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WHITE MARSH

​The world went cold. She’s the only one still soft.

​By Tracy Weston
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​

​CHAPTER ONE

​THE CHALK DUST

The air outside the Outer Ring tastes like a schoolroom that has been scrubbed raw. Chalk. Dry grit. A thin mineral bite that sits on the back of the tongue and makes swallowing feel like dragging paper over skin. When the wind shifts, it carries the same smell through everything, through boarded windows and taped seams, through the gaps people keep pretending they sealed.

I sit on the roofline of the abandoned Dartford station and let my breathing slow until the mask feels like part of my face. The roofs are mine. Nobody follows me up here. Nobody asks me questions. Up here I am just a woman with a rifle and a view, which is about as close to ordinary as I get. Below me, the car park is a pale field of parked skeletons. Cars that will never move again. Buses angled into curbs like they gave up mid turn. A queue of delivery vans with their doors yawning open, frozen in the moment their drivers decided to run.

Across it all, the White Fog crawls forward.

People call it fog because they have no better word. Fog drifts. Fog lifts. Fog is a morning thing, a temporary thing, a thing that burns off when the sun decides to try. This does not drift. This does not lift. This has been here for three years and it advances the way certainty advances, one slow committed step at a time.

It never drifts like weather. It advances. It presses. It gathers itself into a slow tide, thick at ground level, rolling over tyres and curbs, pushing under bumpers and through shattered windows. From up here, it looks almost gentle. Like snow that forgot how to melt. Like something clean.

That is how it tricks people the first time. The White always looks soft from a distance.

Inside the fog, shapes move in short, jagged pulses, the way broken marionettes move when the strings tighten too hard. Their limbs jerk. Their shoulders hitch. Their heads tilt in quick unnatural angles, like they are listening for a sound no one else can hear. I hold my breath and bring the rifle scope up, steadying my elbows against the roofing felt.

Through the lens, the world sharpens.

The chain link fence at the North Gate stands in a long white line, its metal coated in powder. The fence posts wear the dust like frost. Beyond them, trees lean inward, their branches chalked pale, their leaves stiff and heavy as if the White has turned them into paper.

Something hits the fence.

The mesh shudders. Dust falls. The impact sends a tremor through the line and into the poles. Another hit follows, harder. A figure presses itself against the fence, a pale body with a surface like porous bone. It recoils, then slams again, driven by a hunger that never tires.

I lower the scope and swallow carefully. The chalk air punishes careless movement. It scratches the throat, makes you cough. A cough feels like an invitation.

The comm unit in my ear crackles.

“Sloane.” Miller’s voice rides the static, low and rough, like he keeps his words in his chest until they are too heavy. “Filter check.”

I glance at the gauge strapped to my wrist. The needle sits in the green band. It looks calm. It always looks calm right up until it stops.

“Green,” I say. “Plenty.”

“North Gate is taking pressure. Fog came early.”

“It always comes early when people start thinking about tomorrow,” I answer.

A short exhale on his end. The closest thing Miller ever gives to a laugh. “Keep your eyes on the treeline. London guards are throwing heat flares.”

My stomach tightens with a quick bright anger that tastes like copper.

The London Wall rises west of us, a solid slab of concrete and steel built in panic, reinforced by desperation, guarded by men who still think the capital deserves a future more than the places outside it. When the White presses too close to their side, they throw y over the top. Bright rods that hiss and roar as they burn through the fog. The White recoils. It thins. It slides away.

It slides toward us.

“Typical,” I mutter.

“Save your breath,” Miller replies. “Watch harder.”

I lift my eyes toward the Wall. From here it is a hard grey line cutting the horizon, too clean, too straight. Even the sky above it seems different, as if warmth gathers on the far side like a private secret.

My hand rests on my knee. Heat climbs from my skin, steady, constant, the way it always does. In a world turning cold, I run hot. I have run hot since the day the first fog came, since the morning I watched my neighbour turn white in her garden while I stood beside her and felt nothing but warmth. Fever hot. Furnace hot. The heat never hurts me. It just makes me visible to everything that should frighten me.

A tiny white fleck floats down and lands on the exposed skin of my knuckle where my glove has torn. It sits there like a piece of ash. A spore. A seed of the Bone Frost.

For a heartbeat, I feel the cold of it, a needle point chill.

Then it hisses.

The spore liquefies, turning into a bead of water that slides off my skin and disappears into the grit. No rooting. No bloom. No hardening. Just a soft hiss like a lie being corrected.

A familiar thought rises, the one that has found me every time the White proves it cannot touch me.

Freak.

I have heard it said aloud once, by a man at the Dartford gate whose wife had died in the fog while I stood next to her, warm and untouched. He said it quietly, more grief than accusation. I have been saying it to myself ever since.

My throat tightens. I look away from my hand and back to the fog, back to the shapes that move with snapping joints and brittle purpose. The infected do not rot. They bleach. They harden. They turn into ivory sculptures of their last agony, their faces locked, their bodies frozen mid run, mid prayer, mid scream. The ones that still move are worse. The Brittle. Fast, cracked, hunting for calcium like starving animals with human hands.

A runner bursts into view below, sprinting across the car park with his head down, boots slipping on dust. He waves once, quick, the hand signal for rising pressure. Then he vanishes into the station entrance.

A moment later, the siren begins.

It is a hand cranked thing, a harsh mechanical wail that rises and falls in a painful rhythm. It feels older than the building. It feels like a warning from the inside of the earth.

People start moving inside the station. I hear muffled shouts through broken skylights. The thud of feet. The scrape of something heavy dragged into position.

I sling the rifle and move.

The roof edge gives way to a maintenance platform. I drop down, land in a crouch, and run along the narrow metal walkway until I reach the shattered skylight frame. I swing my legs through and drop into the upper corridor, boots hitting concrete.

The air inside smells like bleach, damp plaster, old sweat. Someone scrubbed recently. People always scrub. They always think they can erase the White by force of will and soapy water.

The corridor is crowded with residents. Masks pulled tight. Eyes wide above plastic and cloth. A woman clutches a bag to her chest like it contains her entire life. A boy holds a toy car with two wheels missing. An old man sits on a bench with his hands trembling, staring at the floor as if he can stare the dust into obedience.

Miller stands at the far end near the reinforced service door, broad shoulders squared, halligan bar in both hands. He looks like something the station built for itself, a piece of structure that learned to move. His respirator hides his mouth, yet his eyes carry the same hard focus they always do, scanning people, scanning corners, scanning the air.

A thermal camera hangs from a strap against his chest. He lifts it, sweeps the corridor. The screen glows pale. The camera clicks softly.

He sees heat where the White hides it.

His gaze lands on me. “You come down,” he says, like my presence changes the air.

“I saw movement at the fence,” I answer. “More than yesterday.”

“Yeah,” he says. “We all see it now.”

The medic station sits in the old ticket office. Plexiglass still divides the space, cracked and taped. A faded sign above the counter reads INFORMATION, as if anyone ever understood anything here.

Tess stands behind the counter with a torch in one hand and a pack of filters under her arm. Her eyes are sharp above her mask. She is a vet by training, which means she spent her old life stitching animals back together while people told her she was less important than human doctors. Now she is the one trading clean air and calling herself useful with a bitterness that never fades.

She points at me. “In. Now.”

I step through the swinging gate. It taps shut behind me. The gate feels ridiculous, yet Tess treats it like a border.

“Filter seal check,” she says. Her fingers press along the edge of my mask, firm, thorough. “You stay outside too long.”

“I was on overwatch.”

“I know what you were doing.” Her voice is clipped. “You like roofs. You like feeling tall. The White likes tall places too. Dust falls. It settles. Then lungs lock.”

I keep my eyes on her hands. “Filter reads green.”

“Filters lie,” she answers. “Bodies tell the truth.”

She shines her torch on my glove. The tear at the knuckle glares under the light. Her gaze snaps to it.

“You tore it,” she says.

“It caught on metal.”

“Metal catches everybody,” she replies. “That is how it starts. Little tear. Little breath. Then a statue in a corner and people argue about whether to smash it.”

Her eyes hold mine, searching for fear, searching for obedience. Tess believes fear makes people careful. She grew into that belief like armour.

She takes my hand, turns it palm up, shines the torch over my skin. No white bloom. No porous crust. My hand is pink, alive, warm enough to fog the glass of her torch.

Tess watches the fog on the glass, then looks at me again. Her pupils shrink slightly. A thought flickers behind her eyes and sets her jaw hard.

“You ever feel it?” she asks, quieter. “The first bite. The first cold line under the skin.”

I shake my head. “No.”

Her gaze stays fixed on me. “Lucky.”

The word lands heavy. Lucky feels like a childish concept here, like a story people told themselves to sleep.

From the corridor outside the ticket office, Miller’s voice cuts through. “Tess. We moving or we dying in a queue.”

Tess pivots and snaps back, “You want to die quick, go ahead. I’m doing my job.”

She turns to me again. “Keep your gloves on,” she says. “Keep your mask tight. If your chest starts clicking, you tell me.”

“My chest stays fine.”

“It stays fine until it changes,” she answers. “Move.”

I step out. The corridor has tightened. People cluster like the walls have closed in. The siren has stopped, replaced by murmurs and sharp whispers. A prayer. A cough. Someone arguing about routes.

Miller jerks his head toward the office room beside the observation slit. I follow him through a narrow passage into a small office with boarded windows, leaving a long thin gap at eye level. Through it, the outside looks bleached.

Miller raises the thermal camera and aims it at the North Gate. The screen shows a dark cold mass, the White Fog thickening. Inside the mass, outlines flicker. Human shaped. Wrong.

“They’re stacking,” he murmurs.

“They always gather,” I say.

“They gather with purpose today,” he replies. “We got maybe ten minutes.”

“Ten minutes until what.”

He lowers the camera and looks at me fully. His eyes carry something that tightens my chest, a mixture of calculation and something older that he tries to keep buried.

“Until they breach,” he says. “Or until London throws more heat and pushes it over here faster.”

A heavy jolt runs through the building, subtle but real, a tremor that rattles dust from the ceiling tiles.

Impact at the fence line.

Then again.

Closer.

People in the corridor start to panic. The first scream punches through the murmurs and splits the air.

Miller pushes out of the office, halligan bar raised. “Single file,” he growls. “Masks sealed. Nobody breaks line.”

His voice steadies people the way a hand on a shoulder steadies someone in shock. They listen because they have watched him do what needs doing. They listen because his confidence feels like warmth.

We start moving.

Down the corridor, through the stairwell, into the lower station hall where rusted ticket barriers stand like ribs. The floor is slick with dust. Each step kicks up a faint white puff. The torchlight catches it and turns it into glitter. The White makes its own beauty. That makes it crueler.

We funnel toward the service door at the back, the one that opens onto the access road. Cold air leaks in. White air.

Kasper and Mia stand near the stairwell landing. They hold hands so tightly their knuckles look pale.

Kasper is around my age. He tries to stand tall, tries to pretend his body obeys him. His eyes look too bright. He swallows hard, then coughs once into his mask, a dry cough that ends with a tiny clicking sound in his chest.

The Click.

I hear it. Everyone hears it. Mia steps in front of him as if her smaller body can block the sound from the world.

Our eyes meet. Kasper looks away first.

Tess pushes past people with her bag slung over her shoulder. Filters clink inside like coins. “Move,” she snaps. “Keep moving.”

The service door sits at the end of the corridor. The outside world hits us like a slap, a corridor of abandoned vehicles and pale road markings, everything dusted, everything muted. The sky is the colour of old milk.

Then the White Fog spills over the car roofs.

It pours between vans like water. It slides under the bus and billows up through the broken windows. It advances with the same steady intent I watched from the roof. It wants this place. It wants all places.

Miller raises the thermal camera. “Too close,” he mutters.

Tess swears under her breath. “London flares,” she says. “They pushed it.”

We break.

Boots hammer on tarmac. Bags bounce. A baby cries. Someone coughs harder, the cough turning into a choking rasp. People flinch away from the sound as if infection travels through fear.

The route out of Dartford is supposed to be simple. Service road, underpass, then open run toward the M25. The M25 is a graveyard of cars turned white and people turned into statues, yet it is open. Open space gives you sight. Sight gives you choices. Choices keep you alive for another hour.

We reach the underpass entrance. A concrete mouth beneath an embankment choked with dead grass and white dust. The inside is dark. Damp streaks run down the walls, cut through by pale smears where the fog has licked the surface.

Miller stops, hand raised. The line compresses behind him. People bump shoulders. Someone whimpers.

Tess. “Keep moving.”

Miller ignores her and lifts the thermal camera toward the tunnel mouth. The screen flickers, then steadies. Dark. Cold. Then shapes.

Several.

Inside.

My stomach drops so fast it feels like I missed a step.

“They’re in there,” Miller says.

“How,” I whisper.

“Doesn’t matter,” he replies. “They’re there.”

Panic ripples through the group. A man tries to turn back, yet the crowd behind him presses forward, and the fog behind us thickens, filling the service road like rising tidewater.

Miller grips his halligan bar tighter. He looks at me. “Stay behind me.”

“I stay behind you every day,” I answer.

His eyes flash. “Stay close.”

He steps into the underpass.

I follow.

The air inside is worse. Chalk smell concentrates here, trapped between concrete walls, turning each breath into a dry scrape. Torchlight cuts across the walls and catches the first statue.

A person frozen mid run, arms raised as if to shield their face. Their skin is ivory white, porous, cracked in places. Crystalline growth seals their eyes. Their mouth is open in a sound that will never finish. Dust clings to their lips like frosting.

More statues line the tunnel edges. Dozens. A crowd turned into pale sculpture. A commuter stampede fossilised.

A clicking crack echoes deeper in the underpass.

Then another.

Then the sharper pop of a joint snapping under strain.

A shape lurches into the torchlight.

It is white as bone meal. Its surface looks like porous shell, flaking, shedding dust with each movement. Its limbs jerk in sharp angles, its joints snapping like dry branches. Where eyes should be, jagged crystals jut outward. It tilts its head toward us, as if sensing the warm breath behind masks.

Its mouth opens.

Teeth.

Too many. Too mismatched. Different sizes, different shapes, jammed into stone gums. Some teeth still carry stains. Some are cracked. All are stolen.

The Brittle exhales a puff of white dust.

Miller swings the halligan bar. The metal connects with a sound like breaking pottery. The Brittle staggers, yet it keeps moving, driven by something that never stops. It snaps its head forward, reaching for him with clawed white hands.

Miller ducks and rams the bar into its chest. The shell caves in, and a cloud of powder erupts, choking the tunnel air.

People behind us choke and recoil. Someone screams. Someone tries to push past.

The Brittle lunges again, fast, cracking, relentless.

Miller’s voice cuts through the chaos. “Sloane. Now.”

My body moves before my brain finishes thinking.

I step in, bare hand reaching past my torn glove, and grab the Brittle’s forearm.

Cold stone meets my heat.

My skin flares hotter in a surge, like my body knows exactly what to do. The porous shell darkens as moisture forms. A faint steam rises. The dust clinging to it liquefies, running in pale rivulets.

The Brittle convulses. Its joints snap in frantic rhythm. Its mouth opens wider, teeth grinding against each other.

It tries to pull away.

I hold on.

The shell loses structure. It softens into wet chalk paste, collapsing inward with a horrible crumbling sound. The arm caves. The shape folds. The Brittle drops, dissolving into a heap of damp pale mush that stinks of wet limestone and old plaster.

Miller yanks me back by the shoulder. His grip bites through my coat. “Don’t,” he growls, a word full of fear he tries to hide behind anger.

I look at him. His eyes are wide briefly, then hard again.

Behind him, Tess stares. Her gaze locks onto my bare hand, then to the heap on the floor, then back to me. Something sharp and calculating settles in her eyes like a blade being chosen.

A new sound echoes down the tunnel.

Multiple snaps. Multiple clicks.

More shapes moving.

Miller raises the thermal camera and swears. “More than four.”

The tunnel entrance behind us begins to fill with White Fog, sliding in low and thick, pooling at ankle height, rising. It creeps around the boots of the people behind us, making them shuffle and stumble as fear climbs their spines.

“Run,” Miller roars. “Past the statues. Don’t touch the walls.”

People surge forward, screaming, stumbling between hardened bodies. A man clips a statue with his shoulder. The statue cracks, shedding a burst of dust like snow. The man screams and wipes at himself, smearing white across his jacket.

A Brittle lunges from the darkness deeper in the tunnel and slams into the crowd.

It moves too fast. Its joints crack loudly, yet it never slows. It grabs a woman by the arm and bites, teeth grinding for bone. The woman’s scream rings through the tunnel like a siren.

Miller swings. The halligan bar smashes the Brittle’s skull, fracturing it, shedding powder. The creature keeps grabbing, driven to harvest calcium, driven to tear teeth, driven to feed its hollow frame.

I step toward it, heat rising, ready.

Miller shoves me back hard. “Stay with me,” he snaps.

“I can stop them,” I shout.

His eyes flare with something raw. “You can get yourself killed. Then everyone here freezes.”

The words hit with weight because they carry truth he refuses to say out loud. My warmth keeps him moving. My warmth keeps his lungs from seizing. My warmth keeps the group from turning into statues when filters fail and fog slips in.

I hate the weight of it. I hate the way it makes me feel useful and trapped at the same time.

We push forward through the tunnel, weaving between statues and living bodies and snapping white shapes. The air thickens with dust. Torchlight turns the White into a glitter storm, beautiful until you breathe it.

My lungs burn from dryness. My skin radiates heat. People flinch away from my touch instinctively. They fear the cold. They also fear the one thing that stays warm.

Halfway through the underpass, the ceiling dips lower, the walls narrow. The tunnel feels like a throat. The sound of cracking joints multiplies. The Brittle move in the shadows, their crystal faces turning toward the warmest points, toward breath, toward blood, toward bone.

Miller glances at the thermal screen and curses. “Ahead,” he says. “Blocked.”

I raise my torch.

The far end of the tunnel is filled with White Fog, thick and stacked, as if it has been waiting. It pulses faintly, like a living lung. Shapes shift inside it.

One Brittle steps out.

Then another.

Then another, until the tunnel mouth becomes a line of white figures. Their joints snap in unison, a synchronized sound like a thousand branches breaking at once. Their stolen teeth flash in torchlight. Their porous shells shed dust that floats around them like halos.

They are arranged.

Guarding.

Herding.

The cold of that thought hits me under all the heat. A single Brittle is hunger. A Brittle pack that herds is something else. That takes a kind of intelligence I have been telling myself the White does not have.

Miller’s grip tightens on my shoulder. His voice drops to something almost calm, which stops my breath cold. “They’re herding us,” he says.

Behind us, the entrance fills with White Fog. It rises around ankles, then shins. People gasp. Filters hiss. A man coughs and the cough ends with a hard clicking sound that makes several heads snap toward him in terror.

My wrist gauge beeps once, sharp and small, and I look down to see the needle trembling at the edge of green.

I lift my head again.

The nearest Brittle at the far end tilts its crystalline face toward me. It takes one step forward.

Then the whole line behind it steps forward too.

Snap. Snap. Snap.

The rhythm hits the tunnel walls and comes back louder, a drumbeat of bone.

The Brittle at the front opens its mouth.

A sound comes out that has no right to exist in that hollow stone throat. A wet clicking, a low strained attempt at shaping breath. The noise crawls up my spine.

Then, through the fog, through the joints grinding, through the dust that looks like snow, I hear something else.

A single word formed out of clicking bone and grinding teeth.

My name.

“Sloane.”

The tunnel presses against my ribs. My skin flares hotter in sudden panic, heat surging like a flame looking for air. The Brittle step closer, drawn toward it, their hunger sharpening.

Miller pulls me back a half step, halligan bar raised, eyes locked forward.

Tess’s voice cuts through the chaos from somewhere behind, thin and hard. “She did that,” she says, and I hear the accusation in it, like my heat called the fog, like my existence invited the White.

The Brittle line advances.

The fog behind us rises.

The underpass becomes a throat closing around us.

And in the tunnel's stillness, the chalk dust moves again, turning in slow spirals, as if something down here is waking up.
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​CHAPTER TWO

​THE THROAT OF CONCRETE
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My name comes out of stone like a curse learning how to speak.

“Sloane.”

The sound crawls through the underpass, wet clicks and grinding teeth shaped into something familiar. It hits my chest harder than any fist. Heat climbs up my throat, flashes across my skin, turns my palms slick inside my gloves.

The Brittle line advances as one, their joints snapping in a rhythm that feels rehearsed. Torchlight skitters across ivory shells and jagged crystal faces. Their teeth catch light, mismatched and crowded, set into gums that look like chalk paste that dried wrong.

Miller’s hand clamps my shoulder and drags me back a half step. The halligan bar rises in his other hand, angled across his body like a gate.

“Eyes up,” he says, voice low, steady, meant for me. “Breathe slow.”

Slow breathing feels impossible. The air tastes like powdered plaster. Each inhale draws grit deeper, even through the mask. The filter hisses on every breath, working harder now, the little gauge on my wrist trembling at the edge of green like it has started to understand fear.

Behind us, the White Fog swells at shin height, thickening, pooling in the entrance like milk poured into a drain that refuses to swallow it. People crowd tighter. Boots scrape concrete. Someone sobs behind their mask, the sound muffled and animal.

A man coughs once. The cough ends with a click.

Every head turns.

Kasper’s eyes meet mine through the chaos. He stands near the centre of the group, Mia pressed tight against his side, her hand clamped around his wrist like she is afraid he will dissolve into dust. His shoulders tremble with the effort of holding himself upright. That faint clicking in his chest returns, softer this time, like a warning tap on a locked door.

Tess’s voice cuts from the back, thin and sharp. “Keep moving. Keep moving.”

Moving where. The underpass feels like a throat with teeth.

The Brittle at the front takes another step forward. Its dead face turns again, as if it is listening to my heartbeat. I feel my heat rising in waves, and I feel them respond to it. Their heads angle toward me. Their bodies lean toward the warmest point, the way moths lean toward flame.

Miller shifts, placing himself between me and the front Brittle. “Focus,” he mutters. “You hear me.”

I hear him. I hear everything.

I hear the crackle of Brittle joints. I hear the distant wail of the Dartford siren fading behind the fog. I hear the soft hiss of filters and the sharp sound of breath drawn too fast. I hear the scrape of someone’s shoulder against a statue, and the powder that falls like dead snow.

The front Brittle lunges.

Fast. A jagged burst of movement. White hands reaching. Teeth bared.

Miller meets it with the halligan bar. The metal slams into the Brittle’s collarbone with a sound like fired clay splitting. Dust erupts. The Brittle staggers, then snaps forward again, driven by need that never pauses.

Miller swings again. The halligan catches the Brittle under the jaw. The head whips back, crystals clacking against concrete, yet the creature stays upright. Its mouth opens wider, jaw working, and it reaches for Miller’s arm.

Miller twists away, but the Brittle’s fingers graze his sleeve.

A thin streak of white dust smears across the fabric like flour.

My skin flares hotter.

Miller’s breathing changes. I hear it through his mask, a sudden tightness, a small hitch.

He feels it too.

He steps back into me for a fraction of a second, his shoulder brushing my chest, like he is stealing heat without asking. The contact is brief, yet it drags a current through my body, heat spilling outward.

The white smear on his sleeve dampens slightly. A tiny hiss rises. The dust softens.

Miller does not look at it. He keeps fighting.

The Brittle line splits.

Two move wide, one left, one right, snapping in sharp angles, trying to get around him. Another steps forward behind them, face raised, mouth open as if it tastes warmth in the air.

The group behind us pushes forward in panic, compressing the tunnel. A woman screams and tries to climb over a statue, slipping, falling, her hands smearing white dust across her gloves. Someone grabs her and yanks her back upright. Torchlight whips across faces. Sweat glints. Tears shine.

“Back,” Miller growls at the crowd. “Back two steps.”

No one listens.

Tess shoves through bodies, her bag bouncing against her hip. Her eyes cut to me, then to Miller, then to the Brittle. Something hard settles behind her gaze, a thought taking shape.

“They follow her,” she says loud enough for people near her to hear. “They’re tracking her heat.”

My stomach drops.

Miller’s head turns toward her. “Shut your mouth,” he barks.

“She melted one,” Tess shoots back. “Now they’re coming like she rang a dinner bell.”

Miller swings his halligan again, smashing the Brittle that tries to flank him. “Move,” he roars. “Argue later.”

The Brittle at the front jerks back from his blow, then surges again, relentless. Its hands grasp at Miller’s mask strap. Miller ducks, driving the halligan into its chest. The shell caves, powder bursting outward.

Dust fills the air in a thick white cloud.

People cough. Filters hiss. Someone’s mask strap snaps, the sound sharp and terrible. A man screams as he fumbles with the broken strap, trying to hold the mask to his face with one hand while shoving through the crowd with the other.

The White Fog behind us rises higher.

My wrist gauge beeps again. The needle dips into yellow for a heartbeat.

Panic punches through me. My breath quickens, and my breathing fights the chalk. My throat burns with dryness.

Miller grabs my wrist and squeezes, grounding me. “Breathe,” he says. “Slow. You got air.”

I force my inhale to stretch. I force my exhale to lengthen.

The Brittle lurch again, snapping toward the warmest point. Me.

Miller sees it, and his stance shifts. He moves me behind his shoulder, then steps slightly to the side, as if he is positioning me like a lantern. He hates it. I can feel it in the tightness of his grip. He uses it anyway.

He uses me.

My heat spills outward.

The nearest Brittle hesitates, its arm lifting toward me, fingers twitching as if they feel the warmth like a drug. The porous shell along its forearm darkens faintly where the dust dampens. A thin hiss rises.

It recoils.

The creature still wants me, yet my heat hurts it. That conflict makes its movements jagged, frantic, like a starving animal afraid of fire.

Miller exploits the moment. He drives the halligan into its knee joint. The joint cracks with a loud snap. The Brittle drops sideways, its leg folding wrong, dust spraying out like powdered bone.

It crawls anyway, pulling itself forward with its arms, teeth bared.

My stomach twists.

They used to be people.

That thought hits me at the worst times. When they move fast enough to look alive. When they reach with hands that still look like hands, even in chalk shells. When their mouths open like they are trying to say something.

The front crawling Brittle opens its mouth and a wet clicking sound comes out again.

“Sloane.”

My name again, clearer this time.

The tunnel feels smaller. My skin flares hotter in a surge of fear that makes my eyes sting. The Brittle respond, snapping forward, drawn by the heat spike.

“Stop saying it,” I whisper, and my voice comes out thin.

Miller hears me. “Ignore it,” he says.

Ignoring feels like trying to ignore a blade at my throat.

A Brittle to the right darts forward, fast, cracking, reaching for the man with the broken strap. The man screams as the creature clamps onto his forearm. Teeth grind against bone. The sound makes bile rise in my throat.

Miller lunges, halligan swinging.

The bar connects with the Brittle’s skull. A ceramic crack. Dust erupts. The Brittle staggers, still biting, jaw clamped hard.

The man flails, mask pressed to his face with his free hand, eyes wide with terror. His arm twists in the Brittle’s grip. Blood seeps from a seam under the chalk teeth, thin and dark against the white.

Instinct takes over before thought can.

I step in and grab the Brittle’s shoulder.

Cold stone. Then hiss.

The shell darkens. Moisture forms. The creature convulses, its jaw loosening. Teeth clatter to the floor like dropped pebbles.

The man yanks his arm free and stumbles back, clutching the wound. Blood runs down his sleeve, turning the dust on his coat into paste.

Miller grabs me and drags me away from the Brittle as it collapses, dissolving into damp chalk mush. “Enough,” he growls. “You touch one more, you burn yourself out.”

“I’m fine,” I snap.

Miller’s eyes flash. “I’m watching your face. You got that fever glare.”

Heat pounds behind my eyes. My skin feels like it is glowing under my clothes. He is right. When I melt them, something inside me flares harder, like my body spikes to meet the threat.

Tess pushes closer, her torch beam cutting through dust. She looks at the puddle of chalk mush on the ground, then at my hand.

“You can’t keep doing that,” she says.

I glare at her. “Then you do it.”

Tess’s jaw locks. “I keep people breathing. That is my job.”

Miller snaps, “Both of you, move.”

The Brittle line at the far end advances again, closing the space. The fog behind us rises to thigh height, cold and thick, pressing against legs like wet smoke. People stumble as the fog pushes around them.

The underpass becomes a sealed chamber with two moving walls.

Miller sweeps his thermal camera quickly, the screen flickering as it tries to read heat through dust and fog. “Service hatch,” he mutters. “There should be a maintenance access on the left.”

“Where,” Tess demands.

Miller points with the halligan. “Halfway. Left wall. Look for the old panel.”

I swing my torch beam along the left wall. The concrete is streaked with damp and smeared white. Statues stand close to it, frozen bodies leaning like commuters who ran out of patience. Their faces are locked open, their pores filled with dust.

My torch catches a metal rectangle set into
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