against her tongue.

      The ladder bowed slightly with Vicky’s next step, and her legs shook worse than before. Without the diseased, she would have run across it with no problem. But the pit below her shook her resolve and spread doubt through her mind like a toxic mist.

      A deep breath and Vicky lifted her head. She may have been unable to block out the smell and the sound, but she didn’t have to look at them as well.

      The ladder creaked with another step forward. Shiny still, it looked in great condition. The ladder would hold—of course it fucking would.

      Vicky pushed on and took the final three steps before she jumped off the other side and landed on the top of the container with a hollow thud. When she looked back at the others, she half smiled. None of them returned her gesture.

      After she’d walked to the middle of the container, she stared down at the rusty tools that lay there; a pickaxe and sledgehammer. Vicky scanned around them. How the hell did they get up there? Then she saw the dents in the top of the container next to the tools. It looked like someone had tried to bust into one of the containers at some point. They must have abandoned the job before they got anywhere with it. Vicky lifted tools and waved them at the three on the other side. None of them seemed to get it.

      When Vicky crossed back over the gap between the two containers, she moved with more confidence than the first time. The ladders would hold. Her steps called down to the creatures below and stirred up their fury again. Not that it mattered; they’d have even more noise to agitate them soon.

      Back on the other side, Vicky held the tools up.

      “What are they doing up here?” Rhys asked.

      As she looked at the rusty tools, Vicky shrugged. “It looked like someone had used them to try to break into the container over there.”

      Three pairs of vacant eyes stared at her, so Vicky said, “I don’t know about you three, but I can’t stay up here all fucking day.”

      Although Larissa winced at yet another swear word, she kept it to herself this time, so Vicky continued. “If we can bust through into one of these containers, at least we can hide away for a time.” A stamp of her foot made a hollow boom. “Maybe the floor will be flat inside this thing. At least, if we can get a bit more comfort, maybe we can rest up better and come up with a plan.”

      “Hardly an answer though, is it?” Larissa said.

      With her stare locked on the half-naked woman, Vicky drew a deep breath. When she exhaled, her cheeks puffed out. “And you have a better idea, do you?”

      When Larissa opened her mouth to reply, Vicky dropped the pickaxe. The loud bang drowned out the woman’s retort and stirred up the diseased below. When Larissa tried for a second time, Vicky yelled and drove the sledgehammer against the top of the container. After the first savage swing, she stared straight at Larissa. She suddenly looked less interested in an argument. Vicky then lifted the sledgehammer above her head again and brought it crashing down once more. The loud boom rang out like a gong in the still morning air.
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        * * *

      

      Covered in sweat from her last assault on the container, Vicky took the sledgehammer from the panting Rhys, filled her tight lungs with the rotting stench that surrounded them, and hit the same spot they’d both attacked for what felt like the thousandth time. The loud gong sounded again and a violent vibration ran up the handle, stimulating the aches in her tired shoulders.

      Despite how many times they’d hit the container, the diseased below screamed with the same enthusiasm they’d had the first time they struck it. Insatiable in their desire to get at them, the diseased called out with their hellish and tormented cries.

      Another loud clang and the container bent a little more than before. Vicky handed the sledgehammer to Rhys and grabbed the pickaxe. Although lighter than the sledgehammer, the weight of the tool still pulled on Vicky’s sore arms.

      With one wide-arching swing, Vicky drove the head of the rusty tool into the top of the container. The sharp spike pierced the metal, so she wiggled the pickaxe to make the hole bigger. Only a small breakthrough, but a breakthrough nonetheless.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took at least another forty-five minutes to beat a large enough hole, but with perseverance, they did it.

      The rattle of metal against metal called out as Vicky dragged the ladder back from where she’d used it as a bridge, and slid it into the hole. Although dark, the container had sounded empty when they hit it, so it came as little surprise to Vicky when the ladder struck the bottom before anything else.

      A look at Rhys, Larissa, and Flynn caused Vicky to laugh at their pale faces and wide eyes. “I’ll go in first then, shall I?”

      When no one replied, Vicky laughed again and shook her head before she stepped onto the ladder and descended into the hole. She’d expected to be the first one into the container, but it would have been nice if someone had politely offered to go instead of her. But to do that would have risked her taking them up on their suggestion. And she would have sent Larissa down there in a heartbeat. Whatever happened, the container couldn’t be any worse than what had gathered outside of it.

      As Vicky delved deeper into the darkness, she caught a whiff of diesel. With her nose screwed up against the almost plastic reek, she kept going. Maybe she’d find a vehicle in the darkness.

      Halfway down the ladder, Vicky pulled her lighter from her pocket and sparked it. The tormentor in her mind anticipated a mob of diseased, but the container sat mostly empty. Despite the smell suggesting otherwise, the floor of the container had a layer of stained plywood across it and nothing else. What looked like oil spills had soaked into the porous flooring.

      Once inside the container—the banging from the diseased outside amplified because of the confined space—Vicky stood on the flat ground and let her eyes adjust to the darkness. The hole in the top let in enough light for her to see by, but Vicky sparked her lighter again anyway. As she walked across the container to the doors, the sound of her footsteps echoed in the dark space.

      Tentative at first, she reached out to the doors and pushed. They seemed to be locked. Another shove, harder this time, and the doors didn’t budge. With one last try, Vicky shoulder barged the doors and the solid resistance of them ran a shock through her body. They weren’t giving in anytime soon. “Thank fuck for that.”

      After a quick check of the container, Vicky found some old gym equipment in one corner. A thick rope, soft enough to be the kind used in tug o' war, free weights, an old running machine, an exercise bike … Whoever had bought this lot had clearly given up on it some time ago. Either that or they had failed aspirations of being a personal trainer. As Vicky stood in the dark, the memory of the boot camp crowd flooded her mind. Black and cerise lycra, perfectly done hair and makeup … what had happened to those women? Had their vigorous weekly sessions set them up to survive in this new world?

      Vicky walked over to the exercise bike and pushed down on the pedal. The wheel had seized up.

      Vicky returned to the bottom of the ladder and squinted against the burn in her eyes as she looked up through the hole into the daylight. Three expectant faces stared down at her.

      “It’s fine down here.”

      “The doors are locked?” Rhys asked.

      “Yep.”

      “And there’s nothing of use down there?” Larissa asked.

      Vicky shook her head. “No, I’ve found a rubbish collection of old gym equipment, but not a lot else. There’s space and shelter down here. And the floor’s flat. It’s much more comfortable than up there.”

      “Okay,” Rhys said, “we’re coming down.”

      They passed Flynn down first, and Vicky took the small boy. Despite all the shit she’d taken from his mother already, she appreciated the little kid’s spirit. A fighter, he rolled with the punches and even managed a smile as he descended the ladder.

      When she lifted him off at the bottom, Flynn wrapped his arms around her neck and squeezed. The little boy smelled of dirt, smoke, and the diseased, but Vicky squeezed back like she’d never let go of him.

      When his mum and dad made it down to the container, Larissa reached out to Flynn, who still hugged Vicky. If anything, he squeezed tighter.

      After Vicky had tapped the back of his head, she said, “Come on, mate, your mum needs a cuddle.”

      But the boy didn’t move.

      For a moment, Larissa stared at her son. Her eyes glistened and her bottom lip twitched. A deep breath and she rubbed her eyes before she reached out and held the top of Vicky’s arm. “It’s okay. It’s nice that you can offer him comfort. That’s what he needs.”

      Before Vicky could reply, Larissa added, “Thank you for keeping my boy alive. Sorry, I’ve been a bitch up until this point. That’ll change, I promise.”

      Vicky didn’t reply as she watched Larissa walk away from her. When she looked at Rhys, the man offered her a tight-lipped smile before he followed his ex-wife to a dark corner, where they both sat down.

      All the while, the boom of hands beat against the outside of the shipping container; a constant reminder of the diseased’s intent. Not that they could forget it.

      With the small form of the fragile Flynn in her arms, Vicky rocked him back and forth until he fell limp with exhaustion. At some point, he’d have to grow up. That point would be a lot fucking sooner than their previous society would have expected from a child of his age. Poor kid.
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      The hard floor had turned Vicky’s backside numb, and her shoulder blades ached from where she leaned up against the cold, corrugated wall of the container. With Flynn asleep on her lap, she hadn’t moved for fear of waking him. Although, if she didn’t stand up again soon, she’d seize up like a rusty hinge.

      Despite having sat there for an entire day, Vicky hadn’t been able to sleep; not even now the darkness of night had settled in again. The only light came from the moon through the hole in the roof. It somehow made the groan of the diseased, and their beating against the side of the container, even worse.

      As the thud of pounding fists echoed through the dark space, Vicky ground her jaw and knocked the back of her head against the wall behind her. Despite the sharp sting of the contact, she continued, each whack harder than the last. Surrounded by the reek of diesel and with her hips aching from how she sat, Vicky let out a groan of her own. A long and continuous tone, it jumped every time she cracked the back of her head.

      Fire burned in Vicky’s knees, so she shifted to get more comfortable. Flynn snorted as her movement roused him. Although he hadn’t woken fully, it gave Vicky the motivation she needed.

      In one fluid movement, Vicky rolled forward and stood up. Once upright, she wobbled for a second. After she’d found her balance, she bobbed up and down a couple of times. It eased the ache in her kneecaps and gave her the confidence to walk across the container as she carried Flynn back to his mum.

      Larissa repeatedly blinked as she looked up at Vicky. She then adjusted herself to take her sleeping boy. As she held him in close, she kissed the top of his head, and her lips lifted with a slight smile.

      With sharp stabbing pains at the base of her back and up each side of her ribcage, Vicky couldn’t sit down again. Instead, she remained on her feet and paced the length of the dark shipping container. Five metres in length at the most, she walked to one side, touched the wall and felt the vibration from the diseased’s fists, turned around and walked back again.

      With each length of the container, she wound tighter than before. The boom, boom, boom, of the diseased cut to her core and pulled her shoulders to her neck. This couldn’t go on. No fucking way.

      After she’d paced another length, Vicky stopped at the gym equipment. The rope looked both tough and thin enough for what she needed. Vicky threaded it through one of the medium-sized free weights and tied it off to create a pendulum.

      When she’d finished, she looked over to see that both Rhys and Larissa were watching her. She shrugged and pointed at one of the walls. “I can’t sit in here with that going on outside. I have to do something.” Her voice echoed in the enclosed space.

      Vicky didn’t wait for a response. She couldn’t be bothered to explain her plan, choosing instead to simply act on it. Although it creaked beneath her weight, she climbed the ladder. At the top, she poked her head out into the night. The air reeked of rot, and it forced her tongue against the roof of her mouth in a dry heave.

      Once she got out on the container, Vicky walked on tiptoes to the edge and peered over. Although she only had the moonlight, it showed her enough. The horde hadn’t gathered around the container like they had when she’d seen them last. Hundreds of them still wandered in the airfield, but many had lost the target of their rage. Even those that still banged against the container seemed to do it by accident rather than design.

      When Vicky, Rhys, Larissa, and Flynn had disappeared from their view that morning, the diseased must have eventually forgotten about them. Like small children, they seemed to have little understanding of where an object had gone if they couldn’t see it anymore. Not that Vicky could do anything useful with that. Regardless of where they had their attention, they still surrounded her and would rip her limb from limb if she tried to get down.

      As Vicky stood on the edge of the container, Rhys walked up behind her. “What are you doing?”

      “You need to stand back,” Vicky said as she let the weighted end of the rope hang down by about a foot. She then swung it around in a small circle, slowly at first, but picking up speed with each rotation.

      After he’d shuffled forward again, Rhys repeated himself. “What are you doing?”

      Vicky let more rope slide out so she could swing the weight in a wider circle. To maintain her balance, she had to bend her knees with each rotation. “We have to do something about these fuckers. I can’t sit in that container and listen to them beat the shit out of it for days. We need to try to kill them.”

      As she let the rope out even farther, the circle now larger than her as she hung it off the edge of the container, Rhys backed away.

      After she’d let out a little more length, Vicky dipped her knees to drop the weight low enough to catch the head of one of the diseased still close to the container. The heavy weight connected with its skull with a wet pop, which dropped it instantly. It upset the perfect circles she spun with the rope, however, and although she tried to control it, Vicky couldn’t stop the weight from crashing with the shipping container. It killed the weight’s momentum, unsettled her balance, and called out over the packed airfield like a gong.

      As one, every diseased within sight turned to face Vicky. With her weighted rope limp, she froze. The low murmur of discontent sparked into a shrill cry of blood lust, and the pack rushed forward as one. Any space that had opened up between the diseased and the container closed instantly as they all pushed against one another to get near. With their rush forward the diseased brought a rich stench of rot and excrement with them. Vicky wrinkled her nose at the smell.

      With Rhys still by her side, Vicky looked across at him to see him shrug. “It doesn’t look like your plan worked, Vick.”

      “No shit.” But it didn’t stop her pulling the rope in and spinning a small circle with it again. After a few rotations, she let more of the rope out until it swooped down far enough for her to crack another diseased in the head.

      Another loud cracking pop and the thing buckled beneath the blow. Within seconds, it had disappeared from view as the mob filled the space it left and trampled it beneath their feet. Clearly agitated by their fallen brethren, they screamed louder than before; a dreaded warning to Vicky that they’d get her.

      After she’d dropped the third diseased, and it too vanished beneath the rush of its comrades, Vicky dropped the weighted rope down on top of the container and turned to Rhys. “Happy now?”

      “Why would I be happy?”

      “Because it hasn’t fucking worked. Because it was a stupid idea to think I could kill the diseased from here with a rope and a weight.” As she looked out over the crowd, she sighed. “We’d need a fucking nuclear bomb to remove this lot.”

      When Rhys didn’t reply, Vicky slowly spun three hundred and sixty degrees to take in the airfield. Thick with diseased, the noise had called out to all of them.

      Rhys looked as horrified as Vicky felt. He nodded toward the hole they’d made and said, “Come on, we need to get back inside the container and think of a better plan.”

      Vicky laughed. “There is no better plan, Rhys. We’re fucked!”
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        * * *

      

      Once back inside the container, Vicky stamped on the floor, sending an echo through the small space. “Fuck it!”

      Instead of judgement, Larissa looked at her with concern creasing her brow as Flynn stirred on her lap. “What’s up?”

      A shake of her head and Vicky paced the container again. “I thought I could kill some of the diseased, and it would give us a chance to escape from here.”

      “You can’t kill them?” Larissa asked.

      “I can kill them, but when I kill one, three more take its place. The commotion of killing one attracts others. I should have left it. When I went out there, they’d started to lose interest in the container. When they can’t see us, they seem to forget about us. They …” Vicky clicked her fingers, and the sharp sound snapped through the small space. “That’s it!”

      This time, Rhys spoke up. “Huh?”

      “I think I know how we can get away from here. Maybe not all of us, but I think a couple of us will be able to sneak out and get some supplies at least.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      With both Larissa and Rhys behind her, Vicky sat down on top of the container with Flynn and lifted the weight attached to the end of the rope. Despite having survived an entire day and night against the fuckers, Flynn still stared out at the horde of diseased with his jaw loose and his eyes wide.

      “You don’t need to worry about them, honey,” Vicky said as she too looked out. The early morning sun stung her tired eyes from not having slept for the past few days. “They can’t get you up here. They can’t climb, and we’re too high up for them to reach.” Not that she could say with any certainty that they couldn’t climb; only that she’d not seen any of them climb yet. A chill ran through her. Climbing diseased didn’t bear thinking about.

      When Flynn didn’t reply, Vicky put a hand on his shoulder. “Do you hear me?”

      After several blinks, the boy nodded and turned to look at her. Pale from what Vicky assumed to be a mixture of exhaustion, hunger, and fear, he still didn’t speak.

      “Okay,” Vicky said as she held the weight with both hands, “I need you to do this.” She released her grip and let gravity do the work. A loud boom sounded out as the weight hit the container. More of the diseased looked up at them.

      Flynn visibly shook as he stared out at the mob again.

      With a hand on his shoulder, Vicky squeezed as she whispered, “Trust me, you don’t need to fear them; not while you’re up here.”

      For a second time, she lifted the weight and dropped it again. The noise stirred up the diseased, who grew louder as if agitated by the sound.

      “I need you to have a go,” Vicky said as she handed the weight to Flynn.

      The boy nodded again but still didn’t speak. He dropped the weight against the steel container and another loud boom called out.

      As she watched Flynn lift the weight back up and hold it in mid-air, Vicky nodded. “Go on, give it another try.”

      Flynn dropped it again.

      Without any encouragement, he did it again.

      And again.

      Vicky patted the slim boy’s back. “Attaboy. Just keep that up. You’ll get all of the diseased to come over to this side, and it’ll give us a chance to get away. Remember, they can’t hurt you up here, okay?”

      After Flynn nodded, Vicky leaned forward and kissed the top of his head. The boy smelled of dirt, and his hair had turned greasy. When she looked back at his parents, she suddenly realised where she was. “Um … sorry.”

      Before Rhys could speak, Larissa shrugged. “What for?”

      “For kissing him. It felt natural, but he’s not my boy.”

      “You care about him. That’s nothing to be sorry for.”

      Vicky dipped a slight nod at Larissa and got to her feet.

      As Flynn beat a steady boom, Vicky lifted the ladder from out of the shipping container. Like she’d done to get the tools, she stretched it across the gap between the container they currently stood on and the closest one to them. At no more than two metres, the gap already seemed less imposing than it had the first time. The others’ pale faces and tight expressions suggested they didn’t feel the same.

      “I don’t think I can do it,” Larissa said as she peered over the edge and shook her head.

      With a hand on her back, Rhys leaned into his ex-wife. “You can. I know you can.”

      While the lovebirds worked it out, Vicky walked across the ladder with ease. Sure, Larissa’s attitude had changed toward her, but that didn’t stop her feeling like a spare part in this little family she’d found herself with.

      Although Rhys moved with less confidence, his arms thrust out to the side and his attention on the diseased below, he followed Vicky over.

      It looked like Larissa wouldn’t come as she looked from Vicky and Rhys to Flynn, and back to Vicky and Rhys. “I don’t want to leave him there by himself.”

      Rhys drew a breath to call across at her, and Vicky whacked him on the arm. With her finger pressed to her lips, she glowered at the man. She then pointed at Flynn and spoke in a whisper. “He’s making the noise remember, not us.”

      Although she didn’t call back, Vicky beckoned for Larissa to join them. With her hands pressed together as if in prayer, she spoke so only Rhys could hear her. “Please, come across. Flynn will be fine.”

      Several deep breaths later and a couple of false starts, and Larissa finally stepped onto the first rung of the ladder. A violent shake had a hold of her as she took each step at a time, but she did it nonetheless.

      Once she’d made it to the other side, Vicky gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze and smiled at her.

      Larissa looked back across at Flynn. “Are you sure this is the right thing to do? What if something happens to him?”

      “He’s safe there. Trust me. Besides, you’re not leaving these containers. He’ll only be metres away from you at the most.”

      When Rhys came over, the three of them huddled so tightly together Vicky could smell the stale sweat on the pair. She spoke in a low voice. “We need to get to the farthest container if we’re to stand a chance. The good thing is, most of them have been placed close enough together for us to be able to jump across rather than use the ladder.”

      When Larissa’s eyes widened, Vicky offered her a gentle smile. “You can still use the ladder if you like.”

      Larissa relaxed slightly.
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        * * *

      

      In time, Larissa and Rhys moved across the containers with more confidence. So what if it had taken them at least five minutes on the first go.

      Vicky glanced over at the small boy on the farthest container; his little back curved as he leaned over and used both hands to lift the weight and drop it down again. The monotonous boom tormented the diseased below, who twisted and writhed, their frustration clear to see.

      When Vicky peered over the edge of the last shipping container, she saw a large chain-link fence pressed up against the back of it. She smiled. “This might just work, you know.”

      The back row of containers ran flush with the airport’s perimeter fence. Free of diseased because they’d all been attracted to the noise, the fuckers wouldn’t make it around that side even if they’d wanted to. There was no way through the fence. The field behind the airport would fill up at some point, but for now, it seemed clear.

      When Vicky saw Flynn look over toward her, she gave him a thumbs up. The boy smiled and continued with his steady beat. The approval seemed to give him the will to continue.

      As Vicky slid the ladder down into the field behind the airport, she spoke to Larissa. “You need to keep an eye out for us, okay?” From the containers, she could see the local town, and she pointed at it. “We’re only a few hundred metres away from that built up area. There must be a shop or something there. We’ll get in and get out quickly, so be ready for our return so you can lower the ladder again, all right?”

      “But what about Flynn?”

      “Go closer to him, sure,” Vicky said, “but don’t go right over because we need you to be able to get to us quickly when we return. Flynn knows he’s safe there. I know he’s only little, but the boy needs to grow up fast if he’s to survive.”

      Larissa frowned at Vicky and her back stiffened. Telling another woman how to manage her son crossed a line, but they didn’t have time for niceties. Flynn would be fine, and Larissa wouldn’t need to be any farther away from him than where she currently stood.

      When Larissa looked over at the boy, her shoulders slumped and she nodded. “Okay.”

      After the ladder had hit the soft ground of the field behind the airport, Vicky took one final deep breath and turned to Rhys. “You ready for this?”

      Pale-faced, Rhys gulped. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      And with that, Vicky climbed down the ladder into the field. The wind ran across the open space and crashed into her as she looked out over it. It seemed free of the diseased …

      For now.
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      By the time they’d walked about fifty metres into the field, the dew had soaked through Vicky’s trainers, and her feet squelched as she walked. Exposed in the open space, she moved as quietly as she could, gripped her telescopic baton so tight her knuckles hurt, and listened to the sounds of the diseased just metres away.

      A thick tree line separated Vicky and Rhys from the vast horde of diseased that were all being drawn to Flynn’s beat against the container. The stench of decay and human shit thickened the air to the point where Vicky felt like she could taste it. Despite the urge to spit, she resisted. She didn’t need to make any extra noise, and with a heave locked and loaded as it pushed up against her throat, any stimulation in that area of her body and she’d vomit for sure. If hawking up a bit of phlegm didn’t attract the diseased ….

      The town that they’d seen from on top of the containers didn’t look far away. A five-minute walk maybe. Although, with a horde as large as the one in the airport, five minutes away felt like the other side of the planet. With her pulse on overdrive, Vicky scanned the ground she trod. One snapped twig, a sneeze, hell, even a startled animal could alert the masses.

      Although they hadn’t previously agreed on it, the pair resorted to silent communication. When Rhys looked over at her again, Vicky pointed at her eyes and then pointed to the tree line. They needed to keep an eye out. If just one of the diseased saw them, their plan would have to change in an instant. Not that she needed to tell Rhys that; judging by his wide eyes and twitchy head movements, he seemed more than aware of the fact.

      Every roar and scream spiked Vicky’s pulse even though none of the sounds had been directed at them—so far.

      The boom of Flynn’s weight against the top of the shipping container rang out with such a steady beat, Vicky marched in time with it. One, two, three, boom. One, two, three, boom. It felt like a death march.

      As Vicky scanned the hedge line, she saw a part where the trees thinned a little. The farther they got from the containers, the less diseased there were, but she could still see plenty of the fuckers milling about on the other side. Without a word, she grabbed a handful of Rhys’s shirt sleeve and dragged him closer to the tree line.

      When he resisted, Vicky leaned close to him. “The trees are thinning out. We need to get past the gap without being seen.”

      “And getting closer to them will achieve that?”

      “The trees will hide us. The closer we are to them, the shorter distance we have to be exposed for. If we stay out in the field, they’ll be able to see us for much longer when we cross the gap.”

      Although he came with her when she tugged on his sleeve again, Rhys looked far from convinced as the pair of them moved close to the tree line.

      The smell when they’d walked in the field had nothing on the stench that rose as they got closer to the mob. The heave Vicky already had in her throat, forced her tongue against the roof of her mouth, and she coughed slightly to clear it. It had little impact.

      The scrape of feet and moans of agitation stirred on the other side of the hedge. The sound of Flynn’s repetitive beat clearly riled them, even from this distance.

      When they got to within about a metre of the tree line, Vicky led the way along it until they came to the gap. She turned to Rhys. “We have to dart across this space together. We’ll be visible for the shortest time that way. What do you think?”

      “I think there has to be another way.”

      After she’d looked out across the huge open field, Vicky turned back to Rhys and threw her hands up in a shrug. “Well, what is it then?”

      With his mouth hanging open slightly, Rhys looked across the field too. Once he’d turned back to Vicky, he said, “We’ll do it on the count of three, yeah?”

      Vicky nodded.

      “One,” Rhys said.

      “Two.”

      Just as he finished the second count, Vicky saw it, and she also saw that Rhys hadn’t.

      “Three.”

      As he darted out across the gap, Vicky hooked her arm around his neck, dragged him back, and pulled him to the ground with her. Although he squirmed, he thankfully knew not to shout. A second later he fell limp when at least fifteen of the fuckers sprinted past the gap in the hedge, less than a metre away from where they would have been.

      Once they’d passed, Vicky let go of him and stood up again.

      When Rhys got to his feet, he nodded at her. “Thank you. I didn’t see them at all.”

      “I know. Let me count it down, yeah?”

      Rhys flushed red, but his ego didn’t matter one jot at that point. He could lick his wounds when they returned to the containers with food and drink.

      Vicky counted down in her head instead of out loud and reached back to grab Rhys. All the while she watched the gap in the trees. Three, two, one. A tug on Rhys’s sleeve and the pair of them sprinted across the small space, almost silent save for the rustling grass at their feet.
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        * * *

      

      With their walk tightened by a path that led from the field, the pair continued in the direction of the town. Penned in by a vast building on one side—which looked like a hanger for private jets—and the thick tree line of the airport on the other, Vicky sped up in the direction of what looked like a road at the end. Flynn’s banging accompanied them as they walked down the narrow alleyway.

      “Were it not for that noise,” Vicky said in a whisper, “I don’t think we would have made it across that gap.”

      After he’d looked back in the direction of the containers, Rhys turned back to Vicky and chewed on his bottom lip. “I’m not sure that’s a good thing, though.”

      “You wanted us to be seen?”

      “Of course not. I just don’t like the idea of an entire fucking town of diseased staring up at my son.”

      He had a point, and Vicky nodded. “They can’t get to him, though. And when we come back, we can hide out for a while in one of the containers. They’ll all go away soon enough. They seem to lose interest pretty quickly.”

      The pair walked in silence for a few seconds before Rhys said, “Um …”

      Vicky looked at him.

      “That, um … that kiss.”

      “It’s all right, Rhys. You⁠—”

      “No, I do need to talk about it.”

      Because she walked ahead of him, Vicky faced the direction they were travelling in and shook her head as he spoke.

      “Well, things are different now than they were. With everything that’s happened, I think I should try to stay single for Flynn’s sake.”

      The words stung and it caught Vicky off guard. Why did she give a fuck about Rhys and his rejection? Maybe it was more down to what they’d been through than anything. “Look, Rhys, it was a kiss. Get over yourself, yeah? Fucking hell, mate, no need to go overboard.” Heat flushed her cheeks, so she continued to stare straight ahead.
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        * * *

      

      The end of the alley marked the end of the airport’s boundaries. The space opened up onto a two-lane road with a petrol station no more than fifty metres away, and another field directly opposite them. A quick scan of the area and it seemed clear.

      When Rhys stepped out next to her, Vicky nodded diagonally across the road at the petrol station. “I think we’ve found what we’re looking for.”

      Although distant, the boom of Flynn’s weight continued to call out. Too much longer and some of the diseased from the town may appear, so Vicky grabbed Rhys’s sleeve again and led him across the road at a jog.

      The hard concrete and the cover of the petrol station’s roof amplified the pair’s footsteps as they ran up to the glass front door. As she moved, Vicky raised her telescopic baton and kept her eyes peeled for signs of the diseased.

      At the door to the petrol station, Vicky looked through the window. It had to be reinforced glass and would take more than one whack with the baton to get through it. They’d made it that far. If they got in and out, maybe the noise wouldn’t matter. As Vicky stared into the shop, she rocked on the balls of her feet. Two nights without sleep and her body had turned to lead. Just before she attacked the glass with her first blow, Vicky pushed the door. It swung open. She laughed, and when she spoke, her words dragged from tiredness. “Of course the place would be open. Why would everywhere be abandoned and locked up? The disease hit at lunch time.”

      “Huh?” Rhys said. When he glanced up, his expression hung loose. He looked as tired as Vicky felt.

      “Don’t worry,” Vicky said and stepped into the petrol station.

      After Rhys had followed her in, Vicky closed the door and found a twist lock on the inside. A quick turn and the bolt made a snap as it slid into the frame.

      Vicky's heart damn near exploded when she looked up to see a diseased sprint across the forecourt. It had come from nowhere. Vicky moved back several steps before it collided with the glass door with a loud bang!

      The door held.

      Out of breath from panic, Vicky watched the creature press its face to the glass and smear blood all over it as it bit and snapped its teeth at her. It hadn’t just appeared … they’d both missed it. Why didn’t they wait until they felt more rested to come out and get supplies?

      When she turned to see Rhys had frozen as he stared at the creature, Vicky laughed and rubbed her sore eyes. “At least the door held.”

      Rhys nodded, his face slack and his vision glazed as he focused on the raging diseased just metres away.

      “There must be a back exit,” Vicky said. “Let’s get a couple of bags of supplies, and then we’ll find it.”
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        * * *

      

      A quick check behind the sales counter and Vicky found a stack of carrier bags. She double bagged two, gave one of them to Rhys, and kept one for herself. Within a few minutes, they’d filled their respective bags. They’d taken as many fresh items as they could. Best to use that food before it all went off.

      With a tacky throat from all the running, Vicky sipped on a fresh water. The cool liquid quenched her thirst, although it couldn't dispel the exhausted fog in her mind. Despite her urge to swig the entire bottle, she dropped it back in her bag after just a couple of sips. A stomach full of water wouldn’t help her run back to the airport one fucking bit.

      Vicky nodded at the door in the wall behind the till. “You wanna check in there and see if there’s a way out? It looks like it leads to a storeroom.” She nodded at the front door with the diseased pressed up against it. “I’ll keep this fucker entertained.”

      As seemed to happen with the diseased, once one picked up the scent of something, it didn’t take long for their mates to join in. When Vicky caught movement on the other side of the road, she looked past the diseased directly in front of her to see a crowd of about ten of the horrible fuckers.

      Each one ran with their clumsy gait as they crossed the forecourt and crashed against the door one after the other. Logic told Vicky the door would hold, but that didn’t stop her flinching with every collision, her legs so weak she nearly fell to the ground a couple of times.

      With the fuckers pressed up against the glass, wide bloody eyes and dark drooling mouths, Vicky glanced to see Rhys open the door to the storeroom. When one of the diseased also looked his way, Vicky punched her side of the glass so hard it stung her fist. The mob on the other side roared in response.

      “I’m here, you dumb fucks!” Vicky banged her fist against the reinforced glass again. “Look at me, you stupid bastards.”

      Several more diseased ran into the forecourt and pushed the existing mob harder against the door. Despite the sounds of chaos and fury directed at her, Vicky had more of her attention on the door Rhys had disappeared through than the one in front of her. They hadn’t checked in there before she sent him in. They hadn’t fucking checked!

      Vicky put her bag down, held her baton out in front of her and stepped toward the storeroom.

      When Rhys poked his head out, she nearly swung for him, her heart in her mouth as she said, “Fuck! I thought you were one of them.”

      “Thanks!”

      A shake of her head and Vicky nodded behind him. “How’s it look in there? You find a way out?”

      Rhys nodded. “Yep. There’s a door that leads out the back of the place, and I couldn’t see any diseased when I checked out there.”

      “Okay,” Vicky said. “You go and open the back door, and I’ll make sure this lot stay here. I’ll be right out after you.”

      Rhys paused for a second as he looked at Vicky, but then turned around and headed back to the storeroom.

      The moment he vanished from sight, Vicky hurried back over to the front door and shook it. She watched the frenzy spark outside as she picked up her carrier bag. Wide mouths issued sharp hisses. Bleeding eyes remained fixed on her and glistened; they were active, yet strangely detached in their dead glare. Several more diseased joined the pack, which totalled about twenty by now. One last bang on the door and Vicky flipped them the bird. “Fuck you, you fucking pieces of shit.” She then made for the storeroom.

      Although dark in the small room, Rhys had the back door open, allowing the space to be lit up enough for Vicky to move through the maze of shelves as she headed for the light. She knew Rhys and knew she could trust him, but if he felt anywhere near as tired as she did, should she trust him at that moment? What if he’d made a mistake? What if he hadn’t seen that one diseased that would end her?

      When she stepped out the back of the petrol station, Vicky scanned around. It stood empty and the sounds of the diseased around the front of the building called out as they still clearly tried to get in through the front door.
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        * * *

      

      The pair took the long way back through a field that ran parallel with the road to avoid Vicky’s fan club in the petrol station’s forecourt. Their bags rustled as they walked. When they came out on the road, Vicky scanned both ways before she led them across to the alleyway that ran alongside the airport.

      Vicky watched Rhys climb over the stile ahead of her. Halfway over herself, and a tickle burned in her nose. With watering eyes, panic washed over her. Before she could control it, she sneezed so hard her entire body bucked, and the sound of it rang through the still air. The collection of diseased in the petrol station’s forecourt turned to her as one. Ice ran through her veins, and she looked at Rhys. “Run. Run now!”
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      Ten years later.

      

      The boom of the weight against the shipping container provided some comfort for Vicky as she pushed on, her body tired from years of supply runs. With Rhys behind her, the pair sprinted up the alleyway toward the field at the back of the airport. Several diseased chased after them, their breaths heavy and their feet clumsy against the ground. Although their numbers had thinned, a considerable amount of the fuckers had learned how to hunt and survive. They ate berries and animals. Surprisingly composed when it came to hunting, they still lost their minds in the presence of humans. Consumed with a desire to get at Vicky and Rhys, they moved as fast now as they had ten years previously.

      When she got close to the stile that led out into the field beside the airport, Vicky jumped up onto the step and hurdled the fence. She’d meant to knock the barrier down some time ago, but something more important always came up.

      The number of diseased may have dwindled over time, but a large crowd of them still gathered at the airport on the other side of the tree line. They smelled worse than ever. They may have learned how to hunt and survive, but none of the fuckers knew how to wipe their arse. Every single one of them stood covered in piss and shit.

      Vicky estimated it to be May. The sun shone brightly in the sky, and with the winter behind them, they’d entered a time of growth. It had been a long few months, and Vicky now had to tie her trousers extra tight to prevent them from falling. But now the first signs of vegetables grew in their patch by the containers, and she could feel her strength returning.

      Without breaking stride, Vicky gasped for breath as she looked over her shoulder at the diseased on their tail. A quick count and it looked like six, maybe seven of them. The fuckers ran as fast as ever. It seemed like Vicky and Rhys would lose their speed before the diseased did. The original plan of waiting for them to die out had failed. At some point, the tables would turn, and the diseased would have the edge.

      Vicky looked at Rhys. Red-faced and with his mouth open wide, he gasped for breath and nodded at her. They’d done this a thousand times; they could do it again. It didn’t matter that the diseased had gotten closer to them today than they had in a long time; they could do it.

      With the swish of the long grass as it tugged on their feet, and the fury of the diseased both behind them and on the other side of the fence, Vicky clenched her jaw and pushed on.

      A small rucksack on her back, it had gotten lighter every time they returned from a supply run. Back in the day, she’d be able to pack the thing to busting and would get bruises from running with it. The diseased may have been good at catching dogs, rabbits, squirrels … hell, they even knew what berries to eat, but the fuckers couldn’t open a tin or a bottle, so the world still had something to offer. Sure, most of it had gone off, but it still tasted okay—well, some of it did at least. The water remained drinkable, and it rained enough for them to catch the extra they needed.

      Dressed in no more than rags, the diseased continued on their tail. Most of them had their torsos exposed, and their trousers or skirts ripped off from mid-thigh down. Dried blood filled their eye sockets. The fuckers shouldn’t be able to see, yet they picked up a scent and moved with utter confidence as they homed in on it.

      Vicky’s feet shifted and adjusted over the hard and uneven ground. Although she knew the run well, one slip and she’d be fucked.

      As they rounded the bend toward the back of the containers, the boom sounded louder, and they saw Flynn. He stood at the top of the ladder. Tall for his age, and lean, he may not have left the containers in the past decade, but he’d worked out every day in anticipation of it. Boredom had set in quickly, so they set up the gym equipment in the container they’d found it in, which gave both him and Larissa somewhere to exercise; one of the many things they’d done to stave off the madness of cabin fever.

      With a five-metre lead on Rhys and about a fifteen-metre lead on the diseased, Vicky pushed on. Without missing a beat, she jumped onto the ladder and climbed it like a monkey up a tree. She leapt past Flynn and landed flat against the container with a resounding slap.

      As she got to her feet, she fought for breath and watched Rhys. The distance between him and the lead diseased had shrunk to no more than a metre or so. The rest of the pack still hung back far enough for him to get away. But if he stopped to fight the one at the front, he wouldn’t make it.

      Before Vicky could speak, Flynn lifted a rock from the top of the container. With the cry for him to stop caught in her throat, Vicky watched him launch it at his father and the lead diseased directly behind him. It connected with the diseased’s head with a loud crack and knocked it to the ground.

      A few seconds later, Rhys jumped onto the ladder and climbed it. When he got to the top, Vicky helped Flynn pull the ladder up after him just in time for the rest of the pack to reach out for it and miss. The shudder of seven bodies crashed into the container below, and the vibrations shook through Vicky’s feet.

      Rhys lay on his back with his mouth open wide and stared up at the sky. Sweat glistened on his red face, and his slim ribcage rose and fell with his heavy breaths.

      Larissa’s war drum continued, unrelenting in the background as a steady boom, boom, boom.
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      As Vicky stood with her hands on her hips, she pulled deep breaths into her tight lungs and watched the diseased on the ground below. The one Flynn had hit with the rock lay sparked, and fresh blood ran down its twisted face from an angry gash across its forehead.

      The sound of Rhys’s heavy breaths joined the moans and groans of the diseased. Catching her breath, Vicky watched him lie on top of the container next to the ladder they’d pulled up after him.

      When Rhys looked up at her, he drew another deep breath and slowly got to his feet. Still puffed out, he stood for a moment to compose himself before he put an arm around his son. “Well done, mate.”

      Flynn pulled his long and greasy hair away from his face and smiled at his dad.

      Over the years, Vicky and Rhys had found extra ladders. Enough that they had one for every gap that needed one, and one leading down into each of the containers. Seventeen in total, each container had a hole in the top of it and had been converted into either a storage space, a place for communal use, a bathroom, or a bedroom.

      At sixteen, Flynn still bunked in with his parents. Vicky had moved into her own container the second she could. After several years, she’d finally managed to get a decent night’s sleep through the banging and groaning on the other side of the steel walls. Now she barely heard the horrible fuckers.

      Vicky watched Larissa, who continued to bang the weight against the container. When Larissa finally looked up, Vicky waved for her to stop. Larissa placed the weight down and stood up. She pressed her hands into her kidneys and pushed her stomach forward as if to ease the aches from her body. As Vicky watched her, she felt her pain. The older she got, the longer her aches persisted. Most days she woke up tired and went to sleep exhausted.

      With Flynn and Rhys following behind her, Vicky moved from one container to another as she headed for the one they used as a kitchen.

      “Did you see that, Dad?”

      “I did, mate, you scored a direct hit. I’d be dead were it not for you.”

      As she hopped across a small gap of no more than a metre wide, Vicky looked down at the snapping jaws of the diseased wedged into the tight space below. Rhys and Flynn followed after her, more focused on their conversation with one another than the mindless killing machines around them.

      The sound of Flynn’s footsteps then rushed up to Vicky until he fell into stride next to her. “Did you see that, Vicky? Did you see the shot?”

      With her attention on the ladder that stretched across another, larger gap, Vicky walked across it and didn’t respond.

      After he’d followed her over, Flynn caught up with her again. “I said, did you see me?”

      “I heard you.”

      When Flynn stopped dead, Vicky did too. A little abrasive at first, she softened her tone. “It was a good shot, but maybe a lucky one.”

      Rhys had caught up with them and looked at Vicky. “Why don’t you give the kid a break, Vick? He did well.”

      Heat rushed to Vicky’s cheeks as she pointed at Flynn. “Because he doesn’t need a break. He needs to be better. The kid’s nearly sixteen. He’s nearly a man, and we’re praising him for the occasional lucky shot. He’s fitter than all of us and should be on supply runs with us. But instead, you’re treating him like a baby by not putting any expectation on him to even try to get good enough to do a supply run.”

      Before Rhys could respond, Flynn stepped toward Vicky. “But that was for real then. I just saved Dad’s life with that shot. I am good enough to come out with you guys, so let me come.”

      Although he looked at Vicky, Vicky said nothing. Instead, she turned to Rhys.

      The warm glow of biased parental praise left Rhys’s face. Suddenly he’d been called out on his son’s abilities. He sighed and dropped his head. “You’re not ready yet, mate.”

      “But, how will I get ready if you don’t take me out with you, Dad?”

      “He’s right, you know,” Vicky said. “Sooner or
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