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‘Welcome back, dystopia. Welliver delivers a razor-sharp assault on life, death, and media itself. To the Death doesn’t just raise the stakes, it lights them on fire.’ 

– Bill Wood

‘Melissa Welliver is redefining dystopia for a whole new generation. To the Death is a riotous, bloodthirsty triumph and her best work yet.’ 

– Cynthia Murphy

‘To the Death is everything fans of The Hunger Games could want – but with much sharper teeth! Prepare for a fast-paced, heart-pounding horror adventure with monsters – both human and not-so-human – lurking around every corner. Buckle up, and let the games begin!’ 

– Kat Ellis

‘Fast, fun, and bloodthirsty, To the Death brings the dystopian genre back to life with sharp teeth and cutting commentary on reality TV’s hunger for spectacle. Melissa Welliver is on fire, and I can’t wait to see what she writes next.’

 – Kathryn Foxfield

‘Perfect for fans of The Hunger Games and The Last of Us, this is a chilling, gory thriller with plenty of bite! Dystopias are back and Melissa Welliver is at the helm.’ 

– Amy McCaw

‘To the Death is a wild ride from start to finish – you won’t want to put it down. Welliver is in her element and is bringing dystopia back with an epic story of zombie vampires … Loved it.’ 

– Naomi Gibson
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TO ALL OUR INNER MONSTERS – BECAUSE SOMETIMES THEY NEED A STAKE THROUGH THE HEART … AND SOMETIMES THEY JUST NEED A HUG.




CONTENT WARNING: STRONG LANGUAGE, GORE, VIOLENCE AND DEATH.




PROLOGUE

The stage lights flicked on and they burned my skin like I was a Pyre and they were the sun.

‘OK, sixty seconds until showtime,’ Cresta said, holding a manicured finger to her earpiece.

I looked around the floodlit courtyard of the ruined castle. It was an old tourist trap from before the fall, crumbling from neglect.

Well, that was about to change.

‘Forty-five seconds,’ Cresta called out.

The make-up artists buzzed around us like flies on a corpse. The one assigned to me tried to push some sweet-smelling brush against my cheek, but I batted her away.

Nine other contestants sat in the semicircle of chairs that the production team had laid out in the courtyard. Cinta was checking the work of her make-up artist in a mirror, and when she saw the results she threw the compact at the girl and told her to start over. Mills and Decke were deep in conversation, whispering to each other. Mills drew a line across his throat, pointed to me and laughed. I caught Cass’s eye and she gave me an attempt at a reassuring smile.

The glint of the gold-rimmed chairs seemed senselessly gaudy against the dull stone of the ruined castle grounds. Maybe it used to be like this, when there was a king or queen that lived here. But crowds of people would have been here too, instead of on the other side of a camera lens across the sea. Away from here. Safe.

Before the mainland abandoned us and let Bloodwatch farm us out for entertainment.

‘They’re estimating five million viewers for the premiere.’ I couldn’t tell if my make-up artist was talking to me or herself. ‘Five million people. Can you imagine?’ She snapped her make-up bag shut and walked away.

Five million people. And Bloodwatch wouldn’t exist without them.

‘Thirty seconds,’ Cresta called over her script, eyes down, checking her notes. ‘We’ll have around a minute to do the show introduction, and then we’ll leave you to it.’

‘It’ was an interesting term for ‘leaving you to fight for your lives’. In the distance I thought I heard the shriek of a Pyre waking up for their evening hunt.

I looked at the long shadow cast by the floodlights. The sun was setting, painting the sky pink and orange. Being out after dark with no weapon was the stuff of nightmares. This was it. Bloodwatch were really doing this.

I glanced at the group sitting with me. These nine other islanders might be the last people I would ever see. I didn’t count the make-up artists, or the armed guards just beyond the cameras, or the drivers ready to wing the production crew out of here as soon as the sun disappeared below the horizon. Mainlanders didn’t count.

‘Ten seconds.’ Cresta put down her notes and smiled at us. ‘You know, I can’t wait to see who survives. Our winner’s interview is going to make cracking television.’

Glaed shifted in his chair, but he didn’t say anything. He had a thousand-yard stare that told me he was scared shitless. Smart. How some of the others were acting vaguely like their normal selves, I couldn’t fathom. But, hey, we’d all ‘volunteered’ to be here.

It was scant consolation, but Cresta had a small smudge of lipstick on her teeth that would show up beautifully on-screen. The cameras were all remotely operated to keep the crew safe – must be nice. They wouldn’t last two minutes after the sun went down.

I would.

Winning was my only chance out of here. I had to stay focused on that or everything else would overwhelm me. And as Dad always taught me: a panicked Pyre hunter was a dead Pyre hunter.

‘And that’s five … four …’ Cresta mouthed the last few numbers, and little red lights appeared below every camera. ‘And we are live.’

Cresta winked at me before turning to face the sea of lights.

‘Hello, world. My name is Cresta Golding and welcome to the first-ever episode of Escape from Blood Island.’

In the distance, a chorus of Pyre screams echoed in the night.




CHAPTER ONE

Three days earlier

‘You ever wonder what the difference is between us and the Pyres?’ I asked.

Hild and I were sat in the armoury, detailing the crossbows. The name in itself was a bit grand for what the armoury actually was: a small wooden shack, slightly larger than a garden shed.

‘Well, seems pretty obvious to me. We’re alive and they’re not,’ Hild said, rubbing wax into the crevice of a crossbow. ‘They were unlucky enough to get bitten and we weren’t.’

‘Yeah. But I mean, they were like us once, right? As you say, they were bitten, got sick, turned, we know how it goes. But they’re basically infected humans. They’re unwell. Do you ever think about that before putting one down?’ I pressed.

Last night had been heavy, at least a dozen Pyre attacks on the walls, and the lack of sleep combined with the busy work of the armoury was making me go cross-eyed.

‘Where is this coming from, Astrid?’ Hild asked.

I shrugged. My heart hammered against my ribs every time I thought about last night.

Hild narrowed her eyes at me. We had known each other long enough that sometimes it felt as if she could read my mind, and she knew that if she didn’t push, I would come to her.

‘You know, there was this one Pyre that was driving me barmy last month,’ she said. ‘Kept coming back, night after night. One of the smart ones, you know? I swear, this bitch had it all figured out. She would watch the stupid Pyres run at us, get caught on the fence and shot through the heart, but she wouldn’t do nothing. Just sat there, waiting.’

‘One of the smart ones? Please. Sure, some manage to avoid the traps … but watching and waiting? You saw some Influencer girl.’ I pulled on the repaired string of the crossbow in front of me. The old shoelace held strong as I tested the tension, so I put it to one side with the others.

Hild spread out her hands. ‘I’m serious. This bitch was a Pyre. Look, I thought I was imagining it too, some scrawny girl on the edge of the woods watching us. But after a full week, she came out from the trees and I saw her through my scope. Pale skin, black eyes, sharp teeth. Covered in blood. She was a Pyre, Astrid, I swear on my life.’

‘All right, fine. Not that smart, though. You can hit a Pyre at a hundred paces. No way you didn’t nail her then and there,’ I said.

Hild tapped the side of her head. I rolled my eyes. In another life, in another place, she’d be a storyteller.

‘No, my friend. Because I saw something that turned my blood Pyre cold. This Pyre didn’t run at the wall, shrieking like normal. She went into the field where the corpses were, and she picked one of them up. She struggled, like, but she got that son-of-a-bitch off the floor and started dragging its arse back to the treeline.’

‘One of ours? Maybe she thought there would be blood left in them?’ I asked.

‘Nah. The attacks had been non-stop; we hadn’t had chance to go out and move the Pyre corpses. This mad cow was going to collect one of her own. Like she was a war hero or some shit. You ever seen anything like that?’

I blinked. ‘No, I haven’t. You sure? That sounds kind of wild, Hild. Maybe the lack of sleep finally got to you.’

‘Well, I guess we’ll never know. She may have piqued old Hild’s curiosity for a while, but I wasn’t about to let some Pyre get what she wanted. So I nailed her when she had her back turned. Right through the heart too; I checked during clean-up the next day. Best shot I’ve ever made, that was.’ Hild shrugged.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ I said, half laughing.

‘I swear. And I know this is really thick of me, but it’s taken me eight years to realise we call them Pyres because they’re corpses that burn in the sun.’

I snorted. ‘Are you serious? Why did you think we called them that?’

‘I don’t know. It was when I saw my score lying there in the morning sun, cooking, and I was like, damn, she’s like her own funeral pyre.’ Hild laughed. ‘I thought Pyre was a scientific acronym or some shit.’

‘Standing for what?’ I said, laughing louder.

‘Like … Pretty Yucky and … Really … Evil?’ Hild replied, and we both chuckled.

‘Yeah, super scientific, Hild,’ I said. ‘To be fair, wouldn’t zombies be more appropriate?’

Hild snorted. ‘Shows what you know. First of all, they’re not dead dead like zombies. Remember the one that got stuck on the fence that week we weren’t allowed to go out? Would have survived if it hadn’t shrivelled up and died of blood thirst, poor sod.’

‘I’m not sure we can prove that theory with one test subject. That they need to feed to live, I mean.’

‘And the second thing,’ Hild continued, ‘is that if they were zombies, we wouldn’t know the word zombie. That’s the rule in all my zombie comics. Everyone knows that with proper zombies, they’re never called that. So, no, obviously they went with Pyre. Sounds like vampire, they drink blood and sometimes munch on human flesh, burn in the sun, the whole shebang, innit?’

I held my hands up. ‘I’ll bow down to the horror queen on that one. I mean, one bite is a pretty fast way to spread a disease or whatever this thing is. If scientists on the mainland had had time to name Pyres, they might have had time to find out where it all came from and … Sorry, I’m just being morbid today. Maybe Pyre stuck because it’s all us survivors could come up with. Maybe they have some fancy name on the mainland for them that they won’t share with us. You know, alongside all the possible information on where this thing came from, or anything else they might have gleaned from watching over us twenty-four-seven.’

We both went quiet, and Hild started fidgeting.

‘Come on, let’s go for a walk. I’ve got splinters in places that you do not want to know about from doing this all day,’ Hild said.

We put away the last of the crossbows, keeping one each for ourselves. Judith, the leader of the Burgh, made sure everyone had a ranged weapon at all times. It wasn’t just the Pyres we were armed against. We’d had raiders before, desperate people who came even in the danger of the night to take what was ours so they could feed themselves, their families. Take what little medicine they could find. Life on the island was tough, even with Bloodwatch’s precious crates. Many people took food from them in exchange for changing a camera battery or replacing a lens in a Pyre cave, only to get turned into food themselves. Bled to death for the sake of a chocolate bar. Community raiding was just safer and easier in most cases.

We headed out into the small courtyard. The rules were strict in the Burgh, but fair. It was a small community in comparison to the towns the island supported before the fall, but there were around two hundred of us in all – and no under-sixteens allowed, so we all carried crossbows within the walls. The Pyre attacks were getting more frequent, so having our weapons at all times was practical. It used to be maybe once a week there was a Pyre attack, but in the last week alone it had been five nights in a row.

Hild had her own theories about Pyres getting smart to our ways and coordinating, but it was summer. If I could smell the stench coming off some of the Burghers during our water-rationing months, then the Pyres absolutely could. It was probably just attracting more of them.

The Burgh itself was a secondary school before the fall, and someone way before I arrived had reinforced the chain-link fence with a wooden wall. Right in front of the weapons hut was the old school playground. We used the main building for sleeping quarters, but the community had built a medium-sized wooden hut directly opposite the gates, where the council met and took in any potential new recruits. They had even installed the old school bell in the top parapet, like a church steeple, so a lookout could check for Pyre broods and warn us if they needed more guards on the walls.

It was simple, but it had been home for the last two years.

‘So, you gonna tell me what has you so spooked? Except for, obviously, the monsters trying to kill us every night?’ Hild asked as we walked a rough circuit of the yard. There weren’t many people around at this time. The night guards were already in position and the day shift had turned in for bed.

‘Hey, the undead I can handle,’ I said, but the anger burning in my veins had me balling my fists. ‘It’s Bloodwatch I can’t stand, but I still gave them a good show. I put down a Pyre kid last night.’

Hild reached out and grabbed my closed fist.

‘You didn’t put down a Pyre kid. Bloodwatch not only let that happen, they made it happen. How can you not put on a show when we’re trapped on a televised prison island?’ Hild asked.

Tears pricked at the back of my eyes and I bit my lip hard, my anger giving way to guilt.

‘I just hate that staying alive means giving them what they want. The whole spectacle of killing a kid, you know? She had red hair, Hild. She had Wynn’s hair.’ I looked up at her, Hild’s big brown eyes seeming even bigger now she had shaved her head.

‘No, she didn’t. She had red hair, not Wynn’s hair. Not like yours either. And she’s not a kid; she’s not even alive any more. And that’s Bloodwatch’s fault, all right? Bloodwatch and our whole supposed government over on that bloodthirsty mainland that let this happen. You have to put it out of your mind, mate. Don’t let Bloodwatch get in your head,’ Hild said.

I swallowed the lump in my throat. We were just trying to stay alive. It wasn’t our fault that we were completely abandoned, fighting on camera to the delight of millions of mainlanders, no doubt. Families, people like me and Dad and Wynn used to be, settled in to watch us on their televisions. It made my blood boil.

‘When I was little we watched soap operas and silly dating shows. What sort of monsters get kicks out of watching people fight for their lives by killing undead kids?’ I said, spitting as I spoke.

Hild opened her mouth to respond, but the clang of the town bell ringing cut through the stillness of the early evening.

There was only one reason for that sound – to signal a problem outside the walls. Hild nodded at me and we set off at a run.

We jogged across the yard as the bell continued to ring, and reached the nearest ladder that led up to the top of the wall, scaling it two rungs at a time. Half the Burgh was already up there, not that I knew anyone much better than I knew Hild. No one asked questions at the Burgh because most of us were running from more than just the Pyres: Bloodwatch. Not everyone on the island was keen to be ‘entertainment’.

Hild pulled herself up and smoothed down her leathers. Even when we were on the wall, we made sure our arms were covered. It only took one bite to turn.

‘Hey, Griff,’ Hild called out to a stocky guy with dark curly hair. Griff had arrived in the Burgh a few months ago but was already a valued sharpshooter. ‘Any idea what’s going on?’

‘Have to assume it’s something to do with that,’ Griff said, pointing to the field beyond the wall.

Out in the long grass, beyond the spiked outer fence stained with Pyre blood, there was a huge wooden crate. I looked up to the darkening sky and could see the silhouette of a plane, disappearing out of sight over the treeline.

‘It’s an Influencer package,’ Hild said. ‘Why would they drop an Influencer package off here? They know our rules.’

This had never happened in the two years I had been in the Burgh. We only had three rules: no Influencers, no cameras and no kids. Bloodwatch employees were too precious to set foot on the island, so all cameras had to be put up by people already here. None of us wanted the cameras in the Burgh, so nobody put them up. Bloodwatch weren’t forcing us to have them – but that was probably a matter of time. For now, it was one of the only places on the island without the bloody things, and that’s what made it the perfect place for someone like me to hide. I spent two years in the woods surrounded by cameras before I turned sixteen and was allowed through the gates. No escape.

‘Maybe it’s a mistake. Farmers’ Guild are coming tomorrow to top up our food supplies, right? Maybe one of them will be interested. Let’s leave it,’ I said.

The thought of going that far outside the gates at this time of night, even in plain sight of Hild and the Burgh, made my blood run cold.

Hild squinted through her scope. ‘Not sure we can. Take a look.’

She passed it to me and it took a second for the image to focus. Since we had been standing on the wall, three remote cameras had crept out from the woods, all focused on the package. The cameras were like big, black, lifeless eyes mounted on metal rods for legs. Each one had the familiar label on the side: PROPERTY OF THE BLOODWATCH NETWORK.

I didn’t know what was creepier, the cameras or the Pyres. At least the lenses in the forest were mounted to the trees. There were thousands of them out there, but clearly this required a close-up. What was in this box? Teeth whitener? Unchippable nail varnish for us to test? Most of the Influencer deals had beauty products inside. I guess being a survivalist just wasn’t pretty enough for television.

‘You don’t see it, do you?’ Hild said gently from my right.

It was getting dark fast, and soon the Pyres would be out of their dens, but I could make out the label on the Influencer package. When I was young, and still had my family, we’d even tried a couple of packages. They were always labelled with the rules of usage, how often the user had to show the results on camera, and where to collect their rewards, which were usually food or medicine.

But not this one. This package had a huge sticker over the side, almost as big as the box itself. Maybe I was deluding myself by not reading it until now, or maybe my subconscious was trying to protect me from something I knew would come one day.

The label read: FOR THE EXECUTIONER.

‘Astrid,’ Hild said when I didn’t move. ‘It’s addressed to you.’




CHAPTER TWO

What do you do when your worst moment, your lowest ebb of humanity, was caught on camera?

I hadn’t seen or heard that name for a long time. It wasn’t a secret, but no one in the Burgh called me that. At least, not after the first day when the council decided to let me live here. Everyone at the Burgh had a reason for avoiding the cameras. The Executioner was mine.

Right after the incident that earned me that nickname, our house was bombarded with Influencer crates, offering all sorts of shit from medical supplies to gourmet food. One even had fan letters inside. I was halfway through reading the first one before I threw up.

Violence sells, apparently.

The same sour bile crept up my throat and I tried to swallow it down. Why were they bothering me now, after years of peace? With the Bloodwatch Network’s coverage, they knew I was here the whole time, but I wasn’t the only ‘celebrity’ on the island. The cameras caught all sorts of heroics, both accidental and intentional. They had entertained the masses for nearly two years while Bloodwatch left me alone.

‘You don’t have to go out there,’ Hild said as I lowered the scope.

All the other guards were staring either at me, the package or their own shuffling feet. It wasn’t like they had seen the footage of what happened, obviously. None of us had access to television screens. But news travelled fast on the island, even without the footage. The first time I heard the nickname was during those two years in the woods, when I came across a small survival group. I was looking for food, I hadn’t eaten in days, but they knew who I was right away. The red hair gave it away. They were so terrified they threw their dinner at me and ran.

I blinked back tears and watched wordlessly as the package burst into flames.

‘Shit,’ Hild shouted. A few of the other guards cursed and raised their crossbows. ‘Dammit, it’s too dark. That fire is going to draw every Pyre for miles around.’

She was right. There was no way we could hold up against a whole brood.

The words barely left Hild’s mouth before the first few Pyres appeared from the treeline. It was fully dark now, but the flames lit their pale bodies as they raced towards the package. One of them got too close and set itself alight, screaming as the shreds of what was once their dress burned up first, and then their skin. The other three Pyres held back, unsure. One of them was right in front of the nearest camera. Bloodwatch must be loving this. After a few seconds, the Pyre that was alight keeled over on to the grass and stilled.

Then the other three looked up at the wall.

‘They’ve seen us. That bloody package just rang the dinner bell,’ I said.

Instead of lifting my crossbow, I holstered it on my back. Hild raised an eyebrow.

‘We have to get that fire out. There’s only a few right now, but this could be a bloodbath. If we get any climbers …’ I trailed off.

Hild nodded. ‘All right, but I’m coming with you, and we need cover. Griff, you’re with us.’

Griff pinched the bridge of his nose and nodded. Guilt twisted my stomach into knots. It was my fault that this was happening, but the quicker we stopped it, the more lives we would save. The council could argue about kicking me out later.

‘OK. Hild, you and I will carry the fire blanket. It’s too big and heavy to handle on my own. Griff, we need you to cover us at close range from incoming Pyres. Everyone else, defend as you would. The walls can’t be breached.’

Griff, Hild and I ran back to the ladder and jumped down the rungs, making for the gate. The first set of doors was already opening for us, and someone had run over from the town hall with our fire blanket. We had bought it from a travelling trader a few months ago after he demonstrated how well it could starve our bonfire. We hadn’t needed to use it yet.

The gate was an airlock – once the inner doors were open, we had to step into the space beyond, and then the guards could open the outer ones. Then we were on our own.

‘I’ve never been outside the walls after dark since being here,’ Griff said nervously as we waited for the gates to close behind us.

‘Me neither,’ Hild and I said at the same time.

There was that guilt again, gnawing at the pit of my stomach, mixing with the anger that came every time I felt unsafe on the island I once called home. These people were putting their lives on the line because of my past, and none of this would be happening at all if it wasn’t for Bloodwatch abandoning us in the name of television ratings.

‘Hey, we will see the sun rise.’ The island’s mantra. Whether you’re passing someone on the road, or holding a dying man in your arms, it was the thing to say. Sunrise was the best and safest part of any day on the island. There was no better time to feel at peace.

The sun felt a long way away right now, though.

Hild and Griff nodded at me. Hild grabbed one end of the fire blanket and I adjusted the other over my shoulder so I could have access to my bolt gun, which was in its holster on my hip. You never knew when a Pyre might climb up the wall for a face-to-face meet-and-greet, and I knew as well as anyone that a chest-shot to the heart was a better target from a distance, but a headshot would do just as well close up. Dad had used the bolt gun to slaughter animals on the farm my grandma had outside the city, once they were old enough to butcher. It fires a high-pressured bolt of metal outwards, then retracts again for the next use. No ammo required.

The thought of Dad made me light-headed and I blinked. Focus. The door behind us had snapped shut and the front gate was opening. Bolts were raining down from crossbows above our heads.

‘Looks like the brood is incoming,’ I said. ‘Keep your heads out there.’

‘We will see the sun rise,’ Hild and Griff said.

Outside the walls, it was chaos. Usually it would be pitch black by now, but the light from the full moon and the raging bonfire lit up the path in front of us with ease. A Pyre ran straight at us, only collapsing when Griff aimed a perfect shot at its head.

‘Let’s go. Nothing we haven’t seen before,’ Hild said, snapping Griff and me out of it. We cleared dead Pyres from the fence all the time. We just didn’t often see them moving up close.

‘OK, let’s go,’ I said.

Hild and I had to walk in unison, carrying the blanket between us. It would have been easier for Griff to carry it instead of me as he was the same height as Hild, but I couldn’t be the one with a clear weapon and a free run-back if things went bad. I’d never forgive myself.

Griff was doing a superb job, firing off rapid rounds of bolts from the satchel that hung at his waist. That said, his bag was looking lighter by the minute; the quicker we got this fire out, the better.

The brood was in full force now. Bolts flew over our heads from the wall as we headed to where the fire was. The ground was littered with Pyre corpses, and Hild and I tripped over a stray arm or leg a couple of times. The smell was the worst part. Some of the Pyres had been as stupid as the first and caught fire, and the smell of their burning flesh made my stomach heave.

‘Nearly there,’ I said out loud, more to myself than to Hild or Griff.

The heat from the fire was fierce. Sweat made my shoulder slick and holding up the blanket became more and more difficult, but I couldn’t let Hild down, so we kept moving. I tried not to register the filthy bodies of the corpses as we walked. If there was another child, I would lose it, and this wasn’t the time.

‘OK, we’re here,’ Hild said.

I looked up and shielded my eyes from the inferno in front of us. We dropped the blanket on the floor so we could grab one end each to lift it over the package. The box itself was taller than Hild, so I needed to run round the back to cover it.

I grabbed my corner of the blanket and nodded to Hild, who nodded back. I ran round the far side of the box. This was the most dangerous part of the mission; I was out of the sightline of the guards up on the wall, and right in front of the treeline, where the Pyres were running from. Griff was covering me, but he had Hild to protect too, so I had to have my wits about me. I’d been in worse situations.

‘OK, ready?’ I shouted.

The roar of the flames and the screeching of the Pyres almost drowned me out. I peered round the flames at Hild and saw her eyes grow wide, her finger pointing at something behind me.

Griff raised his crossbow but he wasn’t fast enough. The Pyre had me on the grass in seconds, flat on my stomach and winded from the fall. It dug long nails into the shoulders of my jacket but it couldn’t pierce through – thank you, leathers. The Pyre clocked what was going on and leaned down to bite my wrist.

‘Astrid!’ Hild screamed. I could see her standing with her part of the blanket next to Griff, who was aiming the crossbow at me but was too scared to shoot in case he hit me.

I had to act fast. I twisted my head from where the Pyre was holding me down and watched as it chomped again and again at the leather on my wrist. Its long dark hair had fallen out in clumps, exposing patches of flesh underneath. I could see the whites of her bloodshot eyes as she tried to tear through the cuff. She smelled like death.

In one swift movement, I moved my right hand down to my holster, grabbed the bolt gun and twisted away from her. The Pyre screamed, her grip on my shoulder and wrist tighter than ever, furious I had interrupted her. She stared at me, millimetres from my face, her teeth spilling out of her mouth at jagged angles.

And behind her head, on the side of her skull where her hair was missing, one of the cameras that had arrived with the package leaned in for a close-up. So Bloodwatch wanted a money shot? I’d give them one.

I brought the bolt gun up, placed the barrel between her eyes and pulled the trigger.

Pyre blood wasn’t like human blood. It was always black and sticky, which made it unbearable when it was smeared across your face with pieces of skull and brain tissue. I pushed the corpse off me and swallowed down a mouthful of vomit.

‘Astrid?’ I heard Hild calling out to me. We had to get this blanket over the blaze before another Pyre tried their luck.

‘I’m good,’ I shouted back, jumping to my feet and reholstering my bolt gun. The camera that had caught the close-up of me blowing the Pyre’s brains out was still zoomed in on the corpse, but the other two had moved round and focused on me. Hild was fighting off Pyres with her crossbow in one hand and the blanket in the other. Griff was nailing chest-shot after chest-shot. But all the cameras were looking at me. One was so close I could see my pale face reflected in it, my red hair spilling out of the tight bun I had woven it into that morning.

I pushed past the cameras and grabbed the fire blanket.

‘Ready?’ I shouted.

Hild nodded. With Griff covering us, we heaved the thing with one joint throw over the crate, and the light from the fire vanished in seconds. And then the darkness came.

‘Shit!’ Griff yelled, swinging his crossbow around wildly. Bolts still flew overhead so the gate was clearly able to see something – we had the full moon to thank for that. As for me, Hild and Griff, being so close to a bright light and then having it taken away was messing with our vision.

‘Just get back to the gates,’ Hild said, blinking in the darkness.

I grabbed her hand. ‘Good idea.’

‘Uh, guys,’ Griff said, nerves shaking his voice.

Hild and I followed his gaze as my eyes adjusted to the gloom. Out of the darkness, a dozen or so skeletal bodies loomed ahead, slowly moving towards us.

‘I’m out of arrows,’ Griff said, pointing at his empty bag.

‘Same,’ Hild said, her fingers squeezing together around mine.

I gulped. This was it. Another two names to add to the Executioner’s death count – but at least the Pyres would get me before I could add any more. I closed my eyes.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

The sound of gunfire cut through the moans of the Pyres and made all of us drop to the ground. I squeezed my eyes shut in anticipation of my death-by-Pyre. I hadn’t heard a gunshot in years; the ammo was scarce and too difficult to manufacture. That’s why my own reusable bolt gun was so precious.

We were supposed to be dead, torn limb from limb, but after a few seconds the noise stopped and the night was silent.

I opened my eyes.




CHAPTER THREE

I’d only ever seen cameras before, never the people that control them.

On the island, for as long as I can remember after the fall, there have been the cameras. Some of them are fixed on to trees or on the side of ruined buildings. The mainland used to send boxes of aid to us. Several planes a day would drop huge crates with parachutes to the ground, usually filled with freeze-dried rations and medicine.

Then we started fighting over it. As time went on and resources became scarcer, people got desperate. Dad said he would go to the drop sites and there would already be a group there with weapons, killing anyone that came close. And it wasn’t long after that the Bloodwatch Network sent their first shipment of cameras.

Obviously, the crate gangs got to them first. Dad found a couple of the enclosed notes after they had gone, describing the contents of the box: dozens of cameras, and promises of more food and medicine if the person who found the crate installed them at various locations. There were even tools and equipment to make it easier.

Next came the shipments of batteries to replace dead ones in the cameras, which eventually turned into specially made batteries that worked indefinitely. Then the planes started targeting crates more carefully and dropping off the traveller cameras that could move around on their own. Pyres were drawn by the noise, but they ignored the cameras. They were interested in blood, not battery acid.

And every single camera had the same sticker across it: PROPERTY OF THE BLOODWATCH NETWORK.

Dad assumed that the world had grown curious about what was happening on the island. Soon there were cameras in every nook and cranny. The Influencer deals were a weird thing to get my head around, but Dad said that before the island fell it was pretty common for companies to offer famous people free stuff in return for something they needed. Then it was money. Now it was food.

Dad knew a lot of stuff. I was ten when the fall happened, and Wynn was only four, so it was hard to remember.

Focus. The present. Thinking about Dad and Wynn was not the way forward.

I opened my eyes and looked up at the group of people who’d just saved our arses. They were all dressed in black T-shirts and cargo trousers, and were holding guns. The T-shirts all had a logo on the right-hand chest pocket with the letters TBN on them. The ‘N’ had a red smudge of what was supposed to be blood dropping off the end of the letter. Three guesses who these lads worked for.

‘Please tell me you got that?’

A woman with long pink braids was talking to a man holding a camera on his shoulder. I raised an eyebrow; the three traveller cams weren’t enough?

‘We got it, Nova, absolute gold,’ the cameraman said.

The woman, Nova apparently, lifted up a smartphone to her face. I hadn’t seen one of those since I was too young to own one. It lit her up from below and reminded me of when I used to use a torch to tell Wynn scary stories at night, to drown out the Pyre screams. Nova smiled.

‘Excellent. The gaffer will be pleased with this,’ she said.

‘Erm, hello? Anyone want to tell us what the hell is going on?’ Hild asked.

One of the men with the guns tapped Nova on the shoulder.

‘Nova, satellite imagery has a new brood incoming. Drawn by the gunfire. We should move this conversation indoors.’

‘That’s a shame. I was hoping to get some noddy shots to bulk out the promo, but I guess we can get those tomorrow,’ Nova said.

Noddy shots?

‘Can we come into your little fort?’ Nova said, addressing Hild. She spoke very slowly.

Hild worked her jaw. She was trying not to say something she would regret later, and she knew as well as I did that we needed answers from these people. For whatever reason, they’d brought a brood down on our heads.

‘Nova? Brood is two minutes out,’ the gunman prompted.

Hild gritted her teeth. ‘Sure.’

‘Lovely,’ Nova said, clasping her device to her chest.

We got up off the floor and headed through the group of people. There were ten of them – five gunmen, two carrying cameras, two holding weird sticks with furry bits of fluff on the end, and Nova. We headed back to the Burgh at a jog and they followed us, trying not to trip over any corpses on the way.

‘Lovely? Who speaks like that in the middle of a Pyre attack?’ Griff mumbled as we ran across the field.

‘Not islanders,’ I said.

By the time we reached the gates, the first one was already open. The guards must have been watching the whole thing through their scopes. They couldn’t hear us, obviously, but they knew guns when they saw them. It wasn’t exactly like we could say no and fight firepower with wooden arrows. When the inner gates opened, I wasn’t surprised to see the whole council standing there, including Judith.

‘Oh, hello,’ Nova said, flashing Judith a wide white smile. ‘My name is Nova. We’re here on behalf of the—’

‘We know who you are,’ Judith interrupted, raising a scarred eyebrow. Judith was a politician in the before times, so we deferred to her when something was up.

Nova’s smile faltered, but she pushed on. ‘Right, yes, I know you have been benefitting from the Bloodwatch Network’s care packages for years now.’

Judith narrowed her eyes. ‘We don’t take your bribe crates. And you would know that, because despite destroying every camera we find, I know you have satellites on us. Eyes in the sky, right?’

Wow. Some people said Judith was paranoid, but Hild always said that just because someone is paranoid doesn’t mean they’re wrong.

‘The Burgh has been of particular interest to the Bloodwatch Network in recent years, yes,’ Nova laughed, but it sounded hollow.

Recent years? I thought about the label on the package. Oh. She means since I got here. I pursed my lips together. Just another clown for Bloodwatch’s viewers to gawk over. Some days I couldn’t decide who I hated more: the people putting on the show, or the people that let them.

Overhead, one of the guards shouted, followed by the soft whoosh of several bolts being loosed. Just because we weren’t still out there didn’t mean the Pyres wouldn’t try it on.

‘Perhaps we could have a proper chat?’ Nova continued, plastic smile back on her face.

Judith sighed, then nodded once and turned to walk back to the town hall. The council followed her, and we fell into step behind them. As we crossed the yard, several people had come out to see what was going on. Tonight, all eyes were on me for the first time in two years, and their stares bore through me like a bolt through a Pyre’s heart.

We entered the main chamber of the town hall in silence. There was a long wooden table in the centre of the space where the council sat, and they took up their chairs, lining either side with Judith at the head. When Griff, Hild and I came in, we waited along the left wall to be addressed. The council rules were strict inside the town hall. You didn’t speak until you were spoken to.

Clearly, Nova didn’t get that on her camera feeds, because she walked right across the room. Her cameramen and guards spread out to either side, both lenses and guns making sure they had good coverage.

‘Lovely space; love what you’ve done with it. We can only see the roof from overhead,’ Nova said. She leaned on the back of Judith’s chair with one elbow as she gazed around the room, and Judith looked as if she was about to strangle her.

‘Let’s skip the pleasantries. Clearly you are here for a purpose, and we don’t need you here any longer than you have to be. What do you want with Ms Fireside?’

I gulped. I knew things were bad when Judith called us by our last names, and she wouldn’t even look at me. Someone must have filled her in about the label on the crate.

‘A woman who knows what she wants – right after my own heart,’ Nova said, and Judith scowled. ‘Right, straight to it – Astrid, dear, would you like to come up here?’

I blinked. This was the first time it was confirmed that she knew me. Or at least that my reputation preceded me.

My feet stuck to the floor and Hild had to nudge me forward. Somehow I managed to make my way over without my knees giving out.

‘That’s right, good.’ Nova was speaking to me but looking at her device. ‘Filly, a little tighter on that close-up for me. Great.’

As she spoke, I heard the whir of a camera on my left, and the man holding it stepped forward. I’d seen the lenses many times but I’d never felt so exposed.

‘OK. Firstly, to you all here – apologies for the theatrics. The pyrotechnics guy told me it would be a small fire at most, so we didn’t mean to cause such a stir. But I think you’ll agree it made for a rather riveting showpiece, and no one got hurt, so we can take that as a win.’

‘No one got hurt?’ Hild spat. ‘Astrid was nearly a blood bag. We could have been overrun by those things.’

Nova waved her hand in the air as if Hild was a child. ‘We had enough ammo to make sure that wouldn’t happen. We scanned the area beforehand so we knew there were minimal Pyres nearby.’

‘Oh well, that’s OK, then,’ Hild grumbled.

‘Would be nice if you shared some of that technology with us,’ Wilf, another council member with a bald head and long dark beard, piped up.

A murmur went round the other members at the table. Jud, Judith’s right-hand man, nudged Wilf. The council had their own secret language sometimes, and despite the vote rotating leadership, most of the same faces made it back to the table after every election.

‘Oh, sorry. We aren’t allowed to interfere too much in the natural environment. The nature channel we sell footage to like to keep the island preserved as much as possible,’ Nova said with a smile.

No one had the strength to respond. There was nothing natural about the Pyres, but we had been abandoned since day one. We didn’t expect that to change now.

‘I think what we need to know,’ I said quietly, trying to rein us back to the point, ‘is why now. We haven’t seen anyone from the mainland since I was a kid, not in eight years of the fall. The government keeps away even the most persistent adrenaline junkies and curious idiots with the patrol boats. No one is allowed to come even if for some bizarre reason they want to, right? So why are you here?’

Nova grinned again. ‘I’m so glad you asked, Astrid. I prepared a presentation for you all. Can we dim these candle thingies?’

Nobody moved.

Nova adjusted her top impatiently. ‘I’m sure it’s dark enough for the projector anyway. Lief?’

One of the men stepped forward, a new device in his hand. We had screens and electronics before the fall, but they had clearly come on in leaps and bounds since then. The devices in these people’s hands were little more than a fuzzy memory. Lief pressed a button on the top of his gadget and
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