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 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    An estimated one hundred and fifty million meteorites and asteroids inhabit our solar system. Adrift, aimless. 
 
    They’re made of metal, rock or ice, the left-over remnant debris from the birth of our solar system. Some are as large as dwarf planets, others smaller than your fist. They bump and cajole one another in the protective Oort Cloud playschool, disrupting their eternal slumber. Occasionally, one gets knocked hard enough to be ejected from the asteroid nursing ground and toward the centre, toward the distant point of motherly light we refer to as our Sun. 
 
    One hundred and sixty-five million years ago, the Chicxulub asteroid exploded with the force of anywhere between twenty-one and nine hundred billion Hiroshima A-bombs. Most asteroids aren’t of supermassive size. Most are much smaller and bombard the Earth at regular intervals. As the largest country in the world, Russia has experienced more than its fair share of meteorites. The most recent recorded event occurred on 15th February 2013. Many more instances go unobserved. 
 
    Not all theories suggest a payload of death. There is also the theory of Pan Spermia whereby life was brought to our young planet just when the conditions became conducive to life. Another planet, far from our world, could have been destroyed, its debris cast into the universe, a billion pieces of cosmic lint flung into the extremities of space. We may, in essence, all of us, be aliens. 
 
    Meteorites may have seeded us with life. It’s therefore a peculiar twist of fate it was by meteorites that we were almost wiped out. 
 
    Yet not in the way anyone might have ever suspected. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 1.
  
 
    The desert was silent and calm, the way Jimmy had always known it. The only noise came from the gentle rattling of the goats’ bells around their necks and their soft mehing of content. Jimmy could already feel himself beginning to drift off to the land of Nod. His head would fall in the middle of his dinner plate. His mother would not be pleased. 
 
    Jimmy, eight years old and small for his age, turned in his deckchair to look at Billy the Kid—the billy goat that’d been born just a few months ago—but was already the boy’s favorite pet. The family didn’t keep a dog, no matter how much Jimmy argued for its case. He could run and catch rabbits, could keep an eye out for Rages. But his parents were adamant. No dogs. 
 
    Jimmy glanced at his parents. They were discussing something. How to grow or find more food, probably. It was the subject that dominated most of their conversations these days. Jimmy tucked some of the lettuce in his pocket—a weak, pathetic excuse for a lettuce leaf that had no place on a dinner plate, full of holes from the caterpillar infestation they’d suffered during the last cycle. It was all they had, and they were thankful for it. Jimmy finished up the last of his beans, spooning them into his mouth as fast as he could. 
 
    “Done,” he said. 
 
    “Wash your plate up in the sink,” his mother said. 
 
    She sat with Jimmy’s only sibling in her lap, a pink cretin of six months. When he’d come, he’d taken every last morsel of time that had previously been his. And to think, he’d originally been excited at the prospect of a new little baby brother or sister. Another disappointment. 
 
    Never mind. Jimmy had many other siblings. Billy the Kid was only the most recent addition. Jimmy was close to animals. Perhaps too close. His first animal friend, Percy, was a pig with a black spot on his left ear. He’d have been close to ten years old by now if the boy’s parents hadn’t been so hungry. They’d held off for as long as they could, stripping the bark off the trees and consuming every edible flower and plant within a five-mile radius, but eventually, they had no food for themselves, never mind the pig. They couldn’t even give the pig their poo any longer. No food, no poo. 
 
    They’d slaughtered the starving little piglet. There had been precious little meat on his bones, but his mother was nothing if not creative, and made the little body last two weeks before they became crazy with hunger again. Finally, the drought ended and the rain fell. Jimmy had danced in the heavy shower along with his parents. He hadn’t known why rain was good, only that it was what his parents wanted. The plants grew back faster after that. Now he knew why. 
 
    Jimmy washed his plate in the water that had sat there all week. He didn’t think it was much good cleaning it in dirty water, but he washed it anyway and slid it into the dish rack his father had made out of twigs from the elder bush at the back of their home. 
 
    Before the Fall, Jimmy’s father had been something called a lawyer. No matter how many times his father explained the concept to him, Jimmy couldn’t understand what a lawyer actually did. There wasn’t much work for lawyers these days. Or for the past twenty years. The Fall had changed everything. 
 
    There was a time when Jimmy’s father couldn’t do DIY, but over the years his skills had improved and he knew which end of the hammer to use. That was his father’s expression. Which end of the hammer to use. Jimmy didn’t understand that, as it was obvious to him which end should be used. 
 
    Jimmy moved around their home, constructed predominantly out of refuse discarded by people of some forgotten civilization. He approached the small enclosure around the back. It was sturdy and well-made, built to withstand the dust storms that often plagued them during the summer months. Another testimony to his father’s skill with hammer and nail. 
 
    Billy the Kid stood, knock-kneed, head bowed to peer up from under the gate’s rungs the way he used to when he was smaller. Jimmy wondered if he knew how much cuter he looked this way, making it even more likely he’d get a treat. Or did he do it by accident? It made no difference to Jimmy. Billy was getting his treat, no matter what. 
 
    Jimmy reached into his pocket and took the flimsy flap of yellow lettuce out. The goat sniffed it. Not with relish. He reached out with his tongue. The leaf stuck to his taste buds. He sucked it in his mouth and made loud slapping noises as he chewed. 
 
    “Sorry, Billy,” Jimmy said. “It’s the best I could do today. I’ll try harder next time.” 
 
    Billy munched quite happily. Goats even ate paper, so the lettuce leaf, no matter how limp and faded it was, had to be better than that. Billy’s eyes were a gray-blue hue and stared in both directions, keeping a lookout. His mother said his eyes looked sinister but Jimmy thought they made Billy look confused, in need of protection. Jimmy was only too willing to provide it. 
 
    He patted the goat on his bony head and looked up at the sky. The stars shone brightly the way they always did when the temperature began to fall, blinking like cold distant gods. Gorgeous against the desert white and velvet blue of the cool night sky. The craggy mountains were a mile or so distant, unflinching against the heavy press of the stars. Some nights, they were so vivid he could make out the swell of the Milky Way. 
 
    One of the stars flickered. Probably a satellite, Jimmy thought. Occasionally they passed overhead, useless now, empty metal shells from before the Fall. An everlasting remnant of their once illustrious past. Jimmy liked seeing them. A reminder of the way things could be. One day. Perhaps he might even live to see it. But he doubted it. There needed to be signs of progress, of things getting better, his father said. And they had seen blessed little of that for the past decade. 
 
    A flash of light surrounded the satellite, glowing brighter around the undercarriage. That was strange. There was usually a blinking green light on the satellite, not an explosion of yellow-orange like this. 
 
    It moved faster than a satellite, growing larger as Jimmy watched it. It was coming toward their little camp, fast. Jimmy ran and shouted, but by the time he rounded the shack, they were bathed with intense bright light. Jimmy’s cries were lost to the object’s roar as it sailed overhead. The world bleached white, a powerful blast of air knocking Jimmy to the ground. 
 
    The fire swirled, rose, and then doubted immediately like a giant had blown it out. The air rippled, spraying dust outwards and curling back in on itself, forming a tunnel. 
 
    There was a heavy thud somewhere in the distance. The animals mehed and screamed, kicking and beating at their prison. Jimmy and his father secured the gate, ensuring the animals couldn’t escape. A wall of dust rose, blocking the stars as if reaching up to knock them from the sky. Then it began to settle back down to earth. 
 
    “What was that?” Mom said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Dad said. “Another meteorite?” 
 
    “Probably best to stay away from it,” Mom said. “Just in case.” 
 
    “It wasn’t glowing green,” Jimmy said. “Didn’t all the other meteorites glow green? This one just crashed. Maybe it’s not a meteorite. It could be like those flying metal things you told me about. The. . .” He struggled with the unfamiliar word. “Helicopter. Or. . . airplane.” 
 
    Mom rocked the forgotten baby in her arms. It screamed and wailed. None of them took any notice. 
 
    “Jimmy could be right,” Mom said. “What if it’s a plane? Someone might need help.” 
 
    “You want me to check it out?” Dad said. 
 
    “Just in case,” Mom said. “It might be an airdrop, something we can use. God knows we need more medicine.” 
 
    “All right,” Dad said. “Let me put my boots on.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Jimmy said. He always liked to join his father on his adventures. 
 
    “Fine,” Dad said. “But the goat stays here. We don’t want anything we can’t control. Besides, he’s probably still munching on the lettuce leaf you gave him.” 
 
    Jimmy’s eyes grew wide and he flushed red. He thought he’d gotten away with it. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Dad held Smokey’s reins as they crossed the desert. The mountains rose higher with each step. An owl hooted and screeched overhead. Jimmy eyed the darkness uncertainly. He was afraid but didn’t want to look like it. He kept close to his father. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Dad said. “There’s nothing out here that can hurt us.” 
 
    They both knew the falseness of that statement. There were all manner of animals that lurked deep under the sand and circled high overhead that wanted to gnaw on their bones. And that wasn’t even mentioning the man-shaped horrors in the world. 
 
    Thick bolts of devil grass poked out of the ground, snagging Jimmy’s foot. The world was carpeted with curled silver shadows that stretched over the valley floor. 
 
    “Woah,” Dad said. 
 
    They stood on the lip of a crater, peering down into the huge newly-formed indent of the earth as if Thor had slammed his hammer into it. In the middle, pressed up against the mountain and having taken a chunk out of its base, was a lump of rock. The flowers of half a dozen spindly trees were alight, flames flickering and burning out. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be,” Dad said, pushing up the brim of his hat with his thumb. “Would you look at that.” 
 
    Despite the incredible show of natural power, Dad’s attention was taken with something else. He caught Jimmy looking and spun him around so he faced the opposite direction. 
 
    “You, uh, look over that way,” he said. 
 
    Jimmy was just as mesmerized, even if he couldn’t quite understand why. He glanced over his shoulder at the figure standing ten feet from the asteroid. She was naked, wearing not a stitch on her gorgeous body. She was tall with dark raven hair, toned and strong. Her head moved left to right, taking in her surroundings. 
 
    Dad wet his thumb and forefinger and pressed his eyebrows down. He clucked out the corner of his mouth and led Smokey forward. Jimmy had to run to catch up. 
 
    The woman couldn’t have missed them approaching but seemed more interested in the crater. There was something odd with the way she moved, Jimmy thought. Her face was devoid of emotion, flat and lifeless. She didn’t move her eyes, only her head, to peer where she wanted to see. Jimmy tugged on his father’s hand. 
 
    “Dad, let’s go,” he said. 
 
    “That’s a woman in need, son,” Dad said. “I’m sure I taught you better manners than that.” 
 
    Jimmy checked the woman again. She wasn’t so big, he supposed. His father was a good four inches taller than her, his arms thick and muscular. He could easily take her. Smokey stopped twenty yards from the asteroid and stepped side to side, skittish. Dad handed the reins to Jimmy. 
 
    “Hello there, Miss,” he said, taking a step closer. “There’s no need to be afraid. We don’t mean you any harm. You’re mighty lucky to have been missed by the asteroid. Although it seems to have left you a little, uh, exposed.” 
 
    He shrugged off his jacket and offered it to the woman. For the first time, the woman acknowledged his existence. She considered the jacket with the same lifeless expression. 
 
    “Or I can put it on you if that’s all right?” Dad said. 
 
    He stepped slowly—deliberately—toward her, and draped his jacket over her shoulders. She didn’t zip it up or try to conceal her nakedness. 
 
    “You must have been close for it to have blown your clothes off,” Dad said. “Perhaps you’re in shock. Sit down. You need to rest.” 
 
    “Give me your clothes,” the woman said. 
 
    “Sure, I can give you my shirt,” Dad said, unbuttoning it. 
 
    “Give me your clothes,” the woman said again. 
 
    No inflection, no wavering of the voice. Pronounced exactly the same way as she had the first time. Dad turned to Jimmy. 
 
    “Give her your pants,” Dad said. 
 
    “Why?” Jimmy said. 
 
    “Share the load, son,” Dad said. 
 
    Now he was closer, Jimmy could see it wasn’t an asteroid at all. There was a square hole in the side like a door. The moonlight shifted ever so slightly, revealing a large egg-shaped capsule. Jimmy wondered if it was one of those airplanes or helicopters his parents told him about. It looked a whole lot different from the descriptions his father had told him. 
 
    “Give me your clothes,” the woman said again. 
 
    “We’re going to,” Dad said, a little agitated this time. He could have a fierce temper when he got riled up. 
 
    Jimmy began unbuttoning his pants when the woman stepped forward. She wrapped her hand around his father’s neck, her movements smooth and fast. She raised him off his feet. 
 
    “Dad!” Jimmy said. 
 
    His father barely managed to squeeze out a croak before the woman twisted her hand sharply to one side, making a loud crack noise. Dad’s body went limp. With her free hand, the woman pulled his pants off and tossed his body aside. The woman put the pants on. 
 
    “Dad!” Jimmy said, rushing to his father’s side. “Dad!” 
 
    His father stared at the night sky, unblinking. Jimmy didn’t know what to do. He touched his father’s face and shook him gently to wake him up. He didn’t stir even when the woman bent down to pick up his father’s fallen hat. 
 
    “Where is the girl?” the woman said. 
 
    Jimmy focused on his father, tears streaming down his face. 
 
    “Where is the girl?” the woman said again, taking a sinister step forward. 
 
    Recognizing his immediate danger, Jimmy focused. 
 
    “The girl?” he said. “What girl?” 
 
    “Where is the girl?” the woman repeated. 
 
    “That way,” Jimmy said, pointing. Guessing randomly. “That way.” 
 
    He pointed east. The woman took Smokey by the reins and led him away. 
 
    “Wait,” Jimmy said. “How am I going to get my father home?” 
 
    The woman didn’t answer. Didn’t even so much as hint she’d heard him. Jimmy put his fingers to his father’s neck and felt for a pulse. He had none. Jimmy held on to his father’s lifeless body and cried as the woman scaled the crater and headed east. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2. 
 
      
 
    Angie’s face was grizzled and old, with so many wrinkles she looked like the practice model the Creator used before he got the design right. Her irises were big, circular and black, red in the corners due to her age. Noble but sad. It was a face Jamie would never forget. 
 
    Angie had to go up on tiptoes to wrap her arms around Jamie’s neck. He remembered a time not so long ago when it had been the other way around. Then Angie turned to Jamie’s older brother Donny. He hated his original name, Donald. Jamie only used it when he wanted to annoy him. Donny’s appearance was everything Jamie was not. Five years Jamie’s senior, Donny was tall and broad-chested and could have been the star quarterback in a national team if the sands hadn’t shifted beneath the world’s feet. He had to duck down to hug sweet Angie. 
 
    Then Angie hugged their father, Donald. He also sported big broad masculine features, though Donny couldn’t yet manage the impressive beard of his father. Donald wore a sad smile. He could have stopped what was about to happen at any time, but he wouldn’t. His demeanour was one of grim resolution. As Angie hugged him, her knee-length skirt rode up, exposing the dark bruise-like marks on the back of her legs. She had more on her hands and arms. 
 
    “Thank you for everything, Angie,” Donald said. 
 
    Angie only nodded, smiling, refusing to cry, refusing to let the final image of her be anything but the strong lady she was. Right till the end. 
 
    Each member of the commune had gently placed a flower in her hair, forming a beautiful wreath. Flowers they could not eat. 
 
    The rest of the commune stood around them. Most on the ground, some perched high on the walls. Each person looked down at this tiny figure that had been at the center of their lives for so long. Many peered at their shuffling feet, unable to look the old woman in the eye. 
 
    Finally, Angie came to Bernard, her husband. A tall man, he too had to bend forward for her to hug him. His eyes shimmered. He for one could not hold back the tears. He let them spill down his aged cheeks. 
 
    “Don’t go,” he said. 
 
    Angie took his hands in hers. “My dear Bernard, I must leave.” 
 
    “Don’t go,” Bernard repeated. 
 
    “It’s okay.” Angie looked him in the eye. “I want to go.” 
 
    “Then let me go with you,” Bernard said. Pleading. 
 
    “We’ve been through this. You need to stay here. There are things you must do.” 
 
    Bernard held his wife’s hand. He couldn’t let go. Then, finally, beneath Angie’s loving but firm eyes, he did. Angie kissed him on the cheek. She turned to address every member of the seven-hundred strong commune. 
 
    “I want to thank you all,” she said. “Everyone. I’ve enjoyed my time here. Hope and pray for change, and it will come to you.” 
 
    She turned to face a small door in the large front gate. A girl called Nester, sixteen, about Jamie’s height, stepped forward and unlocked it. There were dents and scratch marks on the other side of that door. She held it open and placed her hand on Angie’s shoulder as she passed. 
 
    Angie stepped toward the door, then paused a moment, taking a deep breath when she looked out at the white desert that stretched endlessly in every direction. Her leg shook as she lifted her foot over the short ledge and stepped into the world outside. 
 
    Nester closed the small door in the gate and slid the multiple locks firmly in place. She joined Jamie, Fatty and Donny on the battlements overlooking the arid landscape. 
 
    The sun was blazing hot, white, and faded the earth’s colors like an old picture left in the sun too long. A heat haze rose off the baking soil. 
 
    Angie shuffled forward, limping on her left foot, as she headed in a straight line, her form growing smaller with each step. The further she went, the smaller the crowd became, those who barely knew her going first, then those who had urgent business to attend to, then those who were distant friends, close friends, then family. Finally, only Jamie, Nester, Donny, Bernard, and a kid called Fatty remained. 
 
    Everyone assumed Fatty had a stash of food somewhere that he wasn’t telling anyone about. He firmly denied it. No matter what he ate, how infrequently, his body continued to put on weight. Jamie and Nester had even taken it upon themselves to follow him all day for a week to see if he was telling the truth. They only left him alone when he needed to go to the bathroom. The sounds that came from there were very disturbing. 
 
    The sun was low in the sky, the earth turning a deep lavender purple the way it did over arid land. Angie’s tiny figure had long since gone, but Bernard still stood staring at the landscape, eyes exhausted. Nester put her hand on Bernard’s back, making him start. 
 
    “Time to go, Bernard,” Nester said. 
 
    “Just one more minute,” Bernard said, turning back to the horizon. 
 
    His eyes moved from one side to another, looking for what he was certain should have been there, but wasn’t. He nodded. 
 
    “All right,” he said. 
 
    He turned to Jamie and the others. 
 
    “Thank you for staying,” he said. “Angie would have liked that you stayed.” 
 
    “Let’s get you home with a nice cup of tea,” Nester said. 
 
    Bernard let himself be led away. 
 
    “This didn’t need to happen,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Jamie. . .” Fatty said with the air of someone who’d heard this a million times before. 
 
    “I’m telling you, this didn’t need to happen,” Jamie said again, more forceful this time. 
 
    He turned and walked away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3. 
 
      
 
    “I was out stargazing with my pop when they began to fall. We were probably in the best place to witness them, come to think of it. We needed to get away from the lights of civilization. We were in the middle of nowhere. There probably wasn’t another soul for a hundred miles. The perfect father-son time, as my dad used to say. 
 
    “So there we were, witnessing the Perseid meteor shower. The green tint of the rocks as they burn upon entry really is the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I tried to think of a different wish for each falling star I saw, but they were coming so thick and fast that it was impossible. I remember thinking they looked like falling kryptonite. I didn’t find out until later that the rocks never even made it to the surface. They exploded just shy of it. That always seemed very sad to me—that these things should travel so far and never quite reach their destination. 
 
    “Some appeared to land not far from where we were, so we packed up our things and headed to go see if we could find them. We searched and found something, but not what we were expecting. When you’re a kid, everything seems exciting. Like if I touched it, I might turn into a superhero or something. Of course, the opposite turned out to be the truth. My pop cut his finger on one of the tiny fragments. He wouldn’t let me touch it after that. It wasn’t more than a few hours later that he began to act funny.” 
 
    It was the part of the story that everyone struggled with. The part where things turned ugly. But that was what they had these meetings for. Theresa sat at the head of the circle, though she preferred to think of herself as the facilitator rather than the leader. She only liked to ask questions to get them talking. 
 
    “Thank you for sharing, Raoul,” Theresa said. “It’s nice that you shared some beautiful moments with your father.” 
 
    “As beautiful as the first ten times we heard it,” Donny said, rolling his eyes. “Why don’t you tell us about what happened after your father got cut? You always leave the best bits out.” 
 
    “Raoul will tell us when he’s good and ready,” Theresa said sternly. “Not before.” 
 
    Donny folded his arms in the way that made his biceps look bigger. Jamie knew he did this because he’d seen him practicing in the mirror at home. 
 
    “When the meteorites fell we were all subjected to terrible and often horrific scenes,” Theresa said. “We should discuss them as often as it takes for us to deal with our issues. We’ve seen and done things we wished we hadn’t needed to. There’s no way to change that. What’s done is done. But what we can do is learn to live with our memories and get over them, use them to turn us into stronger people.” 
 
    Donny raised his hand. 
 
    “Yes?” Theresa said. “Would you like to share with us, Donny?” 
 
    “Yes, I want to share,” Donny said. “I’m too old for this. I don’t have any issues. Can I go?” 
 
    “Not until you turn eighteen, which, according to my records, isn’t for another two weeks,” Theresa said. 
 
    “I’m not old enough to do a lot of things before I’m eighteen, but I do them,” Donny said. 
 
    Theresa smiled despite herself. 
 
    “The judge will be very pleased to hear it,” Theresa said. 
 
    Donny put his head in his hands. Then he straightened up and focused on Theresa. 
 
    “How about you?” he said. 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “We sit here every week and you get us to spill our deepest darkest secrets but you never share what you had to do to survive. What’s so terrible in your past that you can’t tell us?” 
 
    “I’ve told you,” Theresa said. “I was one of the lucky ones. I was miles away from any of my loved ones where people were infected with Rage. I did see some horrible things, people attacking other people, others screaming and running for cover, but there wasn’t anything terrible I had to do to get away from them. Unlike you guys. That’s what I’m here for. I want to hear your stories so we can share in your pain.” 
 
    “You must be really masochistic,” Donny said. “Do you get off on hearing us tell you these things? Is that what you like? It sounds like you’re the one who needs counselling.” 
 
    “You’re all here by choice,” Theresa said. “You’re here to get help from each other. That’s what these sessions are for.” 
 
    “With all due respect,” Nester said. “I don’t think any of us are going to say anything more than we already have.” 
 
    “In my experience, people share more about themselves after they feel comfortable,” Theresa said. 
 
    “Some of us have been coming here since the commune was setup,” Donny said. “If we don’t feel comfortable with each other now, when will we?” 
 
    A lull in the conversation. Theresa turned to Jamie, who looked miles away. 
 
    “Jamie,” she said. “Is there anything you’d like to share with us today?” 
 
    Jamie shook his head. 
 
    “This is a safe place,” Theresa said. “Anything you say will remain here.” 
 
    Jamie looked from Theresa to Donny on one side, Nester and Fatty on the other. Raoul sat directly opposite him. 
 
    “Why did Angie have to die?” he said. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly the subject of their session today, but Theresa supposed any topic was up for discussion if it got them talking. 
 
    “We didn’t kill her,” she said. “We let her go.” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” Jamie said. “When living or dying is based on whether you live by yourself or with others, when we sent her out there, she’s dead. That’s on our heads.” 
 
    Despite being five years junior to his older brother Donny, Jamie was the more mature and serious of the two. Where Donny turned outwards, always looking forward like this father, Jamie turned inwards. Theresa understood it was how his mother had been built too. The loss of their mother was the real difficult topic for the two brothers. 
 
    “Angie was sick, Jamie,” Theresa said. “She required medicine and care that we couldn’t give her.” 
 
    “So we sent her out there to die,” Jamie said. “It’s a death sentence.” 
 
    “We didn’t force her to leave,” Theresa said. “She chose to go.” 
 
    It was a weak argument, and she knew it. 
 
    “Sometimes we do things to protect the ones we love,” she said. “Even if it means costing us a great deal. Angie loved us enough to want us to eat the food that would have gone into her dying body.” 
 
    It sounded harsh even to her own ears, but there it was. The state of the world they now found themselves in, that had been forced into. After the Fall, when the meteors had showered the human race with an infectious disease, turning them into raging beasts, the world had torn itself apart. These tiny communes were all that remained. 
 
    Theresa put a smile on her face and turned back to the kids. 
 
    “So, who has more to share?” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4.
  
 
    Nester took a deep drag on the cigarette and handed it back to Jamie. They stood on the north-facing wall looking out at the night sky and empty desert. 
 
    “It’s back again, huh?” Nester said. 
 
    A green light blinked overhead, passing slowly. They saw those strange floating objects from time to time. They seemed to operate on some kind of repeating pattern. No one had yet bothered to study them to find out what the pattern was though. It was more important to have a mouthful of food than a headful of knowledge at this point. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jamie said. “Maybe it just flies overhead all the time.” 
 
    “Keeping an eye on us?” Nester said with a grin. “They’re in for disappointing viewing if that’s the case. All we do is work and eat.” 
 
    “Don’t forget sleeping,” Jamie said. “That’s the most exciting thing I do.” 
 
    Nester turned back to the orbiting object. “What do you think it is?” 
 
    “A satellite,” Jamie said. “That’s what Dad says, anyway.” 
 
    “Satellites haven’t been operational in years,” Nester said. 
 
    “So it could be floating around up there,” Jamie said. “Adrift.” 
 
    “I know how it feels,” Nester said, taking another puff on the cigarette. “We’re here to survive. That’s it. Nothing more, nothing less.” 
 
    “Angie won’t survive,” Jamie said. “How does that fit in? There has to be a better way than sending her out to die in the wild like that. At what point did we stop being human and start behaving like Rages?” 
 
    “We’re not exactly like the Rages,” Nester said. “There’s the inability to control your aggression for one. Although maybe the loss of self-control isn’t always a completely bad thing.” 
 
    She puffed the last of the cigarette and flicked it over the wall to the ground below. 
 
    “Kiss me,” she said. 
 
    That took Jamie by surprise. “What?” 
 
    “You heard me. Kiss me.” 
 
    She stared at him defiantly, daring him to do it. Jamie took a step toward her, then another back. 
 
    “I can’t,” he said. 
 
    Nester’s expression grew harder. 
 
    “You kissed Charlene that one time,” she said. “So why can’t you kiss me?” 
 
    Jamie held up his hands. He didn’t want to offend her. He liked her. He really did want to kiss her. She could also kick his ass if he didn’t do as she said. 
 
    “You’re my friend,” Jamie said. “It’d be like kissing my sister.” 
 
    “You don’t have a sister,” Nester said. “And you’ve wanted to kiss me for years. Now I give you permission to do it and you won’t?” 
 
    Jamie’s eyes flicked to hers, then away again. He didn’t know where to look. He’d been called out. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “I mean, no. I mean. . . Where did this come from?” 
 
    “Angie heading into the desert like that, makes you realize you should live your life the way you really want to, not worrying about what other people think,” Nester said. “No wasting time.” 
 
    She could see she was making Jamie uncomfortable. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, turning away. “It was stupid. Forget it.” 
 
    She faced the endless emptiness of the desert, lost in her own thoughts. 
 
    “The world’s coming to an end,” she said. “You should do everything you want to do.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘the world coming to an end’?” Jamie said. “We’re still surviving. We’re doing okay.” 
 
    “We’re surviving, but that’s all,” Nester said. “Every year we’re the same. Nothing is getting better.” 
 
    “We grow more food, get more people here,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Maintaining an even keel,” Nester said. “We never take the time to look up anymore. To reach for the far distance. For the things that seem impossible. That’s what people used to do. Now, we’re living like animals.” 
 
    It was a sad, sombre thought, but it was also right. If they weren’t improving they were on a course to nowhere but destruction. 
 
    Jamie took hold of Nester’s shoulders and turned her to him. He planted a kiss on her lips. She felt good in Jamie’s arms, if a little clumsy and awkward. They pressed their lips together harder, letting their tongues explore one another’s mouth. When they parted, they were out of breath. 
 
    “Huh,” Nester said. 
 
    “What?” Jamie said. “It wasn’t good? I’m sure I can do better.” 
 
    “No, it was nice,” Nester said. 
 
    Jamie had to agree. It was nice, but there was no explosion of excitement the way he’d always been led to believe there would be. Still, it was better than no kissing at all. They kissed again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5.
  
 
    Donny stood leaning on the railing that wrapped around the spire of the former gas station. It had been the only building present when they’d begun to build out Mountain’s Peak, their commune. The steeple was still the tallest part. They could see the entire commune from there. 
 
    If you knew where to look you could make out the forecourt where the gas pumps had been. Now, the school and community center stood there, built from random detritus they’d found in the desert. On the north-facing wall, he could make out Jamie and Nester necking. 
 
    “Nice to see them together, don’t you think?” Theresa said, sidling up to Donny. 
 
    “I guess,” Donny said. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re jealous,” Theresa said. 
 
    “Cautious,” Donny said. “Easy to fall with your first love.” 
 
    “Is that such a bad thing?” Theresa said. 
 
    “It is if the love’s only one way,” Donny said. 
 
    “And what makes you think it’s only one way?” Theresa said. 
 
    “I think she likes him more than he likes her,” Donny said. 
 
    “He might be hiding his affections,” Theresa said. 
 
    Donny smiled. Theresa arched her neck to peer up at the sky. A shiver went through Donny, setting his hair on end. The blinking green light passed overhead and shrank into the distance. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll ever return to the way we were?” Theresa said. 
 
    “No,” Donny said. “But we could become something else. Maybe something better.” 
 
    “You certainly think highly of our species,” Theresa said. “What makes you think we could become something better?” 
 
    “Because it’d be hard to become anything worse,” Donny said. “Factions all over the place. Constant wars. Fighting. Egos. If we could pull together somehow and work for the betterment of us all, we could achieve something really incredible. Instead, we’ve always been divided by our differences. This commune, this is what the future should be. All people coming together for one purpose. That’s the way of the future. That’s if we can climb our way out of the gutter.” 
 
    Theresa appraised Donny with the look of someone discovering a secret function on her TV. 
 
    “What?” Donny said. 
 
    “You,” Theresa said. “You’re full of surprises.” 
 
    “I try not to be,” Donny said. 
 
    Theresa rolled her eyes. 
 
    “You pretend to be the bad boy of the commune,” she said. 
 
    “Do you think I’m a bad boy?” Donny said. 
 
    “Oh, I know you are,” Theresa said. “But not in the way you think. Anything you did in the past when the virus came, it’s okay, Donny. Really.” 
 
    “Everything’s okay when you don’t know what the thing is,” Donny said, turning to look out over the desert again. 
 
    “You’re right,” Theresa said. “But moping around with a dark cloud over your face for the rest of your life isn’t good for you either. I’ll tell you what. I’ll tell you what I did to survive if you tell me what you did.” 
 
    “I thought you were one of the lucky ones?” Donny said. 
 
    “I may have stretched the truth a little,” Theresa said. “But the offer stands. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Donny pursed his lips in thought, then dismissed his concern with a shrug. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “You go first.” 
 
    “As the therapist, I must insist you go first,” Theresa said. 
 
    “Then no deal,” Donny said, turning back to the large orb of the moon. 
 
    “Spoilsport,” Theresa said. “Fine. I’ll go first. I was at a conference in San Francisco. I was there with colleagues. There came this tremendous scream from down the corridor. It sounded like someone was being murdered. A dozen people got out of their chairs to see what was going on. The screams got louder as they came into the main reception hall. Someone opened the doors to see what was going on. They jumped on him, tearing him to pieces with their hands like claws. We had no idea what was wrong with the people at the time. 
 
    “There was a mad rush for the doors. We got outside, only to find the whole city was the same. No one knew what was going on, or where to go or what to do. I ran to my car in the parking lot. I hit the gas and raced to get away as fast as I could. People waved at me to stop, for me to let them in. I didn’t stop. The roads were getting busy, blocked by others doing what I was doing. I mounted the curb and hit the horn, but didn’t slow down. I was so terrified, I ploughed right through them. I still remember the faces of the ones I’m sure weren’t infected yet. I never even stopped to check they were okay.” 
 
    She put her face in her hands and wiped her eyes. 
 
    “Now,” she said, gathering herself, “are you going to share?” 
 
    Donny thought for a moment before looking at Theresa. He looked away. 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “What?” Theresa said. “You promised—” 
 
    “I promised I would tell you what I did if you told me what you did,” Donny said. 
 
    “That’s what I just did,” Theresa said. 
 
    “No,” Donny said. “What you just said was a lie.” 
 
    “I didn’t lie,” Theresa said. 
 
    “I can always tell when you’re faking,” Donny said. 
 
    Theresa’s mouth hung open in shock. Then the corners of her mouth turned up, spreading into a cheeky smile. Her eyes twinkled and she arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “You couldn’t tell the other night,” she said. 
 
    “That’s because you weren’t faking,” Donny said. 
 
    “Want to bet?” Theresa said. 
 
    They kissed. Wet, hot, sloppy, and passionate. 
 
    “My brother’s got a lot to learn,” Donny said. 
 
    Theresa batted her lashes and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “So have you,” she said. “My place, ten minutes.” 
 
    She didn’t need to check he would follow her. She could have mentioned Rages were going to be involved and he would still have turned up. Men could be so easy to manipulate. Except. . . Donny had wanted to be manipulated. She stumbled a step as she realized perhaps she was the one on the receiving end. She shrugged. What did it matter, so long as she was getting what she wanted? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6.
  
 
    Jamie felt like he was floating on the moon, his feet three feet off the ground. He’d had a wonderful making out session with the equally wonderful Nester. He’d fondled her in ways he had only dreamed of. He was still grinning ear to ear by the time he got home. 
 
    “You’re in a good mood,” his father Donald said. 
 
    He sat at their large dining room table, serving as his desk. He was poring over various reports and documents. 
 
    “I had a nice evening,” Jamie said. 
 
    “That’s good,” Donald said. “After working hard all day it’s good to let your hair down.” He glanced at his mound of paperwork and shuddered. “Good for some of us, at least. Come sit down.” 
 
    He tapped the chair beside him. Jamie eyed it warily. It was the Let’s Discuss Our Problems Chair. He’d spent countless hours in that seat, listening and learning. Usually, it was after he’d done something wrong. 
 
    “Not now, Dad,” Jamie said. “I’m tired. It’s been a long day.” 
 
    Donald picked up a pile of papers and shuffled them. He didn’t say another word. He might as well have shouted. You’re not going anywhere until we have our little chat. Jamie rolled his eyes, sighed, and took the chair. 
 
    “I know it wasn’t easy for you today,” Donald said. “You were close to Angie.” 
 
    “A lot of people were close to her,” Jamie said. 
 
    “You and your friends especially,” Donald said. “I’m glad you hung out with your elders while you had the chance.” 
 
    “She was a nice person,” Jamie said. 
 
    He blinked, then turned his face away from his father. Was. Angie had already been relegated to the past tense. He’d already accepted she was never coming back. 
 
    “Angie’s fate is one we will all share, if we’re lucky enough to live that long,” Donald said. 
 
    Jamie’s disgust bubbled beneath the surface. He took calming breaths to keep it under control. He didn’t trust himself to speak yet. He would have barked the words out, sounding harsher than he’d intended. 
 
    “People like Angie are very lucky,” Donald said. “The world is no longer the kind of place where we have ample resources to take care of the elderly.” 
 
    “She wasn’t elderly,” Jamie said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “She had arthritis,” Donald said. “And other medical conditions.” 
 
    Jamie’s anger dissipated, forming a mist that left a trail of sadness in its wake. 
 
    “She shouldn’t have died like that,” he said. 
 
    Donald searched his youngest son’s face. He found something there that broke his resolve. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “I wish we didn’t have to do live like this. That we produced enough to support every member of our community, no matter their ailments. But we don’t live in that world. Not anymore. Angie left because she knew she had to. For the rest of us.” 
 
    “Rages lose control of themselves,” Jamie said. “They don’t care about each other. They’ll eat each other if they’re hungry enough. I don’t understand how they’re any different to us. You always said we should try to create something new, something immortal, something better than ourselves. This doesn’t fit with that.” 
 
    “We’re not Rages,” Donald said. “We can think about what we’re doing.” 
 
    “That makes it even worse,” Jamie said. 
 
    “It makes it harder, I agree,” Donald said, nodding his head. “But it doesn’t make it worse.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we know what we would prefer to do if the situation was different,” Donald said. “What we would do if the world was just a little bit better. The Rages will never change. They’re incapable of it.” 
 
    Jamie smacked his fist on the table. The mismatched cutlery on Donald’s empty dinner plate rattled. 
 
    “Then why don’t we put a bullet in their head and be done with it?” he said. 
 
    Donald took a moment for Jamie to calm down before he put his own hand on Jamie’s. It was big, and swallowed Jamie’s. It was a reminder to Jamie that his father was the community leader. He was older and in charge. They’d had problems and issues before and he’d always managed to steer them through it. Their commune had succeeded where many others had failed. Surely that had to count for something? 
 
    “That would be best for us, in a way,” Donald said. “There’ll be no way for them to come back at us if they get infected with Rage. But we don’t do that. Do you know why we don’t do that? Because we’re not animals. Could we do it if they asked us to? Yes. They only need ask. But they don’t. They never do. Do you know why? Because they hope. They hope they’ll head into the desert and something miraculous might happen. They’ll come back and everything will be fine. But it doesn’t work that way. It never has and it never will. Except in your storybooks.” 
 
    Donald put his giant sausage-sized finger under Jamie’s chin and turned his face toward him. Jamie’s eyes were red and swollen like thunder clouds. Ready for the downpour. Donald saw through those tears to the real issue. The issue they were still learning to deal with even after all these years. 
 
    “We can’t hold onto people forever,” he said. “As much as we’d like to. We can’t. It’s the way it is.” 
 
    The conversation had shifted topic, from Angie to Jamie’s mother. She’d been the last person who’d left the commune. It’d been difficult on them all. A rift had formed between them that they couldn’t cross. Jamie’s mother had been the glue that held them together. And then she’d gotten sick and they didn’t have the food or medicine to take care of her. They’d been willing to give up their share of food—meagre portions even at the best of times—but their mother wouldn’t allow it. 
 
    She too had carried hope in her heart that she might get better, that the malignancy would subside. And perhaps, somewhere out in the world, she did manage to find a cure. And one day she would come back to them. It was the way Jamie’s dream ended every night. He was always sad when he awoke to discover the house was still bereft of her. 
 
    “When can we stop sending people out there to die?” Jamie said. 
 
    “We can’t,” Donald said. “Not until the commune is large enough to support them. But we’re nowhere near close enough yet. Sometimes we have to choose between what we want to do and what we need to do. I hope one day you’ll understand that.” 
 
    Outside, a shout rang up. It was followed by another voice, and then a third. Donald got to his feet and moved to the window. Someone flashed past the window at full sprint and stopped at the door. A frantic knock. Donald opened the door. A dishevelled man about Donny’s age stood there, slightly out of breath. His name was Eugene. 
 
    “What is it?” Donald said. 
 
    “It’s Bernard,” Eugene said. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “What do you mean he’s gone?” Donald said. “I spoke to him not twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    “He left through the front gate and headed into the desert,” Eugene said. “Do you want to send a rescue party after him?” 
 
    Donald thought for a moment, considering. 
 
    “No,” he finally said. “He made his decision. I won’t risk innocent lives to chase after someone who chose to go out there alone.” 
 
    Eugene nodded, though he appeared to share Jamie’s reticence. 
 
    “There’s another issue,” he said. “When he opened the gate door, he left it open.” 
 
    Donald snapped to attention. 
 
    “What?” he said. “How long was it open for?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Eugene said. “Five minutes. Ten. It’s hard to tell.” 
 
    “Wake everyone up,” Donald said. “And lock the gates. No one goes in or out until we search every inch of the commune.” 
 
    Donald stepped outside and reached for the door handle. He paused, spotting Jamie standing there. All this could have been avoided if only he’d listened to the voice in the back of his mind. His conscience. It was the same voice that’d seized Jamie. His sense of humanity. He shut the door behind him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 7. 
 
      
 
    “Where do you think he went?” Fatty said, struggling to keep up. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Jamie said, walking as fast as he could in an effort to rush without appearing to do so. “He went to find Angie. He’s in the desert somewhere.” 
 
    “You’re not honestly suggesting going out there by yourself?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Of course not,” Jamie said, taking another corner. He paused to let a pair of men pass, continuing their sweep of the area. “You’re coming with me.” 
 
    “Me?” Fatty said. “Why? What have I done wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Jamie said, perplexed. 
 
    “Then why do I have to go?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Because it’s the right thing to do,” Jamie said. “We’re going to bring Bernard back and help him recover from losing Angie.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about this,” Fatty said. 
 
    “You’re never sure about anything,” Jamie said. 
 
    He bumped into someone, knocking him to the ground. Angry, he glared up at his accidental assailant. His expression relaxed. 
 
    “Nester,” he said, accepting her hand to haul him up onto his feet. “What are you doing out?” 
 
    “Coming to find you,” Nester said. “Did you hear what happened?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jamie said. “We’re heading out to find him now.” 
 
    “Heading out?” Nester said. “Are you sure that’s a wise idea?” 
 
    Fatty grinned, grateful not to be the only one with concerns. 
 
    “We should let someone know we’re going,” Nester said. 
 
    Fatty’s expression faltered. Maybe he was the only one with real concerns after all. 
 
    “I can stay,” he said. “Tell the others you left to find Bernard after they realize you’re not here.” 
 
    “Better for more of us to go out,” Jamie said. “In case we run into Rages.” 
 
    Fatty’s horror was evident by the caricature mask he wore. 
 
    “There’s a slight snag to your plan,” Nester said. “How are we supposed to get out? The gates are locked and no one can leave.” 
 
    “It’ll be easy,” Jamie said. “Everyone is looking for Rages inside the commune right now. No one’s looking outwards. So long as we close the gate behind us, there’s no harm.” 
 
    “We might get harmed,” Fatty mumbled under his breath. 
 
    The others ignored him, used to his beleaguered comments. Jamie focused on Nester’s lips. Just a few short hours ago, he’d been sucking on those babies like a dog with a new chew toy. He couldn’t wait to do it again. 
 
    They reached the smallest gate built into Mountain Peak’s four walls. It faced south and was almost always permanently locked shut. It would be the last entry point the commune would expect a Rage to have entered through. Nester, the most nimble of the three, ran up the steps to peer over the lowest wall. They didn’t want to accidentally let in a Rage when the compound was already free of them. 
 
    “Coast’s clear,” Nester said, hopping down to join the boys at the gate. 
 
    “I don’t feel good about this guys,“ Fatty said. 
 
    “Everyone carrying?” Jamie said, ignoring him. 
 
    Nester turned sideways to show off her sword. The best swordswoman in the commune. Jamie fingered his axe. It was his father’s favoured weapon. Jamie liked to swing it, but his small arms got tired easily. He was working on getting stronger arms. He’d try even harder now he wanted to impress Nester. Fatty carried a bow and arrow. The perfect weapon for him. It granted him distance from any danger. A useful feature for a man as low on courage as he was. 
 
    “Ready?” Jamie said. 
 
    Nester nodded. Fatty shook his head. Jamie pulled the locks aside and stepped outside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8. 
 
      
 
    The gas station that stood on the fringes of the Great Salt Lake desert had been chosen because it offered a natural border on one side. In the past, Rages had managed to cross the desert and make it to the commune, but very few. They were ragged and torn, often missing limbs by the time they reached Mountain’s Peak. Even the commune dwellers didn’t head into the desert often. It was just too dangerous. Temperatures could reach ninety degrees. The sun, baring down, could scramble the brain, turning it to jelly, making it difficult to think. 
 
    At night, as it was now, the desert was cool and calm. Creatures scrabbled across the sand dunes and cawed overhead. It was the desert rush hour. And amongst them, lightly decorated with the essential item of survival in the upcoming blistering heat, were three figures. The sun would begin to rise soon, and the nocturnal animals were in the process of taking refuge beneath the surface. Fatty was already complaining. 
 
    “I don’t see why we had to come out here on our own,” Fatty said. 
 
    “Because no one else will,” Jamie said for the third time. 
 
    “I’m sure we could have convinced some people to join us,” Fatty said. “And I’m hot.” 
 
    Jamie was sweating too. Nester had the ability to never appear to suffer from the heat. But Fatty was right. The light had gradually increased, the temperature along with it, as the sun snuck up on them. But they wouldn’t stop. Not while Jamie had anything to do with it. 
 
    “We’re looking for Bernard,” Jamie said. “And we’re not stopping until we find him.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9. 
 
      
 
    It’d been a hard night, searching every nook and cranny of the commune. It was a weary Donald who returned to his quarters. He drank his own bodyweight in water before heading to the bathroom. They had all the modern conveniences. Of course, the term “modern” was subjective. What passed for modern twenty years ago was by no means an indicator of what passed for modern now. Mountain’s Peak had clean running water and electricity generators. 
 
    He rid himself of the grime his body had collected during the night. He stepped from the shower and dried himself on a moth-bitten old towel. He slipped on his robe and headed to his bedroom. He stopped at the entrance and rocked back. Glanced at Jamie’s bedroom door. It was ajar. 
 
    He pushed the door open, careful to do it slowly so it didn’t make too much noise. The light from the corridor stretched to the bed. It was empty. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10. 
 
      
 
    The problem with conducting a search in the desert was it was so massive. Bernard could literally have stumbled in any direction to find his beloved Angie. But humans were nothing if not predictable. 
 
    “How do you know they even went this way?” Fatty said. 
 
    “I don’t,” Jamie said. “But this is the direction Angie went in and Bernard left the commune to find her, so I think it’s safe to assume he would have come in this direction too.” 
 
    He recalled the straight line Angie had taken after exiting via the main front gate. She’d continue heading that way, he thought. After all, what was the point in veering off and heading in another direction in her condition? She would keep going until she couldn’t go any further. That was where they would find Bernard too. 
 
    The sun was beginning to get hot now. Jamie could feel the sun’s rays on his bare skin. He was quick to cover it up. They’d remembered to bring their desert trekking gear. A hat with a wide brim and a small backpack that carried enough water for a day’s search. They sipped on their bottles of warm water. The sand was hard, not the kind found on a beautiful beach. It was not fine and granular, but hard and dense. Thankfully, it didn’t make walking more difficult. Jamie knew from experience how much harder the other type of sand was when walking. It was like having weights on both your legs. 
 
    “Look,” Nester said. 
 
    She nodded in the direction of gathering buzzards flapping at something over the next rise. A heavy stone fell in Jamie’s stomach. He began to run on unsteady legs before he was even aware of it. Nester joined him on one side. He was surprised to find Fatty had too. 
 
    It was as they’d feared. And worse. 
 
    They had found Bernard, and he, in turn, had found his dearly beloved. The buzzards, bodies thick and heavy, fought over chunks of meat they tore from the fallen bodies. Jamie and the other yelled as they gained on the birds. Jamie drew his axe and swung at them. Fatty drew to a stop, nocked an arrow and let loose. It was a warning shot, Jamie knew. Fatty wouldn’t have missed from that distance if he really wanted to hit something. 
 
    The buzzards were bullheaded birds, and ungainly as they pumped their powerful wings and took flight. Jamie and Nester swung at the birds. Nester’s heavy sword struck one of the lumbering beasts with a heavy thud. The creature did not go down. It only screeched and pulled back, taking off into the sky. 
 
    Black feathers decorated the scene like a parade had passed through. The two bodies lay side by side. Jamie fell to his knees. A thick gash yawned wide in Angie’s neck, her blood stamped and trampled on by large ungainly feet, the blood harsh against the white flat surface. Nester and Fatty kept their eyes upward, watching for an attack that might fall upon them at any moment. Bernard lay with his hand reaching for Angie’s. No doubt they’d been holding hands during the final few moments. Bernard still held his knife in his offhand. His eyes had been pecked out. 
 
    “This didn’t need to happen,” Jamie said. 
 
    “What do you want to do with them?” Nester said. 
 
    Jamie didn’t know. He hadn’t planned that far ahead. He’d wanted to find Bernard and take him back to Mountain’s Peak. But there was no way they could carry them back. And to leave them to the buzzards. . . It left him with a heavy rock in the pit of his stomach. The ground was hard, solid, and they had no tools for digging. Perhaps he could stay there and one—or both—of the others could head back to get help. 
 
    A shout. 
 
    A voice, carried by the thin wind over the vast flat expanse. Jamie looked up but couldn’t identify the speaker. 
 
    “Can you hear that?” Jamie said. 
 
    Nester shushed him to silence as she leaned into the wind, listening. It came again. This time, the word was clear. Help. 
 
    “Someone’s out there,” she said. 
 
    “What about Angie and Bernard?” Fatty said. 
 
    “They’re dead,” Jamie said. 
 
    And with any luck, they would stay that way. They took off at a run toward the mysterious voice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11. 
 
      
 
    “The south gate was closed, but not locked,” Donny said. “They must have snuck out in the middle of the night while we were locking the place down.” 
 
    “He could have let in precisely what we were trying to keep out,” Donald said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I think he would have taken the proper precautions,” Donny said. “He can be headstrong, but he’s not an idiot.” 
 
    “He ran off into the desert with a couple of his friends.” Donald’s eyes were burning pits. “That doesn’t sound like the actions of an idiot to you?” 
 
    He turned to look out at the desert. In the direction his son had gone, where Angie had gone. 
 
    “He knows better than to go out there,” he said. 
 
    “Obviously not,” Donny said. “Look, you can be as angry as you like with him when he gets back, but we have to make sure he does get back.” 
 
    “No,” Donald said. “He chose to leave. I won’t endanger more lives in rescuing him.” 
 
    Donny was surprised by what he was hearing. “He’s your son. My brother.” 
 
    “He’s one of my sons,” Donald said. 
 
    By the harsh, dark rage in his eyes, Donny knew he wasn’t referring only to his sons by blood. He was referring to the entire community. They were a family in all the ways that mattered. 
 
    “Then let me go look for him,” Donny said. “Let me do what a good brother should do.” 
 
    “I can’t lose you both,” Donald said. 
 
    “You won’t need to lose either of us if you let me go out there,” Donny said. “You don’t need to risk anyone else’s life. I’ll go by myself.” 
 
    “No,” Donald said. “He made his decision. And I’m making yours for you. You will not go out there to look for Jamie. Do you understand?” 
 
    Donny’s jaw muscles tightened. He didn’t much like being told what to do. He’d inherited his father’s strong sense of duty and honour. In that regard, Jamie was more of a free spirit like their mother. 
 
    “Donny,” Donald said. “I need to hear you say it. Promise me.” 
 
    Donny didn’t like it but his father was right. These were the commune’s rules. They couldn’t break them just because it was his brother who had decided to do something foolish. Give up on those rules now and the fragile little ecosystem they’d created might destroy itself. 
 
    “I promise,” Donny said. It made him feel sick to his stomach. 
 
    “Good lad,” Donald said. 
 
    Under any other situation, he would have felt proud of his boy. But he was too concerned and worried about the fate of his youngest son. Fool child. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12. 
 
      
 
    Foolish they might be, but suicidal they most certainly were not as they slithered across the sand dunes on their elbows and peered over the side at the scene below. 
 
    There were Rages. Three of them. They crowded around the only visible tree in the desert. It might be the only tree for ten miles—the nearest being the thick forest on the other side of the commune. They possessed the same angry temperament, eyes red, skin blistered and burnt. None had full use of their limbs. Only one wore any clothes. They were torn and bloodied, stained with someone’s blood. 
 
    Their hands were curled and angry like the talons of a large beast. Their faces were scowling masks, cast upward at the bows of a small tree. They swiped and tore at the tree’s bark, hissing through ruined throats. 
 
    Hanging onto the thickest branch, still no thicker than Jamie’s arm, was a small figure clad head to foot in white. A girl. She screamed and cried, whimpering like the child she was. 
 
    Jamie made to stand. Nester grabbed his arm and pulled him back down. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she hissed. 
 
    “I’m going to help her,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Use your eyes!” Nester said. “Can’t you see what we’re seeing? There are Rages down there.” 
 
    “She’s never going to get away from there by herself,” Jamie said. 
 
    “You’d prefer to let the Rages eat you?” Nester said. “In case you didn’t realize, we’re very much on the ground here. So, unless your plan includes us getting eaten, I suggest you stay down before they see you.” 
 
    When Nester was right, she was right. Damn those sexy lips. 
 
    “Fine,” Jamie said. “But that branch isn’t going to last forever.” 
 
    Neither would the trunk. It was no thicker than Jamie’s father’s legs. Big for a man, but tiny for a tree, and the undead beasts were hacking at it like lumberjacks. Jamie had seen them cut through far larger trees than this one before. The thing about Rages was they would never stop. They didn’t even know the meaning of the word. They would keep going until they were either killed (again) or got what they were after. 
 
    “Fatty, can you shoot them from here?” Jamie said. 
 
    Fatty shook his head vehemently. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Jamie said. 
 
    He knew Fatty hadn’t even checked. At Jamie’s insistence, Fatty glanced over the side and appraised the distance. He hesitated before he shook his head this time. That meant he could hit the targets. But kill them? Who knows. 
 
    “Take them out, one by one,” Jamie said. 
 
    Fatty shook his head. 
 
    “You can do this,” Jamie said. “Just focus.” 
 
    Fatty gathered his meagre store of courage and took his bow off his back. He nocked an arrow. He took calm, deep breaths to relax. 
 
    “Wait,” Nester said. “Where are you going?” 
 
    Jamie was on his feet, turning to leave. 
 
    “I’m going to sneak in behind the tree and get the girl,” he said. 
 
    “You’re going to leave us here?” Fatty was terrified. Any bravery he’d amassed was leaking fast. “Some teamwork, that is.” 
 
    Nester’s eyes narrowed. “You’re using as bait.” 
 
    “We’re strong and healthy,” Jamie said. “Those things aren’t. A few shots to the head and it’s game over.” 
 
    “You could say the same for us—” Nester said. 
 
    Jamie pressed his lips against hers. She was surprised, shocked, and began to move away, but Jamie was ready for her. He wound his hand in her hair on the back of her neck, drawing her in close. When they parted, they both had a little smile on their face. 
 
    “You’re getting better already,” Nester said. 
 
    They turned to find Fatty staring at them with a look of abject horror. You might have thought Jamie had made out with a Rage. Jamie turned and edged around the rise. 
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    “So,” Fatty said. “How long have you two been an item?” 
 
    “An item?” Nester said. “We’re not an item.” 
 
    “You looked pretty comfortable kissing,” Fatty said. “I don’t believe it’s the first time you’ve done it.” 
 
    “What concern is it of yours?” Nester said shortly. 
 
    “Jamie’s my friend,” Fatty said. 
 
    “And I’m not?” Nester said. 
 
    “You are,” Fatty said, though he didn’t sound as certain about that. “But, you know, we’ve never been that close.” 
 
    Nester frowned. “We’re not? Fatty, you hurt my feelings.” 
 
    “Don’t pretend like you don’t know what I’m talking about,” Fatty said. “Jamie’s always been between us.” 
 
    “I’m happy to share him,” Nester said. “I just want his lips. You can have the rest of him.” She arched an eyebrow. “Unless you want his lips too?” 
 
    “You’re sick,” Fatty said. 
 
    But he was a little confused. Was it normal for a guy to feel the way he did about Jamie? He didn’t feel that way with him, did he? He shook his head. No. No, of course not. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Nester said. “You’re his best friend. I know that. So, let’s try to get along with each other. For Jamie’s sake. He doesn’t need to lose either of us.” 
 
    Fatty pursed his lips. He was going to make the same suggestion. He didn’t much like the fact it’d been her who’d voiced it first. 
 
    “Looks like he’s in position now,” Nester said, spotting the hand waving above another short rise to the right of the tree. 
 
    “Just try not to put an arrow in my back,” Nester said. 
 
    “Why not?” Fatty said under his breath. “You put your blade in mine.” 
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    Jamie lowered his hand from having waved at his compatriots and peered over the side. He was directly perpendicular to the tree. 
 
    One of the Rages had its back to him. The other two were on the far side. The tree was shaking, weakening by the minute. It was a lot more fragile than Jamie had thought. He hoped their plan would work. He tucked his axe away and got into his imaginary starting blocks. He’d need to run as fast as he could. 
 
    There was a whistling sound, familiar to his ears now after all these years, followed by a clear tearing sound like a knife stabbed through a sheet of paper. Peering over the side confirmed what he knew he would see. Fatty nocked another arrow and took aim. He released it. It struck a Rage in the chest and came out the other side, making no connection with the creature’s withered insides. These monsters were dry and old. There was little remaining of the juicy organs an uninfected had. 
 
    Nester stood before Fatty, sword drawn back to make sweeping movements, to cut the Rages’ legs out from under them. Two of the creatures had turned, having been shot. They spotted the two figures opening fire on them, not thirty yards distant. They moaned and leaned over, arms swaying, letting their own bodyweight—what remained of it—carry them forward in loping strides. The third creature was slower to react and only turned to see Nester and Fatty after his comrades had spotted them. He pivoted from the tree and began his own gravity-defying march. 
 
    Jamie was off. Perhaps a little too early, but every second he wasted would put his friends in danger. He met the tree within five seconds. 
 
    “Hey!” Jamie hissed to the figure clutching the branch with her arms and legs. “Hey! You!” 
 
    The girl opened her eyes—they’d formerly been clenched shut—and peered down at him. Jamie checked over his shoulder. The figures were still loping forward, toward his friends. Close, but not engaged hand-to-hand yet. 
 
    “You need to get down!” Jamie said. “Quick!” 
 
    The girl’s head, slow and lethargic, moved from Jamie to the figures on the other side of the clearing. She squinted to see them. Jamie wondered how long she’d been in the desert, lost and chased by Rages. It was a factor he hadn’t given much thought to. What if she was too weak to carry herself? Could they still outrun the creatures? The girl was dead without them anyway, so they ought to at least try. The girl still hadn’t stirred a muscle, eyes fluttering open and closed, drifting in and out of consciousness. 
 
    If she wasn’t going to come down, he’d have to go up. Jamie reached for the lowest branch and put his foot on the deep gouge marks scratched into the tree’s bark by the Rages’ attack. He pushed himself up. It was harder than he expected. How the girl managed to get up there by herself, he didn’t know. Desperation could be a powerful motivator. He rested his knee on the bottom branch and reached up. The girl was right there. 
 
    Nester yelled in her distinctive style, hurling her sword around with all her strength. She didn’t need to rely on skills when it came to Rages. Only brute strength. She swung the sword around, striking the Rage’s leg. Its momentum pushed it forward as it swiped with its claws as Nester. She threw herself to one side, rolling and coming up on her feet. 
 
    The Rage was already on her, limping on the leg Nester had chipped. The bone was surprisingly strong. This Rage clearly hadn’t been dead for long. A short whistle, then a smack as Fatty’s arrow took the Rage in the neck. Fatty was usually a better shot than this—but that was against targets that weren’t animated. 
 
    With no time to lose, Jamie grabbed the girl’s arms, unwound them from the limb and pulled. The girl didn’t even react when her body lost its grip and fell from the branch. Jamie brightened his grip. She was heavier than Jamie expected, almost succeeding in taking him over the side with her. 
 
    His chest smacked against the lower branch. It creaked beneath their combined weight as Jamie brought the girl around. He lowered her to the ground, his arms shaking, struggling as he placed her down gently. Head first, then her chest and, unable to lower her all the way, her legs smacked the ground hard. 
 
    Sweat dripped and ran down his face. Black spots clogged up his vision. Any exertion in this heat exhausted the body beyond measure. Weakened, Jamie lost his grip on the branch and fell the remaining four feet in a heap. 
 
    The girl was out of the tree. 
 
    Exhausted as he was, fighting for breath, he didn’t hear the Rage already fast converging on his position. 
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    Nester threw everything she had into each blow, aiming low to hack the creature’s legs. Take them out, and the creature would be forced to drag itself along the desert floor. It would be a whole lot slower and easier to kill then. But these creatures were fast, and it was difficult to deliver a blow without putting herself directly within range of their clawed fingers and snapping jaws. 
 
    Fatty unloaded into the beasts whenever they got too close. They were always too close, in her opinion. She was constantly moving backward. They both stood on the crest of the rise, the two creatures scaling up it and tripping. 
 
    And then Nester realized. Two? Weren’t there three of these things? 
 
    The glanced up and the blood froze in her veins. The third Rage. At some point, it’d got distracted by the action going on behind it. It’d turned and closed on Jamie’s position. He was still in the process of lowering the girl to the ground before falling from the tree himself. 
 
    “Fatty!” Nester shouted. 
 
    She couldn’t point. She was busy wielding her sword, bringing it around again for another wide sweeping blow. 
 
    “Jamie!” she shouted. 
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    Shink! 
 
    The familiar sound of a blade slicing through paper. Fatty’s arrow did nothing to stop the creature but it did alert Jamie to the approaching danger. Lungs aching, Jamie got to his feet. The creature was right on top of him. He withdrew his axe. He could snatch the girl but he wouldn’t get more than a few steps before the creature would fall on them. Weak as he was, Jamie couldn’t put up much of a fight. 
 
    The girl. She needed to act as a distraction. 
 
    Except she was unconscious and making no sound. Nothing to distract the monster. Jamie firmly kicked the girl in the ribs. She grunted. The creature’s flapping jaws covered the girl’s weak protests. 
 
    “Sorry about this,” Jamie said, stepping on the girl’s chest. 
 
    She wheezed, the oxygen rushing out of her throat. The creature paused, hesitating. She lay on the ground, unconscious, defenseless. Jamie didn’t move a muscle. He had no idea how—or even if—the creature was capable of thinking. Anyone with a single functioning brain cell would have recognized the trap. Jamie was ready to stab and tear and slice at the Rage the moment he bent down to feed on the girl. Could the Rage identify the danger? 
 
    Evidently not. The creature fell to its knees. Jamie didn’t have long to make his move. With its jerky movements, the Rage was difficult to attack with any accuracy. He swung his axe in an arc, removing the creature’s head. Two, then three swings, and it was done. The creature’s body fell back, thrashing and clawing randomly. Dangerously. 
 
    Jamie sheathed his blade and bent down to pick the girl up, leveraging one of her arms over his shoulders. The girl’s head flopped side to side. She mumbled something under her breath that Jamie couldn’t make out. It was only then that he realized he hadn’t yet checked her for bite marks. 
 
    With half an eye scanning her face, observing for any sign she was infected, he raced across the desert in the direction of their commune. 
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    “Run!” Nester shouted at Fatty, who didn’t need to be told twice. 
 
    He could move faster than anybody when his life was on the line. The monsters were chasing them. They kept a safe distance from Jamie, who was travelling much slower than they were due to his extra load. 
 
    “Jamie needs help,” Nester said. “Give him a hand carrying the girl.” 
 
    “What about you?” Fatty said. 
 
    “I’ll be all right,” Nester said. 
 
    Fatty gave her a look. Are you sure? 
 
    “There’s no time,” Nester said. “Go. Now.” 
 
    Fatty took off. If there was one thing Fatty was good at, it was following orders. He’d only follow them if they did not put him in any immediate danger. She supposed that was the smart way to do things. 
 
    As Fatty peeled away in Jamie’s direction, the creatures eyed him and began to follow him instead. Nester supposed her own skinny frame didn’t have the same appeal as Fatty’s juicy one did. She banged her knife against her sword and shouted to get the creatures’ attention. They obediently followed her. 
 
    Her lungs were already hurting, burning. A stitch stabbed at her from the inside. She set herself on a steady pace, matching the creatures’ behind her. She didn’t want to pull away too far in case she needed to double back and regain their attention. 
 
    Step by step, she was drawing closer to home. To her family. To safety. She felt sad. 
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    Jamie’s legs were shaking, struggling to maintain momentum. He heard footsteps, fast approaching. He spun around, prepared to drop the girl and make a stand. It would be the weakest ass defense in the history of defenses, but he would do his best. Nothing could have prepared him for what he actually saw approaching. 
 
    “Fatty?” he said. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Here to help you,” Fatty said, ducking under the girl’s other arm. 
 
    Jamie turned to look in Nester’s direction. She was jogging, turning back every few seconds to ensure the creatures were following her. 
 
    The girl mumbled something under her breath. Fatty eyed her uncertainly. 
 
    “Are you sure she hasn’t been bitten?” he said. 
 
    “Of course she hasn’t,” Jamie said. He wasn’t about to admit he had no idea if she was infected or not. 
 
    The commune began to rise up from the desert, higher and higher, a giant beacon of hope. Jamie had never been so happy to see it his entire life. Home. 
 
    Nester reached the front gate first. Once the creatures were within range, the archers atop the walls released, knocking them out. The undead bodies continued to spasm and lash out the way they always did when their final death greeted them. 
 
    Jamie joined Fatty in slowing their pace to a crawl. The girl still hadn’t woken up. They met Nester at the front gate. She was pale, the journey clearly having taken a great deal out of her. 
 
    “We made it,” Jamie said. 
 
    “You saved her,” Nester said with a smile laced with sadness. 
 
    “We saved her,” Jamie said. 
 
    The door in the gate opened. A pair of guards took the girl and carried her inside. They would check her for bites, infection, quarantine her until she posed no risk to the rest of the commune. 
 
    “Man, it feels good to be back,” Fatty said, stepping inside the commune’s walls. 
 
    “You and me both,” Jamie said, following him in. 
 
    He paused, checking over his shoulder. Nester remained outside. 
 
    “Nester?” Jamie said. “What are you doing? It’s over.” 
 
    “I can’t go in with you,” Nester said. 
 
    “Why not?” Jamie said. 
 
    Nester pulled back her sleeve, revealing a nasty hole in her arm. It was only the fact her top was dark that Jamie hadn’t noticed the blood that seeped from the wound earlier. 
 
    “No. . .” Jamie said. “No. You can’t be.” 
 
    “Can’t be what?” Nester said. “Bitten? But I am.” 
 
    Jamie shook his head. “No. This can’t be happening. You have to come inside. There must be something we can do.” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do,” Nester said. “One of those things slipped inside my defense and caught me. It’s my fault. I should have remembered my lessons.” 
 
    Her voice shook. She was afraid. She knew what would happen to her, what her short future would be. Her life was over. Because of Jamie. Because of his decision to head into the desert and find Bernard. 
 
    The future they thought they would share together, the future they had only just begun exploring, had already been cut short. 
 
    “We’ll think of a way out of this,” Jamie said. 
 
    “There is no way out of this,” Nester said. “It’s okay. Really.” 
 
    Jamie wrapped his arms around her. 
 
    “It shouldn’t be you,” Jamie said. “It should be me.” 
 
    “I was the one who was sloppy,” Nester said. “You had nothing to do with this.” She held his head in her hands. “Things happen for a reason. This was not your fault.” 
 
    But Jamie knew the truth of it. If he hadn’t decided to head out to find Bernard, convincing the others to go with him, she would never have been bitten. That was the beginning and end of it. 
 
    “What will you do?” Jamie said. 
 
    “I have my sword,” Nester said. “I can’t become one of those things. It’s an easy choice to make.” 
 
    Jamie felt sick to his stomach. “I can’t watch you do that.” 
 
    “I know,” Nester said. “I couldn’t either if it was the other way around. Do me one favour. Ask your dad to send someone to check I did it right and finish the job if I didn’t.” 
 
    Her eyes shifted up. Her strength immediately folded as she openly wept. Her family surrounded her, wrapping their arms around her. They wailed and screamed and cried. 
 
    Jamie crept away, in tears. He didn’t care if anyone saw. 
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    “What did you think you were doing?” Donald said as soon as he stepped through the front door. 
 
    He had grey bags under his eyes and looked like he hadn’t slept in a week. Although he was angry, there was no disguising his obvious relief. 
 
    Jamie staggered, almost losing his feet. “Nester. . . She. . . She. . .” 
 
    “I heard,” Donald said. His anger took a momentary backseat. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jamie said. “I’m sorry for everything.” 
 
    His father embraced him in silence. He felt the droplets on the top of his head. Jamie didn’t try to pull back. He didn’t want to see the tears in his father’s eyes. He’d only ever seen him cry once before, and it was haunting enough for him to never want to see that again. Especially if it had been his fault. 
 
    “What were you doing out there?” Donald said. 
 
    “She needed help,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Don’t you ever scare me like that again,” Donald said. He hugged Jamie tighter. 
 
    The front door opened. 
 
    “I heard—” Donny said before clocking the hugging pair. 
 
    Donny was clearly concerned too, though he pretended not to be. He stood with his hands on his hips. This wasn’t the scene he’d been expecting. 
 
    “Is he all right?” he said. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Donald said. “Just a little tired, that’s all.” 
 
    He pulled his youngest son back and smiled at him. Warm and affectionate. He was happy to have him safe and at home. He kissed his boy on the head and held out an arm for Donny to join them. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Donny said. 
 
    Donald’s expression turned hard. Donny sighed and walked over. Donald tugged him in closer than he felt comfortable with, but he put up with it. In his heart, he actually enjoyed it. It wasn’t often that their father let down his guard enough to show his emotions. Best to enjoy it while he could. 
 
    Together, holding on tight. A family of three against the world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 20. 
 
      
 
    Jamie’s skin was burning. It tended to happen after twelve hours of scrubbing and powerful chemicals were poured over your skin. Fatty joined him in the adjacent room. His skin was red raw too. Jamie would have laughed if he didn’t feel so itchy. 
 
    They were dressed in new clothes. They felt rough against Jamie’s skin as the epidermis had largely been scrubbed away. The commune was a success because it didn’t take unnecessary risks when it came to the Rage virus. A single drop of blood could destroy what years of hard work had created. They had to be careful. 
 
    “I hate quarantine,” Fatty said. 
 
    Jamie would normally have struck back with a witty remark, but he wasn’t in the mood. He felt down and depressed, the passing of Nester still weighing heavy on his mind. Fatty recognized the change in his friend’s demeanor but didn’t press it. 
 
    “My mum says it’s good to get a scrub now and then,” Fatty said. “Gets rid of the dead skin.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll bring us some food?” Fatty said. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “You’re always starving,” is what Jamie would ordinarily have said but he wasn’t in the mood. 
 
    Fatty slugged Jamie on the arm. 
 
    “Ow,” Jamie said, rubbing his shoulder. “What did you do that for?” 
 
    “To check you’re still alive,” Fatty said. “You weren’t the one who got bitten. You can smile now and then.” 
 
    “It’s my fault she was out there,” Jamie said. “She wouldn’t have been bitten if it wasn’t for me.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” Fatty said. “Do you honestly think anyone could make Nester do something she didn’t want? She was much tougher than either of us.” 
 
    That was true. If there was one person amongst their generation that should have been the leader after Donald, it was Nester. And now she was dead. She was dead and Jamie was still here, alive. 
 
    “It could have been worse, you know,” Fatty said. 
 
    “How?” Jamie said. “How could it have been worse?” 
 
    “I could have gotten bitten,” Fatty said. “Or you. Or both of us. All of us. Hell, I don’t know. But we did find Bernard. And we did rescue the girl. If you want to blame yourself for what happened, that’s fine, but that means you’ll also have to accept the things that went well too.” 
 
    The girl. Jamie had forgotten about her. The last he’d seen of her, she was being picked up by a pair of guards. Probably brought here, to medical. He wondered if she was getting the same treatment they were. 
 
    Jamie moved to the window that looked out on the compound. The medical rooms were located at the back of the commune, tucked beneath the shelf that ran at the corner of the west and south-facing walls. It was a sturdy structure, part of the original gas station they’d converted into the commune. 
 
    Jamie vowed never to put anyone else in harm’s way. Never again. 
 
    The doors banged open, interrupting his thoughts. 
 
    “You boys must be hungry.” 
 
    Theresa entered carrying two trays of food. She sat them down on the table. Fatty attacked his food with relish. Jamie was hungry but couldn’t bring himself to eat. They hadn’t eaten during the entire procedure. 
 
    “I heard you had a close encounter,” Theresa said. “Hopefully not of the Third Kind.” 
 
    “Huh?” Fatty said, stuffing his mouth with mash. 
 
    “Never mind,” Theresa said. “How are you both holding up?” 
 
    “Good,” Fatty said. 
 
    Theresa was lucky to get that much out of him when he was that hungry. The food didn’t smell good to Jamie. It smelled like cardboard with a liberal dose of salt. He put his fork down, unable to even consider eating a mouthful. He would be sick if he did. 
 
    “Not eating?” Theresa said. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Can I have your roll?” Fatty said. 
 
    The dirty look Theresa gave him said he couldn’t. Disappointed, Fatty went back to eating. 
 
    “Not sure I’ve ever heard of someone going through quarantine without being famished afterwards,” Theresa said. 
 
    Jamie picked at the skin on his fingers. His nervous tic. 
 
    “I heard about Nester,” Theresa said, watching Jamie closely. 
 
    He froze, eyes moving to the floor. 
 
    “Her parents told her not to go outside,” Theresa said. “But you know Nester. She’ll always do what she wants. There’s no controlling strong people.” 
 
    “I could have stopped her,” Jamie said. 
 
    “You might think that,” Theresa said. “She knew she shouldn’t go out there but she went anyway. Her decision has nothing to do with you. You’re only lucky you didn’t get bitten too.” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Fatty said around a stalk of broccoli. 
 
    “You’re lucky to have friends who care about you,” Theresa said. 
 
    Jamie could feel the tears beginning to well up inside him. He didn’t know what he was meant to say, what he was meant to do. His frustration swelled to a bulbous black cloud of despair that threatened to consume him. 
 
    “The girl you saved is doing well,” Theresa said. “The little girl from the tree. She’s awake now.” 
 
    A ray of sunlight pierced the black clouds. Jamie could see a part of the world now, a big world that didn’t care what anyone did with their lives. The loss of Nester’s life hadn’t been for nothing. 
 
    “She’s alive?” Jamie said. 
 
    Jamie finally managed to drag his eyes up to look at Theresa. She wore a smile on her face. 
 
    “Would you like to see her?” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 21. 
 
      
 
    Fatty refused to leave until he’d polished off every item on his tray. He looked sad when he wasn’t allowed to have what Jamie had left on his. It wouldn’t get wasted. It would be fed to the dogs or mashed up and turned into fertilizer, existing in another form in its second life. Still, everything was a waste to Fatty’s eyes if it wasn’t in his gut. 
 
    The girl lay in a bed on her back, unmoving. Her eyes were closed and might have been in a deep sleep. Jamie, Theresa, and Fatty were looking at her through a perspex window. 
 
    “We ran her through the usual quarantine procedure,” Theresa said. “Though we were careful with her. We checked her for cuts and bruises, bites, anywhere that the virus might have entered her system. There were none.” 
 
    Jamie breathed a sigh of relief. Not for the girl. For himself. 
 
    “Will she be okay?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Yes,” Theresa said. “She’ll be fine. But you’ll want to take it easy on her for a while. She’s fragile.” 
 
    “Not entirely fragile,” the doctor said, taking off his stethoscope and setting it down. “Don’t let her appearance fool you. She’s a tough little thing. She had to be to survive out in the desert for God knows how long.” 
 
    As the resident doctor, Stephen was a powerful personality amongst the commune members. Everyone knew him well. He undertook every medical procedure at Mountain’s Peak. He’d had to become a master of every medical profession. He birthed babies, treated cuts and scrapes, and oversaw the production of crucial anti-venom. 
 
    Without decent medical care, there was little chance they could survive in the desert commune for long. That was why they were constantly training new doctors and nurses. They didn’t have the textbooks Stephen had used to study when he was a student, so Stephen was creating his own, beginning with the treatments most pertinent to a commune like theirs. 
 
    “She’s a little malnourished, but there’s nothing wrong with her,” Stephen said. “When she wakes, don’t expect her to remember a great deal. The sun can fry the brain for a while. Talk to her. It’ll do her some good to have some friends her own age.” 
 
    “Her own age?” Jamie said. “She looks so young.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have the same wear and tear as the rest of us,” Stephen said. “Probably from another commune. A big one, I’d wager. One where they don’t need to struggle to get by as we do. The kids there might actually enjoy their childhood for a while. If you can figure out which commune she came from and where they are, we might be able to trade with them.” He wiped his hands on a cloth. “She didn’t happen to mention anything while you were out in the desert, did she?” 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “A few mumbled words, but I didn’t understand what they were.” 
 
    “A pity,” Stephen said. “Sometimes people let slip important information when they’re not in the best condition. In any case, keep a close eye on her. It’ll be a bit of a shock for her when she wakes up.” 
 
    Jamie nodded and peered through the window at the girl in the bed. She was smaller than he thought. How she could be so heavy, he didn’t know. She was a little thing. With all the grime cleaned off, the dust removed, her soiled clothes removed and in all likelihood incinerated, she was actually very pretty. For a girl. She was bald, her head blinking with light from the window behind her, the sunlight strong in the mid-afternoon. 
 
    “So, when would you like to take her home?” Stephen said. 
 
    It took a moment for Jamie to process what Stephen had said. 
 
    “Sorry?” he said. 
 
    “The girl,” Stephen said. “She’s your responsibility now. That’s what your father told me.” 
 
    That sounded just like this father. He could never pass up an opportunity to educate his son about an important life topic. This was would come under the banner of Responsibility. To cope with the consequences of our actions. It was a talk he’d heard often. Jamie always managed to find himself in trouble. So this was the price he had to pay for not following his father’s orders. For heading into the desert and putting his life at risk. 
 
    He was a babysitter. 
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    The horse was in poor health, snorting loudly through his wide nostrils. The woman on his back suspected he wasn’t long for this world. His ribs probed at his flesh, malnourished and starving. The sun was hot, its rays tangible on her skin, which itched, turning red. It was not a pleasant feeling. 
 
    The horse was a slow beast, and uncomfortable to ride. She’d headed east as the young boy had told her but she had yet to discover a sign the girl had passed this way. If need be, she would turn back to speak with the boy again. If he forced her to waste time, it would not end well for him. She was about to stop and head back when she spotted something of interest. 
 
    A short rise of rocks fashioned by the wind, wide at the base and narrow at the top, a whipped cream quiff. It was the only natural feature of note for miles in any direction. The mountains she’d come from were now nothing but a short jagged rise on the horizon. As the woman neared the rise, she heard something. 
 
    A croak from a torn throat. 
 
    The horse became skittish, apparently used to hearing this sound. The woman forced the horse forward. He drifted right as they came around the strange rock formation. There wasn’t just one of the Rage creatures but three. They were gnawing at the remains of a body that had been crushed beneath a large rock. 
 
    They turned to peer back at the woman on horseback, growling, and continuing to feed on the body. The woman dismounted and led the horse back to the opposite side of the rock formation. She tied him to a rock and began to scale up the strange rock formation. She bent over and appraised the rocks as she did, looking carefully at the marks etched in the rocks’ surface. Nothing of significance, she decided. 
 
    She reached the top and took a seat. Several large rocks were perched on the top, gathered like they were having a town meeting. They too had been shaped by the wind. Various sizes but all the same shape: near-perfect spheres. She put her hands to one of the rocks and gently pushed it. It gave easily beneath minimal pressure and rolled over the side. 
 
    Thud! 
 
    The rock had fallen, embedding itself in the hard ground below, missing the previously crushed undead by inches. The creatures that had been feasting on it were gone. 
 
    A scream behind her. 
 
    The Rages had grown tired of gnawing at fleshless bones and set upon the horse. It rose on its hind legs and kicked at the Rages. It struck one, knocking it back. It struck the second with its powerful head, shunting it to the ground. It was too distracted to notice the third creature creeping up behind it. The Rage buried its teeth in its thick, meaty flank. 
 
    The horse screamed louder, spinning on the spot to dislodge the creature. Its reins tightened, straining at the rock it was tied to. It wasn’t about to get free anytime soon. The former two zombies got to their feet and converged on the horse, which peered at them with terrified wide eyes. It was doomed. 
 
    The woman calmly got to her feet, dusted off her hands, and climbed down the rise on the opposite side. The horse had helpfully given her a distraction. The horse’s wailing screams chased her as she continued her journey on foot, heading east. 
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    Jamie poured the tin of soup into the saucepan. He increased the heat and gently stirred. Oxtail soup. Just about the only flavour they had left. It was fortunate for the girl because it was meant to be among the best for sickness. Just as the soup began to bubble, Jamie turned the hob off. He brought the saucepan to a bowl and poured the soup into it. He used a wooden spoon to get every last drop into the bowl. He placed a single roll on a separate plate, joining the bowl on the tray. 
 
    He carried it across the living space and down the corridor to his bedroom. He pushed the door open with his backside and turned as he entered. The girl hadn’t stirred an inch. He’d been suspicious in case she got up and wandered around while he was out of the room, so he’d tucked the blanket in under the mattress. If she’d gotten out of the bed, it would have been impossible for her to tuck it back in the same way he’d done it. 
 
    It was his first day on babysitter duty. So far, things were going well. Stephen had given him a list of items to complete until she woke up and could do them herself. Jamie had been dumbfounded when he came halfway down the list to the words, “Bathe her.” He’d been immensely relieved when Theresa dropped by to volunteer that item herself. 
 
    “Make sure to talk to her,” Stephen had said. “People do hear and understand the things said to them when they’re unconscious. It’ll be easier for her to trust you if she recognizes your voice when she wakes up.” 
 
    “I, uh, made you some food,” Jamie said. 
 
    He scratched his head. Not sure what else he was supposed to say. 
 
    “You must be pretty hungry,” he said. “I. . . suppose I should feed you too, right?” 
 
    The girl, of course, didn’t respond. Still lost in her own world. 
 
    Jamie put his hand to her forehead. She wasn’t hot. That was something else the doc told him to look out for. She was weak, her immune system shot after her extended time in the sun. Jamie was not only a babysitter but a nurse. 
 
    He sat on the edge of the bed. It was a bit awkward holding the tray with one hand and spooning the soup with the other. He finally settled on holding the tray from underneath. It was only a little warm from the bowl. He filled the spoon with some soup. He blew on it, ridding it of excess heat. He tried the first spoonful himself. Not too hot. Barely even warm. And it tasted good. He filled another spoon and moved it toward her mouth. It was closed. He pressed her bottom lip down, opening it with the spoon, and tipped the soup into her mouth. 
 
    Aware she could instinctively recoil, her body thinking she was drowning, Jamie leaned back. There was so little on the spoon that it ought to trickle down her throat without her body even noticing. The reaction didn’t come. 
 
    Jamie spooned more soup into her mouth. Slowly. He glanced at her closed lids, at the smooth skin of her face. She had the palest skin he’d ever seen. She looked like one of Angie’s porcelain dolls. No one had perfect skin like that at this commune. 
 
    Jamie kept feeding the girl the soup. Her eyes moved left to right in rapid movement. She was dreaming. He wondered what she was dreaming about. Deserts and demons most likely. 
 
    Man, he was bored. It was all fine and good taking care of someone but Jamie needed adventure. Something to help him escape the monotony of his boring life. His boring life of less than two hours. . . 
 
    The doorbell rang. Relieved, Jamie put the tray on his desk and left the room. 
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    The moment Jamie left the room, the girl’s eyes opened. They were big and blue, more than a little afraid. She ran her hand over her lips and across her tongue to dislodge the liquid he’d forced down her throat. It had a sinister aftertaste. Worst of all, she’d swallowed some! 
 
    She wriggled her body up, escaping via the hole at the top. She’d woken up earlier but hadn’t had time to overcome the boy’s tucked in blanket trap. Any movement she made would have given her away. After he’d sat on the edge of his bed, he’d loosened the blanket enough for her to wriggle free. She wouldn’t have worried about the trap if knew she could escape the house before he returned. But she didn’t. 
 
    She hopped down onto the floor. And immediately regretted it. Her head swam, the world swaying side to side. Her stomach heaved and threatened to spew what little contents it had. Just what had the boy given her? Some kind of poison? She could still taste it at the back of her throat. Perhaps it was better if she was sick. At least then the poison would be out of her system. She let the sensation come, grip her by the throat and prepared to evacuate itself. . . But it wouldn’t come. It was stuck there, in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    Then, a flash. 
 
    Her feet were no longer on the wooden floor of the boy’s bedroom. They were on a metal floor. Cold. Hard. Unbreakable. Why that word should come to her, she didn’t know. But she was right—it was unbreakable. In this state—a dream? a vision? a memory?—she was also unsteady on her feet. Somehow, she sensed it was for a totally different reason. 
 
    But what? What was the reason? 
 
    She stumbled back fell on her bed. Yes. It was a bed. She felt the blankets beneath her hands. Soft, crisp, clean. She felt at them like they were the most wondrous thing in the world. 
 
    “Soft aren’t they, L?” a voice said. 
 
    It surprised her. She turned to look up at the man standing before her—and yes, it had definitely been a masculine voice—but she was no longer in the mysterious metal room. She was back in the boy’s bedroom. 
 
    Her hand was clutching at the blankets the way they had in her dream. The girl peered at her surroundings, fear clutching her heart, making it bounce in a syncopated rhythm. What had just happened? How much time had passed? It couldn’t have been long. The light entering the room was the same as it had been when she’d first woken up. It must have happened in the blink of an eye. She’d take care of it later. 
 
    She got to her feet and immediately regretted it. This time, she fell forward, landing on her knees. Her head swayed even harder like she was onboard a moving ship. Her hands grasped for something to keep her steady. They found the desk. Various papers and notebooks stacked and organized. She thought back and didn’t think she’d made much noise. Her knees had found a thin carpet. 
 
    She caught sight of something out the corner of her eye. Something was moving. 
 
    A ball. And a glove. The glove was brown like the soil outside but looked smooth, shiny from a hundred hours of use. The ball was large, the crude seam visible. It was white, dirty from hours of similar use. It was rolling. Toward the table’s edge. Her grasping hands had disturbed it. 
 
    The girl’s eyes widened. It would fall and make a loud noise for sure. She let herself fall—it was hard for her to move in a smoother way right then. Her backside hit the floor. Thankfully, she had a little padding there and made no noise. She stretched for the ball with her extended hand, to catch it before it collided with the ground. Her side and shoulder followed her ass as she fell. Her attention was focused entirely on that single simple act. 
 
    She needed to catch it. Her life might very well depend on it. 
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    “Boy, am I glad you’re here,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Has she woken up and done any kungfu yet?” Fatty said. 
 
    For some reason, he was convinced the girl was some kind of spy or assassin. Jamie didn’t know where he came up with these ideas. 
 
    “Not yet,” Jamie said, shutting the door behind his friend. 
 
    Fatty cast around the living room. He looked like he expected something to be there. 
 
    “Where is she?” he said. 
 
    “In my room,” Jamie said. 
 
    “You’ve got a girl in your bed?” Fatty said. “I can’t believe it! Have you been puckering up and pecking her on the lips while she’s unconscious?” 
 
    “Shut up!” Jamie shoved his friend. 
 
    “Did you use your tongue?” Fatty said, pouting his lips and making kissing noises. “I bet you did!” 
 
    “You’re the one who kisses girls when they’re asleep,” Jamie said lamely. 
 
    “You’re not fooling me,” Fatty said. “Is she a good kisser?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jamie said. 
 
    Fatty immediately snapped to attention. 
 
    “Really?” he said. 
 
    “No!” Jamie said. “I don’t know! I didn’t kiss her.” 
 
    Fatty winked. “Yet.” 
 
    “You know, for a second there I was pleased to see you?” Jamie said. “Now you’re actually here, I’m not so sure.” 
 
    “Because I’m getting in the way of all your kissing action,” Fatty said, puckering up. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    Jamie and Fatty’s expressions turned to masks of horror. 
 
    “What was that?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Sounded like something from the corridor,” Jamie said. “Go take a look.” 
 
    “It’s your house,” Fatty said. “You go look.” 
 
    “Chicken,” Jamie said. 
 
    “And proud of it,” Fatty said. “Go look.” 
 
    Jamie formed another insult to hurl at his friend before realizing he’d only be wasting his time. Fatty didn’t even pretend to be brave. 
 
    “I’m right behind you,” Fatty said. 
 
    As he always was. Behind. Jamie sometimes wondered if people like him were the ones most likely to live long into the future. It certainly wouldn’t be through taking too much risk. Jamie edged down the hall toward his bedroom door that stood ajar. Had he left it like that? He paused and rewound the memory of the ringing doorbell. Yes. He had left it ajar. He continued moving forward. 
 
    He put his hand on the door and pushed it open. It opened with a creak that hadn’t been there before. He wasn’t sure if he was relieved to see the girl still lying in his bed or not. If she hadn’t made the noise, what had? And then there was his tucked-in safety procedure which he cursed himself for not doing before rushing to the door. If the girl had woken up already and was looking at his things, he wouldn’t be able to tell now. Idiot! 
 
    “Here,” Fatty said. “Your ball and mitt fell off the table. You idiot. You looked terrified!” 
 
    “Did you poo your pants?” Jamie said. “Because I can definitely smell something.” 
 
    “Probably your room,” Fatty said. “You really should think about cleaning and tidying up in here.” 
 
    “You’re a good one to talk,” Jamie said. “Your room’s a pigsty.” 
 
    He picked the ball up and put it back on his desk. Could it have rolled off the tabletop like that with no help? Stranger things had happened, he supposed. Undead creatures were wandering around outside. That had to list somewhere in the top ten most highly unusual things to ever happen. 
 
    He turned to look at the girl. She was still in bed, in the exact same position she’d been in when he’d gone to answer the door. Still, he sensed something was wrong. And though he searched the girl’s face, her position in the bed, he couldn’t for the life of him see what it was. He shrugged and turned to Fatty, who was, as expected, already making a nuisance of himself. 
 
    He was picking through Jamie’s meagre collection of comic books. It hadn’t always been meagre. They had a way of disappearing and turning up in Fatty’s bedroom. It was as Jamie turned away from the girl, eyes sweeping up in Fatty’s direction at the back of the room, that he realized what was out of place. 
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    It was possible to peer at something with your eyes almost closed—by having a tiny slit between your eyelids, so small your vision was blurry through your eyelashes. That was how the girl watched Jamie as he turned away from her and then stopped, turning back to look not at her, but at the tray with the missing spoon. The spoon that was in her hand, beneath the blanket. 
 
    The girl recognized that look in his eye because it was the same feeling she fostered. Confusion. Realization. Horror. 
 
    These two boys were her captors. They must have taken advantage of the situation after she’d been in the tree trying to escape those things. 
 
    And now they knew she only pretending to be asleep. She daren’t wait any longer. Who knew how many of them there were. Her eyes shot open and she pushed off the bed and leapt to her feet. 
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    “Watch out!” Fatty said. “She’s probably got ninja skills! I knew she was a spy!” 
 
    She wasn’t a spy. At least, not so far as Jamie could tell. Ninjas wore dark clothes, for one. And the entirety of Jamie’s education about ninjas—and Fatty’s for that matter—all came from the same source. Comic books. They weren’t white like this girl. They were Japanese. But it was more than her appearance. It was the look in her eye. 
 
    He could see she wasn’t calm and in control like the ninjas. She was scared, afraid. It was in her big, wide eyes, as she looked from Jamie to Fatty and back again. She was brandishing the spoon as a weapon, the handle pointing up at Jamie. It was blunt and rounded, but with enough force—and he doubted the girl had that much strength—she could pierce a belly’s soft flesh. And Fatty had an exceptionally soft belly. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer!” the girl said, waving the spoon in a way she no doubt thought threatening. “I know how to use this!” 
 
    Jamie held up his hands. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “It’s okay. We’re not here to hurt you.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” the girl said. “Then why did you give me poison?” 
 
    “Poison?” Jamie said. 
 
    The girl jabbed at the bowl. 
 
    “That’s not poison,” Jamie said. “It’s soup.” 
 
    The girl wasn’t convinced, her eyes still wide with fear. Jamie reached for the bowl. He lifted it to his lips and drank some. 
 
    “See?” he said. “It’s not dangerous. You only have to be careful if you eat it like my friend here. Then you’ll get fat like him.” 
 
    Fatty was too afraid to react with indignation. He kept his eyes fixed firmly on the girl, hands by his side. If there was one person who posed no significant threat to anybody, it was Fatty. 
 
    “You can’t stop me from leaving!” the girl said. 
 
    “Of course not,” Jamie said. “You can leave any time you want. But you were out in the desert for a long time. You were very sick when we found you.” 
 
    “Found me?” the girl said. “Where?” 
 
    “Up a tree,” Jamie said. “You were being chased by Rages.” 
 
    The girl’s eyes drifted away from Jamie, her memory of the event beginning to come back to her. Her hand began to lower the spoon. Jamie took a step forward. The girl’s scowl returned and she leveled the spoon handle at him again. 
 
    “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to,” the girl said. “You brought me here for a reason. But it’s not going to work!” 
 
    “We brought you here to help you,” Jamie said. “We didn’t have to. We could have left you there.” 
 
    The girl’s eyes moved side to side, piecing the information together. “If you found me in the desert, what were you doing there?” 
 
    “We were looking for a friend of ours,” Jamie said. “He went into the desert to look for his wife.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” the girl said. 
 
    Jamie faltered. He didn’t like to say they were dead. It was still too painful for him. 
 
    “They’re. . . still in the desert,” he said. 
 
    “You went looking for them and you found me instead?” the girl said. “Then why did you help me if these Rages were after me?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jamie said. “Because you needed help. I had to help you. What would you do if you saw someone being chased by Rages?” 
 
    “Maybe I wouldn’t do anything,” the girl said. 
 
    So this was what Nester’s life had purchased. A girl selfish beyond her own wants and needs. 
 
    “I wish we didn’t help you,” Jamie said with fire in his voice. He knew tears wouldn’t be far away. 
 
    This girl waking up confused and alone with her questions had reminded him how it was all his fault. His fault he would never see her again. His fault her parents would never look at him the same way. Whether she had chosen of her own volition to go into the desert with them or not, he was their unofficial leader. It was his responsibility to ensure they made it back to the commune safely. He had failed. 
 
    What choice did Nester really have if Jamie had already decided he was going to head into the desert to find Bernard? None. She would have done it out of duty if for no other reason. He would have done the same. It was not a choice in any sense of the word. It was an obligation. When your friends were going to put themselves in danger, you had to follow them. 
 
    “Just go if you want to leave,” Jamie said. “I really don’t care. “We lost a friend when we rescued you. If you leave, I won’t come rescue you again.” 
 
    The girl’s her arm lowered, falling to her side. “Your friend died?” She seemed to have trouble processing her emotions. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” 
 
    She swayed on her feet, from one foot to the other, as if searching for her centre of gravity. Her eyes rolled back. Jamie could see what was going to happen. She was going to collapse. 
 
    Jamie was off the starting blocks fast. It might have all been a ploy, he supposed, designed to lure him in closer so she could jam the spoon handle into the soft flesh of his neck. But Jamie thought her sad expression upon learning one of his friends had died to rescue her was genuine. She looked heartbroken, sad. Maybe a ninja could fake emotions but he didn’t think so. He caught her in his arms. 
 
    If she’d hit the floor, her head would have smashed on the small bedside table. He looked into her face. It was once again serene, calm. Relaxed. The face of someone deeply unconscious. 
 
    Just what was going on with this girl? 
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    “And then she passed out?” Stephen said, left hand supporting his right elbow as he cupped his chin in a pose of reflection. 
 
    “Yes,” Jamie said. “She seemed to think we were going to hurt her, or that we kidnapped her or something.” 
 
    “It was like one of Jamie’s comics,” Fatty said. “A ninja who wakes from a coma, forgetting all her ninja skills.” 
 
    “Did she say anything else?” Donald said. “When she was awake?” 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “She just seemed really confused.” 
 
    “As well she should,” Stephen said. “Being out in the desert can scramble your brains. Sometimes permanently.” 
 
    “You’re saying she might be like this forever?” Jamie said. 
 
    That was a horrible thought. They’d met traders and merchants—even members of their own commune—who’d taken a wrong turn and gotten lost in the desert. They were out there too long, half-dead—not in the bad way—by the time they reached the commune. Their thoughts had been scrambled too for a while. None of them seemed to suffer any long-term ill effects but it was still not a very pleasant thing to see. The commune patched them up until they were back to normal again. But to think of someone who might get trapped inside their own mind like that forever, with no chance of getting better. . . Jamie shivered. It didn’t bear thinking about. 
 
    “Maybe we should move her back to the hospital,” Stephen said. 
 
    “That might be for the best,” Donald said. 
 
    “I’ll arrange for a couple of nurses to bring her within the next hour,” Stephen said. “Sorry for inflicting this upon you.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Donald said. “As you said, there’s no way to know how someone might react when they woke up. No one was hurt.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Stephen said. 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “I’ll take care of her.” 
 
    His decision appeared to take both Donald and Stephen by surprise. It was the last thing they thought he was going to say. 
 
    “Jamie, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Donald said. 
 
    “Too right it’s not a good idea,” Fatty said. “She nearly decapitated you with that spoon.” 
 
    “She didn’t touch me,” Jamie said. “I know how it sounds, but like you always say, I should take responsibility for my actions.” 
 
    Donald looked his son over. A twinkle in his eye, a look of pride. Jamie felt his chest swell at the thought of making his father proud. 
 
    “I can’t say I approve of this,” Stephen said. “She might need specialist attention.” 
 
    “If she does, you can take her off my hands,” Jamie said. “But I’d still like to take care of her for now. I’m the one who saved her, who brought her here. She’s my responsibility.” 
 
    “It’ll take a lot of time,” Stephen said. “You have to make sure she has everything she needs, and you’ll have to care for her until she makes a full recovery.” 
 
    “I understand,” Jamie said.  
 
    He couldn’t explain exactly why he wanted to take care of her. Perhaps it was Nester’s sacrifice. She’d given her life to rescue this girl. It was only right that he take care of her. It was an obligation like the one Nester must have felt when Jamie had said he was heading into the desert to find Bernard. 
 
    He suddenly felt better about the situation. The girl wasn’t a ninja, wasn’t some kind of alien species. She was a good person. Her mind was just a little scrambled right now, that’s all. 
 
    And then there was the alternative. They didn’t have the resources to take care of Angie, and so she was forced from the commune. They wouldn’t have the resources for the girl either if she never recovered. Jamie needed to ensure that wouldn’t happen. 
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    From time to time, Fatty stopped by and handed over Jamie’s homework from school. Jamie would have preferred for him not to stop by in such cases. He never stayed long. Jamie suspected he was afraid the girl would wake up and act the same way she had before. Only this time, go full-on ninja. 
 
    Sometimes, Donny came and watched over the girl to give Jamie some much-needed rest. Jamie never liked to leave her side, always wanting to be there for when she finally did open her eyes. It was a shock when he even found going to school and doing his chores pleasant. 
 
    Things happen for a reason. Nester’s final words to him. 
 
    Things might happen for a reason, but they could be devilishly hard to figure out at times. Did the universe really have plans for each and every one of them? Did it really care about life? Was there really some kind of pattern to it all? Or had Nester simply wanted to give Jamie some hope now that she was due to leave the world of the living? 
 
    Jamie didn’t know. He supposed he would never know. If someone had told him the plans the universe had for him over the following few weeks, he never would have believed them. 
 
    Things did happen for a reason. But the reason often wasn’t clear until long after the event had transpired. 
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    The girl didn’t wake for the rest of the day. At least, she didn’t make it clear to him she had. Sometimes he spotted the blanket having been pushed aside, or an object having been moved in his room while he had stepped out to the toilet or to fix something for her to eat. He never remarked on it. He could wait for when she was ready to speak to him. Maybe she wanted to check and make sure he was safe to be around. 
 
    Jamie mentioned these things whenever Stephen came to check up on her. They spoke in hushed whispers in the living room. Jamie always took his time saying goodbye to Stephen, showing him to the door, so it gave the girl plenty of time to return to bed and make it look like she hadn’t gotten up. So he wouldn’t notice. He knew she was getting more comfortable in his company when she began to get sloppier in covering up her tracks. 
 
    Jamie soaked a handkerchief in cool water and used it to dab at her forehead. Her temperature came and went. He was always there to wipe it away and keep her body cool. The last thing she needed was to have to deal with a fever on top of her other problems. 
 
    He slept on a cot he’d set up on the floor. He was dog tired at the end of each day, but even then, when he was unconscious between the waking and sleeping world, he was aware of a figure moving around in his room. Where she went—if she indeed went anywhere at all and it hadn’t only been his imagination—he didn’t know. Out exploring their home or the commune, he supposed. He didn’t mention this to anyone else. He was certain she wasn’t dangerous. And she could leave at any time she wanted. 
 
    Occasionally, he heard people talking about a shadow moving at night, about how they felt like someone was watching them while they slept. No one was ever harmed. So, it didn’t matter. 
 
    And then the big day finally arrived. The day she sat up and spoke to him. 
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    Jamie had returned from the bathroom and washed his hands. He was about to settle down and do his homework when he glanced at the girl. He’d expected to see her fast asleep, or at least, pretend to be. He had to doubletake. 
 
    She was sitting up, a small figure in his average-sized bed. She had his mitt in one hand and the ball in the other. Jamie was at a loss for what he ought to say to her. He’d imagined this moment happening a million times, and yet he was speechless. 
 
    “Hello,” he finally said. “Sleep well?” 
 
    The girl nodded. 
 
    “I slept for a long time,” she said. 
 
    “Yes,” Jamie said. “How do you feel now?” 
 
    He wanted to check her temperature by placing his hand on her forehead, but it seemed strange now that she was awake. He needed to ask for permission. 
 
    “May I?” he said, doing his best impression of Stephen. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Jamie pressed his hand to her skin. 
 
    “No fever,” he said. “That’s good.” 
 
    “You’ve been taking care of me,” the girl said. 
 
    “I have,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Why?” the girl said. “You didn’t have to.” 
 
    “I felt responsible for you,” Jamie said. “I was one of the people who saved you.” 
 
    “You said I was up a tree?” the girl said. 
 
    “Yes,” Jamie said. “You must be a good climber to get up there. I climb a lot and it was still hard for me to get up there. You must be stronger than you look.” 
 
    The girl shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t remember how I got up there,” she said. 
 
    “Probably a good thing,” Jamie said. 
 
    The girl lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry. About before. You were trying to help me. I know that now.” 
 
    Jamie nodded. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “I would have reacted the same. I should get Stephen. He can check you over.” 
 
    “No,” the girl said. “Please stay.” 
 
    Jamie took a seat on the corner of the bed. 
 
    “What’s your name?” he said. 
 
    The girl turned her head to one side, scraping what few memories she could recall. 
 
    “L,” she said. “I think my name’s L.” 
 
    “L?” Jamie said. “You mean it begins with the letter L?” 
 
    The girl shrugged. 
 
    “How about Lucy?” Jamie said. “My dad used to go on about a song about Lucy in a sky somewhere with diamonds. I don’t really know what he’s talking about but I always thought Lucy was a nice name.” 
 
    “Lucy,” she said, worked her mouth around the name. “I like it.” 
 
    “Do you remember much from before?” Jamie said. “Stephen said you might find it hard to remember things. The sun can have a funny effect sometimes.” 
 
    The girl took a moment to consider her answer. She did that a lot, Jamie thought. She liked to take her time to answer questions. Finally, she shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t remember much,” she said. “I remember a bright ball of light, really bright. So bright, I couldn’t look at it directly.” 
 
    “The sun?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Lucy said. “And the desert. I remember that. The endless flat surface, bright and white, the sun reflecting off it.” 
 
    “That’s the desert all right,” Jamie said. 
 
    “And black shapes, big birds, I think, circling overhead,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Vultures,” Jamie said. “You must have been in bad shape for them to be circling. They can smell death like a lion smells water. Do you know how long you were out there for?” 
 
    “No,” Lucy said. 
 
    “A while, I guess,” Jamie said. “You don’t get blisters like yours otherwise. Do you remember how you managed to survive?” 
 
    “No.” Lucy looked concerned. “I don’t seem to remember very much, do I?” 
 
    “Stephen said it might take some time for the memories to come back,” Jamie said. “It’s normal. Nothing to be worried about. How about where you were before the desert? Your commune?” 
 
    “Commune?” Lucy said. “You mean, like this place here?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jamie said. “There are other ones around. Maybe if you can remember something about it, we can return you to your family. What do you remember of the place you were before coming here?” 
 
    “Nothing much, really,” Lucy said. “Water. A kind of greenish tint. I think I almost drowned. And glass walls. I remember them. Great big, thick ones. So thick I couldn’t break through it.” 
 
    “Glass walls?” Jamie said. Weird. Maybe it was her baked brain scrambling her memories together. “It’s easy to get lost in the desert,” Jamie said. “You’re lucky we found you.” 
 
    “Very lucky,” Lucy said. “I do remember something about where I was before. It had a shiny floor, metal, I think. That was the floor of my room. And the bed was like yours. Soft, with good blankets. And there was a man. A tall man with round glasses.” 
 
    “Your dad?” Jamie said. 
 
    Lucy shrugged. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she said. 
 
    “It’ll come back to you,” Jamie said. “It might take some time but that’s okay. You’re welcome to stay here until you remember everything.” 
 
    Lucy smiled. It was the first time she’d done that since Jamie had met her. It was a warm, innocent thing, little-used if Jamie’s guess was right. Some people had a lot of lines on their faces when they smiled. Angie called them ‘character lines.’ The map of someone’s personality type, she used to say. You could read their past emotions if you looked closely enough. If that were true, Lucy had no past. Still, her smile was a nice one. It made him relax, relinquish the last of the reservations he had about her. 
 
    A knock came at the door to Jamie’s bedroom. Donny stood in the doorway, knuckles still coiled from having knocked. 
 
    “I heard voices,” he said. “Wanted to make sure you weren’t talking to yourself. I told you spending too much time on your own wasn’t good for you.” 
 
    He brought his eyes around to Lucy, taking her in and looking for any threat that might come from her. How he could think she might be a threat, Jamie had no idea. She was so small tucked beneath the blankets. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Donny said. 
 
    “Good,” Jamie said. “I already asked her that.” 
 
    Donny held up his hands in surrender. “All right. I guess I should leave you guys to it. Call me if you need anything.” 
 
    He turned and left. 
 
    “What’s his deal?” he said. 
 
    “He’s worried about you,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Worried about what?” Jamie said. 
 
    “That I might attack you,” Lucy said. “I suppose it’s normal to think that way about things you don’t understand.” 
 
    “That’s the way people are,” Jamie said. “Afraid of anything new.” 
 
    “He’s right to be worried,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Oh?” Jamie said. 
 
    For a split second, he thought she was going to say she really was a ninja. He caught himself and reminded himself to smack Fatty upside the head the next time he saw him. Lucy was as much a ninja or spy as Fatty was going to win the Slimmer of the Year prize. 
 
    “You don’t know anything about me,” Lucy said. “I don’t know anything about me either. Someone could say a magic word and I might go off on one.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Jamie said. “I might say, Chicken, and you’ll decapitate all of us one by one.” 
 
    “With a spoon handle,” Lucy said with a girlish giggle. 
 
    It was a beautiful, twinkling sound, not often heard inside these walls. A giggle of innocence from someone before the Fall, perhaps. Jamie had been born after the Fall. He had no first-hand experience of it but he did know there were no Rages back then. And no Reavers. Life was easier, with no need to forage for food or water. It sounded like the kind of place that would encourage people to laugh in a jovial way. Not like now. Everyone and everything was so serious. 
 
    “Would you like to see the people you’ll decapitate later?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Sure,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Do you feel strong enough?” Jamie said. 
 
    Lucy put her feet on the floor and felt the wood with her toes. It was rough and sometimes gave Jamie nasty splinters. Jamie stood poised to dive to Lucy’s rescue in case she collapsed again. He needn’t have worried. She stood very well by herself. 
 
    “Yes,” Lucy said. “I think I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Her head wasn’t bald because someone had shaved it, but because the hair follicles didn’t have the will to spout. Her face was extremely pretty, with big eyes and a small pointed chin. She was cute and could have passed for a boy if it wasn’t for her mannerisms. Her skin was white and clean, without a single blemish. The gown she’d been wearing when they found her had once been white but had become stained with blood and dirt. The cleaners never bothered washing whites. 
 
    “I brought you some new clothes,” Jamie said. “They’re my old ones. I think they’ll fit you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lucy said, sorting through them. 
 
    Her hands were small and delicate, her nails finely trimmed. No hard skin on her hands. Jamie had never seen someone so beautiful his whole life. She seemed to glow, white and pure, somehow not of this world. 
 
    Lucy hissed through her teeth and looked at her finger. It was red. Sunburn. Not too bad. Her robe had been long with a broad hood, preventing the worst of the sun’s rays to miss her but here and there she’d burned. 
 
    “I have some ointment that will help you,” Jamie said. “I’ve been putting it on every day.” 
 
    He dabbed his finger in the ointment and moved to apply it to Lucy’s finger. She backed away, eyes wide and fearful. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Jamie said. “I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    Her eyes were still wide and fearful. They moved to the gel on his fingers. He dabbed some on the skin on the back of his hand and rubbed it in. 
 
    “See?” he said. “It doesn’t hurt. Actually, it feels quite nice.” 
 
    Lucy watched him, not blinking, just staring. Then she began to move. She leaned forward and dabbed a finger at the gel on his fingertips, hesitant. She scooped up a little and then applied it to her burnt finger. 
 
    “How does it feel?” Jamie said. 
 
    “It feels. . . cool,” Lucy said. “Feels nice.” 
 
    “What is this place?” Lucy said. 
 
    “You’re at the Mountain’s Peak commune,” Jamie said. “You’re safe.” 
 
    Lucy smiled at the word safe. Although, Jamie reasoned, he wasn’t entirely sure anywhere was really safe. 
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    It was a normal, busy day in the commune, with everyone going about their business. The commune was a living organism, with each person carrying out a small, but important, aspect of ensuring the commune ran as a healthy whole. 
 
    People carried dishes and boxes, others carried hoes and pickaxes. Guards were on duty on every wall and at all times. They remained vigilant. They moved every fifteen minutes, in a clockwise direction to keep their eyes and their wits sharp. 
 
    “If you decide to stay here you’ll have to pick a job and stick with it for a whole year,” Jamie said. “Then you can do something else. I once got stuck being the manure shoveller. We have a school, church, and hospital. All the basics required for survival. But nothing’s more important than maintaining the wall.” 
 
    “Can I pick anything I want?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Within reason, yes,” Jamie said. “If you want to specialize in something, you’ll have to get agreement from whoever’s in charge of that division.” 
 
    “Cool,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Everyone works hard here,” Jamie said. “Not like before the Fall.” 
 
    “The Fall?” Lucy said. “What’s that?” 
 
    Jamie looked at Lucy narrowly. “The Fall? You’ve never heard of the Fall?” 
 
    Lucy shook her head. She looked down. He was making her feel uncomfortable. 
 
    “Sorry,” Jamie said. “It’s just, I’ve never met anyone who didn’t know about the Fall before.” 
 
    “Maybe I did know about it,” Lucy said. “But I can’t remember it now.” 
 
    “Right,” Jamie said. 
 
    He kept forgetting Lucy had a problem with her memory. What must it be like, he wondered, forgetting everything you’d ever known? Not knowing if it would ever come back to you? Sad, he thought. All those lost memories, everything wiped clean. And then he thought about Nester. Would it have been better to forget what had happened to her? To erase her from his memory completely? No. She deserved better than that. Better to remember, even if it was painful. 
 
    “The Fall is when meteorites fell from the sky,” Jamie said. “There were thousands of them, glowing bright green. They landed all over the world. Some in the ice, some in the ocean, and some on the land. And everywhere they landed, people started to act strange.” 
 
    “Strange how?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Strange like the Rages,” Jamie said. 
 
    “They came from space?” Lucy said, peering up at the sky. It was still daylight and there were no stars to be seen yet. 
 
    “The Rage virus came from space,” Jamie said. “At least, that’s the theory.” 
 
    “You don’t believe it?” Lucy said. 
 
    “I believe it,” Jamie said. “But why did it have to happen then? Why not millions of years ago?” 
 
    “Maybe it did,” Lucy said. “But no one was around to catch the virus.” 
 
    “Stephen reckons it’s unlikely a virus could have come from outside space and infect us,” Jamie said. “Unless it came from the same place we did.” 
 
    Lucy frowned. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Neither did I at first,” Jamie said. “Maybe I can show you. Are you hungry?” 
 
    Lucy nodded, licking her lips. Jamie led Lucy down the stairs to the main area, where the dining tables were set up. Lucy got more than a few looks as she followed Jamie to the front table where the food was being doled out by grumpy chefs. 
 
    “What’s on the menu today, Maude?” Jamie said. 
 
    Maude fixed Jamie with her squinting eye. She ladled a healthy dose of something onto Jamie and Lucy’s trays. A large gelatinous mass. 
 
    “What is it?” Lucy said, poking it with her finger. 
 
    “The same thing we eat every day,” Jamie said. “Potatoes. That’s why I like asking her.” 
 
    Lucy laughed. That same high tinkling sound like wind chimes in a cool summer breeze. More looks from the others eating. 
 
    “What were you saying about the Rage virus?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Jamie said, taking a seat at one of the benches. Lucy sat opposite him. “So, there’s your bowl of slop and my bowl of slop. My bowl is Earth. Yours is some other planet. Earth is young and doesn’t have any life yet. Your planet is already old and has lots of life. With me so far?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lucy said, munching on half a sausage. 
 
    Jamie stared at her, mouth agape. “I cannot believe you got a sausage. That’s the best part. Anyway. Your planet dies for some reason. Could be volcanoes or earthquakes or a big asteroid hits it. It doesn’t matter why it gets destroyed, but it does, and most of the life on your planet dies. But. . .” 
 
    He stabbed Lucy’s half-eaten sausage with his fork. 
 
    “Hey!” Lucy said. 
 
    “Stay calm,” Jamie said. “I’m educating. The sausage—I mean, rock from your planet—still has some life on it.” 
 
    “Like animals?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Like bacteria or a virus,” Jamie said. “These hardy little things can survive the radiation in space and crazy ass temperatures. So, this asteroid flies off into space. Only, there isn’t only one of them but billions of them, all hurtling through space in every direction.” 
 
    “And one of them. . .” Lucy said, jumping to the end of the story. 
 
    “Wait,” Jamie said. “I’m getting to the best part. And one of them comes and lands on our planet, seeding our planet with life. Isn’t that cool?” 
 
    “Very,” Lucy said. “Can I have my sausage back now?” 
 
    “It’s not a sausage,” Jamie said. “It’s an education tool. It’s for the teacher to use whenever and wherever he sees fit.” 
 
    Lucy made an unhappy face. The sausage was tasty. 
 
    “And the teacher has decided to give it to you because you’re such a good student,” Jamie said, giving the sausage back. 
 
    Lucy clapped her hands with glee as she tore into it. 
 
    “So why does this not make sense with the Rage virus theory?” she said. 
 
    “Stephen says the chances of the asteroid seeding our planet with life in the first place is tiny,” Jamie said. “Almost impossible. The universe is so big, and the Earth so small. But it’s possible. But then the Rage virus, from the same planet, on a different asteroid, would have to hit the very same planet another rock had already seeded with life? The odds are virtually zero. If the virus came from another destroyed planet its DNA might not match up with ours. It would be harmless.” 
 
    “But if the virus was out there, floating around, then it could have bumped into the Earth at any time,” Lucy said. 
 
    “I guess that follows,” Jamie said. “So?” 
 
    “So, maybe we were lucky the virus didn’t come much earlier,” Lucy said. “We managed to survive because we’re smart. Maybe we wouldn’t have been able to if the virus hit us much earlier in our evolution.” 
 
    Jamie bit into a lump of potato. It was hot, and when he breathed out, a thin curtain of steam poured out of his mouth. Maybe they were lucky the virus struck as late as it did? He shook his head. These glass half-full people befuddled him. 
 
    “It’s just a theory,” Jamie said. “And you don’t need to worry. You’re safe here with us. No one can hurt you.” 
 
    Lucy gave him one of her cute smiles, and he knew right there and then that he would do everything he could to protect her, no matter what. 
 
    Things happen for a reason. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 33. 
 
      
 
    The men were already beginning to get antsy. Usually, it took a little time for them to get bored, needing something to distract themselves with. That was what happened when you didn’t properly manage your supplies. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” the Worm said. “If I may interrupt you but for a moment.” 
 
    “What is it, Worm?” the Mantis said. “Can’t you see I’m busy?” 
 
    Food stock levels were beginning to get low, not so bad as the levels the Worm had reported but then it always did take some time before his words of warning filtered into the Mantis’s mind. Right now, his full attention was taken up with balancing his favorite girl on his knee. 
 
    She was a tall, strong beauty. Powerfully built, she could have challenged any regular man and come out on top. But the Reavers weren’t anything like regular men. The Mantis was a good example of that. 
 
    The Reavers had long since grown tired of their old world names. This was the new world and they had restyled themselves. They were the swarm of locusts that descended upon the innocent and hardworking alike. The weary traveller was naught but a short reprieve. A temporary snack on the roads to greater harvests. 
 
    The Worm had been assigned his new name not by choice but general consensus. He was much smaller than the other men but it wasn’t for his stature—or otherwise, lack thereof—that he got his friendly moniker. It was for the way he behaved around their leader. And what other choice did the Worm have? When his contemporaries towered over him with sinister intent, he’d had to make himself indispensable to the Mantis or else risk being used as a toothpick. 
 
    The girl perched on the Mantis’s knee—the Worm believed she’d been dubbed the Amazon due to her build—was already half asleep. And for good reason. She hardly got a moment’s rest between the Mantis’s libido and that of the men smart enough to slip in and get a piece of her while the Mantis was out hunting. No harm, no foul. 
 
    That is, so long as the Mantis didn’t notice anything untoward going on. The Amazon had struggled and fought with admirable vigour but what chance did a single Amazon—exquisite specimen though she was—compared several hundred Reavers? 
 
    “There’s a little matter we need to discuss,” the Worm said. 
 
    “What now?” the Mantis growled. 
 
    “We’re extremely low on supplies,” the Worm said. “We won’t last much longer if we don’t do a substantial Reaving.” 
 
    “Heavy is the head that bears the crown,” the Mantis said to the girl in his lap. 
 
    The Amazon smiled her most dazzling smile, but there was no disguising her exhaustion. She put up a good show and dug up hidden reserves of energy the Worm thought she was already depleted of. A most exquisite specimen, the Worm thought. His tongue flicked out, wetting his lips. If the men know his real nature, they would have chosen a far more dangerous and sinister creature to name him after. 
 
    The Amazon was smart, and brightened up, looking the Mantis in the eye. How she managed to that without her stomach turning, the Worm didn’t know. What the girl failed to realize was that being overly eager to please would ultimately seal their fate. The Mantis liked a challenge. It was when the girls failed to provide that challenge that their days were numbered. 
 
    The Worm could have warned the girls but why should he when they always looked at him with such disdain? He always got his revenge on them eventually. The Worm often got the last turn with the girls after the clan was finished with them. That was the way the Worm liked them. Beaten down, souls destroyed. That was when he could really have fun with them. 
 
    “I know what you need,” the Amazon said to the Mantis. 
 
    Pitiful as it was, it was understandable. The Mantis was the only thing between her and the rest of the clan. Given the choice between one man and a hundred, the choice was obvious. The Amazon slid down the Mantis, to her knees, between his legs. She opened his fly—a master now—and took him in her mouth. She got to work. 
 
    “Uh?” the Mantis said, struggling to focus. 
 
    The girl’s skills had improved quickly. She listened to the Mantis’s grunts and groans of delight, locking eyes with him when the angle permitted. He didn’t always look back at her, eyes closed as he sailed toward the land of ecstasy. 
 
    “You were talking about food?” the Mantis said. 
 
    “We’re running low,” the Worm said. 
 
    “How low?” the Mantis murmured. “How long do we have?” 
 
    The Amazon used her tongue now. Excellent technique. 
 
    “About three days,” the Worm said, clearing his throat. 
 
    “How about the reserves?” the Mantis said. 
 
    “The reserves are what we’ve been subsisting on,” the Worm said. 
 
    He was a patient man. He’d been telling the Mantis about the situation for a week already. He’d learned to give warnings a full three to four days before they were desperately warranted. Best for him to always look competent and discover an extra sack of food at the last moment than to run out completely. If he did, his flesh would line the stew, his bones used as toothpicks. 
 
    A pair of Reavers moved out the corner of the Worm’s eye. This was the moment the Mantis was in the most danger. The men could easily slip up behind him and slit his throat. They wanted what the Mantis was getting all day long. The girl. 
 
    The Worm’s senses were now at their most heightened. There was no way he could overpower the other men, he was far too scrawny, but he could throw himself in their path and delay them. The men were glaring at the Amazonian servicing the Mantis with covetousness bordering on murder. Hungry for what he was receiving. 
 
    The truth was, the Worm had no loyalty to the Mantis. He had no better options either. He would have happily betrayed him in an instant if there was a better alternative. There wasn’t. Not right now. 
 
    The Reavers, thankfully, turned to stare back at the fire. The Mantis tensed in that delicious moment of release, momentarily leaving the world behind and going somewhere better. Fleeting and never quite within reach. The Mantis relaxed and stroked the girl’s head. The Amazon licked her lips, cleaning up. It was about the only thing she’d had to eat today. The Mantis gave her a small smile. Yes, he really was bored with her. Very bored. 
 
    “And how are the men?” the Mantis said. 
 
    “Coping,” the Worm said. 
 
    It was an understatement, as all things needed to be with the Mantis. Any suggestion he was a poor or ineffective leader and the critic had signed his own death warrant. In truth, the men were on the very brink of mutiny. 
 
    “If I might make a suggestion,” the Worm said. 
 
    “Go ahead,” the Mantis said. 
 
    “We need to gather as many supplies as possible in as short a time as possible,” the Worm said. “We might want to perform a little. . .” 
 
    “Reaving,” the Mantis said. 
 
    “An excellent suggestion,” the Worm said. 
 
    “Of course it was,” the Mantis said. 
 
    He came up short. 
 
    “Any ideas where?” he said. 
 
    “According to my records, there are two communes that ought to have developed enough for us to harvest a superior load,” the Worm said. “The Oasis and Mountain’s Peak.” 
 
    “My girl just harvested her own load, didn’t you?” the Mantis said to the Amazon, who did her best not to appear repulsed. 
 
    She did up the Mantis’s fly and climbed back onto his lap. She wrapped her arms around his neck. 
 
    “Which commune is closer?” the Mantis said. 
 
    “Mountain Peak,” the Worm said. 
 
    “Then the Mountain Peak it is,” the Mantis said. “We leave at dawn.” 
 
    “Very good, sir,” the Worm said. 
 
    He turned to leave. Huh. And he thought the Mantis would give up the Amazon. Perhaps he was wrong and the Mantis really had found his ideal partner. Would wonders never cease? 
 
    “Wait,” the Mantis said. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” The Worm turned on his heel and performed an about-turn. 
 
    “Take her,” the Mantis said. “Best keep the men in good spirits. Some of them won’t make it through tomorrow.” 
 
    The Amazon snapped around, locking eyes on the leader. 
 
    “No,” she said. “You can’t.” 
 
    “I already have,” the Mantis said. “I’ll miss you. For a little while.” 
 
    The Amazon screamed. A powerful tearing of the desert night air. She might as well ring a dinner bell. The men were used to hearing that wail. It meant fun times were ahead. 
 
    If she wasn’t in shock, she would have known that the smart thing to do was to use those strong teeth of hers and tear the Mantis’s throat out. There would be no use in pleading for her life. It was already forfeit. 
 
    “Please,” the Amazon said. “Don’t do this.” 
 
    The two men sat around the campfire took hold of the girl and dragged her, kicking and screaming, toward the rest of the Reaver clan. The Amazon punched, bit, spat, and scratched but it was no good. There were too many of them. And they were all hungry for her. Weeks of watching her pleasure the Mantis had driven them near to madness. 
 
    “Thank you for your kindness,” the Worm said, bowing with a flourish of his cape. 
 
    Whether it was a sack of oats or a human life, once they had been entered into his ledger, there was no getting out. Numbers were numbers, no matter what they represented. The Worm made a mark in his ledger and moved on. There was a lot to prepare for the attack. 
 
    He would be getting the scraps after the men had finished with her. And with a strong girl like that, there ought to be plenty of her left for him to use. He wasn’t averse to cadavers but living things provided so much more entertainment. 
 
    And soon, the men would have a great deal more women to pleasure themselves with. 
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    The Mantis sat back in his chair and looked down on the campfire, watching as the girl he’d once loved—and yes, he had loved her once—was handed from one man to another. Even the female members of the gang enjoyed her. 
 
    Yes, the Mantis thought, watching without expression. She had been quite something. 
 
    The Mantis pulled on his cigarette with a cold expression that never wavered. Love was meant to last forever. In his experience, it was always fleeting. He’d just have to keep on searching for his one true love. One day he might just find her. Until then, he would have to just keep playing the field. 
 
    Mantis by name, Mantis by nature. 
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    “I do,” Jacob said, cupping his new bride’s face in both his hands and kissing her on the lips. 
 
    The audience cheered. A cacophonous roar that rocked the benches as they stood and clapped. Some men put their hands around their mouths and shouted: “Save it for tonight!” Whatever words they said after that were lost to the commune’s cheers. 
 
    Weddings were not common at the Mountain Peak commune, so they were big events when they actually took place. With little in the way of resources, there was never a single couple getting married. Today, there were three. Three grooms, three brides, one priest. One single feast shared between them. A wedding wasn’t only about those getting married but the entire commune coming together. 
 
    The community was growing, mostly from wanderers and stragglers who managed to survive the mountains and forests with all their dangerous and deadly creatures. They accepted everyone who came, so long as they were willing to do their part. Everyone was given the choice of which area of the commune they wanted to work in—so long as there was demand for them—which there almost always was. If not, they were placed on the wailing list. 
 
    People liked doing things they were good at. And if they lacked the natural ability to carry out a certain job, then they need simply work harder to reach the required standard. Each department created its own exams, not to test the trainee, but to encourage them to constantly improve. Stephen taught his students basic procedures and encouraged them to carry them out whenever possible. Simple, everyday procedures first, then tougher ones. It was understood that none of them would live forever. They needed to pass on the skills they’d developed over a lifetime to the next generation. Donald was building a commune for the long term. 
 
    A society grows great when old men plant trees whose shade they know they shall never sit in. 
 
    The commune’s current size would have struggled to pass as a village in the old world, much less a town. But so had the settlements created by the first pioneers. If there was a target, it could be hit. Each day that passed was a step in the right direction. New people came, old people went. 
 
    Cries of excitement. Jubilant claps. Tears of sadness. The usual ingredients of a wedding. Sometimes parents found it difficult to let go. But they wouldn’t be moving far. Only within the confines of the small community. Even so, the clingy parents came to Donald to ask for their children not be moved to the opposite wall. Evidently, they didn’t want to have to walk the extra five minutes if they didn’t need to. 
 
    Donald was careful to always ignore the parents’ requests. They were never happy and he would be wasting his time if he attempted to meet them. And when there were two sets of demanding parents. . . Donald shook his head at the thought. He’d learned long ago to trust his gut. 
 
    The commune sat at the long benches they usually used for their daily meals. Chef had worked hard creating a culinary masterpiece today. The food was already in the middle of the tables, and everyone looked hungry. 
 
    Fatty kept reaching under the food’s cover, picking at something that had caught his eye. It could have been anything. Fatty had a weakness for all tastes and flavours. No matter how many times his mother slapped his hand, his pudgy fingers kept finding their way under the covers. He was the only member of the commune who managed to maintain—or even increase—his bodyweight. Donald had Jamie keep a close eye on his friend, certain he must have a secret stash of food somewhere, but it turned out to be false. The boy was a marvel. 
 
    Lucy, the new girl, sat beside Jamie. Donald had found a pretty dress for her to wear. She had a pink bow on her head. Jamie hadn’t so much as tittered when he saw her wearing it. A sign they were getting to be good friends. Donald was pleased, if cautious about the commune’s latest addition. 
 
    She was clapping along with the other guests, cheering and joining in with the celebrations. Jamie smiled, watching her. She caught his eye a couple of times, beaming broad and wide, and then turned and looked away again. Shy and bashful, but exuberant with energy when she cheered. 
 
    Yes, they were getting very close. 
 
    The ceremony was over. Donald took the first step onto the stage. Then a bunch of people rushed the stage from the opposite side. Donald took the step back down. A few special shows had been put on especially for those getting married. Friends and family sang songs and danced, the audience providing the backing track and encouragement to some of the more bashful performers. They were among friends and there was no fear for them getting booed. In fact, those who performed the worst got the biggest cheers. 
 
    Finally, it was Donald’s turn. He hesitated once as it looked like someone else was about to ascend the stairs instead of him. But it turned out to be a false start. Donald affixed a smile to his face and took to the stage, clapping. The crowd quietened. 
 
    “Today we celebrate the coming together of six very special people,” he said. “They join together not only with each other but to us all, becoming a part of our extended family. Each couple will get their own home, built specially by our very own Bob the Builder.” 
 
    A nod of acknowledgment to the heavyset man in the front. 
 
    “Comes with a sturdy bed,” Bob said in his deep, booming voice. “The first couple who break theirs gets a free extension on their home.” 
 
    The couples shared looks and a sly wink. The gauntlet had been tossed and the challenge accepted. 
 
    “They’ll be singing tonight, all right,” someone shouted. 
 
    Knowing looks from the adults. Confusion amongst the kids. 
 
    “Without further ado, dig in!” Donald said. 
 
    No one wasted any time. 
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    During the ceremony, Jamie and Lucy had had their backs to the food. They turned around and tucked their legs under the tabletop. They helped lift the cloth off. It was more food than either Jamie or Lucy had ever seen. 
 
    Lucy looked uncertainly at the food. Most of it was new to her. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jamie said. “Just follow me. Eat what I eat. You want to eat as much meat as you can. Don’t touch the vegetables until someone comes to tell you to eat them. They’ll say they make you big and strong, but don’t buy it. Sandy Thompson ate them all day every day and she’s the scrawniest thing you’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Lucy dug in, burying as much of the food down her throat as she could. She could eat an awful lot for such a small person. 
 
    “By the way, what did your dad mean earlier about singing?” Lucy said. “How will that help the couples break their bed?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jamie said. “Want to go see later? Their rooms aren’t far from ours.” 
 
    “Sure,” Lucy said. “Maybe if we can sing a song, we can break things too.” 
 
    “Cool,” Jamie said. 
 
    A heavyset woman called Charlotte made the rounds, checking the kids’ plates. 
 
    “Now I know you’re not going to pig out on meat all night,” she said to Jamie. “Eat some vegetables, boy. What’s the matter with you? Don’t you want to be big and strong?” 
 
    Jamie shared an I-told-you-so look with Lucy, who laughed. 
 
    “Yes, Charlotte,” Jamie said, scooping a small spoonful of veggies onto his plate. 
 
    “You too, sweetie,” Charlotte said to Lucy. “You’ll never keep that skinny figure if you eat like this clown. By the way, Jamie. Can you take this plate up to Georgie when you’re done?” 
 
    “Sure,” Jamie said. “Where is he?” 
 
    “The west wall,” Charlotte said. 
 
    “Can I come?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Of course,” Jamie said. 
 
    Secretly, he was hoping she would offer to go with him. 
 
    “In that case, you can take his dessert,” Charlotte said to Lucy. “The old bugger will complain if he doesn’t get his sweets.” 
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    The problem with being young—never mind small—was that people often didn’t notice you—especially when they were having a good time. They were supping on a concoction of fruits and vegetables that someone had managed to turn into some kind of beer. 
 
    Jamie had tried it secretly with Fatty one day, and both of them had ended up almost being sick. Neither of them could stomach it. How these people always seemed to get excited about it, cheeks glowing red, Jamie didn’t understand. He understood it even less when he learned it was actually some type of poison! Imagine wanting to poison yourself! 
 
    If you wanted to do that, then do the easy thing and head into the Deep Dark Woods with no shoes or socks on. You could find many types of deadly creature in there. It didn’t take much effort to get there either, unlike the distillation of the liquid they were sucking on. It took ages to get the taste just right, the brewer said. If that was getting it right, Jamie would hate to know what it was like getting it wrong. 
 
    Jamie weaved around the partiers. A human obstacle course. He focused on the food on his plate, moving it up and down to avoid it getting knocked clean out of his hands. Lucy performed the same dance, following in Jamie’s wake. Then Jamie spotted the biggest threat to them accomplishing their mission. 
 
    Charlotte was dancing. 
 
    There was nothing quite like watching her voluminous layers roll and shake. She moved one way, her fat in the other. Jamie liked to knock a table after a pyramid of jelly had been set. It wobbled to and fro, mesmerizing. That was how Charlotte looked when she danced. She was actually a good mover. Her body wasn’t. Jamie ducked as Charlotte threw out a hefty arm. 
 
    Jamie breathed a sigh of relief when he reached the stairs that led up to the next level. They stood higher than the rest of the commune. Jamie looked down on them like a God above his creation. He couldn’t help but smile. These were the people he’d known his entire life. All getting down and partying together. The majority of the food had been consumed, a complete mess. It would get tidied up eventually. The commune was well-run that way. 
 
    “This way,” Jamie said, turning to lead Lucy up the steps. 
 
    He was tempted to nick a couple of roast potatoes as he scaled the stairs but he daren’t. Georgie was known to have the keenest senses when it came to telling whether people had stolen from him or not. Still, Jamie felt his natural sense of naughtiness want to reach out and try his luck. 
 
    The music died down as they turned a corner, the buildings blocking the sound waves. The sconces on the walls were being lit for the approaching night, small orbs of light that had been intentionally placed to give just enough light for anyone passing down the commune’s corridors and hallways. 
 
    Jamie walked up the final set of steps, his breath already coming a little laboured. Georgie, tall grizzled and old, with a thick tuft of grey hair sprouting from a boil on his chin, turned to glare at those who dared approach. He glanced at the plates in their hands and smacked his lips. He focused on Jamie’s plate first. 
 
    “Looks to be a little light to me,” he said. “You been at my spuds, boy?” 
 
    “Spuds?” Jamie said. “No! I swear I didn’t touch them!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Georgie said. 
 
    “Yes!” Jamie said. “ I swear!” 
 
    “Hm, all right then,” Georgie said, swiping the plate out of Jamie’s hands. He shoveled the food into his mouth with a spoon. “I know I can trust you. You’re a good boy.” 
 
    Damn. Maybe he could have gotten away with it after all. He’d remember for next time. 
 
    “Who’s this?” Georgie said, eying Lucy. 
 
    She looked a little cowed, kicking her feet. 
 
    “This is Lucy,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Lucy, ay?” Georgie said. “Nice to meet you, Lucy. You’re new here?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lucy said. 
 
    “No need for the sir,” Georgie said. “The queen never sired me. Can’t think why not.” 
 
    A sliver of gravy ran down his chin. He must have felt it but he didn’t wipe it off. 
 
    “She’s very pretty, Jamie,” he said. “If you’re smart, you’ll hang onto her. But you probably won’t.” 
 
    Jamie didn’t know how to respond to that. Now it was his turn to be shy. He kicked his own feet. 
 
    “How was the imprisonment celebration going?” Georgie said. 
 
    “It was good,” Jamie said. “Wait. You mean the marriage?” 
 
    “That’s all marriage is,” Georgie said. “A prison. For the mind. Not for me. Not again.” 
 
    Again? That meant the old coot had been married once before. . . Jamie felt sorry for whoever she was. 
 
    “Charlotte cried,” Jamie said. “And Theresa.” 
 
    “Of course they did,” Georgie said. “They always cry. The fairer sex, they call them. Ha! A female invention if I ever heard one.” 
 
    “Shame you couldn’t make it,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Make it?” Georgie said. “Don’t you think it’s a bit suspicious how I’m always here when a wedding takes place?” 
 
    “I thought it was bad luck,” Jamie said. 
 
    “No,” Georgie said. “Good luck is what it is. I choose to be here whenever there’s a ball-and-chain fastening ceremony. See one and you’ve seen them all.” 
 
    “But the people getting married are always different,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Not always,” Georgie said. “Can you believe people used to get re-married in the old world? Renewing their vows, they called it. Poppycock. If I had to renew my vows, I would remove them altogether. Name one other thing that’s different about them.” 
 
    Jamie’s eyes moved to the side. Frowned. 
 
    “Sometimes the priest reads a different part from the book,” he said. 
 
    “He cycles through the same three passages,” Georgie said. “I suspect he can’t really read and they’re the only ones he can recall by heart.” 
 
    Georgie was lonely and wanted someone to talk at. Not with. At. He had never been the type to enjoy a conversation. It was fortunate because no one liked to be involved in one with him either. 
 
    “It doesn’t bother you to never go to a wedding?” Jamie said. “The others probably talk about you.” 
 
    “So?” Georgie said. “Nothing worse than people not talking about you. Means you might as well not exist if you’re not in anyone’s thoughts.” 
 
    “Even if they think you’re a grouch?” Lucy said. 
 
    Jamie flinched. A comment like that was going to attract a major tongue lashing. Instead, there was a twinkle in Georgie’s eye. 
 
    “Being a grouch has its perks,” Georgie said. “No one bothers me, for one.” 
 
    His ears pricked up, reminding Jamie of a dog when its owner was coming home. He picked up the binoculars and peered into the distance. At something Jamie couldn’t make out. A cloud of dust on the horizon, broad and wide. 
 
    “A dust storm?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Give me that plate of sweets,” Georgie said. “You’re going to have to run back to the party. Tell your father something’s afoot. The celebrations might have to come to an end sooner than expected. Small mercies.” 
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    The journey back down the steps was a whole lot easier than the journey up. Not only did they have no reason not to rush due to having to meet Georgie at the top, but they were now unencumbered. Jamie ran as fast as his legs could carry him down the steps. He barely managed to catch himself half a dozen times when he made a turn at the bottom of each flight of stairs. He didn’t need to check Lucy was with him. He could hear her light footsteps behind him. She was fast for a little thing. 
 
    Back at the main square, where the celebrations were being held, Jamie came to stop. The party was still in full swing. Partiers were picking over the feast’s remains like a vulture at a long-dead carcass. Jamie surveyed the crowd, looking for his father. He couldn’t see him. He was nowhere near the stage as he had been earlier. Then he came across his brother Donny. 
 
    “Lucy, stay close,” Jamie said. 
 
    He hopped down, into the crowd, and met the throng with his shoulders and elbows. He scythed through the crowd and ignored the disgruntled looks. Donny clutched a beer in his hand, talking with Theresa. 
 
    “Donny, have you seen Pop?” Jamie interrupted. 
 
    “He’s over by the bride and groom dining table,” Donny said. “Poor guy never got to taste the food.” 
 
    Then he noticed the expression on Jamie’s face. 
 
    “What is it?” he said. 
 
    Theresa tugged on Donny’s hand, leading him toward the dance floor. 
 
    “Come dance with me,” she said. 
 
    Donny watched Jamie’s back as he turned and ran deeper into the throng. 
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    The problem with being the leader of any group was they thought they could always talk to you about their issues and concerns, no matter the time and place. Donald nodded to those unloading at him. He’d stopped listening some time ago, concentrating on picking at what remained of what had been a particularly plump chicken with his fingers. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” he said when Phoebe stopped talking and seemed to expect him to reply. He gauged her expression. Her look of concern broke into a smile. 
 
    “I’m glad you agree,” she said. “You see, I’ve been thinking lately that. . .” 
 
    Her voice faded off as Donald spied a renegade roast potato tucked under the chicken. Waiting right there for him to pluck it out and enjoy it. Maybe there was a god after all. 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    Donald started. The potato slipped through his fingers, already slick with chicken grease, to the floor. If there was a god, he hated Donald. 
 
    Jamie weaved through the last few people as he reached the head table. Phoebe’s final sentence broke off. She looked annoyed to have been interrupted. Donald couldn’t have been happier. 
 
    His warm emotions faded at the sight of the expression etched on his young son’s face. A look that was entirely too old for his boy to be wearing. He often worried the new world forced its inhabitants to age prematurely. They faced concerns they wouldn’t have faced in an earlier time. The Fall wasn’t just the name of something, didn’t just describe a single event. It was a dividing line between the world of hope and the time of despair. All a parent could do—could ever do—was the best for his children. By the look on Jamie’s face, that task looked about ready to get a whole lot tougher. 
 
    “What is it?” Donald said. 
 
    Jamie spoke, but the words were lost to a raucous group beside them. Donald leaned in closer. 
 
    “What?” he said. 
 
    “Reavers,” Jamie said. “They’re coming!” 
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    A bucket of ice cold water couldn’t have jolted Donald more than those three words. He gripped Jamie by the shoulders. 
 
    “Where?” he said. 
 
    “The west wall,” Jamie said. 
 
    His father stood and left, pushing through the crowd. Phoebe folded her arms and watched the man of her dreams leave without a word of apology. She stamped her foot and took off in the opposite direction. Donald didn’t stop as he made his way through the crowd, receiving concerned expressions as he brushed off those attempting to strike up a conversation with him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Stephen said to Jamie. “Where’s your father going?” 
 
    Jamie gestured for him to lean closer. 
 
    “Reavers,” he said. 
 
    “How far?” Stephen said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jamie said. “They were on the horizon, kicking up a cloud of dust.” 
 
    “Five miles,” Lucy said. 
 
    Jamie turned to look at her. How could she possibly know that? 
 
    “You’re sure?” Stephen said. 
 
    Lucy nodded. Then frowned as if she wasn’t really sure. She had no idea why she thought they were specifically five miles away. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she said. 
 
    Still, her tone suggested she was fairly confident. 
 
    “They’ll be here fast,” Stephen said. “I’ll prep the weapons. You kids get somewhere safe.” 
 
    And with that, he left. Jamie took in the happy smiling faces and singing voices. They didn’t know what was about to hit them. 
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    Donald took three, sometimes four steps, at a time. There was no time to waste. Not bad for a man his age. He got to the top and immediately spotted the dust cloud rising like a tidal wave in their direction. 
 
    “How long?” Donald said as Georgie handed him the binoculars. 
 
    “Ten minutes,” Georgie said. “Give or take.” 
 
    “That’s if we’re lucky,” Donald said. 
 
    “Want me to blow the horn?” Georgie said. 
 
    “If you would,” Donald said. 
 
    “If the grub was any indication, the ceremony was a good one all right,” Georgie said. 
 
    “It was,” Donald said, peering through the binoculars again. Then, absentmindedly: “It was.” 
 
    It was a Reaver clan, all right. No doubt about it. He couldn’t yet hear their revving engines, but they wouldn’t be long in coming. He’d grown to detest that sound since the Fall. They’d been remarkably quick to form. They were the scavengers of the new world order, feasting on the hard work done by other, better people. 
 
    Every Mountain’s Peak commune member had been educated about the various tunes and associated warnings attached to them. It was like a story. They were not complex melodies, but different enough in case an enemy got inside and managed to blow on the horn themselves. The people would know it was fake. 
 
    Georgie filled his lungs and puffed out his cheeks as he blew on the horn. A low drone that shook the ground beneath their feet, rising to a mid tone. It had a single meaning: Reavers were coming. 
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    The horn blew, a dull foreboding drone. Endless to the commune’s ears because it triggered a series of thoughts in each of their minds: were Reavers really coming? did they really have to fight? was it a mistake? 
 
    But they knew it wasn’t a mistake. With more than one look of fear and apprehension, the commune members began to file into their allocated defensive positions. They had drilled for this very purpose. And now here it was. 
 
    Donny queued up outside the weapons storage facility. Stephen took careful notes of who took which weapon and how much ammunition. They were wasting time, Donny thought. They needed to hurry up and be on the wall, ready to fire for when the Reavers attacked. But Donny bit his tongue. Now wasn’t the time to rant and rave. He’d bring it up at the next council meeting. 
 
    If there was another one. This wasn’t their first shindig with Reavers. There had been others, and they’d managed to scare them off. But each encounter felt like it could be the last. Each time, the Reavers developed more sophisticated attack strategies, and the commune had to evolve with them. One day the Reavers might come up with a way to break through their defenses, but it hadn’t happened. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    The line moved quickly, and soon Donny had the reliable weight of a rifle in his hands and a quiverful of arrows on his back. He shared a look with Stephen, nodding his head. He was his father’s unofficial second in command. More like an uncle than anything else. 
 
    Today was meant to be a day of celebration. If just one person died, it would be a day of remembrance, forever tainted by death. They were all of them, brothers and sisters. They farmed together, fought together, died together. If the Reavers thought they were going to get inside this commune with ease, they had another thing coming. 
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    The Worm gave the order for the clan to form up—a brisk wave of red flags. He stood beside the Mantis, relaying his orders to each Reaver. Despite their slovenly nature, the Mantis had managed to whip his men into a well-trained fighting unit. Daily practice had been the Worm’s idea, subtly and carefully seeded by the Worm’s careful maneuverings. 
 
    The Reavers broke off, forming a giant circle before the commune, whooping and shouting, engines roaring and deafening. A terrible monster presenting itself to its intended prey. 
 
    The Reavers had arrived. 
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    The community members—men and women—stood to attention around the commune walls. Bows at their waists, arrows as yet unnocked. Every day, every member practiced, no matter their position, for moments such as this. But the children, arms too weak to shoot arrows the necessary distance, were relegated to support duties. 
 
    Jamie was a good shot with a gun. Even Eamonn, their teacher, said so. Jamie had argued with his father until he was blue in the face, but he wouldn’t back down. Children under the age of fourteen were not allowed to handle weapons. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust them to load and fire well, he’d said. He was concerned with what the sight of unloading into a man—even a Reaver—would do to them. They needed to be psychologically mature enough. 
 
    Jamie didn’t really understand what that meant. He didn’t think he would have a problem shooting a Reaver, but the rest of the council agreed with his father. It was strange that the age of those able to handle live weapons always seemed to increase the older Jamie got. 
 
    Jamie was often frustrated whenever he considered the unfairness of it. He remembered a time when he’d exploded, kicking an empty bucket over. 
 
    “It’s because your father loves you so much,” Stephen had told him, expression soft in a weather-beaten face. 
 
    “I suppose,” Jamie had said, dejected. 
 
    “Believe me, you don’t want to know what it’s like to kill a man,” Stephen had said. “It taints you.” 
 
    Jamie would have liked to have known when Stephen had ever attacked a single person. He was a doctor, trained to help people, not hurt them. Whenever there was fighting, he was nowhere to be seen. Jamie didn’t think he was a coward, but he always seemed to find something more important to do than defend the community. 
 
    And they did have to defend the community. Many times. 
 
    It seemed the larger they grew, the more people wanted what they had created. They were a beacon, their gravitational pull growing exponentially. Sometimes traders came to deal their goods. The community was welcoming, but wary. And for good reason. Too many of their number had fallen to silent blades in the middle of the night. 
 
    Some had kidnapped young girls and married women with them when they left. The community always sent a party out to track them down. Sometimes they did, sometimes they didn’t. Sometimes it turned out the girls—and sometimes even the grown married women!—had left of their own volition. 
 
    Parents were quick to punish their wayward young girls. The transgressor was let off with a warning. He could return, meet the girl, develop a relationship with her, but he would not be allowed to elope with her. If he could wait until she came of age, they could marry. Most of the time, despite the boys’ promises, they never returned. Often, they left a little present that came to fruition nine months later. 
 
    Jamie led Lucy to the weapon storage unit and grabbed a cart on wheels. He moved to a heavy box, and together they lifted it onto the trolley. 
 
    “We’ll load up and give the soldiers ammo for when they run out,” Jamie said. “Make sure to keep your head down. A stray bullet can sometimes slip through. Here, put this helmet on.” 
 
    He handed Lucy a dome-shaped helmet. Chipped and dented from other deflected bullets. It was too big and she had to keep pushing it up to see. 
 
    “But everyone is using bows and arrows,” Lucy said. 
 
    “For now they are,” Jamie said. “When the Reavers get closer, when we won’t waste as many bullets, we’ll switch to guns.” 
 
    The cart was heavy with two boxes on it. Jamie seized the handle and leaned forward, his weight and strength just enough to get it to begin moving. Lucy pushed on it from behind. Working together, they were on their way. 
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    The Reavers rolled their three catapults forward and placed a ball in each. The Worm fiddled with the calibration of one and fired it. The ball flew, arched and landed ineffectively in the white soil fifty yards from the commune’s wall. 
 
    The Worm loved this part of the attack. There was no chance he would get hurt, he was in charge, and he got immediate feedback on his efforts. Each time he altered the machine’s setting, he was getting closer to the target. He was improving his skills. 
 
    The second ball flew higher, this time coming within ten yards of the wall. Strangely, the community members atop the wall stood firm. They ought to be fleeing this wall already. The Worm shrugged. No mind. Perhaps they were just stupid. He altered the settings again and this time, a different kind of ball was added to the end of the catapult arm. 
 
    The Worm pulled the lever, releasing it. He had a good feeling about this one. As they stood watching, it was obvious it was going to strike the wall. Even from as far back as the Reavers were, they could hear the heavy thud as it smacked into the concrete blocks. 
 
    3. . . 
 
    It didn’t embed itself in the brickwork, but that didn’t matter. In just a few seconds, the ball would explode, smashing an entry hole into the commune. After that, it was donkey work, forcing the community to surrender. 
 
    2. . . 
 
    Some movement atop the wall. No doubt they realized they were in danger. Perhaps they had seen the fuse poking out the top of the ball. Or heard the hiss, or smelt it burning. They would be too late. But Worm would make a note. Such improvements could make their bomb far more potent. 
 
    1. . . 
 
    The Worm squinted his eyes and pulled back, anticipating the explosion. Any second now. . . He maintained his body position, still expecting the explosion, but his thoughts were already running ahead. The other Reavers looked at him, the question etched on their faces. Where is it? 
 
    “Probably a dud,” the Worm said. “Prepare the next one.” 
 
    “Fire them all,” the Mantis said. “We don’t have all day.” 
 
    They loaded bombs into each catapult and set them up with the same calibration. This time, it had to work. 
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    The second, third and fourth bombs all came hurling in. One fell short, biting the dust a dozen yards early. The second and third bombs struck the wall, at the same height but different locations. 
 
    A bucket of water was handed to Donny, who stood directly above the bomb and dropped its contents over the side. Three more buckets joined his. The fuse hissed and died. The same was done further along the wall with the other bomb. 
 
    “Is that all you got?” Donny said with a triumphant grin. 
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    The Worm’s mouth was dry. He’d get blamed for this. He needed to shift tactics. It wouldn’t be as easy and clean-cut, but it could still deliver them victory. And after all was said and done, that was all the Mantis really cared about. 
 
    The Worm waved his red flags. This was what the Reavers had been excited about doing anyway. Their way was not the silent, smart, and efficient way. Theirs was the loud and violent way. 
 
    They tightened their grips on their handlebars and grinned beneath their thick beards and mustaches. 
 
    Reaver Team One took off, letting the remaining Reavers bite their dust. 
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    They came in sharp, aiming directly for the wall. No complex tactics. No cunning. Just a head-on collision. It was a shooting range. 
 
    The community soldiers opened fire, arrows raining down like miniature meteorites. It took more than one arrow to take out a Reaver. They were big people. The community delivered as many death arrows as possible. But the one they focused on, the one they needed to kill, was hidden amongst them. Somewhere. 
 
    One Reaver fell after another, bikes sliding to a halt. The Reavers behind had to either slow down or stop—all while the community fired at will. The Reavers quit and headed back to the rest of the clan. The one amongst them that the community was looking for must have fallen amongst the dead. 
 
    A cheer went up. One point to the community. But it wasn’t the end yet. It was never that easy to defeat a Reaver clan. 
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    Reaver Team Two, upon witnessing the failure of the first group, began wide, taking long swiping movements, making it more difficult for the men on the walls to hit them. But hit them they did. The archers’ accuracy was something to behold. They moved ahead of their target, for where they expected them to be, not where they currently were. Not an easy task with how fast the bikes could move. 
 
    Frustrated, one of the group’s number broke formation and made a mad rush for the wall. He wailed as he approached, the fuse already alight and burning bright in his hand. A bullet in the head from half a dozen guns tended to put an end to such plans. Another Reaver raced to reach the ball, to deliver it where the first man had failed. 
 
    Janice, the best shot in the community with a rifle, waited for the man to draw close to the ball before she lodged a round in the man’s hand as he reached for it. He fell off his bike, landing hard. A second bullet from her rifle lodged in his heart. The man glanced at the bomb as his life ebbed away. The ball exploded, removing the man’s entire upper torso. 
 
    The second Reaver team had been defeated too. But now the commune’s secret was out. They had automatic weapons. It would be part of the Reaver’s calculations for their next move. 
 
    It turned out the Reavers didn’t need much calculation. They all charged. 
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    The truth was, the Reavers were only testing their defenses. The real attack would come from somewhere else. It was how the Reavers worked. It was how they always operated. They looked for weak chinks in their armour. Donald and the council had worked hard to ensure there were none. 
 
    A syncopated drum beat rhythm from the Reaver clan. It was the only sound they could hear over the loud revving engines. The Reaver clan began to move as one, forming into four different groups, each one about the same size. They formed a giant circle. Four members hidden amongst them would pick up balls. 
 
    Then the four groups broke away like a giant flock of birds. Each group headed toward one wall each. They need only destroy one wall, and the game would be over. 
 
    “Incoming!” 
 
    It was the most dangerous part of the campaign. The soldiers shifted position to face the approaching army. Locked, loaded and ready to roll. Their goal was to identify the one Reaver with the ball tucked under his arm. With the dust being kicked up by their bikes, it was not an easy challenge. 
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    “Ammunition!” 
 
    It was the starting call Jamie had been waiting for. He and his newly assigned assistant Lucy hefted the boxes up onto the winching system. Then they used the ropes, passing it through their hands to winch the boxes to the upper levels. 
 
    Without someone to take their weight and pull them up, they’d have to climb six flights of stairs to get to the top. There, they picked up the boxes and put them on a second cart. Jamie pulled the cart while Lucy handed the boxes of ammunition as they passed the men. They both cried out, “Ammunition!” 
 
    They began adding jokey lines like, “Get ‘em while they’re cold!” and “Sale on! All ammunition must go!” But they soon stopped. They were only amusing themselves. No one paid them any attention. It was also hard work lugging the cart everywhere. They needed to save their breath as much as they could. Within five minutes, pulling the cart behind him, Jamie was sweating rivulets. Looking back, Lucy didn’t seem to find it hard at all. She handed out the boxes with the same easy smile she had at the beginning. Although the cart was getting lighter, the strain on Jamie’s muscles only seemed to get worse. 
 
    “Let me take over for a while,” Lucy said after Jamie came to a stop, hands on his knees. 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. 
 
    The last thing he wanted was to look weak. Especially while they were fighting. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Lucy said. “You’ve done the hardest part. You hand out the shells for a while.” 
 
    Jamie still didn’t want to relent. But the skin on the soles of his feet and palms of his hands urged him to do so. They were smothered with blisters. It hurt to walk. He flinched with each footstep. The soles of his feet felt wet. His blisters were popping, spilling their unholy load. He continued on, handing out the boxes to those who needed them. 
 
    Lucy was stronger than Jamie thought, pulling the cart with her tiny frame. She didn’t seem to use her weight to lean forward and get the cart rolling the way he’d had to. Jamie thought the men were sniggering at him for letting a girl do the hard work. But they weren’t really. 
 
    They were focused on the Reavers below, taking stock and aiming with each shot they released. They ducked and peered through small holes in the wall at the Reavers. The chances of the Reavers getting a shot through those holes at that angle was virtually zero. Especially with the way they were firing. Wildly. 
 
    Still, sometimes they got lucky. A man called Paul took a bullet in the arm, spinning him around. The man and woman on either side pulled him down and lay him gently to the ground. They shouted: “Medic!” 
 
    A trained nurse ran over, crouched low. He dropped to his knees and took out his First Aid kit. He looked at the wound. 
 
    “The bullet’s still inside,” he said. “He’s going to need surgery.” 
 
    The man’s comrades carried him across the top of the wall and deposited him in the box attached to the winch. They worked together to lower him to the ground. 
 
    Another soldier took aim with her bow and released an arrow. It took a Reaver through the neck. He fell from his bike in a heap. 
 
    “Help!” the Reaver shouted, reaching for the bikes that rushed past. “Help!” 
 
    Another arrow through his neck put an end to his suffering. Jamie gulped. Maybe his father was right. Maybe he wasn’t ready to see this yet. Much less deal it out. 
 
    Jamie looked up at the Reaver leader. He sat in a large armchair watching the proceedings take place. He didn’t seem all that worried about losing a good number of his men. Then he did something strange. He raised his arm. 
 
    What did that mean? 
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    It meant a 200lb man riding a huge Harley clad head to foot in thick armor barrelling directly at a wall as fast as he could. He burst through the thick cloud of dust, out of nowhere. 
 
    The soldiers on the wall were taken by surprise. They quickly took aim at the conspicuous figure. Sparks as the bullets glanced off his armor. It couldn’t have been easy to hold on with all those miniature projectiles bouncing off him. He kept his link-chain gloves on the accelerator, never slowing even for a moment. 
 
    “The wheels!” Donald bellowed. “Take out the wheels!” 
 
    The order was shouted down the line. By the time it reached the men, the bike was already halfway to the wall. The men aimed for the wheels but they had a protective shell around them too. It wasn’t perfect. A loud bang as the front wheel was taken out. The bike ground metal but did not stop. A spark wheel flashed and burned like a cheap firework. And still, the bike powered on. 
 
    Fifty yards to the wall now. The bullets, unrelenting in their assault, dinged and dented the Reaver’s armor. But he still kept on coming. He reached back for something. The ball. He lit the fuse and held it to his chest. The bullets continued to rain down, bouncing off his helmet, knocking his head back and forth, body jiving like he had ants in his pants. 
 
    Ten yards to the wall. The armoured man didn’t throw the ball. He held it, clutched tight to his chest. The front wheel finally gave out, spilling the big man off in slow motion. The armour was too heavy for him to walk now—if he ever could—so he crawled toward the wall. Buckets of water fell, splattering over the man. He shielded the bomb with his body. 
 
    A curious silence filled the void. The man in the armor began to laugh, a deep throaty unpleasant thing from a horror movie. Unpleasant for the community members, in any case. The Reavers took heart in it and cheered. A sound that chilled even the hardiest to the bone. 
 
    And then the bomb exploded. 
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    It didn’t look like the kind of thing that could happen in their quiet corner of the world. Not here. Not in Mountain’s Peak. 
 
    Donald had only ever seen something like this in his nightmares. The community getting ripped apart, pulled open from the outside, its innards harvested by the giant Reaver clan they had faced and lost to. The Reavers were already revving their engines, unseen behind the huge billowing cloud of dust birthed by the fallen wall on the eastern side. 
 
    Smaller rocks were still raining down, covering the commune like a chef sprinkling cinnamon atop a fresh cake. The soldiers on the north and south-facing walls were slowly getting to their feet, having been knocked down by the explosion. Some had their hands interlocked on the top of their heads, others on their hips. Donald couldn’t see their faces but he knew what they were feeling. 
 
    Shock. Shock and immense fear. He could almost choke on it it was so thick. 
 
    Where were Donny and Jamie? If anything happened to them, he would. . . What? Don’t think about them, he told himself. Grieve for them if and when the time arose. Not now. Not when the rest of the commune needed him to give strong leadership. 
 
    Thanks to Stephen, they had a plan in place for just about every situation. In fact, multiple plans, depending on the variables. There was no way to know what was going to happen in real life, so it was best to prepare like everything was a possibility which, of course, it was. Donald had been wise enough to take heed of Stephen’s ideas. 
 
    As the dust settled, he could see the misshapen wall, gouged out in a large V shape. The blocks lay scattered, the remnants of a child’s tantrum. 
 
    “How do you want to handle this?” Stephen said, appearing at his shoulder. 
 
    There were two options on the table so far as Donald could see. Either stand and fight, with the potential to lose even more of the community or lay down arms and surrender. Let the Reavers enter and take whatever they wanted. The latter put Donald’s teeth on edge. It wasn’t what he wanted to do but sometimes you had to do what was necessary, not what you wanted. They only had so much food to go around. His men would be punished, beaten, some killed for doing what any sane man would do and try to protect his family and home. As for the women. . . 
 
    The women. 
 
    Donald’s look hardened. 
 
    “We fight,” he said. “We can’t give up because the Reavers knocked on our door.” 
 
    Stephen nodded. 
 
    “You’re aware of the possible consequences?” he said. “The deaths that decision might incur.” 
 
    “And what of those if we do nothing?” Donald said. 
 
    Stephen nodded again and left to issue the relevant orders. What kind of man had Stephen been in the old world? Nothing common, something unusual was what he would have put his money on. To be sure, he was a doctor and no doubt a head honcho in one of the nation’s top hospitals. He was observant, dedicated, and smart. The kind of man the others ought to have flocked around and followed. And yet, they had chosen him. 
 
    Everyone could keep their pasts. It meant nothing to him. He was interested only in their future. But they would have to fight if they wished to keep the one they had built here. 
 
    He hoped they would forgive him with time. The Reavers could attack them, could beat them but they did not have to yield. Not without a fight. 
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    Donny coughed and waved a hand in front of his face to dispel the thick dust. The men and women around him were liberally doused with dirt, looking like ghosts from another dimension. With the number of men and women who must have fallen with the wall, some of them might have been. 
 
    The Reavers would not wait, he knew. They would push their advantage. It was the smart thing to do. They were incapable of any kind of stealthy attack. The community had to be ready to force the Reavers back, to stand their ground. This was merely a setback, that’s all. Donny was pleased to see those around him already getting to their feet and gathering their things. 
 
    “What are we going to do now?” Francis, one of Donny’s closest friends, said. 
 
    “We’ll fight,” Donny said. 
 
    “Give it a rest,” Francis said. “They blew a hole in the wall. What defenses do we have to hold them back with now?” 
 
    Donny picked up his rifle, cocked it, and held it in his muscular arms. Is that clear enough? 
 
    The horn blew. A low, deep, throaty ground-rumbling blast. Donny waited for the tune that might follow after but it never came. He grinned. 
 
    “We stand and fight,” Donny said. 
 
    “You and your father are both crazy,” Francis said. “We should lay down our arms and let them take what they want.” 
 
    “And what if they wanted to take Gerry?” Donny said. “You’ll lay her down too? Maybe you could even hold her hand while they took turns at her.” 
 
    A steely look came over Francis’s face. Iron hard. Fire. He gritted his teeth. It was a cheap trick but an effective one. 
 
    “Get some men together,” Donny said. “We’re going on a mission.” 
 
    “What mission?” Francis said. 
 
    “We’re going to kill the Reaver leader,” Donny said. 
 
    “Are you insane?” Francis said. “We’ll never get within a hundred yards of him with his army heading here.” 
 
    “We will if we come at him from behind,” Donny said. “Cut off the head and the snake doesn’t know whether it’s coming or going.” 
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    With a single port of entry for the Reavers to come through—the hole they had blown into the self-contained world—the locals knew where the Reavers would consolidate. And soon. The question was, could they get organized in time? 
 
    There was another danger, less obvious than the gaping hole. While their attention was on the main entry point, the Reavers might attempt to creep around and plant another bomb at one of the other undefended walls. 
 
    Donald tasked Stephen with keeping a small watch on each of the walls. If the Reavers were successful, the community would have to defend themselves on two fronts instead of one. 
 
    The soldiers were already well-placed on either side of their new doorway. The dust settled like a great curtain, revealing dozens of Reavers, headlights shining, bore down on them, picking out the worst elements of the collapsed wall. 
 
    The discarded blocks had new cement: the crushed pulverized bodies of the fallen. Homeless limbs stuck out from under the rubble. Pools of blood and meaty chunks. Blood pulsed from missing limbs. Screams. Crying. Wailing. A horrific scene where only a few hours earlier these same people had been singing and dancing, celebrating marriage and a time of renewal and revival. 
 
    The tables still bore the remnants of that celebration. Hell, half the people were still wearing their Sunday best. These people were his friends, his brothers, and sisters. And now here they were, crushed beneath his failure. 
 
    Donald shook his head and turned away from the sight. His despair swelled like a maelstrom, threatening to suck him under. The anguish and desperation would crush him if he let it. He boxed it up and stored it in a thick unbreakable safe for later. Not now, he told himself. Not now. 
 
    His eye caught on a small band of men and women, heading in the opposite direction to everyone else. Away from the hole in the wall. Deserters? No. At their head was Donny. His Donny. Alive and well. Donald was surprised by how unamazed he was. Donald stepped from his mind and considered what he would do in such a situation as this. It wasn’t hard for him to guess Donny’s intentions. Something direct. And foolhardy. 
 
    “Kevin,” Donald said to his number one now Stephen was manning the other walls. “My son, Donny there. Have him come to me.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Kevin said, taking off at a jog down the steep steps. 
 
    By the time he got to the bottom, he had intercepted Donny and his team of merry men. Donny looked up at his father high in the ramparts. He turned to look in the direction he wanted to head in—to continue with his own self-imposed mission—then nodded and followed Kevin up the steps. 
 
    Donald only really had one job, one thing he had to do above all others, and that was to pass the torch to the next generation. Ensure they had more than he had when he began this community. He’d certainly been on course to do that before this Reaver attack. He’d even begun sending out scouts to map the area and find other communities with which they might trade. He’d need to put those plans to bed. At least for now. Survival was key before expansion. 
 
    “Father,” Donny said. 
 
    “I need you to take the children away from here, to the emergency compound.” Donald rested his hands on his son’s shoulders and looked him in the eye. “Do you understand?” 
 
    “I’m not a babysitter,” Donny said, pulling back. “I’m a man. Let me fight with the others.” 
 
    “If the Reavers win, they will use those I care about most against me,” Donald said. “I’ll be forced to choose between my sons and the people here. I can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “I can swing around the Reavers,” Donny said. “Catch the leader while they’re focused on the attack here.” 
 
    “It’s a fine plan,” Donald said. “But it’s too risky. Don’t you think they’ll defend their rear?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Donny said. “Maybe not. I can do this.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt your courage,” Donald said with warmth in his eyes. “That’s why I need you to do as I say and protect the children. While there’s still time.” 
 
    Donny looked away. He wanted to look like he was disgusted, that he was ashamed of his father, but he couldn’t do it. It was too far from the truth. His fear and desperation rose inside him like a wave. 
 
    “You make sure not to do anything stupid,” Donny said. “We need you.” 
 
    Donald embraced his eldest son. And I need you. 
 
    “Keep your eye on Jamie,” Donald said. “He tends to wander off. He has a great deal of his mother in him.” 
 
    Their mother was a subject rarely shared. She’d been a good woman. Too good. Heaven wanted her back and sent hell’s demons to take her. She’d fought and died to protect her children. She gave her life in taking the Rages, ending in a stalemate. Donald had returned home to find his wife butchered, a gaggle of undead forming a bloody breadcrumb trail to their bedroom. It’d never been easy for Donald to recall those moments. 
 
    “You never talk about her,” Donny said. 
 
    “The next time we meet, I’ll tell you about her,” Donald said. “I promise.” 
 
    Donny hugged his giant of a father, gripping his shirt tight. When he pulled back, he pretended not to see the tears in his father’s eyes. There were some things sons were not meant to see. His father turned and surveyed the impending action. He picked up a large bow and arrow and ran to join the rest of the community on either side of the gaping hole. 
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    Donny raced across the compound in the direction of the northern wall, where he’d last seen his brother. He’d dismissed his motley crew of would-be assassins, back into the fray. They’d be opening fire on the Reavers the moment they stepped through the breach. Right where he should be. Instead, he was chasing after his baby brother and friends. He’d done too much of that during his life. If there was trouble to be had, Jamie had a knack of finding it. 
 
    Donny came to a stop. He changed direction. That was where his brother would be. He had a nose for being in the wrong place at precisely the wrong time. 
 
    He would be on the front lines. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 57. 
 
      
 
    The deafening boom had been a starting pistol for Fatty. He’d taken refuge under the dining benches. He rested on his knees in the dirt. The explosion had been frightening. Next came the rattle and thud of the large chunks of rock that smashed the tabletop, the wood splintering and snapping beneath the blows. He could think of nothing to do but press his chubby hands together and pray. 
 
    He prayed for help, for forgiveness, for every wrong thing Jamie had made him do. For humanity’s sins. For everything he could think of. Just let him live through this and he’ll never do another bad thing ever again. 
 
    The rocks ceased their cacophonous rolling thunder. He still wouldn’t open his eyes. He flinched as a smattering of dust finished the apocalyptic Coda. Fatty reached for the dining table cloth, to push it aside and look to see if the coast was clear but his hand wouldn’t do it. He knew what would be on the other side of this flimsy piece of cloth. Reavers. And he didn’t have the heart to face them. 
 
    Some time passed before Fatty, hugging his knees with his arms, heard the sound he dreaded above all others. The roar of engines and the whooping and hollering of motorcycle wraiths. Fatty clenched his eyes shut tight and concentrated on his prayers. He doubted the Reavers believed much in religion. How could they with all the murdering and stealing they did? 
 
    And then the noise of war mawed like a pair of great battling beasts. The motorcycle engines were its roar, the clatter of gunfire and whistle of arrows were the demon’s unearthly weapons. A symphony of death. Every few seconds, a voice rang in a muted grunt of pain. Fatty tried not to picture a face beside each scream. They all sounded like people he knew. 
 
    “I told you, we need to go now.” 
 
    “But why? We have to stay and fight!” 
 
    “I don’t like it any more than you do. But it’s father’s orders.” 
 
    Wait, Fatty thought. These really were voices he recognized. He grinned and lifted the tablecloth, raising the curtain on a scene of murder and mayhem. Donny and Jamie had already passed and were hastily walking away on the other side. Fatty quickly dropped the cloth and lifted up the other side. There they were. His friends. He’d never been so thrilled to see them his whole life. And they were rushing away, Donny dragging Jamie by the arm. 
 
    “Hey!” Fatty said. “Guys! Wait up!” 
 
    He tripped on a rock and hit the deck. He was up in an instant. 
 
    “Oh, good,” Donny said, rolling his eyes. “I was worried we wouldn’t find tubby.” 
 
    Fatty was so relieved to see his friends that the insult failed to connect. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Didn’t have a good enough seat from under the table?” Donny sneered. 
 
    “I was praying,” Fatty said sheepishly. 
 
    “That’s all right then,” Donny said flatly. “Come on. We have to go.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jamie said. “You said we need to take all the kids, right? What about Kate and Umma?” 
 
    “They won’t be joining us,” Fatty said. 
 
    “Why not?” Jamie said. “Kate’s got more balls than the rest of us put together.” 
 
    “She’s dead,” Fatty said. 
 
    The smiles died immediately. 
 
    “I saw it happen,” Fatty said. “She took a bullet in the head. Ironic really, considering she was helping me hand out bullets at the time.” 
 
    “And Umma?” Donny said. 
 
    He held up his hands. 
 
    “You know what?” he said. “I don’t want to know. We’re still alive and we need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Just us?” Jamie said, peering at the four of them. 
 
    “There’s no one else,” Donny said. “And there will be even fewer of us if we don’t get a move on.” 
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    The tunnel they’d constructed wasn’t large. It didn’t need to be. It only needed to get them out of the commune a safe distance away. This turned out to be a short foothill one hundred yards from the south-facing wall. On the opposite end, where they would emerge, was a natural cleave in the land where some ancient natural split had happened. They’d needed only to dig half the distance to meet it in the middle. 
 
    There was little light inside, which was why Donny led the party with a torch. He couldn’t raise it high above his head and had to crouch low to pass through. It wasn’t such an issue for Jamie and the others. Lucy could walk her full height, unimpeded. 
 
    The torch had a nasty habit of dripping over his hand. Donny had learned through painful experience to keep his wrist slightly twisted to avoid it. The battle’s backing track had faded to silence, only the loudest heavy thuds of explosions, like a giant’s footsteps, followed them down the tunnel. Donny felt deep shame at those sounds chasing him from battle. Their friends were paying the price for their escape. 
 
    The others were strangely quiet as they wound down the tunnel, the same thoughts undoubtedly haunting them too. This was not how things were supposed to have gone. A community as well-stocked and well-prepared as theirs shouldn’t have fallen. 
 
    In the past, they’d successfully defended themselves against multiple Reaver clans. Some even larger than this one. And yet, they had still fallen. The answer, now Donny had time to think about it, was obvious. These Reavers were well-trained, with tactics they hadn’t seen before. 
 
    Intelligent Reavers? Whatever next? 
 
    They reached the end, what appeared to be a blank wall. 
 
    “Hold this,” Donny said, handing the torch to his brother. 
 
    Jamie hissed as it dribbled over his hand. Donny didn’t fight the smile that rose to his cheeks. He pressed his hands to the wall and ran his palms over it, searching. He knew what he was looking for, and where, but it wasn’t easy locating it. It wasn’t like he came down this passageway often. 
 
    Donny’s fingertips identified a curved indentation. He slipped his fingers into it and pulled, forcing the block up and across. Once he got it moving, it was easy enough to roll aside. It was a special hollow rock they’d shaped for this very purpose. But it was noisy, noisier than he’d remembered it. It might have gotten someone’s attention if they were close enough. 
 
    He paused and waited. Listening to any encroaching attack. It was silent, the way it often was in the desert. Nothing survived long out there if it drew attention to itself. 
 
    “Come on,” Donny said in a low hush. 
 
    They filed outside. Jamie helped his brother roll the rock back into place. Then Donny dusted the ground with stones and dirt, covering any evidence of unnatural movement. 
 
    “What now?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Now we go to the Crow’s Nest,” Donny said. “With the fall of the commune, it’s the only safe place left.” 
 
    Rat-a-tat-tat. Rat-a-tat-tat. 
 
    An electric sewing needle somewhere in the middle distance. Donny and Jamie led the others as they walked around the foothill to peer at the sound’s origin. Mountain’s Peak. Glowing orange and red and yellow, underscored with the syncopated rhythm of gunfire. It might have been an acid rave. The only one partying there was death. 
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    The Reavers were overwhelming the community’s defenses, firing wildly at the wall’s defenders. Every yard they took was paid for with blood and death but they would not let up. Not when they were so close to victory. 
 
    Entering via the gash in the wall they’d created, the Reavers had little to hide behind and left themselves exposed. The quicker members dashed behind large boulders fashioned by the bomb’s explosion. Surrounded on two sides, the Reavers popped up and took wild spraying shots at the community defenders. 
 
    “More Reavers coming through the gap now,” Stephen said, joining Donald. 
 
    He fired a pistol at the whack-a-mole style setup they had going. A spray of blood as the side of a Reaver’s head was taken out. That’ll hurt in the morning. 
 
    “How are the other walls?” Donald said. 
 
    “No sign of them attacking the rear,” Stephen said. “I left men to man each wall but it looks like they’re concentrating their attention on the main entry point.” 
 
    Donald surveyed the scene. Commune members were falling, dropping like flies. 
 
    “This can’t continue,” Donald said. 
 
    “They’re losing as many men as we are,” Stephen said. 
 
    “That’s what can’t continue,” Donald said. “They won’t stop. The Reavers don’t know how to.” 
 
    “You know what’ll happen if they take the commune,” Stephen said. 
 
    “And I know what’ll happen if we don’t lay down arms,” Donald said. 
 
    Looking down into the giant V, he could see what was going to happen. Dozens more Reavers were entering, firing loaded rifles. Once they cleared the bottleneck they would overpower them. Then it would be a slaughter. They had done their best but there really was nothing more they could do. Fighting further now would only be spiting the community members who might otherwise survive. 
 
    “Tell the men to stand down,” Donald said. 
 
    Stephen nodded, turning to issue orders to the nearest man to go blow the horn. 
 
    Donald prayed he wasn’t making a huge mistake. 
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    The desert was quite beautiful in the moonlight, cast in monochrome colours of white, silver, and black. In the distance, their destination, great spires of grey. The one they were heading for was the shortest and closest. That was where they had adapted a ranger’s hut into a fallback compound. 
 
    After the sun had ducked its head, it took all overbearing heat with it. It was a far more pleasant journey to make at night. A lizard scuttled across the surface and ran into a hole. An indentation in the soil signaled a creature—probably a small snake—trailing them. Deeming them too large to attack, it turned and headed away. The desert came to life at night. 
 
    Fatty, as always, had the foresight to grab some supplies. Or maybe he always had supplies on him. He shared out what snacks he had. Leftovers from the earlier feast and a bottle of water. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Lucy said. 
 
    Her voice was small and fragile. Not the voice of the girl who had hefted the carts of ammunition they’d been dragging around all afternoon. Jamie was exhausted. Lucy didn’t look like she was suffering any ill effects at all. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Jamie said. “Sorry your stay at Mountain’s Peak couldn’t last longer. We haven’t had a Reaver attack in ages. Unlucky that they attacked right then.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Lucy said. “I enjoyed my time there. And I’m sure we’ll get to go back again soon.” 
 
    They walked in silence for a moment, their feet making soft scuffling noises. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Sure,” Lucy said. 
 
    “How did you end up in the middle of the desert?” Jamie said. “You’re lucky you didn’t die of dehydration.” 
 
    “I found some plants with water inside them,” Lucy said. “I remember reading a book once about how, if you drill into one, you can find water.” 
 
    “Stephen said the same thing,” Jamie said. “But it has to be the right plant, he said. The roots go down really deep. That’s where the plants get their water.” 
 
    “Not all of them,” Lucy said. “When it does rain, some of the plants trap it, keeping it locked away.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” Jamie said. “I wish we could do that.” 
 
    “We do, in a way,” Lucy said. “We can’t do it with our bodies but we can store it in containers after a hard rain.” 
 
    “Do you remember anything else about before?” Jamie said. “Is it coming back to you? About where you were before?” 
 
    “A little,” Lucy said. “Just fragments. Images, sounds. Small things. I remember bright white rooms and men and women in long coats. There was one man, with round glasses who I remember the most. I remember getting lost in long corridors. I think they were the natural walls of the mountains. Or made to look that way. The surface was rough. I cut my hand and fell over. Then the light was bright and I was in the desert. I don’t know how long for. 
 
    “The sun was hot—hotter than I’ve felt before. I tried to hide during the daytime and only come out at night but the nights aren’t very long. A lot of the animals come out then too. It’s all right when there are a lot of us, like now. But when you’re by yourself, it’s scary. I saw lots of dangerous animals. The worst were the things you call Rages. I’d never seen one before—at least, I don’t remember seeing them before—but I knew straight away there was something wrong with them. Something somehow inhuman and unnatural. 
 
    “When they saw me, I ran. It was the only thing I could do. I had nothing to fight them with. I kept moving. I was faster than them but they never stopped. They were burnt to a crisp and could hardly walk. Some animals had gotten to them, pecking and tearing chunks out of them whenever they could. 
 
    “I came to an outcrop of rock and managed to get to the top. At least there I could rest. But they wouldn’t leave. So, I pushed a rock over the side and crushed one of them. They’re very stupid and were distracted with the one I killed. I used the opportunity to escape. I thought I was free until they started chasing me again. I knew I couldn’t keep going. The sun was so hot and I couldn’t catch any food or drink much water with them after me. If you hadn’t found me when you did, I would have died there in that tree.” 
 
    “I’m glad we found you when we did,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Me too,” Lucy said. 
 
    They shared a moment together, a gentle, warm smile, with the kind of innocence only children were capable of. Then Jamie noticed something. Fatty. He’d slowed to a stop, turning to look back at the commune. He appeared to be thinking intently. He was probably thinking about his family, still there, still fighting. 
 
    “Are you okay, Fatty?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Listen,” Fatty said. 
 
    Jamie did. 
 
    “What?” he said. “I don’t hear anything.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Fatty said. “The shooting. It’s stopped.” 
 
    He was right. Even from this distance, they ought to have been able to make out the distant pop of weapons. But there was nothing. 
 
    “It’s over,” Jamie said, a smile coming to his face. “It means we can go back.” 
 
    More than ever before, Donny wanted to turn back and see what was happening in the commune. They needed him. And here he was, turning tail. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “The commune needs us. There will be a lot of cleanup work to do—” 
 
    “Wait,” Lucy said. “Maybe we didn’t win. Just because it stopped doesn’t mean anything. The Reavers might have won.” 
 
    “I’m with Lucy on this one,” Fatty said. “Best to play it safe.” 
 
    “You want us to stay out here?” Jamie said. “If we won, we should go back. If we lost, we should help. Either way, we have to return home.” 
 
    Donny was silent, thinking the situation through. His mind was a warring faction between two equally powerful adversaries. Being logical versus his powerful emotional reaction to the events as they unfolded. He channeled his father. What would he do? It struck him like a lightning bolt. 
 
    “We continue on to Crow’s Nest,” Donny said. 
 
    “What?” Jamie said, genuinely shocked by his elder brother’s decision. “Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s what father wanted,” Donny said. “And the commune can take care of itself. We won’t help, only hinder. They know where to find us. They’ll come get us when it’s safe.” 
 
    “What if it isn’t safe?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing we stay away,” Donny said. 
 
    He turned and continued walking. Fatty was hot on his heels. Jamie watched his brother’s fleeting back, then turned and looked in the direction of the commune, now a pinprick of light in the distance. He turned and followed the others, Lucy in his stead. He felt sick to his stomach. 
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    Donald and the other council members—what remained of them—were on their knees in the middle of the clearing. A large Reaver stood over each one, a pistol pressed firmly to their temples. The community, beaten and bloodied, stood in a circle around the scene. The Reaver clan parted, revealing two opposing characters. 
 
    The Mantis was immediately identifiable as the leader. He was not particularly tall, but thick and heavyset, like a tree trunk. The other man was likely his advisor. He was small and weak. He was probably not good at anything else. The Mantis strutted in front of the captured council members and grinned, raising his arms above his head. The Reavers cheered. 
 
    “We came to reave, and we reaved!” the Mantis said. “They threw everything they had at us but they could not hold us back!” 
 
    Another mighty roar. 
 
    And then the Mantis’s expression changed, becoming sad and sombre. 
 
    “But this did not need to happen,” he said. “If you’d just opened your gates and let us in, no one would have died today.” 
 
    Maybe not today, Donald thought. But there was always tomorrow. 
 
    “Each and every life is precious,” the Mantis said. “I travel the world and see how many of us there are left. So few. Too few. We should not be fighting amongst ourselves. We should be helping each other.” 
 
    This speech wasn’t for his men, Donald realized. It was for him. For the community. He was making an offer. But an offer of what? He already stood to take everything from them. What more did they have to give? 
 
    “I understand why you defended yourselves, and defended yourselves with honour,” the Mantis said. “I would have done the same. But you are the losers, and we the victors. You’ve put me in a difficult position. How am I to punish you for killing my men without sacrificing too many lives? Do I hear any suggestions?” 
 
    A hollow wind blew, ruffling the hair of the onlookers. They had plenty of suggestions but not one man or woman was dumb enough to voice them. 
 
    “Come now,” the Mantis said. “I won’t bite.” 
 
    One of the community spoke up, voice muffled and unclear. Unsure. 
 
    “What was that?” the Mantis said, cupping a hand over his ear. 
 
    “I said, leave us in peace,” a stout woman called Holly said. 
 
    “Sure, I could do that,” the Mantis said. “Then what about my men? Don’t they deserve full bellies for their victory? And what honour for my fallen men?” 
 
    “Take half the food and leave,” another commune member said. 
 
    “Aye, we could do that,” the Mantis said. “But then we’d need to reave another community. Would you really wish for us to descend upon them as we did you here?” 
 
    Uncertain looks from the commune inhabitants. So long as the Reavers were out of their hair, let them be someone else’s problem. They might succeed where Mountain’s Peak had failed. 
 
    The Mantis turned to Donald, his hands behind his back. He spoke as if conversing with an equal. 
 
    “How about your leader?” he said. “Perhaps he has an idea. You know these people. What would they respect?” 
 
    Donald thought long and hard before he answered, considered whether or not he should even answer. What more did he have to lose? 
 
    “Mercy,” Donald said. “For everyone left alive. Let them go.” 
 
    The Mantis nodded as if considering Donald’s words. 
 
    “A wise answer,” he said. “But not without its flaws. Just where would they go? To another commune? To spread the word about how we defeated you here so they can better defend themselves? I think not.” 
 
    “How about you quit the charade and tell us what you want?” Stephen said, raising his head and peering with hatred in his eyes. 
 
    The Mantis stepped toward him, a tight-lipped smile morphed into pursed lips. 
 
    “Now here’s a man comfortable with death if I ever saw him,” he said. “Judging by your jacket, I take it you’re the doctor here? I would imagine you came to terms with death a long time ago. But you’re right. I do have an idea. We worked very hard to get in here. We’re not about to turn around and leave. Meanwhile, we do not wish to kill any more of you. Here’s my proposal. We need communities to grow crops and dig wells—to do all the things you’re already very capable of doing—and give us a reasonable percentage of everything you produce. In return, we will protect you from any other Reaver clans out there, and slaughter as many Rages we can get our hands on.” 
 
    Donald could understand the Mantis’s way of thinking. It meant having a reliable and consistent source of food and it required him to do nothing for it. He could continue living his reaving lifestyle while sucking communes like theirs dry. There would be no opportunity for growth, no development. But it wasn’t the end of the world. It was a way out of this mess. 
 
    The Mantis held out a hand. The Worm placed a clipboard into it. The Mantis took one glance at the details and handed it back. The Worm stepped forward. 
 
    “After we replenish ourselves here, we will leave,” he said. “You will give us a tribute every week. We will not attack you. You will go about your business and do what you will. These are the conditions and they are non-negotiable.” 
 
    Donald’s eyes moved to the pistol at his temple. Hard to say no under duress. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” the Mantis said, crouching in front of Donald. “Take some time to think it over. My men need to relax anyway.” 
 
    He stood, then nodded to his men. Donald and the others were hoisted to their feet. 
 
    “Wait,” Donald said. “Let us bury our dead. They died defending this place. The least we can do is bury them.” 
 
    The Mantis pursed his lips. He thought for a moment, then looked at the Worm, who nodded. 
 
    “I supposed we can let you do that,” the Mantis said. “On one condition. You bury our men too. The last thing we need is for a gang of Rages to pick up their scent. I don’t think either of us want that. You and I might be enemies but we can at least unite against those creatures.” 
 
    At least they don’t turn on each other. Donald really didn’t know what was worse. At least the Rages were stupid and easily outwitted. They would never evolve or change. But people, they always managed to come up with new and more creative ways to do each other over. 
 
    “Not you,” the Mantis said. “You’re the doctor. You can see to my injured men.” 
 
    “I need to see to our injured,” Stephen said. 
 
    “Ours first,” the Mantis said. 
 
    For a moment, Stephen didn’t move, didn’t back down. He drew himself up, gaining an extra inch from his lean frame. His eyes were sharp and cold, and for a moment, Donald thought he was going to deny the Reaver leader’s request. Donald opened his mouth to tell Stephen not to be stupid, to help their people in whatever way he could but the Mantis stepped forward first. He fixed Stephen with a piercing look, a frown on his brow. 
 
    “Have we met someplace before, my friend?” the Mantis said. 
 
    “No,” Stephen said. “I would have remembered.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” the Mantis said. “I could have sworn. . .” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I must be mistaken,” he said. “But you do have a certain way about you. I suppose it must be something you doctors develop with time. With your close proximity to death and all.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Stephen said. “I’ll take care of your men. One of yours, then one of ours. It’s only fair.” 
 
    The Mantis pursed his chapped lips. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “That’s reasonable. Once the injured have been seen to—on both sides—you’ll be taken down to the cells to join your other council chums.” 
 
    The rest of the council were led away, taken to the cells at the back of the commune. They didn’t put up a fight. After they were gone, the Mantis turned to what remained of the community. Their expressions were sad and forlorn, not without strength. There was a deep well of resentment. Expected, perhaps, but certainly not wanted. He’d try to nip it in the bud here and now. 
 
    “Your leaders will consider the best course of action for you all,” the Mantis said. “While we wait for their decision, we will enjoy the fruits of your community. A victor deserves the spoils of war. I realize that some of you are not yet beaten, some of you still have the look of resistance about you. Some of you might already be thinking about ways to cause me and my men trouble. So I make this promise to you now: Every time one of you makes trouble, one of your leaders will die. I take no pleasure in this. I hope you all behave yourself. Don’t fight, don’t resist, and you will come out of this alive. If you fight, your leaders will die. And then so will you.” 
 
    Perturbed looks of concern amongst the congregated. He’d sown a seed of doubt in their minds. They knew the rules. Now it was up to them to follow them. 
 
    “All right,” the Mantis said, clapping his hands together. “Let the victory celebration begin.” 
 
    Half the Reaver men immediately made for the community women, who pulled away. Their fathers, husbands, and brothers attempted to defend them but hobbled as they were by the Mantis’s threat, what could they do? 
 
    The women wailed as they were dragged away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 62. 
 
      
 
    Fingertips touched the grooves in the tree’s bark. Wounds inflicted by wild beasts. The woman’s middle three fingers fit perfectly in the deepest gouges, her thumb finding an indentation she hadn’t seen earlier. 
 
    The woman moved around the tree, identifying more of the scratch marks, a crosshatch of shading, like an old drawing. They weren’t attacking this tree for no good reason. Something had to be in it for them to act so aggressively. The woman looked up at the branches. 
 
    Most of them were weak and spindly, incapable of holding much weight. Certainly not that of a fully-grown adult. Perhaps a child might clutch that branch there, the thickest one, and hold on for dear life. But how would she escape? She was surrounded. 
 
    The woman knelt at the pair of dead bodies, quickly advancing to the skeletal stage, picked clean by buzzards and left to bake in the sun. Gray frizzy hair and torn clothing. The second skeleton was a little fresher and likely died later than the first. His hair was also shorter. They held hands at the end. The woman stared at the gesture, turning her head to one side, curious. 
 
    The woman turned and surveyed the area. There. The moonlight was bright and made the salt flats glow. Something black had been spilled across it. The woman approached the abstract shape and crouched down. A splatter of blood, absorbed and enlarged by the salt. Already dry and fading. The woman looked up, scanning, and saw again what she was looking for. Two yards away, another small drop. 
 
    She stood and followed each droplet of blood. The girl wouldn’t be far now. 
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    Crow’s Nest was located on one of the lowest mountains in the neighbouring range. Still, it was too high to see the top from the bottom. The edges were steep and the angle prevented observation. It was a natural barrier against Rages who could not make the climb. With the altitude advantage, it was possible for a small number of men to hold a medium-sized Reaver clan back. 
 
    The emergency compound had originally been an outpost for local rangers to operate from. To preserve wildlife or intercept those attempting to cut across state lines. More often, it was used as a basecamp to launch rescue missions when a hapless tourist got lost or disorientated. 
 
    After the Fall, the community clubbed together to source materials and build a series of small huts. The buildings weren’t meant for long periods of occupation, merely short-term relief should an emergency arise and the commune had to temporarily leave Mountain’s Peak. Donny always thought Crow’s Nest should have been Christened Mountain’s Peak, considering its location, and the commune to be known as Crow’s Nest—as the commune members had to evict several nesting crows in order to set themselves up there. But, that was when Donny was young and he didn’t get a vote. 
 
    One time, Mountain’s Rest had an infestation of mice. They’d set up a ton of gas traps and took up residence at Crow’s Nest until they’d been killed. When they got back, the entire compound was covered with furry carpet. The amount of meat on a mouse’s body was tiny but when added together the combined weight added up to a lot. Enough for a whole month of meals. 
 
    It was dark by the time the small band of kids arrived. The stars twinkled freely and without reservation. They were exhausted and collapsed on the flat floor of the main square, gulping in great lungfuls of oxygen. 
 
    “Get up,” Donny said, out of breath himself. 
 
    He unsheathed his pistol. 
 
    “What for?” Fatty said. “This is the emergency compound. No one else is here.” 
 
    “Are you sure of that?” Donny said. 
 
    Fatty went silent as Jamie and Lucy drew their weapons. They carried short bows, designed for close hand-to-hand combat, as they didn’t have the strength nor skill to shoot a target from any great distance. 
 
    Donny went first, leading them toward the storehouse. If anyone had been there any length of time, they would have raided the storehouse for sure. Donny pulled the door open, his pistol immediately up. He entered the room in the half-squat of the initiated. The room was dark but small. Not many hiding places in there. The food, contained in small sliding boxes, were untouched. 
 
    The Reavers they’d faced were smarter than the ones they were used to dealing with. It was possible they knew about their emergency compound in the mountains. Thankfully, they hadn’t known about the secret passage that led out of the community. They could have entered the community that way and planted bombs from the inside, shooting the guards in the back. 
 
    Donny recalled there had been a lot of discussion about whether or not they should build a secret entrance out of the community or not. After all, a way out could also be used as an entrance. If an enemy knew about it, the community would be open to attack. That was why they’d installed locks on the door from the community end. It was a danger but one the council had decided was small enough to take the risk. 
 
    “I’ll check the other rooms,” Donny said to Jamie. “You start cooking. Make sure to use the hole for the fire.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Lucy said. 
 
    Donny looked as surprised as Jamie by her suggestion. Lucy wouldn’t provide much in the way of resistance should he be set upon but an extra pair of eyes was always useful. Donny shrugged. 
 
    “All right,” he said. 
 
    Fatty emerged from the storage room with an armful of ingredients before anyone noticed he’d gone. He clutched them to his chest. 
 
    “Jamie, get the pot and start a fire,” he said. “And I’ll need your knife.” 
 
    Fatty clapped his hands together, a beaming grin on his face. 
 
    “The hardest part is getting the ingredient measurements right,” he said. “It takes a real master with a ton of experience to do that. I’m not sure I can do it. The trouble is, all the vegetables are different shapes and sizes. Far too much variety for my liking. But I’ll do my best. Now, as for the dried meat. . .” 
 
    He went off, talking to himself. He was quite content to do so. Donny and Lucy headed into the depths of the Crow’s Nest, amongst the individual rooms the commune shared during times of need. Jamie watched them go with a jealous eye. 
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    Donny moved from one room to another, checking they were empty. He expected they would be. No one would sleep here without enjoying the food. If anything, it would be the other way around. Someone would take the food and hastily leave before the purveyors returned and discovered them. Best not to push their luck if they’d already managed to get their hands on the most valuable commodity—food. 
 
    But there was another reason to check the rooms. Rages. They wouldn’t be interested in food that didn’t have fresh blood or a pulse. Still, they’d been known to scale the steep slopes from time to time. Mostly, it was by accident, fumbling and stumbling until they happened onto this place. On a long enough timeline, anything was possible. 
 
    He pushed another door open and scanned the space with his pistol as if they were his eyes. He’d learned long ago that if you wanted to do anything well, you needed to do it with your eyes and your brain, not focus too much on the tool you were using. The moment he understood this, his skill at shooting dramatically improved. He shot faster and with greater accuracy, from the hip. It was hard not to become cocky when you advanced to that level. 
 
    Lucy held her six-inch knife like the amateur she was. Donny doubted she’d be able to defend herself if a Rage was really barrelling down on her. But she was the only one with the courage to join Donny making his rounds. Lucy noticed him watching her. 
 
    “What?” she said. 
 
    “You’re holding the knife all wrong,” Donny said. 
 
    Lucy looked at the knife in her hand like it was an alien object. 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” she said. 
 
    “It’s your posture,” Donny said. “Try like this.” 
 
    He pushed her forward slightly so her back was hunched, and placed both arms at right angles. 
 
    “Good,” Donny said. “Now try thrusting upwards. Like this.” 
 
    Donny made vicious short upward stabbing motions with his hands. Lucy copied him but lacked Donny’s animalistic aggression. 
 
    “Better,” Donny said. “Keep practicing like that. After you get the basic attack right, we’ll work on defensive techniques.” 
 
    As she practiced, Donny moved to the next door. He performed the sweep, again finding the rooms empty. Mats leaned against the walls. They would later be placed on the floor to sleep on. There was little else in the rooms. They were for temporary accommodation only. 
 
    Lucy stood in her hunched stance, her knife-wielding arm bent at the elbow. Donny stifled his smile. She was a sweet-looking girl, despite her bald head. In fact, her lack of hair only served to make her features all the more striking. He could see why his brother liked her. Armed the way she was, trying to look aggressive, she reminded him of a little mouse, attempting to look dangerous. 
 
    She relaxed after seeing the room was empty and massaged her arm. New movements always produced sore muscles. To her credit, she didn’t complain. 
 
    “It’ll take some time for your body to adapt to the position,” Donny said. “We call it ‘breaking your body in.’ The way we need to defend ourselves isn’t a very natural posture. You’ll get the hang of it.” 
 
    “Thanks for teaching me,” Lucy said. 
 
    “With any luck, you won’t need to use it,” Donny said. 
 
    They were on the highest part of the Crow’s Nest. It looked out on the seemingly endless desert on one side and voluminous mountains on the other. The desert afforded the best views of the night sky. Unobstructed, clear of pollution. 
 
    “It’s beautiful up here,” Lucy said. 
 
    It really was. Donny breathed in the fresh night air and let it out slowly. Performing the sweep of the compound was only a pretense. The repetitive nature of performing sweeps helped clear his mind. Donny wanted some quiet time. To think. To absorb. To reflect. 
 
    Lucy either under understood his need for tranquility or it was what she needed too. The events of the afternoon had been a life-altering moment in the community’s life cycle. A mini-Fall restricted to their own commune. Nothing would ever be the same. 
 
    They wouldn’t need to begin completely from scratch again. They had the knowledge necessary to run an effective compound. That was, in many ways, the hardest part of any new endeavour. Taking the wrong roads and making mistakes, always plowing on in an effort to continuously improve. The key wasn’t to avoid mistakes—though it was certainly an advantage to skip the avoidable ones—but to learn from them and ensure you didn’t continue to make the same mistakes in future. Sacrifices and donations of past errors did not require multiple payments. 
 
    “How long do you think we’ll have to stay here?” Lucy said. “At Crow’s Nest.” 
 
    “A day,” Donny said. “Two at most.” 
 
    Lucy nodded. 
 
    “What about after that?” she said. 
 
    “Then we go back,” Donny said. 
 
    “All of us?” Lucy said. 
 
    Donny turned to look at her. She wore the same expression she always did. Calm, relaxed, unaggressive. She was sharp, smarter than he realized. If she had picked up on his patterns of thinking, who else had? He was going to head back but he wasn’t sure it was wise to take everyone back with him. Better for him to make the journey, check how the community was going, then return for the others afterwards. He simply couldn’t sit here on his hands like this. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Donny said. “I’ll need you to watch over the others.” 
 
    By the others, he was really only referring to his kid brother Jamie. Whether Lucy understood this or not, he didn’t know. But she nodded. 
 
    “Jamie won’t be very happy about you leaving him behind,” she said. 
 
    “He’ll understand,” Donny said. 
 
    Eventually. 
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    Just a few short hours ago, they’d been enjoying the mass marriage ceremony and accompanying feast. Jamie was sure he’d tried every dish, every drink, everything Cook had spent days preparing. And none of it had been as tasty as the stew Fatty had knocked together in thirty minutes. 
 
    Maybe it was merely starvation driving his taste buds crazy. He was shocked to find he even enjoyed the vegetables! The water and meat combined to form some kind of thick liquid that tasted dreamy. It infiltrated the vegetables, soaking deep into them, replacing their bitter flavour with its own. They tasted like delicious meat too. If all vegetables tasted this good, Jamie would have licked his plate clean after every meal. 
 
    Cook could certainly have used Fatty in the kitchens. She tended to over cook some things and undercook others. Eating her meals was always a challenge. It was a logical outcome due to the fact Cook had lost her tongue a long time ago. 
 
    “It would be better if we had all the ingredients I needed,” Fatty said. 
 
    “Any better and I would have accused you of witchcraft,” Jamie said. “This tastes better than anything Cook ever made.” 
 
    “Don’t let her hear you say that,” Fatty said with a grin. 
 
    Jamie doubted he would get much of a response from her now. He’d seen her take a couple of bullets in her ample stomach. 
 
    “Besides, I’m much better at eating food than making it,” Fatty said. “That’s why Cook refused to take me on. I was more likely to eat the ingredients before she got a chance to use it.” 
 
    “She’s a good one to talk,” Lucy said, lounging back on her hands to stretch her stomach to its full capacity. “She was a lot bigger than you. She probably ate all the food too.” 
 
    They sat in a circle around the fire. It’d been built in a hole in the ground. This prevented anyone from seeing the flickering flames from a distance. Just then, Lucy caught sight of a blinking green light passing              overhead. She eased herself up onto her elbows. 
 
    “What’s that?” she said. “One of those rocks you told me about during the Fall?” 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “It’s a satellite. From before the Fall.” 
 
    “For all we know, there could be millions of those asteroids floating around up there,” Fatty said, “just waiting to bump into another planet.” 
 
    “There are so many stars,” Lucy said. “Do you think there’s other life out there?” 
 
    “Probably, “ Fatty said. “The chances are good there’s something out there other than us.” 
 
    “I wonder if we’ll ever meet aliens,” Lucy said. 
 
    “I’d rather we didn’t,” Jamie said. “It’s the last thing we need right now. I just want to go home.” 
 
    “I’m sure everything will be fine, back to normal when we get back,” Fatty said. “The Reavers will be long gone by the time we get there. We’ll stay here a couple of days and then go back.” 
 
    Back home. To his chores. Back to thinking about Nester. Jamie still found himself thinking about her most days. How it had been his fault she’d died, how he would have done things differently if he’d had the chance. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Sure,” Jamie said. “Why?” 
 
    “You have that look you get sometimes,” Lucy said. 
 
    “What look?” Jamie said. 
 
    “When you look sad,” Lucy said. 
 
    Jamie smiled. That was sad too. 
 
    “I’m not sad,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Lucy said. “And you look even sadder now, by pretending you’re not.” 
 
    Jamie threw up his hands. 
 
    “I can’t win,” he said. 
 
    That made Lucy smile. Seeing her smile like that made him smile too. Good moods really were infectious. 
 
    “No,” Lucy said. “I suppose you can’t.” 
 
    Jamie had never opened up about Nester with someone before, about what had happened to her. Except to Theresa. But then, she’d forced him to open up. It wasn’t the same as volunteering to share. Theresa was an expert at making people talk about things they didn’t want to discuss. It was her job. To choose to spill his guts to someone left a sour taste in his mouth. What if she laughed at him? He decided to go slow, to couch his emotions with a thick buffer of ambiguity. 
 
    “I was thinking about my friend,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Nester?” Lucy said. 
 
    The name sounded strange coming out of Lucy’s mouth. Like a stolen object from a foreign nation. It belonged where it had come from, not in hostile lands. 
 
    “Yes,” Jamie said. 
 
    “She died rescuing me,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Not really,” Jamie said. “She died trying to find Bernard.” 
 
    “But she wouldn’t have died if you hadn’t come across me in the tree,” Lucy said. 
 
    “She died because of me,” Jamie said. 
 
    He’d said and thought those words so often they didn’t have the same sting anymore. It was a fact he’d absorbed. They were a part of him now. They might as well have been written in his DNA. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if I tell you it’s not your fault, does it?” Lucy said. 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “But it’s nice to hear now and then.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Lucy said. “It was the Rages that killed her. The Fall. Not you.” 
 
    Hearing those words did make him feel better, even if he couldn’t bring himself to accept them. 
 
    Donny sat by himself to one side, staring into space. He hadn’t had a single bite to eat. Jamie used the ladle to scoop some of the stew into a spare bowl and crossed to Donny. He offered it to his brother. Donny didn’t take it and kept staring in the direction of the Mountain’s Peak. Jamie, saddened, but not slighted, sat the bowl down. 
 
    “How do you think they’re doing?” Jamie said. 
 
    Donny didn’t answer. Jamie understood when he wasn’t needed. He returned to the rest of the group. 
 
    “It’s getting late,” he said. “We should probably go to sleep.” 
 
    They doused the fire, washed the pots, pans, and plates, and packed them away. Jamie didn’t know when they would be heading back to the commune. He cast a look back at Donny’s beaten shadow. Judging by how Donny was feeling, not long. 
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    Jamie opened his eyes. He was in one of the Crow’s Nest bedrooms. They’d decided to sleep in the same room rather than separately. Their stated reasons were to keep warm, that it was easier if one of them awoke after hearing something outside. That way they could fight together and stand a better chance against their aggressors. The real reason was a fear of loneliness. They needed to band together, to feel like they weren’t alone in the world, that some semblance of the old world they knew was still the same. That they had each other. 
 
    The mats they’d placed on the floor and slept on were surprisingly comfortable. Like hard beds, which was what Jamie preferred anyway. He felt at his back, where he thought he’d felt something, something that had forced him to wake up. He rubbed that part of his back but found nothing there. 
 
    He noticed something else. 
 
    A figure at the door. For a moment, it looked like someone was attempting to creep inside, to sneak up on them while they were sleeping. Then the figure stepped outside. Jamie couldn’t make out the figure’s features but he would have recognized the way the figure moved anywhere. 
 
    Jamie got up and approached the door, shutting it behind himself. 
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    Jamie caught up to Donny as he crested the compound’s entrance and began to head down the steep incline on the other side. 
 
    “Donny?” Jamie said. “Where are you going?” 
 
    Jamie knew there was only one place he could have been heading. 
 
    “Go back to bed,” Donny said. 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “If you go, we’ll follow.” 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Donny said. 
 
    He was bigger than Jamie, always had been. It wasn’t only due to age. Donny had developed faster, bigger than the other kids his own age. He took after his father in more ways than one. Being so much larger, with a ten-year gap between them to boot, meant that Donny could have raised his fists and used violence against his little brother to make him do what he wanted any time. God knew Jamie deserved it sometimes. But Donny had never raised a hand to him. He was a good brother. Not that Jamie would ever admit that. 
 
    “You’re going to leave us?” Jamie said. “Leave me?” 
 
    “You have food, safety, and water,” Donny said. “You can take care of yourselves.” 
 
    “Not as well as we could if you were with us,” Jamie said. “Dad said we should come here and wait. Together.” 
 
    “You didn’t hear what Dad said,” Donny said. “You weren’t there. He told me to get you here, to Crow’s Nest. I’ve done that.” 
 
    “But not to abandon us immediately afterwards,” Jamie said. 
 
    “I’ve done my duty,” Donny said. 
 
    Jamie was hurt. It made him angry. 
 
    “Is that what I am to you?” he said. “An obligation? Something you have to take care of? Then wash your hands of?” 
 
    Donny’s confidence broke. He might be a soldier, an instrument of war, but he was also an elder brother.” 
 
    “Stay,” Jamie said, eyes pleading. “Just a little longer.” 
 
    Donny broke eye contact and looked at the ground, shaking his head. He looked up at Jamie, hands on his hips. 
 
    “I don’t have time for this,” he said, turning to leave. “Take care of the others for me. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Jamie watched his brother’s fleeing back. Powerful emotions bubbled inside him. Fear, concern, anger. A sense of loss. One rose above the others and beat them down, seizing control of Jamie’s throat. Desperation. 
 
    “I can’t lose you too,” Jamie said. 
 
    His voice was low but carried well off the hard rocks and still night air. He was surprised at the words that had come out of his mouth. Long unspoken words they both understood on a deep level. 
 
    “You’re not going to lose me,” Donny said. 
 
    “If you go, the Reavers might catch you,” Jamie said. “You’re one man. There are loads of them. You won’t stand a chance. Let Dad take care of them. He’s been taking care of the community for years. He can handle it. He doesn’t need to worry about us.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Donny said. “You’re just a kid.” 
 
    “A kid without a mum,” Jamie said. “But I do have a big brother. You’re supposed to take care of me.” 
 
    “And Dad needed me and I left him there to take care of everything by himself,” Donny said. 
 
    “He isn’t alone,” Jamie said. “He has the council, the commune. He’ll be all right. And he told you to leave. To get me and the others somewhere safe. And protect us. I don’t think taking off like this would make him very happy, do you?” 
 
    Donny wore a mask of confusion. He wasn’t sure what to do. He was always bullheaded, convinced he knew what was right. If Jamie was seeding a worm of doubt in his mind, he should press the advantage. 
 
    “We need you here,” Jamie said. “To lead us. Like Dad leads the commune. Who knows what might happen. We never thought we’d lose Mountain’s Peak but we might have. Even if we beat the Reavers, it’ll take years to recover from their attack.” 
 
    Donny’s eyes shimmered. He looked away. He didn’t want Jamie to see what he’d already seen. Jamie did him the courtesy of looking away, pretending he hadn’t seen. There were some things a brother shouldn’t see. 
 
    Jamie approached his elder brother. Unsure what to do. They were never the most touchy-feely of siblings. He reached for Donny’s backpack and took it from him. Donny’s response was to let him. Jamie had won. He carried the bag back toward the compound. 
 
    Unseen, watching from inside the room where the others were sleeping, Lucy gently shut the door. 
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    Theresa had been in tough situations before. Everyone who’d survived the Fall had been. She’d survived that ordeal, so she figured she could survive this one. Her opponents were regular humans this time. They could never carry the same terror an unstoppable wave of Rages could. 
 
    She’d heard the stories of Reavers committing mass murder, rape, and other things so depraved she didn’t even want to imagine them. Everyone had heard the rumours. She’d learned through hard experience that rumours rarely lived up to the fear that fueled them. 
 
    “I won’t do it,” a pretty girl called Candace said. “I won’t.” 
 
    She stomped her feet like a petulant kid as if this were her decision to make. It was very much out of their hands. 
 
    “What choice do we have?” a middle-aged woman called Jackie said. “We’re their property now. They can do what they like with us.” 
 
    “Not me,” Candace said. “I’m with Bernie. Not these. . . these animals!” 
 
    The Reavers had imprisoned the majority of the commune’s women in the library that doubled-up as the school. They didn’t have enough kids to divide them up into different years, so they had educated them together. The room was crammed with books, already turning dusty with lack of use. It wasn’t exactly an impressive collection but it was a start. 
 
    Someone had been busy building a new book shelving unit when the marriage ceremonies had kicked off. They had clearly expected to return and continue building, so hadn’t bothered to tidy up after themselves. They’d left their tools behind. A few small nails, a wedge of rock they’d used as a hammer, and a screwdriver. 
 
    “There must be a way out of this,” Candace said. “There must be.” 
 
    “Just close your eyes and try to enjoy it,” Jackie said. 
 
    “Enjoy it?” Candace said. “Are you insane? How could anyone possibly enjoy it?” 
 
    “It’s going to happen anyway,” Jackie said. “Might as well make the best of a bad situation. Shut your eyes and dream of your beloved Bernie. It won’t hurt much. Only at the beginning. I intend on making it as easy on myself as possible. I suggest you do the same.” 
 
    She spoke so matter-of-factly, so resigned to the situation that Theresa’s ears pricked up. She’d clearly had similar experiences before. No one else seemed to pick up on it, instead focusing on their own dreadful situation. Theresa could understand, even if she didn’t agree with their outlook. She couldn’t just sit back—or lay back as the case might be—and let these men have their way with her. Not without a fight. Theresa picked the screwdriver up and slipped it up her sleeve. 
 
    The door lock was unbolted from outside. The women leapt out of their seats and edged back as the door opened. Like sheep before the farmer. 
 
    A woman sailed into the room—having been thrown—and landed in a heap on the floor. Only Theresa bent down to aid their fallen comrade. Karen. She’d been the first of them they’d taken. Her lip was busted, blood running down the corner of her mouth and chin. Her skirts were torn, slit up the front. Tufts of her own hair sprinkled the shoulders of her dress, torn out by the root. 
 
    “You didn’t need to hit her,” Theresa said, eyes burning coal pits. 
 
    “She wouldn’t stop screaming,” a Reaver said. 
 
    Theresa didn’t make the obvious argument. If they hadn’t been doing what they had to her, she wouldn’t have screamed in the first place. 
 
    “Take note, ladies,” the Reaver said, casting an eye over the assembled. “This is what happens when you struggle and fight. She was lucky to escape with her life. Getting in the way of a Reaver and his hard-on will never end well for you. Who’s next?” 
 
    The women whimpered, pulling away. They were terrified. Their worst nightmare was about to happen to them. And there was no escape. They needed a strong example to follow. To show them that although this was a bad situation, it was not the end, and they could comport themselves with dignity. 
 
    “Me,” Theresa said, standing and handing Karen to the others. “I’ll go.” 
 
    “A willing participant,” the Reaver said with a grin. “The boys will like this one.” 
 
    He took Theresa by the arm. She pulled it out of his grip and stared him in the eye. He moved to seize her again, thinking she was about to make a break for it. Instead, she stood firm. The Reaver backed down. 
 
    “I can walk by myself,” Theresa said. 
 
    “You won’t afterwards,” the Reaver said. 
 
    Theresa had to agree with him there. She felt the cool rod of the screwdriver at her fingertips. She would in all likelihood be dead. 
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    They headed down the corridor that led outside, then hung a sharp left. They passed a dozen Reavers stuffing their faces with stolen food from their stores. She wondered how long they would survive after the Reavers had their fill. They were a stupid, dumb lot. It was a shame their leader wasn’t or else they might have won this battle. 
 
    If he wanted them to donate every week they were going to need some reserves to make a new start. That was if they didn’t up sticks and move somewhere else. It would have been a shame to give up everything they had cultivated at Mountain’s Peak but they simply couldn’t afford to support an entire clan of Reavers as well as themselves. Not if they wished to continue growing. 
 
    If Theresa made a break for it she might escape. She knew the commune better than this gang of slobbering fools. She could cause them real harm if she sniped at them from a distance. It was a nice thought but nothing would come of it. She would in all likelihood be stuck there along with the rest of them until they let her go. If they let her go. 
 
    One of the reasons she—and all the other residents—had come here was to be free. They were not the weak sheep the Reavers thought they were. They were survivors. The difference between them was the Reavers was they’d taken their destiny in their hands and didn’t assign responsibility to someone else. 
 
    “Turn left,” the Reaver guiding her said. 
 
    Theresa’s mind was wandering. Attempting to ignore what she would have to do in a few minutes. Murder evil men. She didn’t waste time thinking about whether or not she could do it. She knew she could. She had to. Every woman had the right to protect herself. 
 
    They were heading toward the back of the commune, toward the larger communal rooms. She imagined long rows of curtains divided into individual cubicles. Her skin writhed. She would stab her assailant in the eye and make her escape. What about the other women? Could she free them too? 
 
    She slowed, her steps faltering. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    A pair of large Reaver men stood on either side of the doors that led into the main communal playroom. They were both bare-chested, smothered with hair. And inside, beneath the warm light of multiple candles, were dozens of naked men. 
 
    She wouldn’t be handed to a single Reaver as she’d expected but an entire gang of them. She didn’t think there would be so many of them. How was she meant to make her escape now? 
 
    “We’ve got a fighter on our hands here, boys,” the Reaver escorting her said. “She’ll last a sight longer than the last one, I’d wager.” 
 
    “She’d better,” one of the bare-chested men said. “I barely managed to dip my wick before she passed out.” 
 
    “That hardly stopped you though, did it?” the Reaver guide said. 
 
    “Awake or asleep, makes little difference to me,” the bare-chested Reaver said. 
 
    Chuckles all around. A working boys’ club. 
 
    “No amount of slapping woke the bitch up,” the bare-chested Reaver said. “I must have been too rough on her.” 
 
    “This one will hold up better, lads,” the Reaver guide said. “You mark my words.” 
 
    “She looks firm enough,” the bare-chested Reaver said, looking Theresa over. 
 
    “She does indeed.” 
 
    The deep voice had come from behind them. The men turned and looked away sheepishly as if being half-naked now bothered them. 
 
    “She’s a fine specimen, isn’t she?” the Mantis said. 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” the Reaver guide who escorted her said. “This one’s for the men.” 
 
    The Mantis stepped toward the Reaver who spoke, so close Theresa thought he was going to kiss the other man. Uncomfortable, the Reaver stepped back. The argument was lost already, in favour of the leader. He’d taken a step back not only physically but also psychologically. This leader, whoever he was, was smart, Theresa thought. He turned to the bare-chested men standing on either side of the door. 
 
    “Do you mind if I take her off your hands?” he said. “I’m sure there are plenty more you can choose from.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the men said, looking at their feet. 
 
    Theresa was reminded of the way a misbehaving kid acted with his parents. 
 
    “There we are,” the Mantis said. “That was easy, wasn’t it? Run along now and find another willing participant for your games. Better make it two. The boys look hungry.” 
 
    The men mumbled their thanks and shuffled off to fetch new victims. The Mantis extended his elbow for Theresa to take. 
 
    “Shall we?” he said. 
 
    Theresa couldn’t believe she hesitated. She had allowed herself to come here to be an example to the others. The situation had turned out worse than she thought. Now she was being offered a way out. One man instead of dozens. Could she abandon the other women? 
 
    No. This wasn’t abandoning them, she decided. It was an opportunity. Her plan relied on her being able to kill one man, escape, seize a weapon and murder as many of these sons of bitches as she could. She wasn’t going to do that if they were dozens of them to contend with. Alone with the Reaver leader, one-on-one, she might just stand a chance. After she opened fire, the Reavers would want orders from their leader. If he was dead, they would be less effective in their defense. 
 
    Theresa affixed a smile to her face and took the Mantis’s elbow, feeling at the sharp tip of her screwdriver in her other hand. 
 
    “Lead the way,” Theresa said. 
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    The woman’s once-perfect skin was brown and burnt. Her clothes had worn away, raged and strewn with holes. Her left breast hung loose, her pink nipple showing through the hole, exposed to the elements. The woman paid it no mind. 
 
    Her hips swayed and rolled, mesmerizing, as she entered Mountain’s Peak via the huge hole that’d been blown in the wall. The Reavers—both men and women—paid her ample tribute as she passed. They whistled, the men pushing up their peak caps with a thumb to get a better view. The woman didn’t cover up or hide her nakedness. Even after the ordeal in the desert, she was the most beautiful woman any of them had ever seen. Their lust was obvious. 
 
    A Reaver by the name of Rabbit approached and looked her up and down. 
 
    “Excuse me, Miss,” he said. “Are you lost?” 
 
    “Take me to your leader,” the woman said. 
 
    “I’ll take you to my leader any time you want,” Rabbit said. 
 
    Thick jawed and bushy-bearded, Rabbit stepped closer to her. 
 
    “You look hot,” he said. “Want to go somewhere nice and cool?” 
 
    “If that’s where your leader is,” the woman said. “Yes.” 
 
    The Reaver turned to the others with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “Hear that, lads?” he said. “She wants to go somewhere cool and dark with yours truly.” 
 
    He turned back to the woman. She stood stock still, unmoving. 
 
    “And what’ll we get up to in this cool, dark place, I wonder?” he said, smacking the woman hard on the ass. 
 
    He left his hand there to gauge her response. There was none. She took the blow without even flinching. 
 
    “My, my,” Rabbit said. “Looks like we’ve got a real tough one here, lads. I might need a little help to break her. Anyone up for giving me a hand?” 
 
    He wasn’t short of offers. 
 
    “You’re wasting time,” the woman said. “Take me to your leader now.” 
 
    “She likes it fast too,” Rabbit said. “Is this my lucky day or is this my lucky day?” 
 
    He performed a low bow. 
 
    “As you wish, my lady,” he said. “Come. My leader is this way.” 
 
    He took her by the arm and led her toward a squat building with no door. 
 
    “Just what do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Rabbit pulled up short, face rising up to the sky. He exhaled audibly. Shit. And he’d been so close too. 
 
    “Worm?” the Rabbit said. “Don’t you have someone’s ass to sniff?” 
 
    The Worm had no great affinity with the other Reavers. He was an outsider, an outcast. His power lay in the clipboard he carried with him at all times. The accountant. The bean counter. Only he kept note of their resources, of their incomings and outgoings. What he lacked in strength of arm he made up for with cunning. For that reason, he was one of the most dangerous members in the clan. 
 
    “You know the rules,” the Worm said. “The leader gets first dibs on the spoils.” 
 
    “She came from the desert,” Rabbit said, spying a loophole. “She isn’t part of the community.” 
 
    “She’s here now, isn’t she?” the Worm said. “If the leader decides to let you have a piece, you’ll be first in line.” 
 
    He took hold of the woman’s arm and led her away. 
 
    “After me, that is,” he said with a backward glance. 
 
    The Reavers, hard-ons throbbing and with nothing to unload into, hung their heads. 
 
    “That’s all right,” Rabbit said, ego wounded. “There’s more than one hole for a rabbit to run down.” 
 
    He grabbed the nearest girl—no older than twenty—and shoved her in the squat building. He was followed by two more men. She started screaming before they even began to tear at her clothes. 
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    The Mantis had taken up residence in the tent the council used for their weekly meetings. As the commune grew, they moved the meeting tent to another location if and when necessary. 
 
    “I’m sorry about earlier,” the Mantis said. “It can be difficult to maintain control of the desires of men. Especially when they are from the lower echelons of society. Though I realize it’s of little consolation, I have learned from experience that there is no difference between the desires of a poor man and the desires of a rich man. It is human nature for them to want things. The same things. There’s not a hair between them. Cater to one man and you can cater to a thousand.” 
 
    He gestured for her to enter the tent first. A gentleman. Theresa supposed the leader of a Reaver clan didn’t have to be the same as his underlings. There had to be something special about a leader for him to be chosen after all. 
 
    The candles had been lit, casting a warm glow over the small area. An amalgamation of pillows and blankets were strewn across the areas where the council usually sat and discussed pertinent issues. 
 
    “Would you care for a drink?” the Mantis said. 
 
    “A dry sherry if you have it,” Theresa said. 
 
    “You know, I believe we do,” the Mantis said, moving to the drinks cabinet. 
 
    And just like that, they had moved from a rape situation to a first date. 
 
    “What do you do here at the commune?” the Mantis said, taking out two cups and pouring their drinks. 
 
    “I’m the therapist,” Theresa said, moving to the sofa and taking a seat. 
 
    “Therapist?” the Mantis said, pausing a moment from pouring their drinks. “I thought they’d died out with the vast majority of the human race.” 
 
    “Most of us did,” Theresa said. 
 
    “Not a lot of call for that line of work, I’d have thought,” the Mantis said. 
 
    “More than you’d think,” Theresa said. “More people than ever before have seen disturbing things that cause problems later on in life.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose that’s true,” the Mantis said. “We’ve all had to do things we never expected in order to survive. And if they don’t, well, the dead don’t need to see a therapist, do they?” 
 
    “No,” Theresa said. “I don’t get a lot of clients from the Rage quarter.” 
 
    The Mantis placed her sherry on the table, then took a seat in an armchair across from her. 
 
    “I’m sorry to ask this,” Theresa said. 
 
    “Then don’t ask,” the Mantis said. 
 
    His smile reflected her own. 
 
    “I never expected someone like you to be in charge of a Reaver clan,” Theresa said. 
 
    “What should I be like?” the Mantis said. “Big, hairy, and with no manners?” 
 
    “Essentially, yes,” Theresa said. 
 
    “Those types belong to the underclass,” the Mantis said. “Do not confuse me with my men.” 
 
    “Why do you do the things you do?” Theresa said. 
 
    “What things?” the Mantis said. 
 
    “Killing, maiming, torturing, reaving,” Theresa said. 
 
    “We do what we must to survive,” the Mantis said. 
 
    “Sorry, that’s not good enough,” Theresa said. “You could set up a commune like ours. Hell, you could even join ours if you wanted to.” 
 
    “You of all people know there are many different kinds of people in the world,” the Mantis said. “Always have been, always will be. Lords have always ruled over peasants.” 
 
    “You consider yourself a ruling lord?” Theresa said. 
 
    “What else are we?” the Mantis said. “We roam from place to place, taking from those who oppose us. Like it or not, we’re the ruling class. We rule by strength.” 
 
    “That’s not how the ruling class has ruled for hundreds of years,” Theresa said. “At least, not in this country.” 
 
    “You can choose to believe that if you wish,” the Mantis said. “The truth is, the rulers we elected to lead us in days passed aren’t much smarter than we ourselves are. They only wish they were, believed they were in many cases. They grew fat off the hard work of the ordinary working man. Why? Because they could. They saw the world for the way it really was. If you want to live in their world and be someone, you have to know how to break the rules for your own benefit.” 
 
    “I was hoping I could convince you to have mercy on our commune and leave,” Theresa said. 
 
    “We’ve already outlined our position,” the Mantis said. “There will be no negotiation. Now, if you please, strip.” 
 
    The sudden change took Theresa by surprise. She blinked. 
 
    “Excuse me?” she said. 
 
    The Mantis peered at her over his steepled fingers. He didn’t break eye contact. 
 
    “You thought you were here for polite conversation?” the Mantis said. “You’re here for my amusement. Strip. And do it slowly. I intend on taking my time with you.” 
 
    Fear flooded Theresa’s system, clogging her throat and making it difficult to breathe. He was a monster. From the inside out, not outside in like the rest of his men. There was a reason he was the leader of this scum, she realized. He was worse than them. He did what they wouldn’t do. That was why he was top dog and they were afraid of him. And she ought to be afraid too. 
 
    If it wasn’t for the long lump of cold metal in her fingers, she would have been terrified. She smiled, sheepishly, before standing. 
 
    “All right,” she said. “Seeing as you asked so nicely.” 
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    “Sorry about that,” the Worm said. “These men don’t know what they’re entitled to.” 
 
    He glanced at the woman’s exposed nipple and licked his lips. She had a good foot on him, with a strong athletic build. The way he liked them. He loved to tear them down piece by piece until they begged him to stop. But he never stopped, not until they were destroyed. He could be a very patient man. 
 
    He might have been the number two in any organization in the history of the world. His meticulous nature and set of skills were valuable to every large organization. He was extremely efficient and did things most people—especially those in power—often hated. He got most of the quirks of leadership but without the target painted on his back. He wasn’t a threat to any of the Reavers physically and kept his stead in good standing by giving handouts to those he thought might be plotting against him. Food, women, drugs, whatever they wanted. Just to keep the peace. All he ever asked was for his fair share of the women. They were ruined by the time he was done with them. 
 
    The guards outside the leader’s confiscated quarters let the Worm enter without giving him a second look. But the woman was an unknown. A guard held up a hand, barring her from entering. 
 
    “We have to search her,” the guard said. 
 
    “Look at her,” the Worm said. “Where do you think she would hide a weapon?” 
 
    The guards did as commanded and gave her another look. He was right but this woman was gorgeous. They couldn’t let her go without checking her over. 
 
    “You know rules,” the guard said. “Everyone gets checked.” 
 
    The guards took turns in patting the woman down, taking longer than necessary with her breasts and crotch area. The Worm felt himself stir at the sight of them so obviously manhandling her in public like this. The second guard did the same, ensuring to cup her large breasts with both hands. 
 
    “All right,” the guard said. “She’s clean.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” the first guard said. “Maybe I should check her one more time, just in case—” 
 
    “That’s enough,” the worm said, stepping inside the tent. “Animals.” 
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    She needed to get close to him, get close enough before she had to remove too much clothing. She kept her eyes fixed firmly on him. She swayed her hips and moved rhythmically, crouching and dancing, tossing her long hair like she’d seen in music videos she’d seen as a kid. 
 
    The lack of food in recent years had made her body thin and firm, and with the extra hard work she’d put in on the farms, she’d developed a toned, firm body. The kind she could never achieve in the old world. No matter what diet she’d gone on, what fad she’d subscribed to, there was nothing she could do to lose the soft belly, the hips that were too round and motherly. 
 
    It turned out, as with all things that required big change, you needed a bunch of new habits, habits that once strung together would become a whole new lifestyle. That was what had made the difference. The fact that she had no choice but to change. Change or perish. And like the best things in life, the choice had been an easy one. 
 
    She could see the lust in the leader’s eyes and, though it didn’t turn her on, it did make her feel wanted. She wanted to be desired by this man, just enough for her to get close to him. She unbuttoned her shirt, ensuring to hold the screwdriver tucked close to her body at all times. With her bra showing through the open front, she approached the leader, presenting her firm ass to him for inspection. 
 
    He brought his hand back, high, in preparation of a hard strike. With his attention so focused on the act, she seized the screwdriver and brought her arm up, preparing to time her strike with his. 
 
    The candlelight flickered as the front tent flap opened. Knocked momentarily out of rhythm, Theresa hesitated. The moment slipped through her fingers. 
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    It took a moment for the Worm’s eyes to adjust to the dim darkness after the bright sun outside. Too dark for his taste but it was how the Mantis liked to live. Darkness, after all, was his nature. 
 
    The Worm gained favor with the Mantis by bringing him little trinkets he found from time to time. In truth, it was usually the men who found them but he wasn’t about to let them take the kudos for their discovery. Often, they didn’t even know what it was they’d found. 
 
    When the Worm entered, he found the Mantis lying back on a collection of pillows, a woman, naked, in his lap. The woman stopped in her gyrations and looked back at those who’d interrupted them. 
 
    “Oh,” the Worm said. “My apologies. I wasn’t aware you were entertaining.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” the Mantis said. “She was entertaining me. As you can see.” 
 
    His eyes shifted to the woman at the Worm’s side. 
 
    “I found this beautiful lady outside,” the Worm said. “She was asking to be taken to you.” 
 
    “Well, well,” the Mantis said, getting to his feet and ignoring Theresa’s naked body. 
 
    Theresa was a beautiful woman but even she had nothing on the woman who had just entered. Even disfigured and burnt by the sun as she was, there was no hiding her obvious natural beauty. A supermodel in any era. 
 
    “You are the leader?” the woman said, voice deep and sultry. 
 
    “The one and only,” the Mantis said. “And your name is. . . ?” 
 
    “I have no name,” the woman said. 
 
    “Perhaps we can find you one,” the Mantis said. 
 
    Theresa was beginning to feel a bit left out. She retreated and began to cover herself up, careful to keep the screwdriver hidden. 
 
    The Mantis, no longer capable of containing his pent-up passion, put his mouth to the woman’s nipple, flicking it with his tongue, pinching it between his teeth. The woman gave no indication she could even feel it. The Mantis let the nipple flop from his mouth. 
 
    “Boy, are you a sight for sore lips,” he said. 
 
    He caught sight of the Worm, watching. Hungry. 
 
    “What is this?” he said. “A peep show? Get out of here!” 
 
    “What of your. . . prior engagement?” the Worm said, nodding to Theresa. 
 
    “Take her,” the Mantis said. “Give her to the men.” 
 
    The Worm seized her. Theresa was shocked she’d been so cruelly rebuffed. She’d been the warm-up act for the main attraction. The girl in the cindered dress. 
 
    “As you command, my liege,” the Worm said. 
 
    He led Theresa toward the flap. 
 
    “And tell the guards,” the woman from the desert said. “No matter what they hear, do not enter.” 
 
    The Worm nodded as he ducked under the flap and relayed the message to the guards. The guards unfastened the rope that held the flap open and let it fall. 
 
    The Mantis was in for a wild ride with that one, the Worm thought. He had his work cut out this time. 
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    “Here we are, all alone,” the Mantis said. 
 
    “I am looking for someone,” the woman said. 
 
    “Aren’t we all?” the Mantis said. “Would you care for a drink?” 
 
    “I am looking for a young girl,” the woman said. “It is crucial I locate her.” 
 
    “No girls were found in the commune,” the Mantis said. “No children. I suspect they were sent away before we arrived here. It’s often the way.”  
 
    The woman had a body to die for but wasn’t much in the way in conversation. The Mantis looked longingly in the direction of the tent flaps. Perhaps he’d made a mistake and ought to recall the other girl. 
 
    “Where was she taken?” the woman said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the Mantis said, growing irritated. “Would you like to take a bath? I’ll have my men bring in hot water for you.” 
 
    “No,” the woman said. “My appearance is of no consequence.” 
 
    “Maybe not to you,” the Mantis said. “You’re not the one who has to look at you.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and took a firm buttock in each hand. He squeezed hard. Again, the woman paid no attention. 
 
    “Then what use are you as a leader?” the woman said. 
 
    The Mantis felt stung. He needed to defend himself. “I overthrew this commune. Just as I’ll overthrow you.” 
 
    “You cannot overthrow me,” the woman said. 
 
    Her tone caught the Mantis’s attention. Confident, self-assured. In control. It wasn’t what the Mantis was used to. Terrified, afraid. That was what he was used to. This girl was a real challenge. He felt himself stir. She reminded him of the women from the old world, the ones who thought they were better than him, the ones who’d given him the motivation he needed to get things done once the Fall had happened. New world order, new leadership. The paradigm had shifted and he had to shift with it. 
 
    “Perhaps we need a new leader,” the woman said. “Would you like me to help you become more than you are?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Mantis said. “Do it.” 
 
    The woman pressed her mouth to his. The kiss was strong and passionate. She pressed harder, their tongues exploring each other’s mouth. The woman’s hand trailed up his back, neck, and gripped his hair in a fist. Man, she was a good kisser. Then the Mantis pulled back. The woman had her hand firmly on the Mantis’s head, pulling him to her. He struggled but she would not let go. 
 
    How can she be so strong? 
 
    He pushed against her, pressing with his impressive strength. It wasn’t enough. He was running out of oxygen fast. The effort of fighting for release drained him even quicker. 
 
    He sucked as much oxygen through his nostrils as he could but it wasn’t enough. He screamed at her to let him go, muffled words with his mouth covered. He punched her in the stomach. There was no give. He tried again. No dice. 
 
    Black spots danced in his vision with the onset of approaching unconsciousness. He jumped and put his feet on her chest, viciously kicking out, forcing himself away from her. They broke apart and he fell back. 
 
    Blood seeped around his mouth where the woman had sunk her teeth into his lips. A clump of his hair from the woman’s clenched fist. She was already descending on him again. Her eyes burned green, caught in the sunlight that slipped through the tent’s flaps. 
 
    “Now, we have our fun,” the woman said. 
 
    For the first time in his life, the Mantis understood what it felt like to be on the receiving end of those words. 
 
    “Help me!” the Mantis shouted in the direction of the tent flaps. “Help!” 
 
    The woman fell upon him. The guards heard the screams of agony, the tearing noises, and snapping bones. They did not dare peek inside the tent. The Mantis was known for his wild predilections. Although usually, he wasn’t the one who screamed. 
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    A new world order. That was what the Bay Butcher had always been striving for. A new world order where the strong reigned supreme and the weak quailed. 
 
    Every member of the community had a past. There was no escaping it. Most of them would have been innocuous enough. The usual waking and working and getting on with life. There was nothing wrong with that. But Stephen had had something of a less conventional past. One he had never shared with anyone and never would. Not even with Donald. 
 
    Stephen had a great deal of respect for the big man in charge of their commune. There was something somehow strong and stabilizing about him. The kind of leader they needed during these dark days. He never shared much about his past. Neither had he so much as asked Stephen about his past. The past is the past, Donald was fond of saying. Here, we’re only interested in your future. It was a nice way to think but Stephen believed not one of them didn’t carry their past around with them like a ball and chain. They were, after all, each shaped by the events of their past. 
 
    Stephen had once been known by a very different name, and a very different persona to the one he now wore, every bit as artificial as his pseudonym ‘Stephen.’ The newspapers had once referred to him as the Bay Butcher of Baltimore. Each of his victims became famous with their mere connection with him, splashed across the tabloid front pages like the latest sports results. 
 
    He had come to the Mountain's Peak commune, living amongst the everyday survivors, and he’d lived and become the figure they all knew and loved and respected. But the Bay Butcher was always there, never really leaving him. He hadn’t needed to flip the switch and become that person again. Not since the world had shifted and the new world order had taken shape. The Butcher, if not at peace, was at least able to rest. The world was how the Bay Butcher had always wished it to be. 
 
    Where the strong reigned supreme and the weak quailed. 
 
    The Butcher had lost his purpose. His dream had already been realized. The survival of the fittest was how the world was meant to operate, according to him. Humanity had traversed down a bypass, circumventing that ideal for far too long, and now nature had brought humanity back to the natural order of things. 
 
    In the midst of this peaceful commune was one of the most dangerous killers the east coast had ever known. When the axe had finally fallen and produced the Fall, all ties between the new and old world had been severed. The Butcher had scythed a path through the living and the not-so-living to reach the midwest, where he believed he could find a place of safety. Just when the fuel tank of his truck had run dry, he found himself in the middle of the desert, before this very community. It was a sign, and the Butcher took it. 
 
    The Bay Butcher only began to stir again after the Reavers had taken control of the commune, right when the wall had been blown sky high. The natural order had once again been disturbed. Stephen could accept the Reavers were stronger than the commune members but he could never accept the Butcher being placed a rung below the motorcycle murderers. 
 
    The thrill of slipping a knife between someone’s ribs began to filter into the forefront of his mind once more. He was surprised to find he’d missed that sensation. There was nothing quite like carving up a living person to get the adrenaline flowing. 
 
    Juicy, succulent. Intoxicating and powerful. The Butcher was awake and looking for a fresh taste. Stephen opened the box he had hidden beneath the floorboards of his rooms. He was mesmerized with the design of his twin blades like a father with his newborn children. Hand-crafted pearl handles with matching jewels on the pommels, the blades straight and true. Too many carried blades that were too fancy, for show, and detracted from the purpose of the blade. 
 
    He never lost his skills. They might have gotten a little rusty but he could feel the gentle strong movements his body was capable of. And who they desperately wanted to be used against. The leader of this Reaver clan. The Mantis. He couldn’t say he was altogether impressed with them. They were pretenders, a vague replica of the great Bay Butcher. He had developed his skills across three long decades. 
 
    Reavers hacked and slashed with wide sweeping movements, morons with no idea what they were doing. Their victims might as well be a lump of meat. People were sophisticated machines, each one different from the next. The Butcher had a strong knowledge of the anatomy of the human body. Where Stephen was concerned with healing, with the removal of pain, the Butcher wished to inflict it. The most sensitive parts of the human body could be surprising to some. 
 
    The Butcher was not the most physically powerful man. Neither was he the fastest. His strength lay in his precision. He could deliver his blow directly where he wanted and precisely how he wanted. 
 
    Stephen felt a little giddy at letting the Butcher out of his bottle. And terrified at the same time. It had always been that way. The challenge had never been in releasing the genie from the bottle, it was always how he was meant to get it back in. The Butcher resided inside that ancient and most powerful part of the brain—the limbic system—that all humans possessed but very few ever directly accessed. A built-in supercomputer perfectly calibrated for the act of survival. When you could harness that god-like sensation you could become whatever you wished to be. 
 
    The Bay Butcher began the way he always did—by observing and watching his target from a distance. He’d need to slip his guards before he could do that. It wasn’t difficult. He knew the commune infinitely better than the attackers. He took out a Reaver about his own height and weight and assumed the guard’s identity. Then he went about his information-gathering business. In the old world, he would have taken as long as necessary to do his research. Today, he was under immense pressure. But he didn’t need a lot of information. Only where the leader was going to be and an effective entry point. 
 
    The Mantis had taken up residence in the council’s meeting tent. A pair of guards stood roughly to attention outside the front. They were talking amongst themselves. Easy enough to give them the slip. He moved around the buildings on one side of the tent and swept around the back of the leader’s tent and put his ear to the fabric. He listened. There was no sound. He would be alone. Perhaps even asleep. 
 
    He removed the guard disguise and slipped his blade into a fallen stitch with the tip of his knife and brought it down, slicing through the threads like butter. He didn’t need a large hole. The moonlight was blocked by the large wardrobe immediately in front of him. A small pyramid of space gave him some room to maneuver. He slipped inside and got his bearings. 
 
    The tent was silent, still. The Butcher’s heightened senses took over, breaking through the dim noise of the camp outside, letting the smells fill his nostrils and general ambiance pervade his mind. He edged forward into the darkness. He knew this place already. The furniture was mapped out in his mind. A huge advantage. It was always a major benefit to know your strike zone well. He scanned the room. The floor. The cushions. The leader would likely be sleeping in one of two areas. 
 
    He approached the first set of pillows on the floor. The most likely place. The middle of the entire space. Where he would have chosen to sleep. It was the closest to the main entrance where he might quickly escape or call for help and be heard by the guards outside. He slowed. He might well be within a few inches of his quarry already, not that he could see him. 
 
    He would spring while his victim was in that groggy state between wakefulness and sleeping. The delicious, but dangerous, space where the senses were dulled and movements lethargic. He’d taken out a good number of his victims when they were in that state. The level of ease was the signature of a powerful strategy. The Butcher prided himself on always catching his victim when they least expected. 
 
    How would the Reavers react upon learning of the death—nay, the assassination—of their leader? Anger? Confusion? If he’d had time, he would have planted evidence of the murder on one of the other Reavers. The most likely contender. The most loyal Reavers to the Mantis would have killed him. That way, they would have been in total disarray. 
 
    The Butcher reached for the lump that ought to be splayed across the pillows. He came up empty. Nothing was there. Then the Mantis would be on the cot in the corner, immediately to the left of the entrance. The Butcher approached in a half-squat and moved faster this time. 
 
    He approached and saw what he was looking for. The lumpy sleeping figure of the man. The Mantis. 
 
    Stab. Stab. Stab. 
 
    Jugular vein, axillary artery, lung. Debilitating blows. All deadly if administered with enough force. But it was dark, and best to weaken his opponent first. The man grunted as he’d taken the blows. 
 
    The Butcher ducked and rolled. An attack was likely to come at him from such close quarters. He rolled up onto his feet, knife extended and facing the entrance. There hadn’t been much noise but perhaps enough to get the attention of the guards. Still, his intended victim could shout, forcing his men to come inside. The guards would then have to be dealt with first. 
 
    The Butcher calculated everything in the liquid lizard part of his brain. The other man inside his mind was only along for the ride. It was a symbiotic relationship, one that benefitted them both. One a killer, the other a disguise. 
 
    He waited now, for the leader to shout for help or attack. But he didn’t. Not letting a split second pass more than he had to, the Butcher moved aside, careful of the low coffee table he knew was placed there. Then he slowly moved further toward the back of the tent, into the dark shadows where he made his home. 
 
    Was his target dead? He should be. He couldn’t leave, not until he knew his victim’s condition. The smart thing would have been to leave and return another time to finish the job—if he hadn’t been successful in his mission already. That was what the Butcher would ordinarily have done but this time he hesitated. Things weren’t the same this time. Others depended on him, others who needed for him to murder this sorry sack of shit fast and cleanly, for this first domino to fall and the remaining Reavers, leaderless, to be hounded from the community. 
 
    The Butcher glanced up. A shadow stood against the bright glow of the moon that turned the tent’s skin a lighter shade. A fraction of difference, but enough. He was still standing. A silhouette of darkness. He couldn’t see the man’s face but he could smell his blood. He could be about to call to his men outside. 
 
    Instead, he was silent. It was this that held the Butcher still. He sensed something, something no normal man could. Something wasn’t right. 
 
    The man was standing. Upright. Not pitched over, not crying for help. He should have been doing one or the other. He should have been in extreme agony. Reavers were known for their reserves of pain tolerance. Could this be that? Maybe. Or perhaps the Butcher was rusty and missed his targets. Possible, but not likely. Time was dwindling. The Butcher needed to finish him and be gone before anyone knew of his nocturnal activities. 
 
    He rushed forward, knife blade extending just beyond his thumb, to puncture the victim’s body hard and fast with multiple attacks. 
 
    Stab. Stab. Stab. Stab. Stab. 
 
    The man’s blood splattered across the floor, painting the Butcher’s hands and dribbling over his arms. 
 
    And yet. . . The man stood stock still, unmoving. The Bay Butcher of Baltimore, unbelievably, inconceivably, shied back, shocked by what he was witnessing. 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    It was all the Mantis needed. He grabbed the Butcher by the neck in a powerful grip and lifted him off the floor. The Butcher wasn’t finished yet. He stabbed wildly, targeting the key body parts and areas of most weakness. The flabby, fleshy part of the arms. The base of the neck and throat. The blades extended out the tips of his boots. He kicked, striking at the man’s internal organs and his crotch. The man had more holes in him that a piece of Swiss cheese and yet he was still standing. He hadn’t budged an inch. 
 
    The man’s fleshy arm muscles, lacerated beyond recognition, hung from his bones like spaghetti. They ought to have lost their power. And yet, they hadn’t. The Butcher was, once again, shocked by the current states of affairs. The Mantis dropped him, letting him crumple to the ground. 
 
    The Butcher gulped, gasping for oxygen. He scrambled backward. The body was capable of a great deal more than most people realized. If you could train yourself to be unemotional and focus on the immediate cause of your discomfort, there was no reason you couldn’t have the countenance of the Terminator. Right now, he was gasping, breath rasping in and out of his lungs. His body needed more oxygen. If the Mantis was reacting the way he was now, there was no reason to suspect he would react any differently to other attacks. 
 
    He had to escape. The Butcher, inconceivably, was on the run. 
 
    As the leader bore down on his position, foot rising to slam into his body, the Butcher rolled backward and pressed his left foot against the sofa. He pushed off it, using the momentum to throw himself forward in the direction of the wardrobe. 
 
    The leader was ready for him, catching him in midair. He grasped him by the shirt and slammed him onto the floor, knocking what little oxygen the Butcher had left in his body. He shifted his body, preparing to roll to one side but the figure’s grip didn’t relent. 
 
    The Butcher tore his shirt open, letting the buttons ping off, and rolled out from under him, folding his arms underneath himself. 
 
    Slam! 
 
    The blow snapped the right half of his ribcage. Another blow in the same spot, faster than the Butcher could react to it, and the broken shards of his ribcage were driven into the soft flesh of his internal organs. In the old world, with all its modern technology, he might have been able to recover from this ordeal but with the way it was now, he had no chance. 
 
    He was doomed. 
 
    The Mantis picked the Butcher up again. This time, the Butcher’s broken body didn’t react to his commands. The figure’s face was dark, cloaked in shadows. He saw what the Butcher wanted to do, and took hold of one of the blades in the Butcher’s boots. He cut through the roof of the tent. Moonlight spilled over him, revealing the Mantis’s face. Not smiling or grinning. There, a flicker of enjoyment in the corner of his eyes. 
 
    It was the look the Butcher usually had on his face after a successful kill. Happy and triumphant with a sinister veneer of restraint. 
 
    “What are you?” the Butcher said in Stephen’s voice. 
 
    “I am your end,” the Mantis said. 
 
    He placed the blade under the Butcher’s chin. The Butcher didn’t do him the honour of screaming in pain. That was what the man locked away inside him did. Everyone eventually succumbed to the greatest assassin of all time. Death. 
 
    The Butcher watched as the Mantis peeled the skin from his bones. He watched with more than a little appreciation. 
 
    A new world had indeed been ushered in. The strong reigned supreme and the weak quailed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 78. 
 
      
 
    The Mantis exited his tent and surveyed the commune. His guards stood staring at him. He was drenched in his own blood. 
 
    “Sir!” the Worm said, alarmed. “What’s happened?” 
 
    The Mantis glanced at his wounds with little interest. 
 
    “Bring me the leaders of this community,” he said. “They have something hidden away of great value.” 
 
    The Worm couldn’t take his eyes from the Mantis’s flesh, hanging loose from several locations on his body. 
 
    “As. . . As you command,” he said. 
 
    The Mantis’s eyes shone bright green as he turned and marched back inside his tent. The Worm, as always, never missed a thing. It wasn’t his obvious wounds that had grabbed his attention, nor his lack of apparent interest in his own wellbeing. It had been the distant look in his eye. 
 
    Something was afoot. And he wasn’t entirely sure it was something good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 79. 
 
      
 
    The cells were small and cramped. They’d never had much cause to keep people prisoner before. The commune had been a calm, relaxed place and the people inside it tended to behave themselves. Oh, there were times when they had to lock someone up for having drunk too much or a trader attempted to steal one of the locals’ daughters but, in general, these rooms hadn’t been much needed. 
 
    As time went by, the number of cells they required diminished. They were turned into additional storage units. They’d been built with iron bars in the front and sides, basic brick walls on the back. They reminded Donald of the prisons often seen in old western movies. The council had been crammed into four cells, one against the other. 
 
    The Reavers ought to have left at least one guard on duty to watch them but the thrill of victory had made them over excited with the spoils. Food, water, and women. 
 
    The best they could muster was a guard checking on them at regular intervals. Each time the guard entered, the council ensured not to be doing anything but sitting or staring at the ground. The guards turned and left. 
 
    The first thing the council did after they’d been put away was to open the stored boxes. The items weren’t, unfortunately, weapons, but backup items they used on a daily basis. Things like extra cups, cutlery, and plates. Extra sheets and blankets. Kids’ toys and gardening tools. But everything could be a weapon if the mind was willing to bend. 
 
    The council members removed the bedding sheets from their protective packaging and soaked them in the puddles that formed at the back of one of the cells. Many of the boxes in that cell had been damp for a long time, with green moss claiming them. Once the sheets were wet, they wrapped them around the prison bars. With enough pressure, they might bend them enough for the occupants to slip through. But that was the final stage of their plan. First, they needed weapons. 
 
    They smashed the ceramic plates and kept the pieces that most closely resembled daggers. The knives in the cutlery collections were blunt and not of much use. But the prongs of the forks could pierce flesh easily enough. 
 
    In Donald’s own cell were boxes of toys. He was surprised by how dangerous a lot of children’s toys were—or could be—if the right kind of mind was interested in such things. A small multi-coloured plastic knife from a child’s First Kitchen set, although not sharp, could be driven easily enough into a Reaver’s belly. Donald tucked it in his belt and covered it with his shirt. 
 
    Once they were out of their cells they could walk around easily enough. None of the Reavers would recall what they looked like, save Donald. Which was why he was going to stay in the holding cell area along with a handful of the larger council members. They would subdue any Reaver sent to check on them. 
 
    Their mission was to capture the Reaver leader and hold him hostage. They knew precious little about how the Reavers operated but it was reasonable to assume the Reavers valued their leader and might leave the commune if he was threatened. 
 
    And if they didn’t react the way they expected? 
 
    Then they would kill the leader. Slit his throat ear to ear. Then watch as the Reavers descended into anarchy over who should be their new leader. Fighting amongst themselves would give the community the perfect opportunity to fight back and push this evil from their bosom. 
 
    Donald didn’t like to think how many more of their number would die from that fight. He was conflicted. It wasn’t the first time he’d considered simply waiting for the Reavers to leave. The Mantis would stick to his plan, no doubt. It was all good for him. They would pay a donation every week. It would give Donald and his community time to rebuild and come up with a plan of how they were going to hold the Reavers back. If they didn’t prepare correctly, the battle would likely end up the same way this one had. 
 
    The walls they’d built were meant as a sign of strength. With the failed defense against the Reavers, the walls were a prison. What other choice did they have? They wouldn’t get far on foot if they tried to run. The Reavers would hunt them down in a matter of hours. It would be a slaughter. 
 
    Their best chance of success was right here and now. To force the Reavers into a position which they controlled. 
 
    “Do it,” Donald said. 
 
    The men in the third cell picked up the damp sheets and began to wrap them around the cell bars. 
 
    “Wait,” the Council Member for Trade said. “Someone’s coming.” 
 
    The men hastily unwound the sheets and dumped them in a box. One man sat on it, the others stood, leaning against the bars. Then another noise, an unfamiliar sound. Jangling metal. Keys. 
 
    Someone was going to open the cell doors. 
 
    Donald’s mind raced. This might be their chance. 
 
    The Reaver entered. He was immediately followed by half a dozen others. They kept an eye on the prisoners, hands on the guns at their thick waists. No. They would not attack. They cast an eye over the councilors. Not looking for anything suspicious. Just wary. 
 
    A greasy figure, much smaller and less assuming than the others, stepped forward. He carried a clipboard that looked like a part of his arm. 
 
    “Where’s the leader here?” the Worm said. 
 
    Donald took a moment before he stood up and stepped forward. 
 
    “Here,” he said. 
 
    The Worm didn’t have to say anything. The two men on either side of him stepped forward. 
 
    “The rest of you, stand back,” the Worm said. 
 
    The councillors didn’t move a muscle. 
 
    “Do as he says,” Donald said. 
 
    Slowly, the council members did. The Worm unlocked the door. The Reavers grabbed Donald and dragged him out. They hastily shut the cage door and turned the key in the lock. 
 
    The Worm ran an eye over the councilors in their cages. He pursed his lips, sensing something was off. 
 
    “Keep a guard posted inside this room at all times,” he said. “Make sure he’s well armed.” 
 
    And just like that, their plans were scuppered. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” Donald said. 
 
    “The Mantis wishes to speak with you,” the Worm said. 
 
    Soon, Donald would be within range of the Mantis. And more importantly, so would his plastic toy knife. 
 
    The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. 
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    The Reavers were taking no chances. Two men held Donald firmly, arms behind his back. Any higher, and they would either dislocate his shoulder or break his arm entirely, whichever gave way first. 
 
    The community was a mess, even worse in the early dawning light. Today was the day they’d have begun tidying up this mess. If they’d won. But they hadn’t won. They’d lost. Categorically. 
 
    Donald lost his footing after a hard shove and fell flat on his face, skinning the skin from his chin. 
 
    “Get up!” the Reaver who’d shoved him said. 
 
    Donald curled his legs under himself, already sensing the incoming blow that would act as encouragement for him to get a move on. He pushed himself up, onto his feet, almost losing his footing again. Only one man grabbed him from behind this time. Still far too large for Donald to deal with by himself. At least, not in his current state. 
 
    They led him to the council meeting tent, passing the guards on duty. They didn’t even check him. Donald tripped on a fold of carpet and hit the ground again. The wind was knocked from his lungs. He panted, struggling to breathe. 
 
    “Leave us,” the Mantis said. 
 
    He stood with his back to Donald, silhouetted against the tent wall that burned fiercely with the glowing sun. The Reavers backed out of the tent, goaded into fear. Donald grunted as he pushed himself to his knees, then sat back on his heels. He massaged his arms, shoulders, and hands. Sore, but functional. He flexed his stomach to feel the knife tucked in his belt. The weapon was still there. 
 
    A thick fetid stench clung to the room, a cloying odour that choked Donald’s throat. The stink had been strong outside but even worse inside the tent. It was the stench of death. The place reeked of it. 
 
    “You are the leader of this place?” the Mantis said. 
 
    An odd question, considering they had already met once before and he’d asked the exact same question. 
 
    Donald nodded. 
 
    “Some time ago, you came across a young girl,” the Mantis said. 
 
    “A girl?” Donald said. 
 
    “A young girl,” the Mantis said. “I understand she was taken away from here.” 
 
    With the recent spate of events having befallen the community, it took Donald a moment to remember what had happened before the community had been overrun with Reavers. 
 
    “Yes,” Donald said. 
 
    It felt like a dream. Jamie and his friends heading out into the desert to find Bernard. Had that really only been a few days ago? And they’d returned with Nester, infected with the virus, and a young girl. Lucy. That was the name Jamie had given her. A sweet girl. 
 
    “What do you want with her?” Donald said. 
 
    “That is none of your concern,” the Mantis said. “Is she here?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Donald said after a brief pause—a pause that condemned him. 
 
    “Where is she?” the Mantis said. 
 
    Pointless playing with the truth now, Donald thought. 
 
    “You’ll never find her,” he said. “Or any of the other children.” 
 
    “You have no idea what I’m capable of,” the Mantis said. “What I came here to do.” 
 
    The Mantis turned. Facing Donald. The irises of his eyes glowed green in a dark face. He had been afflicted with a significant number of wounds, wounds that should have killed him. For the first time in a long time, Donald was afraid. 
 
    He’d only ever felt that level of fear three times in his life: The night his wife had given birth to Jamie. It’d been a long, difficult process of childbirth and it wasn’t clear if she would pull through or not. He had held her hand as she’d given her final push, birthing Jamie. Just two weeks later, the Rages had paid their visit and she had died. 
 
    The second time was when the Fall happened, when the world had descended into madness and chaos and the people attacked one another. He was faced with protecting those he loved from the monstrosities they later referred to as Rages. Then, once again, he’d been terrified when a new force began to attack them with their motorcycles and guns. The Reavers. 
 
    Each time, a new danger, a new threat previously unknown, one he wasn’t sure he could overcome. Each challenge had been hard. Luck could have taken him down either route. Success or failure. He never stopped fighting. Now, here was the next challenge. 
 
    Whatever this Reaver leader was, he wasn’t human. No eyes shone like that, save of a Rage, and he clearly was not one of those. It wasn’t the same man he had dealt with the day before. That man at least had some semblance of humanity about him. A sense of fairness.  
 
    But everything could be killed. All you had to do was prepare for the right opportunity, knowing it would present itself, and then take it when its head popped above the parapet. Donald felt at the plastic knife tucked into the back of his pants belt and shifted his weight, placing his right foot underneath him to leap forward and bury the blade deep in the creature’s neck. 
 
    He curled his leg up underneath himself. Prepared to leap. 
 
    “Put the knife away,” the Mantis said. “Your friend already tried that and failed.” 
 
    Shoved immediately from his sphere of concentration, Donald hesitated. 
 
    “My friend?” Donald said. “Who—?” 
 
    The rest of the question got stuck in his throat. The crumpled mess at the back of the room. There were two of them. It explained the smell. Rotting flesh. 
 
    A pack of flies hovered around Donald’s face and ears. He waved his hand to diffuse the cloud. There was that stench again. Strong, thick, and cloying. The smell of death. The piles didn’t seem large enough, like a large part of the meat was missing. 
 
    “If you wish for the rest of your community to avoid the same fate as your friend, I suggest you tell me what I want to know,” the Mantis said. “Where is the girl?” 
 
    “I don’t know where they went,” Donald said. 
 
    “We both know that’s not true,” the Mantis said. “I understand you have children too. They will likely be with the one I am looking for.” 
 
    “Our children are trained to survive in the wilderness,” Donald said. “They would have run the moment it was clear we were going to lose the community. If you want to find them, you’re going to have to send trackers to find where they went because no one here knows.” 
 
    “Take me to her and your children and community will go free,” the Mantis said. 
 
    One girl versus an entire community. A good deal in any situation. But these were human lives they were talking about. 
 
    “What guarantee do I have that you’ll do what you say?” Donald said. 
 
    “I will take the clan with me, out of the commune,” the Mantis said. “All you have to do is take us to the girl.” 
 
    It was the start Donald and the commune needed. To begin again. The commune had always operated on what was best for the community, not any one individual person. They had sent Angie into the desert, to certain death, because she was a drain on their resources. They simply couldn’t support her. What was the life of one girl versus those of the community? Still, Donald felt his stomach twist at the idea. Sacrificing an innocent girl his own son had rescued from bloodthirsty Rages. 
 
    “You’ll withdraw all Reavers from the commune?” Donald said. 
 
    “You have my word,” the Mantis said. 
 
    The word of a Reaver. What was it really worth? 
 
    “The moment I have the girl,” the Mantis said. “The Reavers will never concern you again.” 
 
    There was no way he could promise that. But it didn’t matter. The community needed enough time to adequately rebuild itself, to protect itself from danger the Reavers represented. Donald didn’t need to kill the Reaver leader. Leading him away from the commune was enough. 
 
    “Very well,” Donald said. “I’ll take you to her.” 
 
    But there was more than one way to any destination. The short way, and the long way. 
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    The Reaver clan was busy making preparations to leave. Packing food, water, and anything else they could carry. More than one took a final turn at the women. The road could be a long and lonely place. Best to make the most of the situation while they could. 
 
    The Worm approached the Mantis, who stood beside his bike, looking at it like he had never seen anything like it before. 
 
    “May I speak with you, sir?” the Worm said. 
 
    The Mantis turned to look at him, hands clasped behind his back. Those green irises bore into the Worm, making him squirm. 
 
    “Might I suggest we not take the whole clan?” the Worm said. “Perhaps we could leave a small number here to hold the commune.” 
 
    “The commune is of no consequence,” the Mantis said. “Only the girl matters.” 
 
    The Worm licked his lips. He’d need to tread carefully. 
 
    “Perhaps it would be wise to leave a small contingent of men here,” the Worm said. “In case this commune’s leader isn’t forthcoming about the true location of the girl.” 
 
    “The true location?” the Mantis said. “You mean, lie?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the Worm said. 
 
    The Mantis considered this line of thought. Then turned his full attention on the Worm. 
 
    “Would you say you understand the human mind well?” he said. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the Worm said. “I think it’s fair to say I have a good grasp of the inner workings of the human mind.” 
 
    The Mantis pursed his lips in thought. 
 
    “Very well,” he said. “Make what preparations you consider necessary. But nothing must endanger our primary goal.” 
 
    The Worm bowed and turned to leave. He wiped a hand across his brow. He was sweating, and not because of the heat. It was the gaze of the creature. The Mantis had never been the type to concern himself with the details. His was a hard and fast style. Attack now, think later. He was a hammer, strong and unyielding. The same hard coldness was visible now but it was different. Disconnected. Humans, he’d said. Humans. As if he wasn’t one of them. 
 
    The Worm shivered. He’d need to make another set of preparations in case things went belly-up. An escape plan. 
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    Donald was dumped on a Reaver’s bike, hands tied behind his back. 
 
    “Which direction?” the Worm said. 
 
    “East,” Donald said. 
 
    The Worm issued the order to the clan. They mounted their bikes. Many looked longingly at the women they were leaving behind. They needed to travel light and fast. They drove out of the commune and made a wide circle around it like a flock of birds, kicking up a sandstorm before finally taking off and heading away. 
 
    It was only after the dust had settled did Donald spot the mountains in the distance ahead of them, drawing closer. 
 
    “West?” Donald said. “I told you to go east.” 
 
    The Worm leaned back in his seat. “You are a parent. It’s only natural you would wish to protect the ones you love. You would do what any loving parent would do and lead us in the wrong direction. To buy your children a little more time.” 
 
    Donald was speechless. His plan had been too obvious. Worse, the Reaver leader’s second was a very intelligent man. He’d never expected to survive this trip but now the timeline on his own life had become a whole lot shorter. 
 
    He prayed the kids would see them coming and get the hell out of Dodge. 
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    Life in the emergency compound was essentially the same as that in the main commune, even if the jobs were a little more time-consuming. The water had to be pumped from a handle attached to the well. In the commune, they had a donkey that did the, well, donkey work of extracting the water. With no one there to maintain any permanent gardens, there were no farming areas to speak of. But there were fruit trees. Some they had planted themselves, others were wild. They picked the fruit they knew to be safe. 
 
    It might have been an enjoyable camping trip, but every so often, one of them would stop and peer off the mountain’s edge and into the distance. At their home. And their loved ones. And wonder what was happening to them right at that moment. They put their heads back down and carried on with the job in hand. Life was hard enough already without having to think about family. 
 
    Each night, muscles sore, but happy from a day of work well done, the kids came together and sat around the fire. Fatty told them stories. He was very good at it, slowing down and speeding up when the pace required it. The only problem was his insistence on going into intricate details of the food the heroes ate. 
 
    “Just get on with it, Fatty,” Donny kept saying. 
 
    Fatty looked hurt, and rolled back onto his chubby flanks and continuing the story. Finally, unable to hold back, and knowing everyone was thinking the same thing, Jamie spoke up. 
 
    “How do you think they’re getting on?” he said. 
 
    He didn’t need to say who. Everyone already knew. 
 
    “We’ll know when we know,” Donny said. 
 
    Hearing nothing was not a good sign. Donald would have sent a messenger to them by now if they’d managed to hold the Reavers back. They might still be fighting for all they knew. There was nothing they could do to aid them from their current position. There was no ignoring the gnawing, irritating sensation in the pit of their stomachs. 
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
    “Someone’s coming,” Lucy said, standing from the lookout position on the ledge of rock that hung over the steep incline below. “Look.” 
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    Donald had forgotten just how fast a motorbike could travel in the open. The Reavers had a huge advantage. They could cover massive distances with a single tank of gas. Of course, with great strengths came equally large weaknesses. The vehicles were loud. No way you could creep up on anyone. Never mind all the undead you’d attract. 
 
    Then there was the oil issue. You needed access to reserves at all times. Run out, and you could end up in the middle of nowhere. Stranded. You had to plan ahead and know how many miles you were going to cover. 
 
    Donald let go of his concerns for a moment and let the wind rush through his hair and flap the corners of his jacket. It was a rush. He’d been somewhat of a hellraiser in his teens and always had access to a bike. Young and free, he counted those days as some of the best of his life. 
 
    In the distance, though he kept his head low and ensured not to look at them too long, was the mountain range upon which they had built the Crow’s Nest. He could almost imagine the kids up there now, looking down on the Reaver clan. He was sure they could see them. He wondered what thoughts were passing through their minds. They were smart kids. He was sure they wouldn’t do anything foolish. They were too distant to make him out individually. A failsafe against idiotic notions of heroism. 
 
    The bikes slowed and pulled to a stop. Balanced precariously on the back of the Reaver’s bike, it would have been easy for Donald to fall off. He didn’t fight too hard to stay on. If he fell, he fell. That would buy his kids a little more time to get out. 
 
    “All right, Mr. Leader,” the Worm said, turning in his seat. “Which direction now?” 
 
    Donald gestured with his head for them to carry on in the same direction they were already going. 
 
    “Straight on,” he said. 
 
    The Worm pursed his lips. He knew their position wasn’t strong. That was why he’d taken precautions before their departure. He approached his bike’s handlebars and pointed to a small button. 
 
    “Do you know what this is?” he said. 
 
    “The horn,” Donald said. 
 
    “That’s right,” the Worm said. “Used to warn people you’re coming through, to get them out of your way. Most useful in the old world. In this world, they’re not of much use. Do you know how far the sound can travel in a desert like this?” 
 
    Donald shook his head. 
 
    “Can’t say I do, no,” he said. 
 
    “It’s half a mile,” the Worm said. “We’ve done tests ourselves. Useful when you need to keep a close eye on unit location.” 
 
    “So?” Donald said. 
 
    “So, how far would you say we’re from your commune right now?” the Worm said. 
 
    Donald felt like he had snakes in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    “Would you say we’re about half a mile away?” the Worm said. 
 
    “Yes,” Donald said. “About that.” 
 
    “And did you know that I instructed my men to pick ten people randomly from your commune the moment we left?” the Worm said. “Did you further know that if I were to push this button, they will execute those members?” 
 
    Donald’s mouth went dry. 
 
    “I need to speak with your leader,” he said. “He said he wouldn’t harm them.” 
 
    “Oh, we won’t,” the Worm said. “This is you harming them, not us. I will ask you every fifteen minutes which direction to go in. And every fifteen minutes is another ten lives. Take us in the wrong direction and we’ll accumulate those lives and send a man back right here, to this spot, to pass on the message of the cost of life. Do you understand?” 
 
    “You don’t need to do this,” Donald said. “I’m taking you to the girl.” 
 
    “Good,” the Worm said. “Then we will have no problem. Now, are you sure we should be heading straight on?” 
 
    Donald took a moment to think. Ten lives every fifteen minutes. For one girl’s life. He couldn’t put dozens of people’s lives on the line. The Worm might be bluffing but did he really want to take that risk? 
 
    Donald shook his head. Then gestured left. Toward Crow’s Nest. 
 
    The Worm extended his leg and drew an X in the dirt. He sneered and turned to his men. 
 
    “The mountains,” he said. “We head for the mountains.” 
 
    Donald hung his head, beaten. He didn’t enjoy much of the journey after that. 
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    A cloud of dust was kicked up by something travelling fast. They pulled to a stop. Donny peered at them through his spyglass. He could only make out a bunch of black-clad figures. 
 
    “Reavers,” Donny said. 
 
    “Maybe Dad took some of the Reaver bikes to get to us faster?” Jamie said. 
 
    Donny shook his head. 
 
    “There are too many of them,” he said. “And why would they dress up in Reaver clothes?” 
 
    The clan roared their engines and turned, making a b-line for the Crow’s Nest. 
 
    “They’re coming!” Fatty said. “They’re coming here!” 
 
    “What should we do?” Jamie said. 
 
    Donny looked at the expectant eyes on him. His father had been right to leave him in charge. They instinctively turned to him for leadership. They were his responsibility now. He had to do what was best for them. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” Donny said. “Pack up your things.” 
 
    The camp was suddenly alive with activity, where only a moment earlier it had been malaise. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Into the forest,” Donny said. “Find a viewpoint so we can see the Reavers when they arrive. The thick foliage will prevent the Reavers from running us down. They’ll have to dismount. With any luck, they’re not Reavers.” 
 
    Even he could hear the doubt in his voice. They were Reavers all right. 
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    To the untrained eye, it would have looked like the compound was empty and had been for some time, but Donald could tell by the recent fire cinders and scuff marks of hurried footsteps that disappeared behind the buildings that it had only recently been vacated. 
 
    Donald breathed a sigh of relief, thankful the compound was empty. The kids must have seen them coming and made a run for it. He had been more than a little fearful Donny would make a defiant stand. He’d always been brave to the point of foolhardiness. He was sure it was only because of his brother Jamie’s presence that he’d resisted his own urges. 
 
    The Mantis knelt down and put his fingers to the tracks. He appeared to be most interested in the smallest footprint. Lucy’s. The Mantis wore no expression as he considered what he’d found. It was difficult to understand what was going on behind those eyes. He stood up and looked in the direction of the mountains that sawed like a frozen stormy sea. 
 
    He took his spear off the back of his bike and followed the tracks that would lead to the forest immediately behind the buildings. 
 
    “Right, well,” the Worm said. “Looks like we’ll be continuing on foot from here on out. We won’t all search in the forest. We need a small contingent to flush the kids out. Take the commune leader with you. He can be used as leverage.” 
 
    He chose six men to accompany the Mantis. 
 
    “The rest of us will drive around the mountains,” he said. “The first group will drive clockwise. The rest of us will drive counter. We’ll meet you on the other side.” 
 
    The six men nodded and followed the Mantis. Donald, hands bound behind him, was shoved forward. Reavers on motorbikes were a difficult opponent. A Reaver on foot, in a location they were not used to, was slow and weak. It presented him with an opportunity. All he needed was an opening. He might not take them all down but he could make a nuisance of himself and improve the odds in case the kids were forced into a confrontation. 
 
    Donald might have been unarmed but that did not mean he was harmless. Nature provided more than enough weaponry if you only but knew where to look. For the first time since the Reaver attack, Donald felt confident. 
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    Donny was the first to crawl up the hill’s incline and peer over the side. His head barely showed, looking down at the figures below. They were standing where they had been less than thirty minutes earlier. Donny’s breath caught in his throat at the figure bringing up the rear. His father. 
 
    A thousand ideas flashed through his mind. The powerful limbic emotions flowed like a tidal wave. There had to be a way to get him free. But how? 
 
    Figures on either side of Donny peeked over the edge. Fatty ducked down immediately and pressed himself to the earth as if he wanted to pass through it. It was Jamie’s reaction Donny was most interested in. He kept his arm loose in case he needed to wrap his hand over his brother’s mouth. He needn’t have worried. Jamie didn’t say a word and just stared at their father. That was good. 
 
    The last figure to look over the side was Lucy. She scanned the Reavers one by one. Then froze. 
 
    Her hands grasped the blades of grass that sprouted in meagre patches on the hilltop. Her eyes became large bulbous saucers. Her mouth dropped open. It was difficult to tell if she was angry or upset. Either way, it wasn’t good. 
 
    “Lucy?” Jamie said. “Are you all right?” 
 
    No. Lucy was certainly not all right. She rolled over and lay on her back. Her body shook. She stared at the blue sky and white fluffy clouds. So big they could almost touch them. White froth erupted from the corners of her mouth, spilling down her cheeks. 
 
    “We have to get her out of here,” Donny said. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Jamie said. “What’s she doing?” 
 
    “She’s having a fit,” Donny said. “She might start shouting and give away our position. We have to get away from here now.” 
 
    He bent down and picked her up, carrying her in his arms. He began jogging down the hillside. Leaving his father behind like this made him feel like a traitor again. 
 
    Things were getting better and better, Donny thought. A clan of Reavers on their tail, their father a prisoner amongst them, and now Lucy reacting like this. What a day. 
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    The natural pathways wound like rope through the woodland. No one passed through the vegetation often enough to form them. The Reavers would not be far behind. Donny had no time to disguise their tracks or lay false trails for the Reavers to follow. 
 
    As a boy, he’d explored these woods and gone as far as he could reach in a single day, ensuring to return before the sun had fallen. It was a rite of passage, something every boy from the commune did. If the Reaver attack hadn’t happened, Jamie would have been making that journey himself. 
 
    Lucy had calmed down and fallen asleep in Donny’s arms. It was up to Fatty to keep an eye on their rear, watching for any Reaver that might present themselves, suddenly lurching from the foliage. They tended not to see a lot of Rages in this space. It was just too dense for them to traverse. They often tripped and smashed their heads open on an outcrop of rock. Those were only the ones that managed to ascend the steep cliff faces. As an emergency compound, it really had all the security they needed. 
 
    They came to a small creek where the water tinkled softly over small pebbles. The light danced golden-green, the sun winking through the gaps in the leaves. Donny, sweat dripping from his brow, lowered Lucy to the ground, placing her with a gentleness normally reserved only for newborn babes. He stepped back and wiped away the sweat. He fell to his knees and splashed fresh cold water on his face. 
 
    Jamie fell to his knees beside Lucy and checked her pulse, going through the ABCs. 
 
    “She’s still alive,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Of course she is,” Donny said. 
 
    “What happened to her?” Jamie said. 
 
    “She had an epileptic fit,” Fatty said. “My sister has them sometimes.” 
 
    Jamie thought back to the times Fatty’s sister couldn’t come out to play. She always looked pale and weak after her episodes. He’d never seen her have the fit directly though. He wasn’t too bashful to admit it scared him to see Lucy react that way. 
 
    “Why?” Jamie said. 
 
    “A crossed wire in her brain or something,” Fatty said. “Something stimulated her to have that reaction.” 
 
    “She was only looking at the Reavers,” Jamie said. “Why would that make her react like this? She saw lots of them at the commune.” 
 
    “It must have been something about these Reavers that made her respond like that,” Donny said. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Fatty said. “Sometimes it can be something small, unrelated to what she was really looking at. Like a migraine. There are different ways it can be triggered.” 
 
    “Like what?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Blinking lights at a certain angle,” Fatty said. “Something that sends the wrong chemicals to the wrong part of the brain. Even eating the wrong food can do it. It could be anything.” 
 
    Lucy began to stir, eyes flickering open like rusty doors. 
 
    “Lucy?” Jamie said. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lucy said after a moment. 
 
    She moved to sit up, jerky and uncertain. Jamie was there to give her a hand. Lucy looked up at the others. 
 
    “What happened to me?” she said. 
 
    “You had a fit,” Fatty said. 
 
    “A what?” Lucy said. 
 
    “An epileptic fit,” Fatty said. “Have you had them before?” 
 
    Lucy put a hand to her temple. 
 
    “No,” she said. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “What triggered you?” Fatty said. 
 
    “I can’t remember,” Lucy said. “I was looking at the Reavers who’d come up the mountain to the emergency compound. And then. . .” 
 
    Her eyes moved to the side. Widened. 
 
    “And then I saw it,” she said. 
 
    “It?” Fatty said. 
 
    “The one dressed as a Reaver, but not a Reaver,” Lucy said. “The one wearing the Reaver’s skin.” 
 
    The others shared a worried look. 
 
    “It was a regular gang of Reavers,” Jamie said. “And they’re out here, looking for us.” 
 
    “We need to get moving,” Donny said. “The Reavers will be on us soon if we don’t keep moving.” 
 
    Concerned, Jamie filed the details away for later study. He helped Lucy to her feet. She didn’t seem to need him as a crutch. She was strong for a small girl. He had to admire her. She wore a frown of intense concentration. Trying to figure out what she had seen, what had kicked her off. What was the reason for the fit she’d experienced? It must have been a terrifying ordeal but she didn’t let it show. 
 
    “We need to keep moving,” Donny said. “Grab your things.” 
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    The Reavers struggled to keep up with the fast-moving figure in front. The Mantis hacked at the undergrowth, carving a path through it. The Reavers were big and bulky fellows and not used to tight areas like this. They were accustomed to zooming across the wild flat planes of the desert. Donald barely made any sound as he carefully stepped through the forest, his skills developed over a lifetime coming to the fore. 
 
    He knew this forest better than anyone. He knew how the ground undulated beneath his feet, which bushes provided a delicious snack, which plants to be wary of. And he knew what lived in this woodland. If Donald could thin out their number, it would make any kind of confrontation later—if the opportunity presented itself—that must easier. Donny, he knew, was armed, and would make a stand if there weren’t too many Reavers to face. 
 
    Donald scanned the hedgerows at his feet. The marks in the soil and etches in tree bark. The undergrowth clawed at the thin soil for whatever purchase it could maintain, reaching for the dull sunlight that broke through the foliage above. It was the leafy umbrella Donald focused his attention on now. He knew what he was looking for, the shapes and delicate shadows. 
 
    He was at the back of the group with a single Reaver assigned to keep an eye on him from behind. The rest of had fanned out, forming a long line that snaked through the forest, the Mantis out front. He had an intense and angry look of concentration on his face as he scythed through the wildlife. Not for the first time, Donald thought about what the leader would want with a girl like Lucy. She was sweet and innocent. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be anything good. Perhaps it was best not to think about it. 
 
    The hours ticked by, and Donald still hadn’t spotted what he was looking for amongst the trees’ plumage. On a normal day, he’d spot dozens of the damn things. Why, of all days, were there none of the things there? 
 
    The Mantis did not slow, did not stop for food or water. Sweat dripped from the heavyset Reavers in their attempt to keep up with him. They hadn’t gotten any serious exercise in years. In a fair race, they’d have no chance of keeping up with any member of the community. 
 
    The Reaver shoved Donald again, forcing him onward. But even he was weakening, his aggression less effective. Donald fell, tripping on exposed tree roots. He landed on his back. And that was when he spotted it. 
 
    The shadowy lump in the foliage, absorbing the light from the sun and heating up its cold-blooded body. 
 
    “Gerrup!” the disgruntled Reaver said, kicking Donald in the ribs. 
 
    Donald held up a hand for the man to stop as he slowly got to his feet. The backs of the Reavers ahead were already rapidly disappearing into the thick mass of the forest. 
 
    “You’re putting me behind!” the Reaver said. “Gerrup now!” 
 
    Donald did, then continued walking. He identified the tree that provided the foliage for the creature to perch upon above. They passed directly underneath the coiled shape. Donald slowed, turning his body toward the tree trunk. 
 
    “Get a move on!” the Reaver said, kicking Donald. 
 
    The blow was what Donald needed. The added momentum forced him forward. He added his own weight to the movement and slammed hard into the tree trunk. He grunted as the air was knocked from his body. The Reaver grinned, grunting with grim satisfaction. 
 
    Donald glanced up. The shadow had slid slightly to the left, toward a lighter patch of foliage, where there was less resistance for the sunlight to penetrate. The strike wasn’t enough. Donald pulled his leg back and kicked at the trunk again. The shadow jolted more to the left. It began to unfurl, sensing its predicament. Donald would need to act fast before it moved away from the target zone. 
 
    “What’s taking so long?” the Reaver said. “Are you playing with yourself?” 
 
    Donald kicked the tree again. This time it worked. 
 
    The red and black body of the snake slipped through the foliage hole. It would fall fast, Donald knew. He threw himself to one side. 
 
    “Now you move fast?” the Reaver said. 
 
    The moment the words were out of his mouth, the snake landed. It wasn’t an altogether large specimen. It was the smallest that were the most dangerous. They attracted the most attention from larger predators and so needed to evolve powerful venom to take them on. Still, falling from that height made the Reaver grunt and fall to his knees. 
 
    The snake lay wrapped about the Reaver’s shoulders like a thick muffler. Its scales glistened black and red. It was angry from having been disturbed from its slumber. Its head came into the dazed Reaver’s vision. The Reaver’s eyes widened to the size of dishes. He screamed. Fast movements were never a good idea when it came to snakes. 
 
    The snake pulled its head back and struck three times in quick succession, injecting its venomous poison into the man’s face. The Reaver screamed louder, pushing at the snake, at the same time terrified to touch the damn thing. Panic was setting in. 
 
    A pair of Reavers had stopped hacking through the underbrush and came to check what the holdup was. 
 
    “Jesus!” one of them shouted before leaping forward with his machete. “Give me a hand!” 
 
    The two men hacked at the snake. They caught their friend several times, tearing open his cheeks. Once they cut the snake loose, they unloaded into it with unnecessary vengeance, blowing it to pieces with gunshots. 
 
    They rolled the affected Reaver over. His face was red with bite marks, swollen where the venom had entered his system, hands curled into claws. His face was frozen, contorted in an expression of terror. 
 
    “He’s dead,” a Reaver said, letting him fall back to the forest floor. 
 
    The Mantis had turned back to see what was happening. He said nothing and showed no emotion, as he turned back to the foliage and continued hacking away. The other Reavers shared fearful expressions. Unsure. 
 
    They glanced up at the foliage with mounting fear. If one snake could fall from the foliage, then how many more were up there? The natural limbic system of the average man would push those fears to breaking point. To the extremes. When a host’s survival was at stake, no level was too high. Too far only meant being over-prepared for the terrible things that might happen. And being better prepared was never a bad thing. 
 
    Donald’s plan had worked. He wanted the others to focus their attention where it shouldn’t be. On the treetops. That left them vulnerable to the other dangerous things, the things that resided in the undergrowth at their feet. 
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    Pop pop pop. 
 
    The kids stopped and turned to look back in the direction of the gunshots, at the endless sheer green walls. The thick foliage would have dampened the noise, so the Reavers could be much closer than they sounded. Donny wasn’t as experienced as his father in these woods, but he knew well enough of the dangers that existed there. 
 
    “What are they shooting at?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Hopefully, each other,” Donny said. 
 
    It was unlikely to be the case, Jamie knew. Still, it was a nice thought. 
 
    “We need to shake them off,” Donny said. “They’ll try to track us.” 
 
    They dropped down a muddy embankment and into a clear-water stream. A mere trickle now, but it gained in strength further down. They would head down it for some distance before later coming out and continuing on. It might buy them a little time. 
 
    “What is it these Reavers even want with us?” Fatty said, cursing under his breath at the cold water. “You’d think they’d leave us alone. They have the commune and now the Crow’s Nest. What more do we have to give them?” 
 
    “Maybe they saw evidence of our stay there,” Jamie said. “The fire. The food. So they’re chasing after us.” 
 
    That was ignoring the reaction Lucy had to seeing the Reavers, Donny thought. She had a connection to the Reaver leader. Something she suddenly recalled about him. Clearly, they possessed something the Reavers wanted. But what? 
 
    They had nothing on them. No great amount of food, no weapons. Only themselves. And what exactly did Lucy’s comment about it mean? Something dressed in human clothes? In human skin? Perhaps it meant nothing at all. Did she know more than she was letting on? Looking at her now, he wasn’t sure he believed that. She seemed like a good sort. She was a kid. What could she possibly know that the Reavers would want possession of? He didn’t know. But there was nothing else they had with them. It had to be her. 
 
    And if the time came, would he give her up if it meant saving Jamie? Or their father? Or the community? 
 
    It was a dark question, one he didn’t know the answer to. He put it in the back of his mind. He didn’t need to concern himself with it right now. He had bigger fish to fry. He needed to ensure that situation never arose. 
 
    His feet were drenched to the ankle. The water flow was getting stronger, deeper. They waded through the water, raising their knees to push forward. That was when Lucy had another funny turn. And this one was a whole lot worse than the first. 
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    “Hold my hand,” Jamie said, reaching for Lucy. 
 
    She was straggling, drifting behind as the water swelled about her. She was the smallest member of their little troop and needed help. 
 
    “I can’t keep going!” Lucy said. “I can’t do it!” 
 
    “You can!” Jamie said. “Just keep pushing!” 
 
    Lucy was a tough little thing. She had managed to pull the ammunition cart with the best of them, but something about the fit she’d suffered had drained her. She was still struggling now. Her face was pale, her eyes dark and gaunt. It wasn’t looking good. 
 
    The water was up to her waist now, pushing her back. 
 
    “Jamie!” she said, frantic. 
 
    She panicked, lost her footing, and fell into the water. When she opened her eyes, she was no longer racing through the forest, no longer in the swollen river. She was somewhere else. 
 
    She was in liquid. And she was as surprised by where she was now as she was in real life. It was a memory, she realized. Her real self saw the scene through her own eyes. The emotions oddly reflected her own at finding herself in this place. She was underwater. She panicked, sucking in the liquid. . . Except it wasn’t really liquid. It was oxygen. Air. She was breathing underwater. Her heart raced, beating hard against her chest. She calmed, realizing she wasn’t going to drown. 
 
    She turned to look at her surroundings. She was in some kind of glass tube. It was large enough for her to float with her legs tucked in. She reached back to touch the back of her head and back, finding something plugged into her. It wasn’t painful but it wasn’t altogether pleasant either. 
 
    Someone put a hand to the glass wall. It was big, an adult hand. Lucy could make out the lines and crease marks in his skin. She could tell his fortune if she had the gift. For some reason she didn’t quite understand, she reached out and put her hand to the wall, to the man’s hand. Was it a connection she was feeling? Or was it the need not to be alone? 
 
    Then the liquid began to bubble and shift. A hole appeared at either end of her capsule, the liquid rapidly draining. Looking up, she made out the roof of her liquid prison. Lucy floundered, terrified. 
 
    As the liquid began to fall, the capsule emptying, the top bubbling and jagged, Lucy glanced through the glass wall and saw a white coat, arms, body, and then the face of the man whose hand she’d reached for. Lucy did not know who the man was but she recognized him. It was the same man from her first memory. The one where she’d woken up in a strange bedroom with a metal floor. It was the same man. The man with the round glasses. 
 
    Lucy screamed as the bubbles around her mask erupted, forcing her to breathe not via a tube but her own lungs. The bubbles spun, converged, and became thicker as Lucy was returned once more to the real world. Only now, she was beneath the stream’s surface, underwater. Choking. Drowning. 
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    The Reavers were getting tired, puffing and panting. They needed to stop and rest. The Mantis was still going strong. Sweat dripped down Donald’s face at the relentless pace but he too kept on. 
 
    The new Reaver guard behind him didn’t push or shove him half as much as the previous one had. Donald could hear the reason. It was whistling, puffing and panting through his chubby cheeks. The man was exhausted. He’d be tired and disoriented. The ideal situation for him to make a mistake and step on something he shouldn’t. 
 
    Donald had been waiting patiently for the little holes that bore the creatures he was seeking. Then he found them, sprinkled like pepper across the forest floor. They were located on either side of the path they were walking down. Where small, local game would traverse. Donald had always had a healthy appreciation for wildlife, in particular, those with unusual abilities to capture prey and defend themselves. 
 
    The Crystal Spiders were among his favourite. They burrowed underground and set up little traps with quartz crystals. The crystal had atoms closer together than rock, and so conducted touch to a stronger degree. The spider would wait for the appropriate sound to be transferred through the crystal. Then the spider would strike, burying its fangs in the creature’s flesh, dragging it underground if it was small enough, or attaching a web and holding it in place until it was exhausted. A human was much too large for the spider’s venom to kill but it was powerful enough to knock someone out for a few hours. 
 
    It had been previously noted by Donald that the Reavers did not take much care of themselves. This was true of their health as well as their clothing. They had holes in every garment they owned. This was no surprise as the Reavers had no reason to maintain anything they possessed. They didn’t even grow their own food or dig wells for their water. They stole everything, and good quality clothing that fit was hard to come by. 
 
    Donald tapped the crystal at the entrance to the holes with his foot. The spiders came up and tentatively bit into the leather of his boot. It was too thick for their fangs to pierce. He tried again and again, coaxing the spiders further out of their miniature caves. Each time, the spiders came out, and each time, the Reaver’s foot passed closer and closer to the holes until finally. . . 
 
    “Ah!” the Reaver said. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you now?” another Reaver said. 
 
    “Something bit me!” the first Reaver said, rubbing his foot and looking down at the forest floor but seeing nothing. 
 
    “Just a mosquito,” the Reaver said. 
 
    “Mighty big mosquito,” the bitten Reaver said under his breath. 
 
    He looked at his boot where he’d been bitten and poked a finger through the large hole in the side of his boot. He found a pair of small itchy red bumps, like something a mosquito might produce. Perhaps it was a mosquito after all. Donald could see the transparency of his thoughts easily enough. 
 
    They continued through the forest, Donald speeding up to affect as many of the men as he could before the spider holes were no longer concentrated around their path. By the time he was done, three more members had been bitten. It would take some time for the Reavers to succumb to the full effects of the spider venom. When they collapsed, Donald wanted to be ready with his next attack. 
 
    It was almost too easy, what with the Reavers’ ignorance. Donald grinned. He was enjoying himself too damn much. 
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    There was nothing quite like the wind rushing through your hair on the back of a powerful bicycle. The Worm could travel in a matter of minutes what it would take an entire day to do on foot. If that wasn’t freedom, he didn’t know what was. 
 
    And yet his heart was filled with sadness. He doubted there was anyone left alive who could make something like the miracle of engineering that he had between his legs right then. Not to this level of sophistication, at least. There were those who could maintain it—some within the ranks of the clan he rode in—but none of them had the touch of genius required to make something like this from scratch. 
 
    The Worm had opted to ride around the mountain range in an anti-clockwise direction. He didn’t much fancy what might take place in the thick forest canopy beyond the Crow’s Nest. He also didn’t like the way the Mantis had begun to think—if he thought at all. There was an awkward craziness in his eye that hadn’t escaped the Worm’s attention. Something had changed within their leader. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Except for the bright, shining green eyes, of course. That much at least was obvious. 
 
    As the Worm made the final turn, heading toward the agreed meeting point with the second half of the clan, he looked out in the opposite direction, at the winding roads and endless limitless potential. He wanted to turn his bike around, to head in that direction and leave everything behind. But he couldn’t. Turning tail was the cardinal sin amongst Reavers. Deserters were shot in the back if caught. 
 
    Perhaps one day. But not this day. He turned his bike to the valley that cut through between the mountains on either side. 
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    Jamie had never seen something so sad his entire life. Lucy’s child-like body lying face-down in the still river, floating. Adrift. She had struggled and flailed, fighting against Jamie’s aid when he attempted to keep her face above the surface. He was fighting a losing battle. It was like she actually wanted to be underwater. 
 
    Donny turned her body over and swam with one arm to take her to the shore. Fatty and Jamie stood on the bank to help pull Lucy onto land. Jamie immediately began CPR on her, pressing in the same rhythm on her chest, forcing the water out. 
 
    Donny climbed out of the river, water sloshing around his feet. He pushed Jamie aside and continued with the CPR. He pressed harder and yet the water still wouldn’t come out. 
 
    Fatty stood behind them, pacing up and down, mumbling something to himself and wringing his hands through his hair. Jamie watched Lucy with extreme interest. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. 
 
    Lucy’s body convulsed, a lungful of dirty water spilling out of her mouth. Donny turned her onto her side. She coughed, bringing up more water. Jamie, immensely relieved, fell back and chuckled to himself. 
 
    Then came the sound of the forest crashing behind them. The Reavers. They were drawing near. 
 
    “Uh, guys,” Fatty said. 
 
    “We can hear it,” Donny said. 
 
    He glanced down at Lucy’s tiny form. Small as she was, she would still slow them down. They couldn’t afford to waste even a second with the Reavers so close. 
 
    “We have to go,” Donny said. “Now.” 
 
    “Not without Lucy,” Jamie said. “Donny, you’re the strongest. You carry her.” 
 
    “I need to carry my gun,” Donny said. 
 
    “I’ll carry it,” Jamie said. “You carry her.” 
 
    Donny glanced back at the foliage. It was snapping underfoot as the Reavers descended on their position. 
 
    “Either you carry her, or I will,” Jamie said. “But if I carry her, they will definitely catch us.” 
 
    “They’re not even after us!” Donny said. “They want her! They want Lucy. I promised Dad I would do everything I could to protect you. Not her. And that’s exactly what I intend on doing.” 
 
    He grabbed Jamie by the arm and began dragging him away. He could do it. He was much bigger and stronger than his younger brother. 
 
    “No!” Jamie said, drawing his axe. 
 
    “Put the blade away,” Donny said. “We both know you won’t use it on me.” 
 
    “It’s not for you,” Jamie said. 
 
    He raised the blade to his neck. He stared with tears in his eyes at his brother. He was terrified but he knew with cold hard certainty that he would do it if he had to. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Donny said. “We don’t need to die for her.” 
 
    “We have to fight for each other,” Jamie said. “We shouldn’t have sent Angie out into the desert. It’s the kind of thing the Reavers would do, what the Rages would do. We’re not them. We have to be better. Nester didn’t have to die. I see that now. It wasn’t my fault. It was father’s. It was the commune’s. We sacrificed the weak so the rest of us would live in a little more comfort. That stops now. I won’t give Lucy up. Or if I do, I’ll die with her.” 
 
    Donny searched his brother’s eyes. He was deadly serious. He would cut his own throat if he had to. He could stop him this time but what about the next time? Or the one after that? He couldn’t keep him prisoner his whole life. Donny took out his pistol and handed it to Jamie. 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Donny said, bending down to pick Lucy up. 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “But I know I’m doing it for the right reasons.” 
 
    They followed the riverbank a hundred yards before cutting back into the forest, the Reavers hot on their tails. 
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    The forest thinned out, leading to a flat riverbank. The men who’d been bitten by the spiders lay flat on their bellies, scooping up handfuls of water to drink and rinse their mouths. The poison was reported to make the victim’s mouth taste like he was chewing charcoal. 
 
    The riverside was also the perfect location for a certain type of deadly creature. One of the most dangerous to humans. Donald spotted one at the riverside, shovelling droplets of water into its mouth. Black, dark. Deadly. Its sting had been known to bring down fully-grown horses. There was a specific technique to picking the creatures up without assuming any danger to yourself. Donald couldn’t do it with the Reavers so close, not without a distraction. 
 
    “I don’t feel so hot,” the first Reaver to be bitten said. “I think these mosquitos have malaria or something.” 
 
    “They don’t have malaria around here,” an unaffected Reaver said. “You’re just fat and your body’s not used to the exercise.” 
 
    The Reaver vomited, projecting it in a spray over the Reaver in front of him who’d been wetting his hair. The man turned and thrust a fist to the man’s chin before he could spew another drop. 
 
    Donald took the opportunity and bent down. He grabbed the scorpion, his hands tied behind his back, taking great care with its tail. He immediately rose, spinning on the spot to build up momentum before tossing it at a Reaver. His aim was off, and the scorpion landed on the back of another Reaver. The scorpion scrabbled for purchase, gripping the folds of the Reaver’s leather jacket with one meaty claw. Then it began to climb. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” the Reaver said. 
 
    “He was complaining before about getting stung,” another Reaver said. “I thought he was just bellyachin’ and. . . Argh!” 
 
    He leapt back from the first Reaver, pointing and shaking, running his hands over his body as if he had something on his person too. The second Reaver, clearly spooked, checked himself, looking at his own arms, legs, and chest. He spun around in an attempt to look at his back. 
 
    “What?” he said. 
 
    “Your back!” the first Reaver said. “It’s on your back!” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “A. . . A. . . A. . .” 
 
    The final unaffected Reavers gathered, watching the scene, standing back and offering no aid. Donald spotted a second scorpion and took the initiative to scoop it up and hurl it at the two Reavers. 
 
    “Scorpion!” 
 
    The first scorpion struck, burying its sting in the soft flesh at the base of the Reaver’s neck. The Reaver took his jacket off and threw it on the ground. He leapt on it, stomping and crushing. A lump the size of a man’s thumb was already beginning to sprout on the side of his neck. It might even swell enough to choke him. Donald had seen it happen before. 
 
    Another Reaver leapt up, screaming like a little girl. He performed the same trick as the first Reaver, unshouldered his jacket, and stomped on it. 
 
    “These woods are cursed!” a Reaver said. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” another Reaver said. “There’s no such thing as curses.” 
 
    “Half our men have died already!” the Reaver said. “The rest are heading toward the light as we speak.” 
 
    The Reaver looked uncertain and glanced ahead at the Mantis, who stood staring at Donald. Apparently unconcerned. Donald dry swallowed. There was something very unsettling about those burning green eyes. They cared nothing for the Reavers or, Donald suspected, anyone else. It was the look a man gave a cockroach in the middle of his kitchen floor. A look of disdain and anger. 
 
    He turned and marched back into the forest, following the undulating river that was gathering pace. With the Reavers already strongly considering turning tail, Donald now need concern himself only with the Mantis. He gave pursuit. 
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    Fatty pressed his head against the tree, sweat running down his face and bright red cheeks. 
 
    “We can’t stop,” Donny said, grabbing him by the shoulders. 
 
    “We have to,” Jamie said. “Or Fatty’s going to pitch over and die.” 
 
    “If we stop for too long, they’ll catch up to us and we’ll die anyway,” Donny said, speaking between puffs himself. 
 
    “Five minutes won’t hurt,” Jamie said. 
 
    “It will if they catch us,” Donny said. 
 
    But he could see he was outvoted. Everyone else was finding it hard to breathe. They couldn’t take another step without falling over. 
 
    “Fine,” Donny said, secretly relieved. “Rest. But only for five minutes. Then we’re out of here.” 
 
    He moved up the incline and placed Lucy on a large flat rock. She was still unconscious, mumbling unintelligible words under her breath. Donny lowered himself onto the rock beside her, legs weak and shaky. From here, he had a much better view of the forest behind them. 
 
    On the other side of the rise was a craggy pair of cliffs that squared off against one another. A narrow valley wound between them. Small and not-so-small lumps of rock, barely even boulders, lay strewn across the valley floor. They would be exposed in that narrow corridor, Donny knew, with little in the way of cover. Anyone with a straight shot could pick them off one at a time. But it was the only way through to the other side of the mountain range. 
 
    He frowned at something he’d never seen before, what he was certain had never been there before. It was an odd egg-shaped structure, glinting with sunlight off its metal surface, polished smooth. It lay in the middle of a deep recess, an inverse blemish on the Earth’s surface. 
 
    “What the hell?” Donny said. 
 
    He descended down the incline and headed into the crater. He approached the metal boulder with caution. He pressed his hand to it. Despite sitting directly in the sun, it was cold to the touch. He ran his hand over its perfectly smooth surface. 
 
    What was it and where had it come from? Donny wasn’t sure he wanted to know. It was not something of this world. Perhaps something from the old world? Then how had it come to wind up here? Donny didn’t like it. His heart raced in his chest. He backed away from it and returned to the hilltop, beside Lucy’s still unconscious form. 
 
    None of the commune had travelled much beyond the mountain range, so little was known about what lay out there. They’d drawn maps of the area from memory but who really knew how reliable those were. Donny had spent years looking at those maps, imagining what might lay on the other side of their known world. Was there someone like him, gazing at a blank spot on their own map where the Mountain’s Peak commune lay? He was half-thrilled, half-terrified of what lay beyond. 
 
    The stories from the older commune members were enough to convince the weak of heart never to journey farther than their maps allowed, although Donny knew his father had long since had plans to branch out and search for other survivors, other communes, and to trade with them. 
 
    That world now represented their only chance of survival. They just needed to reach it. They could evade the Reavers for weeks, months, even years. But that wouldn’t happen if they continued at this slow pace. Donny hopped down off the rock and picked Lucy up. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said. 
 
    “Just a bit longer,” Fatty said, head buried in the bosom of a large tree. 
 
    “We can’t,” Donny said. “The Reavers will—” 
 
    The bushes parted. The Mantis stared at them. They stared back. A smile spread across the Reaver leader’s face. 
 
    It turned out, five minutes really could make all the difference. 
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    The kids scrambled out of the way, suddenly locating reserves of energy they hadn’t previously possessed. Fatty fired off an arrow. It flew into the foliage, a yard wide of the Mantis. A shriek answered. Perhaps not as wide as he’d thought. 
 
    Another Reaver sprung from the canopy, opening fire. The kids leapt for cover. The bullets dug into the rocks, ricocheted off and spitting tiny tornadoes. The Mantis turned to the man who’d shot. 
 
    “Don’t fire!” the Mantis said. “You might hit her!” 
 
    “But they’re firing at us!” the Reaver said in defense. 
 
    The Mantis grabbed the Reaver by the scruff of the neck and hurled him at a cliff face. A sickening crunch sealed the Reaver’s fate. He collapsed, in a heap on the floor. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Jamie said. 
 
    He’d seen strong men in the past. He’d seen men do incredible things when their life was on the line and Rages were bearing down on his position but he’d never seen a man so easily hurled like that before. 
 
    The other Reavers got the message. They didn’t fire. 
 
    The kids were under no such illusions. Donny, bereft of his pistol, took to his short bow, aiming and firing in rapid succession. The Reavers took shelter behind any tree and rock they could find. Only the Mantis didn’t run for cover. He was armed to the teeth but didn’t reach for any of them. He stepped forward, using his spear as a staff. 
 
    Donny took out another arrow and took aim. A dozen cool one-liners flashed through his mind before he decided to remain silent. He released the arrow. It sailed true and struck the Mantis in the chest. Donny’s hands, blurry with speed, took out another arrow and fired. This one found the other side of the Mantis’s chest. He was—amazingly—still on his feet. Then it was Jamie’s turn. 
 
    He opened fire with Donny’s gun, blowing a hole in the Mantis’s right thigh, then another above the knee. The Mantis staggered, his leg near blown off. He righted himself, standing up. His eyes locked on Jamie, his grin growing wider. 
 
    It was the most terrifying thing he’d ever seen. 
 
    Then the grin faltered. The Mantis looked down at his chest, seeping blood. He pressed a hand to it, palm coming away wet and red. He chuckled in the back of his throat, then fell flat on his face. 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t too difficult, was it?” Fatty said. 
 
    Jamie let himself smile, let himself feel the thrill of success. Of victory. But it felt hollow. Empty. Like it wasn’t a real victory. Something was wrong. 
 
    It wasn’t over yet. Not by a long shot. 
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    Donald wasn’t there to see his sons putting projectiles into the Mantis. He was busy sprinting through the thick forest foliage, hopping over fallen trees. It was difficult to maintain balance with his arms behind his back, and came close to falling over twice before he found a graveyard of assorted flintstones. They looked to be arranged in a cairn, the stony final resting place of the deceased. 
 
    “Sorry,” Donald said, reaching for the sharpest one he could find. 
 
    He held the flat stone in his fingers and applied it to his bonds, moving it up and down in a sawing motion. He could tell by how long each strand took to sever that it was too slow. He began jogging, continuing to cut the rope about his wrists, one strand at a time. 
 
    Pop. Pop. Pop. 
 
    Gunshots. Up ahead. Donald pulled his arms apart in an effort to snap the remaining strands but they were too strong. He concentrated, pressing hard on the rope to sever a few more strands. He felt his grip grow loose as his own blood spilled over his hands. He pulled again on the rope, moving his arms apart. Still no good. But he felt it give slightly this time. He tried again, crouching down and pulling hard. He let out a roar, and finally, in a single sharp movement, the frayed rope snapped. 
 
    Donald set off in the direction of the gunshots and hoped he wasn’t too late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 99. 
 
      
 
    Lucy opened her eyes and sucked in a mouthful of sweet oxygen. Her throat rasped, sore and painful. She pushed herself up onto her side, resting on her elbow. 
 
    There were sounds around her, of something significant and noisy taking place. It was all a blur to her. She was still seeing the images from when she was drowning. They were so sharp and vivid. They had to be true, had to be real. It was a memory, not a dream. 
 
    Then the sounds began to filter into her conscious mind. Fighting. Gunshots. And she remembered where she was and what she was doing there. She was travelling with friends. She’d been heading somewhere. . . Nowhere specific. Just somewhere safe. 
 
    She pushed herself up onto her hands, taking her time. She turned her head to look at her surroundings. It slowly came into focus. There were her friends, hiding behind rocks below. What they were fighting stood in the middle of a clearing. Her heart was in her throat. 
 
    It was the thing dressed in human clothes. Pretending to be human. 
 
    Jamie had just unloaded a bunch of rounds into its chest, and it lay on the ground, unmoving. But it was an act. Everything was an act. 
 
    Donny stood over the fallen creature, bowstring taut and ready to release at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Lucy got to her feet, a little unsteady, and shouted through cupped hands. 
 
    “Look out!” she said. 
 
    That was when the creature opened its eyes. 
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    Donny spun around at the voice. It took a fraction of a second longer for his brain to process the warning attached to it. 
 
    A chittering noise, low and sinister, turning the contents of his belly to water. It was how a man must feel when looking into the eyes of a hungry lion or an alpha male wolf. He was slow to turn, despite his instincts telling him to turn fast. His mind didn’t really want to see what was at his feet. 
 
    The Reaver leader was rising to his full height. He turned his head to one side, cracking his neck, and grinned. Then his eyes rolled back, and his body convulsed. No, not his body, something inside his body. The grin tore apart, splitting down the middle, the skin stretching. Then something else, something larger, folded itself from Mantis’s shell. Something big, brown, and powerful. 
 
    It threw out an impossibly long arm, striking Donny. He jolted back, skidding and rolling across the ground. The dust settled like a curtain on Donny’s unmoving form. 
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    The Reaver named Harold—one of the few who retained his real name—stared, eyes bulging, at the creature that had unfolded itself from the Mantis’s body, now an empty floppy human costume in a pile on the ground. Just how long had they been following this creature as their leader? Had he always been one of those things? Occasionally members of their clan had gone missing over the years. They’d assumed they’d changed their minds about the lifestyle and simply left. Had they instead been consumed by this monster? Harold shook his head. He didn’t care. It didn’t matter. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Spike, standing beside Harold, said, wearing a matching haunted expression. 
 
    “This is too much,” Harold said. “I didn’t sign up for this shit.” 
 
    He turned and headed away, back into the depths of the forest. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” Spike said. “You can’t desert us now!” 
 
    “I might get stung, bitten or drown to death,” Harold said. “But at least I know what the hell I’m up against in here.” 
 
    He pressed on. If Spike wanted to fill him with lead, so be it. A quick death was better than whatever had happened to the Mantis. Within seconds, Spike was beside him, matching him step for step. 
 
    Mantis by name, mantis by nature. Never a truer word said. 
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    The creature stood over Donny’s unmoving form, multiple black eyes staring. It extended one of its two front legs. A black needle, about the thickness of a man’s arm, extended. It raised it above its lofty head and prepared to bring the arm down on Donny. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    A shout from a desperate throat. Giant ants rained down on the beast. Sensing an enemy, the ants choreographed their attack and bit at the same time. The creature waved its great arms and brushed the ants off. A minor irritation. 
 
    Donald ran, sliding to a stop before his fallen son. He turned to look back at the creature. If he hurried, he might have enough time to get away. 
 
    “Grab him!” Jamie said, standing to one side, pistol aimed at the creature’s abdomen. 
 
    “We’ve got you,” Fatty said, standing on the opposite side of the clearing, displaying a level of courage Jamie had never witnessed before. 
 
    Donald scooped his eldest son’s unmoving form into his powerful arms and carried him away. The moment he began moving, the creature—something like an oversized bug—lowered its head, its abdomen rising and rushed forward. Its speed was immense, unbelievable with its long legs. It pulled its exposed front black claw back to strike. Held it firm, rushing forward using its other limbs. It was drawing up to Donald already. He changed direction but it was no use. The creature changed just as fast, exceeding his pace. 
 
    Then the creature shrieked, pulling back, as blue blood, becoming oxygenated, sprouted from its abdomen. Four bullets and two arrows impaled it in quick succession. It waved its arms as if to ward off the zipping projectiles. As Fatty nocked another arrow and Jamie reloaded Donny’s pistol, the creature turned to his assailants. He chose one at random—Jamie—and charged. 
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    Tossing the ants had been an act of desperation. The ants had stung his fingers as he’d scooped them up and hurled them at the creature. 
 
    Donald knew full well the users of the pistol and bow would gain the creature’s attention. The pistol was by far the most powerful weapon, so as soon as Jamie opened fire, he changed course and headed in his youngest’s direction. What he would do after that, he didn’t know. He only knew he had to protect his children. He wasn’t about to endanger one son by putting the other in the creature’s path. 
 
    Jamie had reloaded by the time Donald met him. Checking over his shoulder, he found the creature already barrelling toward their position. Donald dumped his eldest son on the ground and grabbed the pistol. 
 
    “Take your brother!” he said, turning and opening fire on the creature. 
 
    Its head was smaller in relation to the rest of its body and, now aware of the capability of their weapons, it ran with its front claws over its head. 
 
    Jamie took Donny by his arms and pulled, dragging him. He wouldn’t get him far like this but there was no other option. His elder brother was simply too heavy. 
 
    Donald moved sideways, away from his boys, giving them every inch he could muster. The creature altered course, trailing Donald. It growled, shrieking as another arrow found its mark in the creature’s abdomen. It snarled in Fatty’s direction but the podgy boy didn’t so much as flinch. That surprised Donald. Good on you, little man. 
 
    Donald ducked and weaved, rolling to one side then another as the creature’s extended claws stabbed at him, piercing the ground, aiming for a clean and clear target. Donald was moving on instinct, letting the most primitive part of his brain conduct his movements. When he found an opening, he shot at the creature. It hissed with each successful strike. None of the blows were a killing shot. 
 
    The creature landed a blow, knocking Donald back, sailing through the air. He slammed into a boulder. Winded but not out, Donald raised the pistol and fired. 
 
    Click. 
 
    He was out. His eyes widened and he moved to drop and roll but the creature rushed forward and buried the tip of its claw in Donald’s gut. A sharp ting noise as the claw struck the rocky cliff face behind him. The needle had passed right through him. 
 
    Donald grunted and coughed blood, painting the creature’s front claw. He put a hand to it in a weak and fruitless effort to pull the claw from his body. The creature only watched Donald’s expression with curiosity. It twisted the claw, severing internal organs and causing greater pain. Through gritted teeth, Donald filled his mouth with blood and spat on the creature’s black eyes. Repulsed, the creature pulled back. Angry. 
 
    It thrust its second claw into Donald’s gut, beside the first. Then angled its powerful front arms out. It was going to use its immense strength to pull its arms—and Donald—apart. 
 
    The creature shrieked in pain as one of Fatty’s arrows struck the creature in the back of the head. It peered back at Fatty and growled. But it wasn’t yet done with Donald. It turned back to Donald. And then shrieked again. 
 
    The creature was near impervious to attacks on its hard outer shell. It was weak on its underside. Where Donald now had access to. He withdrew the plastic toy blade and buried it in the creature’s extended neck. He pulled up with all his strength to cut the creature in two just as it was intending on doing to him. 
 
    The creature leapt back, removing its front claws from Donald’s body. It attempted to extract the knife from its body too but lacked the dexterity. Donald couldn’t hold his own weight any longer and slithered down the wall, leaving an arched smear of blood. 
 
    The creature coiled its powerful back legs to dash forward and finish off the worthless human. 
 
    “Hey!” a small voice said. “Ugly!” 
 
    The creature turned to find Lucy standing on the short hill overlooking the scene. 
 
    “You came looking for me, right?” Lucy said. “Well, here I am. Come and get me.” 
 
    “Lucy!” Jamie said, at the edge of the clearing now. “Don’t do it! It’ll kill you!” 
 
    “No,” Lucy said, shaking her head. “No, I don’t think it will. And if it does, then maybe it will leave the rest of you alone.” 
 
    Her hard expression of confidence broke into a broken smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “For everything.” 
 
    “Lucy. . .” Jamie said. 
 
    He took a step forward. Lucy held out a hand for him not to come any closer. 
 
    “I have to do this,” she said. 
 
    Do what? Die? 
 
    Lucy turned to the alien creature. “I couldn’t remember before. But when I saw you. . . something came back to me. I’m here to fight you, somehow. To destroy you. All of you.” 
 
    Lucy’s angry confidence returned to her voice. The creature prowled toward her like a hunting lion. Attention focused entirely on her. It decided upon a course of action. It curled its long back legs and sprung, leaping the impossible distance. As it sailed through the air, rising higher and higher, Lucy altered her stance. 
 
    The creature was flying straight for her. To crash into her and seize her with its long arms. 
 
    Just as the creature was about to smash into Lucy, she leaned over and began to fall backward. At first, Jamie thought it was her attempt to avoid the creature, but she was doing it so slowly, so calm and relaxed. It was part of a plan. 
 
    The creature passed over her, missing by inches, scrabbling to grab her with its long arms. Lucy’s own arm reached up and grabbed hold of the knife Donald had stabbed into the creature. The monster’s own momentum carried it forward, the plastic knife, deceptively sharp, tore the creature’s soft underbelly, sternum to abdomen. 
 
    The creature’s entrails slipped from its body before it even hit the ground, splattering Lucy’s upper torso. She turned her face to one side, the thick blue blood caking her. Lucy maintained her grip on the knife and got to her feet. She looked down at the creature, writhing and flailing on the ground, limbs a blur in its death throes. Having failed to capture her, it seemed intent on harming her any way it could. 
 
    It edged closer but couldn’t find its feet. 
 
    “Let me take it from here,” Fatty said, stepping up beside her. 
 
    He took aim and fired at the creature’s many eyes. It took three arrows in three separate eyes before the creature stopped flailing, doused in a blue pool of its own blood. 
 
    “What the hell is this thing?” Fatty said. “I swear, I’ll never burn ants with a microscope ever again.” 
 
    The weight of the creature’s body took it down the opposite side of the hilltop, down into the recess on the other side. It was then Lucy spotted the egg-shaped pod Donny had come across earlier. In her eyes wasn’t a look of confusion, but recognition. She’d seen pods like that before. But where? 
 
    A flash of light in her mind. A photograph of a pod. A different one. In a research lab somewhere. From another time, another place. The instant it appeared, it was gone again. 
 
    Mysteries within mysteries. 
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    Donny leaned on his younger brother for support as they rushed to their father’s side. Donald lay like the creature—in an expanding bloody puddle of his own making. Jamie cupped his father’s head in his arms. 
 
    “Get up,” Jamie said, rocking him. “Please. Get up.” 
 
    Donny, pale and weak, pressed with all his weight on his father’s stomach to stem the bleeding. Donald’s eyes fluttered open and closed. They wanted to close forever. It was only due to a momentous act of sheer will on Donald’s part that they didn’t. 
 
    “Protect. . . protect Mountain’s. . . Mountain’s Peak,” Donald said through gritted teeth. “They need you.” 
 
    Tears ran down Jamie’s cheeks. Donny was still weak from the creature’s blow, in a state of shock. 
 
    “Don’t leave!” Jamie said. “Please! Don’t go!” 
 
    “It’s not too late to save him,” Lucy said. “There’s still time.” 
 
    “How?” Jamie said. 
 
    “There’s no time to explain,” Lucy said. “Follow me. Bring your father.” 
 
    They rounded the hilltop where the creature still lay, and left the sparse furnishing of trees, to find the bizarre egg-shaped capsule in the deep recess of the earth. 
 
    “Why are things getting stranger and stranger?” Fatty said. 
 
    No one paid him any attention as Jamie and Donny carried their father’s weak body toward the pod. 
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    “What is that thing?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Looks like a giant egg to me,” Donny said. 
 
    “I think I just laid my own egg,” Fatty said. 
 
    Lucy reached out a hand to touch the pod. She didn’t know what she was doing. She was working on instinct. It somehow felt right. 
 
    “Lucy, I’m not sure you should touch it,” Jamie said. 
 
    Lucy wiped the blue blood of the creature off her forehead and smeared it across the pod’s smooth surface. A light blinked and a partition in the pod shifted open. A doorway. Lucy stepped inside. There was a terminal at the front, sparse and simple, and small crevices on either side. She tossed most of it aside. She couldn’t guess what most of it was for. But there was something here, something she did know the purpose of. . . 
 
    She came out with an object the shape of a gun. It was solid metal and, besides the rough shape, looked nothing like the weapons they had at the commune. It was small and futuristic, with a glass cylinder on the top filled with a thick green liquid. Lucy moved it in Donald’s direction. 
 
    “Whoa,” Donny said, holding out a hand to stop her. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Saving your father’s life,” Lucy said. “Trust me.” 
 
    Jamie didn’t have to think long. He nodded. 
 
    “Do it,” he said. 
 
    Their father was dead without help. Without a miracle. He let Lucy put the gun to the base of his father’s neck. 
 
    “Hold him,” Lucy said. 
 
    Jamie and Donny shared a look before pressing their father down. He was so weak a baby could have tamed him. 
 
    Lucy pulled the trigger. The gun didn’t fire a bullet but instead injected the green liquid into Donald’s body. Donald immediately bolted upright, arms and legs flailing. Donny and Jamie rode his impulse, holding him in place. 
 
    Lucy inserted another glass container into the gun. This one was clear. She pressed it to Donald’s stomach and pulled the trigger again. 
 
    “That was to kill the pain,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Pain?” Jamie said. “What pain?” 
 
    Lucy took out a large stapler and pressed it to Donald’s stomach. She pinched the skin together. Donald should have been screaming in pain but he just lay there. Lucy pressed the stapler’s arms together, shoving a pair of large metal staples into his body, holding the skin and organs in place. It wasn’t pretty, but the bleeding slowed. 
 
    “He’s going to live?” Jamie said, hugging his father. 
 
    “Not for long if he doesn’t see a doctor,” Lucy said. “We bought him some time.” 
 
    “We’ll never get him to back to the commune in time,” Donny said. “I doubt Stephen could do much even if we did.” 
 
    “This is beyond the technology you have at the commune,” Lucy said. 
 
    A roar echoed, the noise bouncing off the twin mountain walls that formed the valley to their right. 
 
    “Reavers,” Donny said, taking his pistol from Jamie and reloading. “Perfect timing. As always.” 
 
    “Maybe we can take one of their bikes,” Jamie said. “Then ride it back to the commune.” 
 
    “Your dad would never survive the journey,” Lucy said. 
 
    The shot of adrenaline she’d administered was already beginning to wear off. Donald’s eyes fluttered closed. 
 
    “Guys, we need to get out of here,” Fatty said. “The Reavers are coming. We’re trapped.” 
 
    “We’re not trapped,” Lucy said. “We’re right where we need to be.” 
 
    That same sense of knowing came over her. Like she’d been here before. She moved to one of the cliff faces. A sheer wall that looked exactly like the others on either side. Lucy began to feel at it. Looking for something she sensed ought to be there but wasn’t entirely sure where or what it was. 
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    “This is where I came from,” Lucy said. “This is where I escaped.” 
 
    “The wall?” Fatty said. 
 
    He exchanged a worried expression with the others. Jamie didn’t share his concern. With what they’d seen the past hour, he could bring himself to believe pretty much anything at this point. 
 
    “I can’t remember much from before,” Lucy said. “Bits and pieces mostly. I get the feeling I was trapped before, like someone was keeping me against my will.” 
 
    “Keeping you where?” Fatty said, peering around at the vast cliff wall. “There’s nothing here.” 
 
    “No,” Lucy said, looking up. “There is.” 
 
    “Guys, we need to make a move,” Donny said. 
 
    The Reaver motorcycles were revving hard now, louder than the worst thunderstorm, bearing down on them. Donny cocked his pistol. Ready to make a last stand. 
 
    “The Reavers are nearly here!” Fatty said. “We need to go!” 
 
    “Give her a minute,” Jamie said. 
 
    “We don’t have a minute!” Fatty said. “They’re almost here!” 
 
    “I’m with Lucy,” Donny said with a nod. “You take all the time you need.” 
 
    Lucy pressed at the wall, feeling at it. For a button or lever. 
 
    “You guys. . .” Fatty said. 
 
    Tiny rocks rubbled and danced on the valley floor. Fatty watched the narrow pathway. He would see the Reavers any second. 
 
    Lucy found what she was looking for. A protrusion of rock that did not look out of place. A light flashed beneath her fingertips. A rectangle of numbers popped up where nothing had been there before. Lucy tapped at the buttons. It took several attempts, then the keypad disappeared. 
 
    “Now what?” Jamie said. 
 
    Dust fell from a seam that appeared in the wall. A dark doorway slid open. The ground they stood on shifted beneath their feet, pulling them into the mountain. Fatty screamed and turned to run. A new section of wall slammed in front of his face. 
 
    Black. 
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    “I’m dead,” Fatty said. “I’m dead. It was a lot less painful than I thought it would be.” 
 
    “You’re not dead, you idiot,” Jamie said. “We’re just. . . Lucy, where are we?” 
 
    “Inside the mountain,” Lucy said. “A secret place.” 
 
    A light flickered on overhead. The kids jumped back. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Lucy said. “It’s just a light.” 
 
    “A light?” Jamie said, reaching up to touch it. “But there’s no heat. No fire.” 
 
    “It’s a lightbulb,” Donny said, recalling something from school. “Powered by electricity. Right, Lucy?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lucy said. “I’m not sure. Things are still a bit fuzzy.” 
 
    Their boots made loud thudding noises on the metal floor. 
 
    “What is this place?” Jamie said, putting his hand to the walls. 
 
    “This is home,” Lucy said. “My home.” 
 
    A door opened before them. The kids jumped back again, ready to fight whoever had opened it on the other side. No one was there. 
 
    “How did the door open with no one to open it?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Sensors,” Lucy said, the word had suddenly come to her. “Yes. That’s right. Sensors. They can sense us when we come close and open before we get there.” 
 
    “Seems a waste,” Donny said. “Why not just open it with your hand?” 
 
    Lucy took a step forward, setting off another sensor. This one happened in stages, lighting up the huge area she’d stepped into. The more light there was, the less Jamie wanted to see. There were bodies. Hundreds of them, lying in piles dotted across the giant space. Their faces were torn and bloodied, clothes mere rags. Many wore white lab coats recently stained with blood. 
 
    “Rages,” Donny said under his breath. “You brought us to a place infested with Rages?” 
 
    Lucy frowned, confused by what she was seeing. 
 
    “No,” she said. “It shouldn’t be like this. At least, it wasn’t. I don’t know.” 
 
    “I don’t feel good about this, guys,” Fatty said. 
 
    “We came to get help for Dad,” Jamie said, undeterred. “And that’s what we’re going to do. Lucy, take us where we need to go. You’re his only hope.” 
 
    “In that case, I imagine you’re referring to me.” 
 
    An old man in a white coat and round spectacles stepped forward. His white hair was thin, swept back from his scalp like a man who hadn’t taken the time to look in the mirror in years. He used a cane to walk. 
 
    Lucy’s legs felt weak. She almost collapsed where she stood. 
 
    “Welcome back, L,” the man said. “I see you brought friends.” 
 
    “You’re him,” Lucy said. “The man I remember.” 
 
    “But clearly not very well,” the old man said. 
 
    He seemed disappointed. 
 
    “That’s all right,” he said. “I’m sure we can fix your memory.” 
 
    “What happened here?” Lucy said. “I don’t remember people being dead here like this.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” the old man said. “It happened after your time.” His eyes drifted to Donald. “Your friend looks like he needs some medical attention.” 
 
    He turned and began walking down the hallway. 
 
    “Come,” he said, one hand behind his back, the other on his walking stick. “You must have many questions. The answers are here.” 
 
    He didn’t turn back to see if they followed. It wasn’t like they had much choice. Stomachs twisting with hesitancy, the gang shared anxious looks before following the old man and stepping further into the unknown. 
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    The Worm hit the brakes and pulled to a stop. The folded handkerchief over his mouth and sunglasses were smothered with a thick layer of dust. He tugged them off with shaking hands and took in the scene. 
 
    An odd egg-shaped capsule sat in the middle of the clearing, the likes of which he hadn’t seen since the science fiction movies of his childhood, back when the Fall had been nothing more than a vague fear in the minds of the extremely neurotic. Its door stood open. The Worm had no impulse whatsoever to check it out. Then there were the footsteps that ended at the cliff face. Half a footprint lay embedded beneath the mountain as if the whole thing had been dropped from a great height. 
 
    And then there was the thing he couldn’t even bring himself to lay eyes on. The inhuman creature with the long powerful brown limbs and entrails hanging out of its body. Its eyes were green, dulled with lack of life. He knew where he’d seen eyes like that before. 
 
    The Worm considered himself to be one of the great survivors of the modern world. Despite his size and obvious weaknesses, he had managed to thrive. Looking at the scene before him now, at the latest turn the world was taking, he felt afraid. This, he knew, he could not survive. 
 
    “What now?” the Reaver at the Worm’s side said. 
 
    The man had turned to him, thinking him to be their new leader. They needed a man like him to lead them, he knew, especially with this new threat on their doorstep. He was smart enough to know he’d never last long as their leader. His power lay behind the crown, not in front of it. 
 
    “I don’t know about you guys,” the Worm said. “But this whole event has gone down a road I’m not altogether comfortable with. I don’t know what’s happening here, and I don’t care to. You guys do what you want. I’m getting the hell out of here.” 
 
    The Reavers knew what they were supposed to do with deserters. But did any of them really want to hang around with whatever the scene before them foreshadowed? 
 
    The Worm hit the throttle and took off, passing through the clan on his way out of the valley. They watched him pass with confused expressions. Let them see the scene ahead, he told himself. Then they would understand. 
 
    He wouldn’t let up until his tank ran out. Then he would get more gas and keep on going. Maybe nowhere was safe now. That was fine with him. Nowhere sounded as good a place to be as anywhere else right now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THANK YOU FOR READING! 
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed The Commune. I had great fun writing it. The rest of the trilogy will be available in subsequent weeks. You’ll see a lot more action with ever-escalating stakes as the series progresses. I’m really proud of it and if you liked this, the first book, you’re going to love the rest of the series. 
 
    If you’re reading this, it means you’re a very special part of my Street Team. Now it’s time for you to write your review, except. . . D’oh! This book isn’t even published yet! 
 
    That’s right. You got this book three weeks before anyone else will lay eyes on it. I sent it to you early so that when I do hit the Publish button and begin marketing, I will have your reviews ready and raring to go. 
 
    I expect to publish it on Friday 12th July, for you to write your review over the weekend or by the following Monday. 
 
    I understand you have a busy life, which is why I will remind you as soon as the book is up. Until then, what should you do? Put your feet up, relax, and think about how you’re going to word your awesome The Commune review :) 
 
    If you spotted any errors in the story or just have a question for me, you can contact me anytime. This is my personal author account that I check most frequently. 
 
    Until publication day, I hope you have a great time! 
 
    Charlie 
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    Bestselling author Charlie Dalton writes fun, thrilling, action-packed adventures. His characters are clever and fearless, but in real life, Charlie is afraid of pigeons without a flight plan, dark recesses, and airplanes (just how do they stay up there?). Let’s face it. Charlie wouldn’t last five minutes in one of his books. 
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