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  PROLOGUE


Mr Williams hands me a tissue, and I wipe the blood from my forehead. Another detention, no doubt.  
“Let me guess,” he says, disappointment in his eyes. “You walked into a door.”
“He started it,” I mumble and stare down at my scuffed-up leather shoes.
“That doesn’t match up with Mrs Prescott’s account.”
“Well, she’s lying.”
“She said you punched Sam because he cut in front of you in the lunch queue.”
I don’t answer because that’s pretty much what happened. And hearing him say it out loud makes it sound a lot worse.
“Look,” Mr Williams continues, “I appreciate you’ve been going through a tough time at home, but that doesn’t give you the right to lash out. And especially over something so trivial. You could have seriously hurt him. Do you understand, Adam?”
I don’t respond; just keep staring down at the floor. 
“Adam?”
I finally look up, the action an effort. “Yes.”
Mr Richards lets out one of his drawn-out grumbles like he’s finally lost patience with me. Thrown in the towel for good. Like I give a shit.
He takes a sip of something from his Welsh-flag mug. “How’s your grandfather been? The last time we spoke, you mentioned he’d been unwell.”
“He died last Wednesday.” 
“Oh, gosh, I’m sorry, lad. That’s awful news.”
I shrug as if Granddad were nothing more than a pet hamster. “We weren’t that close.”
“Well, it’s still sad when you lose a family member. Was he from your mother’s side?”
I nod. 
“Is she okay?”
I shrug again. “Not sure. I barely see her since she got her new job.”
Mr Williams takes another sip from his mug. For the first time, he seems uncomfortable. Awkward around me. “When’s the funeral?”
“Next week.”
“Do you think your father will attend?”
I fake laugh. “Doubt it.”
“When was the last time you spoke?” he asks.
“Can’t remember.”
“Did your grandfather know about your special talent?” 
“No,” I reply, shaking my head. “But a fat load of good it is, anyway.”
Mr Williams leans back in his chair, frowning. “What do you mean?”
“Well, I couldn’t save him.”
“You tried to heal him?”
I nod. “Yeah. But he was too far gone. Too old. I felt like crap afterwards, too. Exhausted. Much worse than usual.”
“You’re still young, Adam. Your gift is like a muscle. You need to train it.” He pauses for a moment. “All this rage you have inside. I’d like you to channel it into your gift. All this aggression has to go somewhere—and not on students that cut in front of you in the lunch queue.” He half-smiles. “Do something useful with it.”
“It doesn’t feel like a gift. It doesn’t make me happy.”
Mr Williams’ face lights up. “Of course, it’s a gift, lad. It could be one of the greatest gifts anyone can possess. You can change so many lives with it. But like anything, it’s a skill. It takes practice. Trial and error.”
“I’m only one person. And there’re too many people to save.” I pick at the cotton on my tie. There’s hardly any left. “How can I possibly make a difference?”
Mr Williams combs his wiry beard with his fingers. “You can do anything you put your mind to, Adam.” He grins. “Absolutely anything.”






  
  PART ONE

SCHOOL'S IN









  
  ONE

Now


Mr Williams shushes us, pressing his index finger over his lips. I hold my breath, and Erin covers her mouth as the door vibrates. Fingernails scrape against the steel. The muffled sound of a monstrous snarl. 
We wait for perhaps five minutes before the noise fades. Mr Williams gestures for us to follow him. He takes us through a set of double doors, locks them behind us, and we move into the corridor. It’s dark, lit only by emergency lighting dotted along the walls. But even in the bleakness, I recognise everything. The grey, prison-style paint. The hard floor as smooth as it was almost thirty years ago. The glass cabinet fixed to the wall, with each shelf filled with rugby and hockey trophies. The smell in the air hasn’t changed, either. A strange kind of sweet-wood odour. 
Halfway down the corridor, Mr Williams stops, turns to us. “I can’t believe it’s you, Adam.” He shakes his head in astonishment. “I saw you both from the roof. Saw you climb the fence.” He chuckles. “I haven’t seen you in so many years. I’m so glad you’re both okay. Is this your daughter?”
“Yeah,” I reply. “This is Erin.” 
Out of breath, she manages a thin smile. 
“Well, you’re safe now,” he says with confidence. “Nothing is getting through those doors.” 
“What about the windows?” Erin asks. 
“The main entrance is protected by steel shutters, and the windows in the classrooms are lined with metal wire. We installed them about two years after your dad left school. Too many troublemakers. Too many break-ins. At the time, I hated seeing those things. It made the place look like a prison.” He sighs. “Now, I thank God for them.”
A faint tapping sound leaks into the corridor. Light footsteps, too. Erin and I follow the noise to a classroom behind us. The glass at the top of the door has been sealed off with a thick wooden panel. “What’s that?” Erin asks, walking over to the room. 
“Don’t go near there!” Mr Williams says in a half-whisper, half-shout.
“Who’s in there?” 
He pauses, a heavy gloom resting over his face. “Mr Larson’s history class, I’m afraid.” He clears his throat. “They weren’t so lucky.”
I can’t take my eyes off the door as he promptly steers us away. A few metres ahead, on the opposite side, we tiptoe past another boarded-up classroom.
“Come on,” he says, glancing at the door for a micro-second. “I’ll take you to meet the others.”
I grip Erin’s hand as we follow the old man.






  
  TWO


The assembly hall hasn’t changed one bit. The walls are still cream. The white podium at the centre of the stage, the brown piano below it. The large wooden floor, a dark shade of oak. The only thing that’s different is a massive banner draped across the wall. CONGRATULATIONS YEAR 9 – REGIONAL RUGBY CHAMPIONSHIP WINNERS. For a second, I wonder why Mr Williams chose this room as a base. Why not the dining hall? The staff room? But then it dawns on me: the assembly hall has no windows. Probably the safest place to sleep. 
Four children, their wide-eyed stares locked onto our arrival, sit on their makeshift beds, which are lined up near the far wall. Blankets. Rolled up towels for pillows. And positioned along the edge of the stage is a microwave, mini fridge, kettle, and several plastic storage boxes. And standing next to the improvised kitchen area, a woman in her mid-forties is holding a cup of something. Ginger hair grazes her narrow shoulders. A red cardigan clinging to her petite frame.
“What’s going on?” the woman asks, a scowl of unease imprinted across her pretty face. “Where did they come from?”
“Heather,” Mr Williams replies, “this is Adam.” He pats me firmly on the back. “An old student of mine. And this is his daughter Erin. I saw them from the roof.”
“And you just let them in?” she snaps. “Have they been checked over?”
“Not yet, no,” he replies, his enthusiastic mood fading.
The woman sighs. “Len. We talked about this. We don’t let anyone in without assessing them first.” She locks eyes with me. “I’m sorry, Adam. I don’t mean to be harsh. It’s just, we have children here, and—”
“I totally understand.” I yank down my collar, showing her the skin of my neck. Then I roll up each sleeve. I do the same for Erin. “We’re clean. No rashes. No sickness.” 
With a look of reluctance, Heather walks up to us. “It’s really nice to meet you.” 
I go to shake her hand, but she pulls her arm out of reach. “I’d rather not touch you just yet,” she says. “I have to be careful.”
“Of course.” 
She smiles with perfect white teeth. “Hello, Erin.” 
“Hi,” she says with a shy wave.
“You both look worn out and soaked through.” She gestures to the table and chairs at the centre of the room. “Come. Have a seat.” She looks at the children as they gawk at us. Strangers that have just crashed a party. “Luke, get two blankets, will you? Clean ones.”
The tall, ginger-haired boy scrambles from the floor and pulls out two grey blankets from a box.
“Good boy,” she says to him as he hands them over to us. 
“Thank you.” I wrap one around Erin’s shivering body, then do the same for mine.
Heather steers us to a table, and within seconds, two steaming mugs of coffee arrive in front of us.
“Milk? Sugar?” Mr Williams asks, standing over us like a waiter or a persistent grandmother.
“Black’s fine, thanks.”
“How about you, young lady?”
Erin shakes her head. “I don’t like coffee.”
“How about a hot chocolate then?” 
She pushes a paper-thin smile through colourless lips. “Yes, please.” 
“What’s it like out there?” the ginger boy asks.
“Luke, let them warm up first,” Heather says firmly. “They’ve been through the mill.”
I’m reluctant to answer because he can’t be more than fourteen years old. But then again, there probably isn’t much he hasn’t seen already. “Things are bad out there. Most of the town is overrun. The motorways are blocked up, too.”
Luke’s cheeks turn ashen, and I regret being so honest. “What about the police?” he asks. “The fire service? Do you think they’ll rescue us?”
“Yes,” I say. “But right now, we have to sit tight and wait.” 
Luke nods and returns to the floor with the other kids, clearly disheartened by my response. 
Mr Williams places a hot chocolate in front of Erin. “There you go, young lady.” 
“Thanks,” she says and takes a cautious sip.
I notice the digital clock on the microwave display. “You have power here.” 
Heather sits at another table. “Yes. At the moment. And we have a backup generator. Although, I haven’t a clue where it’s located. But for now, we have power, water. Even gas.” 
I take a sip of coffee, melting away the ice in my chest. “That’s good to know.”
Leaning against the worktop, Mr Williams takes a sip from a Welsh-flag mug. “We’ve been stockpiling water in case the taps stop working.”
“And we’ve been charging our phones and torches, too,” Heather adds. “Just in case.” 
“Has anyone managed to get a message out?” I ask.
Heather shakes her head. “No. Not since yesterday morning. I got through to the emergency services when—” She pauses, clearly upset.
“We had an outbreak here,” Mr Williams cuts in gently. “A lot of students and teachers got infected.”
“The ones in the sealed-off classroom?” Erin asks. 
He nods. 
“In a way, we were lucky,” Heather continues. “There are four-hundred and thirty-seven pupils in this school, and only sixty-two turned up yesterday morning.”
My head floods with visions of monsters storming the corridors. Children fleeing for their lives. Trampling over each other to escape the massacre. “I’m sorry. Must have been awful.”
“It was the worst day of my life.” She swallows hard. “But at least we’re all okay. Thank the good Lord. We can beat this thing if we stay together. We have more than enough food to last us.” She points at the plastic containers on the stage. “And most importantly, we have faith that someone will come for us. Sooner or later. I’m certain of it.”
I wrap my arm around Erin and rub her shoulder. “I hope so.”
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