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Prologue:  
‘They’re not going to make it!’ shrieked Greg, the howling wind almost stealing away his desperate cries as his shaking hands gripped fiercely onto the wet sleeve of the man stood next to him. ‘We’ve… we’ve got to close the gate before it’s too late!’
Matthew glanced briefly at Greg, his own fist clutching the small silver crucifix hanging about his neck; its cold metal offering some small solace as it dug painfully into the palm of his hand.
‘Just… just a bit longer!’ he shouted, raising his free hand to shield his eyes from the torrential rain as he turned back to watch the painfully slow but panic filled approach of the crowd through the buffeting waist high waves. ‘A few more… just a few more!’
Already the incoming tide had sunk the cobbled causeway connecting the island of St Michael’s Mount to the mainland beneath a metre of cold churning seawater, but for the surviving residents of the small town of Marazion this was the least of their concerns. It was the bloody figures splashing wildly through the waves behind them that forced an icy horror to tighten about their hearts. These torn and ravaged creatures that until recently had been their neighbours living peacefully alongside them, some even their friends and family, were now transformed through violence and bloodshed into living corpses tortured with an unnatural hunger to feast upon the living.
Just like everyone else Matthew had watched in horror as scenes born from the darkest of nightmares had played themselves out across his television screen. He had watched dumbstruck as corpses, some torn and savaged to the point of being almost unrecognisable as once human, had fallen upon their living counterparts; only to spread their unending torment with but a single bite. He had been transfixed by the bloody Armageddon that raged across the globe until he could simply take no more. No longer could he witness the tragic fall of Man, so with shaking fingers he had turned off his TV, plunging himself into a silent darkness, and fallen to his knees in desperate prayer. He prayed to his God to look upon His flawed creation with a loving mercy and forgiveness. He prayed that Man be given a chance to change his ways and he prayed that the small town of Marazion be spared this unholy plague engulfing the world. But even as his whispered pleas fell from his lips the distant screams began to echo through his home town and he knew that his God had chosen not to hear him.
It was in that instant, just when his fear and despair threatened to overwhelm him, that Matthew made a decision; he decided to survive. Just where he could go to escape the horrors that stalked the darkness beyond his walls, was so blindingly obvious to him that it almost let free the bubble of hysterical laughter that threatened to erupt from him. To save himself he would simply go to the same place he had done every working day of his life, he would go to the island. Set over three hundred metres off the Cornish coastline and only accessible via boat or a causeway which was only exposed during low tide; the small island of St Michael’s mount was perfect. There he would start again, he would build a new Eden, free of the sin that had surely brought this blight upon humanity and through his works he would prove himself and anyone else lucky enough to be there with him worthy in the eyes of his God. Glancing at the clock on his fireplace, Matthew knew if he wanted to survive the night untouched by these Dead creatures he could wait no longer, for as harbour master of St Michael’s mount he knew the tide was already on the rise.
‘Hurry!’ Matthew shouted to a young woman that suddenly stumbled to her knees still some ten metres away from the safety that the solid causeway gate offered. 
For a second her head disappeared beneath the rolling surface of the dark water, only to abruptly reappear again moments later; a cry of sheer determination to live giving her the strength to fight against the fast moving currents and her own exhaustion. Even though he recognised the woman from the local supermarket her name eluded him but he knew he would need women like her, women with spirit; after all, humanity would need to be rebuilt one child at a time.
‘Help her!’ he shouted to Greg, yanking his sleeve from the younger but shorter man’s tight grasp.
‘But…’ Greg started to say, terrified of finding himself the wrong side of the high gate once again.
‘Do it!’ Matthew growled, thrusting the protesting man through the gap in the gate and out into deeper water.
For a moment Greg seemed torn, his head spinning back and forth between Matthew, the young woman and the splashing corpses he could see over her shoulder. Already two Dead men and a woman, who appeared to be missing an arm, had swarmed onto a woman at the tale-end of the approaching survivors, pulling her roughly into their cold and lethal embrace. For a second her panic filled eyes seemed to lock with Greg’s and despite the distance between them he saw the terror that flashed across her face as one of the Dead men bit down hard on the back of her neck, eager to tear free a chunk of her bloody flesh.
‘Greg!’ Matthew shouted, breaking him from his wide eyed torpor.
Blinking away the rain from his eyes, Greg began to wade out deeper into the water as fast as his short legs would allow. Luckily the young woman had already managed to get herself back on her feet and with cold seawater splashing up about her waist with each hurried step, she was soon within reach of Greg’s rather ineffectual helping hand.
‘Hurry! You’ve got to hurry!’ he panted, his words filling with dread as he looked past her to the group of approaching town’s folk.
Already more and more of the fleeing survivors were being brought down by the hungry Dead horde behind them; their terror filled screams fighting to be heard over the guttural growls of the Dead and the howling winds. He noticed a man holding his infant child aloft in a desperate effort to save it from the savage attack, only for them both to disappear beneath a tangle of bloody grasping limbs and snapping jaws. He saw a group of three young men trying their best to keep the wave of hungry cadavers at bay, hoping to buy some precious time for their wives and children to make their escape. But the Dead would not be denied their living flesh and the few blows the young men managed to land upon the corpses had little or no effect and within seconds they too were overwhelmed; their doomed families following them moments later to their own bloody deaths.   
Grabbing the young woman tightly by her upper arm, Greg urged her onward.
‘Almost there! We’re almost there!’ he cried, although whether for his own assurances or hers, he didn’t know.
Behind him, two tall men, their longer legs making it easier for them to move through the churning waves, had managed to close the gap between the young women and the other besieged survivors. Glancing over his shoulder and fearing the worst, Greg was relieved to see the two men were both still living and even recognised one them as one of the gardeners that tended the castle grounds on the island.
‘Roy!’ he called to the older of the two men. ‘Help me with her!’
Despite the woman’s initial determination to regain her footing, she was clearly flagging and seemed to Greg to be almost on the point of collapse.
‘I’ve got you, Miss,’ said Roy, deftly slipping the limp woman’s arm over his shoulder without breaking his stride to take her weight from Greg, who immediately released her to make his own escape back to the solid gate.
Within four sloshing strides, the sea water fell back to knee level and Greg was once again back by Matthew’s side, his hands itching to roll the heavy causeway gate shut.
‘Get her out of the water, Roy,’ called Matthew, gesturing behind him to where the cobbled causeway finally rose above the sea level and became a path leading up onto the island.
‘There’s more behind us…’ huffed Roy, shifting his grip on the woman as he quickly led her past Matthew. ‘But those things… they’re ripping them to shreds…’
‘They… they haven’t a hope…’ panted the second man, who Matthew suddenly realised he only vaguely recognised by sight.
Turning away from the man he didn’t know the name of, Matthew looked back to the scenes of unbelievable bloody carnage playing out in the water barely forty metres away from him. Whoever the man was, he was correct. Of the original fifty strong group of survivors that had been crossing from Marazion only twenty of them still remained on their feet and of those more and more were falling to the Dead with each second that passed. Matthew looked from one recognisable face in the crowd to the next. He knew these people. He knew their names, they were his friends, his neighbours, people he had known his whole life. Yet each face he looked into was contorted with overwhelming fear or pain and in that instant he knew he could not save them.
‘Your hand... you’re bleeding…’ said the nameless man, taking a cautious step away from Matthew. ‘Have you been bitten? Did one of those things get you?’
‘What?’ replied Matthew, the man’s words barley registering.
‘Your hand…,’ the man repeated, taking another step back. ‘Were you bitten?’
Tearing his gaze from the horrific scene, Matthew looked down at his clenched hand and the trickle of blood dripping from it. Slowly, almost as if of its own accord, his fist began to open to reveal the silver crucifix. In his fear he had held so tightly onto the symbol of his God that it had pierced the very flesh of his hand, drawing blood. Looking down at the tiny face of Jesus on the cross, its forlorn features slick with his own blood, something within Matthew awoke, something righteous and something that scared him; scared him more than the hungry cadavers devouring the people of Marazion.
Slowly closing his fingers about the crucifix again, he relished the pain as the sharp edges of the cross dug deep into his flesh once again.
‘I have to close the gate,’ he muttered to himself, wrapping his other hand around the metal bar on the internal side of the gate.
‘Wait!’ interrupted the nameless man, reaching out to stop Matthew. ‘A few of them have broken away… they can still make it…’
‘No,’ Matthew calmly replied, already using all his weight to move the heavy gate on the casters set in the track that ran across the causeway.
‘But,’ the man continued, trying to pull Matthew away from the gate.
‘No!’ Matthew screamed, lashing out with his bleeding fist, causing the man to fall backwards into the knee deep water.
‘You… you can’t just leave them,’ the man said, shaking his head in disbelief as he watched Matthew moving the heavy gate closer and closer to the connecting wall.
Quicker than he thought possible the nameless man heard a dull ‘click’ as the gate’s mechanism locked into place and no sooner had Matthew slid the thick rusting bolts across than the pounding began.
‘Help! Help us!’ screamed the small group of survivors as they pleaded and drummed their hands against the solid sheet of metal blocking their escape from the Dead.
The man Matthew didn’t know covered his ears with his shaking hands, desperate to block out the terrified cries of the people that had been left to their bloody and terrifying fate.
‘No, no, no, no, no,’ the man muttered over and over again, unable to bare the cries as they descended into screams of pure terror. 
‘You… you let them die! You fucking killed them!’ he finally screamed at Matthew through his tears.
Matthew looked silently down at the weeping man still on his knees. Then, letting his gaze roam, he looked from Roy to Greg and then to the shivering young woman standing at the top of the causeway. Finally his eyes drifted back down to his own bloody hand, slowly opening again.
‘No… I didn’t kill them,’ he said, his words almost a whisper as the sculptured face of Jesus looked back at him, ‘I saved us… I saved us all.’
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Five years later.
Chapter 1: Another day of the usual.
‘Hurt them, Daddy,’ begged the girl, her voice full of gleeful menace. ‘Hurt them for me.’
‘Yes, Daddy. Cut them, cut them up,’ her younger sister giggled. ‘Cut them all up…’
Tom smiled to himself and allowed his daughter’s voices to fuel his rage against the Dead creatures before him. His wickedly sharp sickles, already slick with the dark blood and gore of previous kills, flashed through the air with alarming precision, severing decaying limbs with every swing of his arms.
‘Their heads!’ spat his wife, each word dripping with a dark urgency. ‘Remove their heads… end their existence… end it!’
‘For you,’ Tom muttered, easily slashing one of his blades through the grey skin of a Dead child’s neck.
For a moment the small ruined body stood there, rocking back and forth on its bare and blackened feet. Then, as gravity finally took control of its now lifeless body, it crumpled into the long grass; at last just a collection of rotting flesh. The decapitated head that rolled away only to eventually come to rest at the base of a large apple tree, was unfortunately another matter altogether. With the putrid brain within the Dead child’s skull still intact, a pair of milky film covered eyes continued to watch Tom’s every movement, forever eager for a taste of his living flesh. But Tom no longer concerned himself with this unfortunate creature, it was the other three lumbering corpses making their slow but determined approach that now drew his attention. And anyway, even as he allowed his killing frenzy to wrap about him like the smothering embrace of a strange but welcome friend, he knew in the back of his mind that he could not risk breaking his fragile blades by using them to puncture skulls.
‘Kill her,’ whispered his wife, while the cadaver of a young woman took a stumbling step towards him. ‘Cut her to pieces, Tom.’
Tom barely had time to take in the grey tinged skin stretched taught over the Dead woman’s emaciated face or the fact that one of her arms ended at the elbow in a tattering of torn and blackened curling skin. He simply stepped forward to greet her; a greeting he knew would end with the Dead woman falling to the rage that burned within him. No sooner had the Dead woman reached beseechingly for him with the stump of her ruined arm than Tom’s own arms were crossing, turning the blades of his sickle in a monstrous pair of deadly scissors. 
‘Kill her!’ his wife hissed again, as Tom calmly closed the gap between himself and the ruined young woman.
With a yell of pure hatred escaping him, Tom swiftly uncrossed his arms, the curved blades in his hands slicing across each other and viciously ripping through the fragile skin of the Dead woman’s neck. Again, a head with hungry eyes came to rest somewhere amongst the heavily laden fruit trees and again it was instantly dismissed from his thoughts.
‘More, Daddy. More!’ giggled his youngest daughter.
Keen to oblige his daughter in her morbid request, Tom moved to engage the next approaching corpse. This time the creature had been a middle aged man in life and just what had transformed him into the walking abomination that now presented itself, desperate to quench its compelling hunger, Tom could only guess. Unlike his cadaverous travelling companions his body seemed to be intact and Tom couldn’t see any obvious bite marks on the exposed sallow skin of his arms and chest. 
‘Unlucky sod,’ Tom muttered to himself, realising the poor fellow must have died of something far more natural than the hungry savagery of the Dead.          
To have survived for so long only to then die of something as pedestrian as an infection or an appendicitis seemed to Tom just another example of God’s unrelenting and cruel sense of humour. But Tom would not let the tiny spark of pity for the Dead thing deter him from bringing a swift and vicious end to its unnatural existence. For this decaying shell of a man, still clothed in the stinking and tattered remains of a filthy business suit, was but one of billions of other such shambling cadavers spread across the globe, each consuming Humanity piece by piece like a strange demonic cancer; and as long as Tom still had breath in his body he would not rest until he had removed each and every one of them; limb by limb if necessary.
Just like all of his kind, the Dead man raised his arms imploringly to Tom; somehow hoping the living flesh he craved would readily sacrifice itself to the hunger that consumed him. Yet no such sacrifice had ever willingly been made and even as the Dead man’s jacket and tattered skirt fluttered open to reveal an emaciated torso already being consumed by a dark and creeping mould, Tom raised his sickles ready to strike.
‘Tom! Behind you!’ came a woman’s voice he recognised but couldn’t place; her words full of panic and urgency.
Ignoring the Dead business man for a second, Tom spun just in time to knock aside the blackened claw like hands of another Dead man which had appeared from behind a tree, drawn to sounds of the living.
‘Kill them both, Daddy! Kill them, kill them, kill them,’ his eldest daughter chanted over and over, keen to see lifeless limbs fall to her father’s blades.
Torn between the Dead man in the suit and this new arrival, Tom looked back and forth between the two hungry corpses. From the charred state of one side of the second man’s body, he had clearly been the victim of a raging fire at some point; though whether this had been the actual cause of his death Tom would never know for sure but the bite size chunk missing from his left wrist hinted to a different cause of his demise.
‘You win, Crispy!’ Tom growled, choosing the burnt man who just at that moment happened to let forth a deep haunting moan through his cracked and twisted lips.
With the morning sunlight flashing across what little of the curved blade was still free of gore, the sickle in Tom’s right fist sliced through the air, effortlessly removing a burnt hand in its silent passing. Of course the loss of the appendage did nothing to deter the burnt corpse in its compulsion to latch onto the flesh so tantalisingly close to it and even before the severed hand had dropped to the ground it started to lean forward, its gaping jaws a deadly chasm of broken teeth and pus filled gums.
‘Tom…’ his wife warned with a sharp hiss. ‘Too close!’
Nodding, Tom managed to swiftly bring his left arm up, lodging it hard against the Dead man’s burnt chest. With just enough space to keep the snapping mouth shy of reaching its bloody goal, he gave the corpse a sharp and angry shove. Landing on its back with an all too human like grunt escaping its lifeless lungs, Tom saw his chance and stepped forward to bare down on the pitiful but deadly creature. Before the corpse had had a chance to right itself Tom’s heavy boot was crashing down on its head, obliterating what little of its features it had left and quickly turning its face into a dark stinking pulp.
‘Cut him… cut him up!’ his two daughters chanted, their voices little more squeals of delight.     
‘Kill it, Tom!’ screeched his wife. ‘Kill it for us!’
Again and again Tom slammed his foot down of the creature’s head and even when he heard the sickening crack of the skull cracking beneath his onslaught he continued his attack.
‘Destroy it, Tom!’ his wife barked menacingly.
 ‘Tom!’ came the voice of the unfamiliar woman again. ‘Tom!’
‘Yes, crush him, Daddy!’ his girls encouraged.
‘Tom!’ the woman yelled again, her words barely registering. ‘Tom, look out!’
Suddenly, despite his grunts, Tom managed to hear the sound of someone landing heavily beside him in the tall grass.
‘Kill her!’ screeched his wife, causing Tom to spin to meet his new attacker.
‘No!’ Fran screamed, jumping back just in time to avoid Tom’s blades as they sliced towards her. ‘Tom! Tom, it’s me… it’s Fran!’ 
Blinking, Tom took in the attractive young woman stood before him, her hazel eyes full of fear and concern for him. Slowly shaking his head to clear his confusion, Tom took a staggering step away from her.
‘Fran?’ Tom whispered, the stark reality of the orchard and how he had found himself there, slowly drifting back to him like wafts of smoke.
‘Yes!’ she replied with a grunt, already spinning to kick out at the Dead man in the suit, who had closed the gap between herself and Tom.
‘Are you back with us?’ she asked, darting forward to the suited man to stab a wickedly sharp looking knife through his eye socket and into his brain. ‘Tom, are you with us?’ she repeated, looking back at the man who had momentarily lost himself to his rage.
Tom looked about the small apple orchard, the heavily laden branches drooping under the weight of their ripe harvest and waited for his rapidly beating heart to return to normal. With each lung full of air he gulped down he could feel his breathing slowly return to normal and the adrenalin surging through his body begin to dissipate. More importantly though was that the voices of his wife and two daughters returned to the usual ghostly murmur that permanently itched somewhere in the back of his mind. Ever since he had returned to the small cottage, that he and his family had made their home, to find spilt blood and empty despair awaiting him he had carried their voices with him. They pleaded for retribution, they begged him for justice and they demanded revenge; and each time he willingly gave into their requests, if only to make himself feel better. Of course Tom knew his wife and two daughters were gone, transformed into monstrous creatures of decaying flesh that now roamed the countryside with but one thought consuming them; the need to feed on the living. But despite this he welcomed their voices when they came to him. He pulled them close and let their words wrap about his heart and all the while he begged for their forgiveness for having not been there when they had needed him most.
‘Err…Yeah,’ Tom whispered, using the crook of his sleeve to wipe the sweat from his forehead. 
Fran wiped her blade clean on the least unsavoury part of the now lifeless man’s jacket and push herself up from her knees.
‘You’re sure?’ she asked, slipping the knife back into the sheath tied onto her belt. 
‘Yeah, sorry about that,’ Tom replied, his embarrassment tinged with a niggling but real concern that one day he may never be able to pull himself from the ghostly embrace of his lost family, ‘I got a little carried away there.’
‘Just a little,’ said Fran, moving over to the decapitated head of the child to grant it the eternal darkness it had been so cruelly denied.
‘You can come down now, Kai!’ she shouted up to a young man perched among the high branches of one of the apple trees.
With a wave of acknowledgement, Kai began to slowly make his way down through the branches to his two travelling companions. For a moment Fran watched his descent, idly taking in the movement of his solid arms, the curve of his broad shoulders and then with a little rush of embarrassment suddenly flushing blood to her cheeks, the way his jeans clung attractively to his backside.
Kai had spent the last five years safely hidden from the Dead behind the high walls of his boarding school, which with its vast grounds producing enough food for the students that had remained, his body had not yet taken on the lean look that was common among other survivors. But of course the high walls had not kept the Dead out forever and as always, it had ended badly; it had ended in blood. Few had escaped the Dead that day as they swept through the school like a wave of savage death and in fact both Tom and Fran themselves would have been torn to pieces if not for Kai’s quick thinking. But they had escaped, they had survived and more importantly they had formulated a plan. For Tom and Fran had not arrived at the school alone and although they had lost some of their number to the hungry Dead, others they had simply misplaced. But at least they had an idea of where their friends had fled to and although they had not come across them just yet they hoped to find them when they reached their goal, the island of St Michael’s mount.
‘Are yo… yo… you alright?’ Kai stammered, dropping from the lowest branch to land beside Fran in the tall grass.
‘He can’t help himself,’ she replied, her words soft enough that only Kai could hear. ‘And you’ve got to hand it to him, he’s bloody good with those blades.’
‘Yeah, b…b…but  F... F...’ Kai began, suddenly cutting himself off with a bark like cough from deep in his throat as if to reset the link between his mind and his mouth. ‘Fran you could have b… been seriously h…hurt.’
‘But I wasn’t,’ said Fran matter-of-factly, giving a brief shrug of her shoulders as she knelt down to finally deal with the child’s head.
Ignoring Kai’s disapproving grunt behind her, Fran gingerly manoeuvred the child’s head with her fingertips, trying her best to avoid touching it any more than necessary. Even without a body to feed, the child’s jaws still moved back and forth, snapping at Fran in their compulsion to rip into the living flesh that was now so tantalisingly close.
‘Sorry, little one,’ Fran mumbled, tilting the head back slightly while the blade of her knife hovered over its film covered right eye.
Fran looked briefly into the eyes of the Dead child and saw nothing of whom or what it had once been; nothing remained, nothing but a perverse shell of its former self. Just how this horror had befallen humanity Fran could not comprehend but as she looked into the face of the Dead child looking back at her with a pure animalistic hunger contorting its decaying features she feared Man as a species had finally run its course.
As she watched the child opened its mouth, its blackened slug-like tongue stretched towards her as if begging for the merest taste of flesh and in that instant Fran knew enough was enough. This child had been conscripted into the army of the Dead though violence, terror and bloodshed but now it was her job to gift it the eternal peace it deserved. Without further hesitation she thrust the blade sharply into the eye socket. With a ‘crunch’ she could both hear and feel the tip of her knife sliding through the orbit, thin shards of bone scraping sickeningly against the blade as it continued into the brain.
Once the job was done Fran sat back on her heels, used the long grass to wipe the worst of the gore from the blade of her knife and then slipped it back into its sheath.
‘I wonder where they all came from?’ Fran said aloud, looking at the half dozen corpses scattered about the small orchard, most of them in pieces. ‘I mean, we’re not that close to a town are we?’
But neither of the men chose to answer her. Tom was trying to make himself look busy by carefully plucking ripe apples from a nearby tree while Kai just watched him, arms folded and a scowl scrunching up his otherwise attractive features. Fran knew what each of her travelling companions must be thinking and in some ways she felt a little sympathy for both of them. Tom understandably was feeling ashamed and probably a little scared that he had lost control of himself so totally that he had almost attacked her, while Kai was feeling equally scared but for quite a different reason. 
Tom and his ghostly voices were an unknown factor to Kai and he didn’t like it; after all, the unknown could easily get you killed out here among the Dead. Admittedly he had almost got used to the man’s occasional mumbled conversations with his deceased family, tuning out his incoherent muttering as they travelled in the cart. But it was when Tom gave himself over to the demands conjured from the darkest recesses of his mind that Kai felt he became too unhinged and dangerous.
‘Well?’ said Fran, looking from Kai to Tom, both of whom were still lost in their own conflicting thoughts about what had just happened. ‘Is one of you going to answer me? Kai?’ she asked, looking up at the young man with his exotic mix of Thai and European features.
But Kai only glanced down at her, the mix of anger, frustration and worry clearly evident in his eyes.
‘Tom?’ she continued, turning her attention to the clearly troubled older man.
‘I…’ he began to say, giving a specific apple a much closer inspection than it really warranted before falling silent once again. 
‘Fine!’ grunted Fran, pushing herself up from the ground as her sympathy quickly turned into annoyance. ‘For fuck’s sake, life’s too short right now for moody silences. No-one got hurt, no-one died and got bitten, that’s the main thing and… we… we all need each other right now, so you two had better find a way to deal with your shit… Okay!’
With that, Fran angrily ripped an apple from a nearby branch, the action causing a few of its more riper counterparts to break free and land with a series of soft thuds in the tall grass. 
‘I’m going to check on Star… make sure she’s alright,’ she grumbled, taking an equally angry bite from the apple. ‘You two can finish up here.’
As Fran stomped off through the small orchard, confident in her own ability to protect herself, Tom looked silently over at Kai.
‘W…W…What’s her problem?’ Kai eventually said, offering Tom a typically macho olive branch of peace.
‘Beats me?’ Tom replied, his lips twitching in a grateful smile of acceptance as he shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘Women!’
***
Walking away, Fran could hear that the two men behind her had finally started talking to each other again, causing a small but slightly smug smile to spread across her face before she took another bite of the juicy apple. Of course she knew Tom and Kai were only papering over the cracks of their problems but if it meant they could all get along, at least until they joined up with the others of their lost group, she would accept that.
Following the path of trampled down grass that they had made upon entering the orchard, Fran soon found herself stepping out onto the weed-choked gravel track that led back to the road. Normally they wouldn’t have wandered so far from their precious horse and cart but with the locked metal gate blocking any closer access they hadn’t been given much choice; not unless they were willing to pass up the chance to replenish some of their much depleted food stores, which they weren’t. 
Above her the clear blue autumn sky was a flurry of winged activity. Small birds darted and swooped effortlessly though the air, gorging themselves on the glut of winged insects in preparation for the harder times that the oncoming change of season promised. With her unhurried footsteps crunching on the loose gravel beneath her feet, Fran watched a small flock of merrily coloured Finches flitting above her and realised she was slightly envious of their carefree and simple existence. She paused briefly, following a particular bird flashing from one side of the track to the next, snatching a beak-full of unsuspecting insects with every passing. With her eyes darting back and forth tracing the birds progress she raised the half eaten apple to her mouth and was about to take another bite when she heard something; something that made her freeze. Ahead of her, just beyond the high blackberry bushes which obscured her view, something was obviously distressing their usually calm mare, Star. Whatever it was it that caused her to snort and anxiously stamp her hooves in irritation Fran knew she’d better prepare herself for the worst. So, tossing aside the half eaten apple, she pulled free her knife once again and began to move towards the gate as silently as the gravel underfoot would allow. 
By the time Fran had made it as far as the high bushes the thunder of Star’s hooves had become an almost constant drumming against the cracked road surface beyond. She knew if she wanted to avoid the poor beast succumbing to this panic and bolting, she had to act fast to calm her down; for if she failed they could lose their only means of transport and with the Dead forever with them, this could simply prove fatal. But even with her necessity for haste pushing her forward, Fran knew better than to just charge out into the road to confront whatever was worrying Star. So she forcibly held herself back and tried her best to push aside her ever mounting concern. Fran could think of three possible causes for Star’s agitation; the Dead, dogs or raiders, all of which were equally as deadly. She instantly dismissed a pack of once domestic dogs gone wild being to blame, the savage growls and barking of the pack would have been clearly evident. So that just left the Dead or a raiding group of other unfamiliar survivors. Fran couldn’t decide which sickened her more, the Dead with their insatiable hunger or the living who had banded together to form cruel merciless gangs preying on the weak and defenceless. They had come across the unsavoury handiwork of such raiders many times over the last five years; meagre food stores and crops had been pillaged, once-safe havens overrun and left open to the Dead and worst of all, men, women and children both raped and beaten so badly that death had been a mercy to them. Fran needed to know what she was dealing with and in that instant she knew it was one of the rare occasions that she hoped only the Dead awaited her; at least their pointless violence she could understand.
Pushing aside some of the twisting tendrils of the blackberry bush, its thorny branches heavy with a jewel-like harvest, Fran tried to see through to the road on the other side. Ignoring the spikey thorns as they scratched and dug into her hands, she was eventually rewarded for her effects with a small but unrestricted side view of the cart.
‘Thank Fuck!’ she mumbled to herself, finally releasing a breath that up until that moment she had been unaware of holding.
Letting the thicker tendrils spring back into place, Fran jogged to the wide metal bar gate. 
‘Lucky this time… just another of the Dead,’ she thought, the statement almost making her steps falter. 
To think that she could treat the living corpses that had torn humanity apart limb by limb in such a dismissive manner suddenly seemed crazy to her. That they had all become so used to this unbelievable horror in their lives, that their very presence could be greeted with relief or thought of as the lesser of two evils was astounding. For five years now they had been living a nightmare, a nightmare that had somehow drifted into reality and become the norm without them even realising. This was their life now and Fran knew they had to just get on with it; as Darwin said ‘adapt or die’, it was as simple as that.
‘Alright, girl… alright, I’m coming,’ she cooed softly, while the mare stamped furiously to remove the clawing corpse from her front right leg.
Somehow, while they had been in the orchard, Star had been trying to deal with her own uninvited guest. Just how the mare had managed to lodge her hoof through the creature’s mangled rib cage she could only guess but as Fran clambered over the gate, knife in hand, she was grateful this time there was only one of them to deal with. 
‘Now what have you been up to?’ she muttered, moving to the other side of Star and out of the Dead man’s reach.
‘Shhh…. Shhh… Shhh,’ she continued, gently stoking Star’s soft velvety mussel as she looked down at the pathetic creature that had suddenly noticed her presence.
Just why the Dead saw certain animals as food and not others was just another of those mysteries that had become part of their everyday lives; yet in this instance it was a mystery that gave man the tiniest spark of hope. That the Dead somehow couldn’t comprehend horses in the same way that they did cows, sheep, pigs and of course man, enabled the survivors to have a means of transport independent of the now almost non-existent petrol. Just who had realised horses were the new ‘must have’ in this world of the Dead, Fran had no idea but whoever it was, what was left of humanity certainly owed them their thanks. For these beasts of a bygone era, together with the box covered carts that hid the living passengers from hungry Dead eyes, gave them a way to move about the countryside in relative safety in search of food, resources and even as with Fran, Tom and Kai’s situation, a new home.
‘Whoa… whoa there, girl,’ hushed Fran, taking hold of Star’s bridle trying to stop the beast bucking her head.
As Fran wrapped her fingers around one of the leather straps the mutilated Dead man at her feet began to moan and paw pathetically at her calf and thigh. With a sneer of revulsion spreading across her face, Fran took a small step back hoping to get beyond his cadaverous reach. Unfortunately this only seemed to make the corpse double his efforts and with each lurching movement his shattered rib cage scrapped worryingly against Star’s fetlock.
‘Shit!’ Fran spat, noticing the small cuts Star had already received from rubbing against the shards of broken bone.
She knew if Star was to become lame or get an infection the situation for her human passengers would certainly take a turn for the worse but this aside, Fran liked the steady mare and definitely wouldn’t want to see her in pain or injured.
‘Now, hold still, girl,’ she said through gritted teeth as she struggled with the bridle to keep Star from moving.
The second Star momentarily paused, Fran took her chance and stamped down hard with the heel of her boot. Despite the sickening ‘thud’ as the corpse’s head connected with the road surface, Fran knew the blow didn’t have a chance of finishing the Dead man but then that hadn’t been the aim. With the man’s shoulders now flat against the road, she stamped down again, this time aiming for his withered neck. Again she heard the cracking of bone as the fragile vertebrae pinned beneath her boot ground together and fractured. With the creature’s head now held securely in place by her foot, she bent down and with a single stab to the temple her blade gave the Dead man the eternal peace denied him.
Almost instantly Star began to calm down again, simply showing her displeasure now through agitated snorts.
‘Now to get you out of this,’ said Fran, glancing up into one of Star’s large dark eyes.
For a moment she examined the lifeless corpse’s ruined body, trying to think of the best way to extricate Star’s hoof from its shattered ribcage. In the end she decided it was probably quickest to simply pull the broken ribs a little further apart to make the hole wide enough to just pull the hoof free. She was just about to reach forward to grab hold of the broken bone and torn decaying flesh when she noticed the small scratches and scrapes from the blackberry bush crisscrossing across her right hand.
‘Fuck,’ she mumbled to herself, pulling free the pair of thick canvas gloves she had tucked into the back of her trousers, ‘getting careless, Francesca…’
Wincing as the rough fabric brushed across the scratches on her hand, Fran berated herself for being so stupid. A second’s lapse in concentration and she could have found herself trying to fight off the million and one bacterial or viral infections that the putrid flesh of the decaying cadaver surely carried. She may not have been able to contract whatever transformed the living into one of the Dead, after all that could only be contracted through a bite and could take anything from a few hours to a few days to take hold, but nonetheless there were plenty of other opportunistic nasties out there just waiting to infect you. 
‘Careless,’ she repeated, roughly tugging on the other glove.
‘Now,’ she continued, moving her now protected hands from one position to the next.
Once she was satisfied on her grip she yanked the already gaping ribs further apart with a sharp tug. Try as she might to ignore the wet cracking sound of broken bones shifting, Fran couldn’t help but take notice of the unbelievable rancid odour that rushed up from the exposed rotting flesh within. 
‘Christ!’ she coughed, only just resisting the urge to gag as she quickly turned her face away.
Blinking away the tears that stung her eyes, Fran pulled herself together and went back to the task of releasing Star’s trapped hoof. Within seconds and almost as if on cue, Star raised her front leg, slipping it free of the putrid mess she had stepping into. 
‘There you go,’ said Fran, wiping the worst of the gore from the poor beast’s leg.
It was only when Fran grabbed hold the carcass to pull it over to the side of the road that she noticed that the legs of the Dead man had been reduced to little more than gnawed bone clothed in a tatter of denim rags. 
‘Well that explains that then,’ she mumbled to herself, tossing the raggedy collection of lifeless bones to its final resting place at the base of a large hawthorn bush.
With no leg muscles to support him, the pathetic cadaver must have clawed its way along the road, hand over fist, until it unfortunately found itself right in front of Star and her crashing hooves.
‘Right, let’s get you cleaned up,’ murmured Fran, giving Star’s thick muscular neck a friendly pat as she walked past her to the cart.
Pulling off her gloves, she slapped them repeatedly against the side of the cart one at a time in an attempt to remove the worst of the stinking gore still clinging to them. Only once she was satisfied they were as clean as she could get them did she jamb them back into her waistband and open the hatch in front of her.
Their cart, much like all others she had come across since the Dead arrived to happily knock Man from the top of the food chain, was basically a box on wheels. Made from planks of wood, the walls and the flat roof each had an access hatch built into it that could be secured from the inside; while dotted seemingly randomly across the walls ‘spyholes’ with sliding covers had also been cut to allow the living to view the outside world undetected as they travelled. The only wall that did not have these spyholes was in fact the front one and, in contrast, this had a single thin horizontal channel cut into it. This ‘viewing slit’ not only enabled the driver to see where they were going while still hiding them from the Dead but also gave him access to the reins of the horse pulling them.
After pulling open one of the side hatches, Fran climbed into the cart and started to pull aside a few of the spyhole covers, allowing more light into the dim interior to aid her search among their meagre belongs for something to clean up Star’s scrapes. 
‘Now, where… are… you?’ Fran mumbled to herself, lifting up the hinged lid of a long box that served as one of the two benches running either side of the cart.
Pushing aside weapons, clothes and what was left of their food supply, Fran at last found the plastic bottle she was looking for.
‘Just enough,’ she mused, shaking the bottle of bleach to hear the small amount of liquid sloshing inside. ‘And this… and… this… and this,’ she continued, quickly grabbing bottle of boiled water, a scrap of clean-ish looking fabric and a plastic container that had once been an ice cream tub.
Jumping back out through the hatch, Fran made her way back to Star who had returned to her usual calm, patient self.
‘Now, this is going to sting a bit,’ she said, pouring some of the water into the plastic tub followed by a squirt of their precious thick bleach.
Swishing the two liquids together with her fingers, Fran picked up the piece of cloth and making sure she held it in her hand with the scratches on it, dunked it in the bleach solution.
‘Ouch,’ she gasped as the sterilising liquid stung her cuts.
‘I hope you understand this is for your own good,’ she continued, wringing out the cloth and gingerly wiping down Star’s leg.
At first Star showed no sign of distress, simply flaring her nostrils disapprovingly at the sharp acrid smell, but then as the wet cloth passed across her minor cuts and scrapes she began to buck her head and try to move away from Fran.
‘Shhh… I know… I know, Star,’ cooed Fran, trying her best to calm the agitated beast. ‘Shhh… almost done.’
Once she was satisfied she had cleaned Star’s leg as best as she could, Fran stood and moved the tub of bleach water to one side.
‘I’m sorry, Girl,’ she whispered, laying her cheek against Star’s thick muscular neck as the mare continued to stamp her stinging leg in irritation.
‘Hey, what’s up with Star?’ asked Tom, appearing by the gate with a bulging sack of harvested fruit hitched up onto his shoulders.
‘The old girl got herself some scrapes and cleaning her up stung a little, that’s all,’ Fran replied, softly patting Star’s muzzle, ‘but now we’re all friends against, aren’t we? Hey?’
‘Doesn’t look like she’s forgiven you just yet,’ said Tom, chuckling as he nodded to Star who was still clearly annoyed.
‘Chuck me an apple, will you,’ asked Fran, hoping it would go some way to ingratiate herself back into Star’s good books.
With a grunt, Tom lowered the heavy sack from his shoulders down onto the road side of the gate before climbing over it himself.
‘Here,’ he said tossing a large apple to her.
Catching it with one hand, Fran placed the apple by Star’s mouth and never one to forgo a meal when offered, she devoured it in two bites. 
‘Can you give me another?’ said Fran, holding her empty palm up to Tom who had already brought the sack over. ‘And where’s Kai?’ she continued, suddenly realising the young man was nowhere to be seen.
‘There you go, old girl,’ said Tom, Patting Star’s nose as she held out a second apple from the sack.
‘Tom, where’s Kai?’ she repeated, guiltily wondering if the two men had actually come to blows after all.
‘What? Sorry,’ said Tom, giving Star one last friendly pat. ‘Oh, he’s just taking a shit, he’s…’
‘And you just let him wander off on his own?’ she interrupted, not sure just who she was angry at most; Tom for thinking it was okay to leave Kai on his own or Kai himself for being so reckless.
‘Man wanted some privacy…’ Tom began to reply, shrugging his shoulders.
‘Some privacy?’ she barked, throwing her arms up in exasperation. ‘Kai isn’t like us Tom, he’s barely been beyond the walls of his school in the last five years… all this is still new to him.’
‘Yeah but,’ Tom tried to say.
‘He’s likely to get his arse bitten off before his trousers reach his knees,’ she continued, cutting Tom off to stomp angrily past him back to the gate. ‘He may be a big bloke and could probably take care of himself in a fist fight with someone alive but… but you saw what happened earlier, bloody fool not only left his crowbar back in the cart but then climbed a tree rather than trying to outrun the Dead… rookie mistake Tom, and you know it.’
‘Come on, Fran, he’ll learn soon enough… let the man have a few minutes to himself!’ Tom called after her. ‘He’s not going to thank you for turning up midway through a crap.’
At Tom’s statement Fran’s steps faulted slightly. Perhaps she was being too harsh on the man after all. By her own admission, Kai was new to this way of life and she herself remembered how difficult it had been for her to get used to stripping down when the need arose to wash in mixed company, let alone relieving yourself in front of someone else. But Fran knew there was simply no room in this world of the Dead for any outdated shyness; privacy was a luxury of the past, privacy could get you killed. So with her resolve returning, Fran began to climb back over the gate. She was just about to swing her legs over when she heard Kai’s stammering voice calling to her.
‘Y… you g…gonna give me a h…hand?’ he asked, appearing through the tree line further down the gravel track; a heavy looking sack over each shoulder.
Somewhat relieved that the situation had resolved itself without her having to interrupt Kai answering his call of nature, Fran nodded, jumped from the gate and jogged to meet him halfway. She knew she would still have to broach the subject though and even as she approached him she tried to think of just how to phrase what she needed to say.
‘T… take this one,’ he gestured, easing the sack slowly off his right shoulder, ‘there’s p…plums in there too so g…go easy… d…don’t s…squash them.’
‘Got it,’ she replied, briefly opening the sack to look at a mound of the bright red and golden fruit.
‘Kai…’ she began, gently lifting the sack of precious fruit.
‘L…look I’m s…sorry about before,’ he cut in, his features suddenly scrunching up apologetically, ‘I sh…shouldn’t have gone off on one like that about T…Tom…. b…but he’s s…so unpre…predictable.’
Fran turned to look up into Kai’s large dark eyes, so full of worry and concern for not only his own safety but clearly for hers too, that it almost made her want to drop her burden and pull him into a comforting hug. As far as life among the Dead was concerned, this twenty-one year old man was an innocent. His previous life had sheltered him from the terror filled realities they had all had to endure and she knew he had to learn fast if he wanted to survive; there was more than just rules about relieving himself she needed to tell him about. 
‘Kai,’ she continued, knowing that mollycoddling him now simply to protect him from the realities of this new world he found himself in could only end badly for everyone and may even get him killed. ‘Kai, you’ve got to understand something… the old rules, they… they don’t apply anymore. You can’t judge people’s sanity or reliability by what used to be normal… not now, not anymore. Everyone you’re going to meet from now on, they’ve all had to survive their own horrors…they’ve all seen the most terrible things imaginable happen to people they loved and they’ve all had to come to terms with it in their own way. Some have become spiteful and full of anger; angry at the Dead or angry at other survivors for simply surviving when others didn’t. Some, like Tom, are wrestling with their inner demons, somehow keeping those they lost with them and only allowing their pain to surface when they can use it to their advantage… But everybody’s different, everybody’s found their own way to make sure they get can through to another day… Christ! Some people have even managed to find God in all this madness…’
They had reached the gate again by this point and as she slowly lowered the sack to the ground with a ‘grunt’, she turned to Kai again.
‘Do… do you get what I’m saying?’ she asked, searching his face for understanding.
Kai effortlessly lifted his sack of fruit over the gate and set it down the other side before looking back at Fran.
‘And w…what about you?’ he simply said. ‘What gets you through the d…day?’
She thought for a moment, pondering just what it was that enabled her to go on without her own loss overwhelming her and then a single word formed in her head.
‘Hope,’ she softly said. ‘I’m one of the ones that cling to hope. Hope that the madness will end, hope that we’ll somehow beat the Dead, hope that we’ll meet up with our friends again and… and hope that tomorrow might just be a bit better than today.’
Kai slowly nodded his head, whether in approval or understanding Fran could not tell but at least it was a start.
‘Right, that’s lesson one over with,’ she finally said, climbing over the gate. ‘Let’s get this lot into the cart.’
‘Oh, yeah, and  j…just how many l…lessons are there?’ he asked, reaching down to pick up the sack Fran had been carrying.
‘Ooh… far too many to count, I’m afraid,’ she replied, shaking her head as a smile twitched at her lips. ‘But I’ll tell you this much, lessons two and three are: you never leave the safety of the cart unarmed and you’d better get used to going to the loo with an audience because from now on Tom’s your chaperone and you’re his.’
‘W…what!’ said Kai, unsure if Fran was pulling his leg or not.
With an arch of Fran’s eyebrow, Kai had his answer and as he was struck with the horrifying realisation that she meant it, his cheeks flushed with embarrassment.
‘I see you’ve told him!’ laughed Tom, noticing the look on Kai’s face as he sauntered over to help with the harvested supplies.
‘Don’t worry,’ he continued, slapping his hand on Kai’s shoulder, ‘you’ll get used to it… and hey, it’s better than the alternative.’
‘W…what’s the alt…alternative?’ asked Kai, giving Tom a wary sideways glance.
‘One of the Dead sneaking up on you to make a dinner out of your balls,’ Tom laughed, slapping Kai again, his dark humour doing little to ease Kai’s apprehension.
‘Oh,’ said Kai, the realisation just how much he had to learn only now beginning to sink in.
‘Come on,’ said Fran, seeing that Kai needed to come to terms with this new reality at his own pace, ‘let’s get this lot into the cart with the rest.’
Hoping to get back on the move again soon, Fran picked up one of the heavy sacks in her arms and began to carry it over to the cart with a series of waddle like steps.
‘An… and who w…watches out for her?’ whispered Kai, watching Fran struggling with the weight in her arms.
‘Her?’ Tom replied, folding his arms. ‘Nothing sneaks up on her, living or Dead. She’s got some kick-ass moves that one. Her dad was some sort of martial arts instructor… she’s probably a black-belt in something or other… our Fran is one little lady that can take care of herself.’
‘She certainly can,’ Kai mumbled, effortlessly lifting the other sack back onto his shoulder to follow her.
‘So he doesn’t stammer all the time,’ Tom thought to himself, a knowing smile creeping across his face as he watched Kai help Fran lift her sack into the cart. ‘Interesting.’
***
‘And you really think we can’t get past it?’ whispered Fran, idly biting the nail of her thumb while she looked despondently through the viewing slit at the twisted wreckage of an overturned bus. ‘Could we pull it out of the way?’
‘Not a chance,’ Tom replied, making sure to keep his voice low as he glanced back to Fran hovering anxiously by his left shoulder.
‘Shit,’ Fran hissed, slowly turning her nervous attention to her other thumb nail. ‘Any ideas?’
They had left the orchard far behind them, its many branches still laden with fruit awaiting the next hungry traveller in need, and although throughout the morning they had made a steady progress, once they began to approach the coast they seemed to have been dogged with one problem after another. They had travelled along roads clogged with the abandoned detritus of a world no more; past small ruined cottages, their broken doors and shattered windows nothing but gaping mouths howling in testament to the horrors forced upon their once living occupants, and all the while the Dead had been with them. Their decaying shells, as savaged and as abandoned as the homes they once lived in, moved in slow tortuous movements along the streets. Down alleyways and through once lovingly tended gardens, now overgrown and choked with weeds, they dragged their torn and abused corpses. Forever onward, they ceaselessly placed one foot in front of the other, unaware of their surroundings until something sparked their interest; something warm, something alive, something that may just quench the hunger that burned like ice at the core of their very being. 
Even as Fran waited for Tom to answer her, she watched the tragic figure of a Dead woman slowly begin to pull herself over the rusted wreck of the car that had long ago collided with the rear of the overturned bus. The woman, for Fran could tell that had once been her sex despite her bald head and the mutilations her body had suffered, was dressed in the filthy remnants of a tattered traffic warden’s uniform. The poor creature had had much of the flesh torn from one side of her chest and with each movement the rotting muscle stood out in sickening contrast against the yellowing bone of her exposed ribcage.
‘Poor Bitch,’ murmured Fran to herself, watching as the Dead woman’s claw like hands latched onto more of the twisted metal to drag herself forward. 
It was only when the Dead woman had managed to pull herself totally over the mangled remains that Fran could see the true extent of the woman’s injuries. Not only had she suffered the most terrible abuse to her torso but she was also missing one of her legs from just below the knee. Fran casually noticed that its blackened and putrid stump was still wrapped in what looked to have once been bandages. Whether the missing leg had actually been the initial point of attack and someone had removed it in a pointless attempt to prevent the woman from the inevitable transition into one of the Dead, Fran would never know for sure, but from her other wounds the woman had clearly been attacked for a second time when she had been at her most vulnerable. Watching the Dead woman’s slow progress, Fran wondered just what had caught this corpse’s attention enough to compel it to clamber over the rusting obstacle.
‘Tom,’ she began to whisper, unable to take her eyes from the woman’s savaged cadaver.
‘Hang on… Shhh,’ he replied, holding up his hand to abruptly cutting her off.
When he was sure neither Fran or Kai were going to speak, Tom lent closer to the thin slit cut into the wall in front of him, tilted his head to one side and strained his hearing, trying to pinpoint the faint but somehow out of place sound that had caught his interest. 
Fran glanced nervously over her shoulder at Kai who had been quietly studying their battered map of the area, looking for an alternative route so they could avoid the wrecked bus entirely. Almost as if he felt her eyes upon him, Kai moved his head slightly and looked back up at her. With that small insignificant movement the top half of his face was suddenly struck by one of the golden beams of light that crisscrossed the dim interior of the cart. For a split second his dark eyes seemed to flash with a burning fire, the light dancing mysteriously across them, but then in less than a heartbeat the illusion evaporated returning them to their usual disks of pure obsidian.
Kai and Fran silently looked at each other; each locked in the other’s gaze, unable to speak or look away. For a brief moment Fran’s whole world seemed to exist within the swirling darkness of Kai’s attractive eyes. The Dead, Star, Tom, all the other people she had loved and lost over the last five years, all of them were washed away in that instant by the welcoming blackness that promised to smother her in its unknown embrace; and then as Kai’s eyelids began to close in an involuntary slow blink, her world and the reality of it came rushing back to her, demanding to be recognised and remembered.   
‘There!’ hissed Tom, finally interrupting Fran’s eye contact with Kai. ‘Did… did you hear it that time?’
‘What? I…’ she began to answer but stopped herself, realising she too could actually hear something, something faint but definitely increasing in volume. ‘What… what is that?’ she continued, moving her head closer to the thin opening to hear better.
As she strained to identify the sound, Kai also moved to the front of the cart to stand next to her; his muscular body self-consciously close to hers in the limited space. Fran tried to ignore the soft whisper of his breath against her neck, the press of his thigh against her own or the warm touch of his hand as he casually placed it against her back enabling him to lean forward. But these minute touch points where their bodies innocently collided called out to her to be noticed and before she even realised she was even doing it, Fran had noted, detailed and relished every one of them.
‘It’s getting closer, whatever it is,’ Tom whispered, looking from Fran to Kai.
The sound, which had become a lot clearer, could only be described as a thudding with an intermittent high pitched whine somehow overlaid on top. It was only as Fran let her gaze idly drift back to the Dead woman that she realised what it might be. For whatever it was, it had certainly attracted the cadaver’s attention and even now the decaying creature was dragging her body slowly past the crashed bus towards the corner and the smaller side road beyond.
‘It’s a…’ she began to say, knowing there was only one thing that the Dead were ever interested in.
But before Fran could finish her sentence a clearly traumatised young man darted across their path with a large Alsatian a few metres behind. With one hand tugging nervously at his right ear and a terrified wailing escaping his shaking lips, the stranger ran as fast as his slightly lopsided gait would allow. It was clear to everyone in the cart, even with only the briefest snapshot they got of him as he sped past, that the man was either mentally disabled or at the very least had severe leaning difficulties.
‘Shit! We’ve got to help him!’ gasped Fran, already reaching for the side hatch.
‘No!’ said Kai, swiftly grabbing her arm.
‘What the fuck!’ she hissed, defiantly yanking her arm free from his grasp. 
‘W…wait,’ Kai quickly replied, seeing the anger flare in Fran’s eyes. ‘He’s r…running from s…something, isn’t he…’
‘Yeah, the dog!’ Fran interrupted, knowing many had fallen to the animal no longer classed as man’s best friend. ‘He’ll be torn to pieces!’
‘I don’t think so,’ said Tom, watching the young man disappear over a barrier that led to a small car park once used for drivers to park up and take in the ocean view. ‘That dog’s keeping pace, not chasing him… my bet is that it’s his dog.’
‘But,’ Fran protested, desperate to help the young man and slightly put out that Kai, someone so new to real life in this world of the Dead was telling her what to do. 
‘We n…need to find out what we’re d…dealing with,’ Kai stammered, slightly wary of the fierce anger he had just seen appear in Fran’s eyes. ‘We’ll be n…no help to him d…dead.’
‘I…’ Fran began to say but then her words died in her throat as a blood drenched elderly man suddenly sprinted around the corner following his prey. 
Moving his Dead limbs faster than he could possibly manage when alive, the Dead man darted along the side of the overturned bus and abruptly skidded to a halt. With his head spinning back and forth, bloody spittle falling from his snarling lips with every turn, he sought the living flesh that was trying to escape him. Then as a tell-tale child-like cry echoed across the small car park, his head snapped unnaturally fast to one side and he caught sight of his fleeing quarry.
‘Easy,’ Tom warned, his voice barely a whisper as the Dead man, intent on claiming his meal, darted off into the car park. ‘Not yet… not…’
‘If we leave it any longer we’ll be too late!’ Fran spat, suddenly pushing Kai out of her way to kick open the side hatch.
‘Fran!’ Kai urgently whispered, wishing she would listen to him.
‘No!’ she snapped back, reaching back in for a heavy length of pipe. ‘I’m going to help him… Tom, are you coming or not?’
‘Christ!’ Tom grumbled, quickly tying off Star’s reins. ‘If I get out there and a horde of Dead bastards suddenly appear round that corner I’m going to be pretty pissed off… so be warned.’
‘I’ll risk it,’ she replied, already moving away from the cart, safe in the knowledge that Tom would soon be following on her heels.
‘Fran, b…be c…care,’ Kai began to say but before he could finished she cut him off.
‘You stay here,’ she barked, the wounded look on his face instantly making her regret her tone. ‘Sorry, just keep an eye on Star, Okay?’ she continued. ‘And… and if we’re not back in fifteen minutes… well… well, don’t come looking for us.’
‘But?’ said Kai, moving aside so Tom could pass.
‘No ‘buts’, mate,’ Tom interrupted, slapping the young man on the shoulder before jumping down onto the cracked road surface. ‘No offense, but I doubt you’d stand much of a chance against just that Dead old geezer let alone if there were two more of them.’
Knowing that the increase in number Tom had just referred to would be Fran and Tom himself, Kai was even less keen for Fran to go charging off to save the stranger. He hated to admit it but if it was between Fran and this unknown young man, no matter how innocent or mentally challenged he appeared to be, he would be forced to sacrifice him every time. Kai may have only known Fran for a short while but in that time he had grown alarmingly close to her. At first it may have started as a simple physical attraction, after all Fran was a beautiful young woman whose small stature and deep hazel eyes hid an inner strength and resolve beyond her years, but it had soon grown into something deeper; something that both thrilled and terrified him. Of course in Kai’s eyes Fran had no reason to be interested in him in that way, after all what could she possible see in a stammering fool that couldn’t even protect himself. He had convinced himself that she saw him as more of a burden than anything else; a burden she would undoubtedly unload as soon as they got to St Michael’s mount. Yet until then he was her friend and for as long as that lasted that was all that mattered.
‘J…just be c…careful,’ Kai continued, his anxious eyes flicking from Tom to Fran’s back as she jogged towards the barrier, following Dead old man.
‘Will do,’ Tom replied, a smile twitching at the side of his mouth while he deftly pulled free the two sickles from the strapping on his back. ‘We’ll be back… don’t worry,’ he continued, his eyes gleefully flitting across the two curved blades in his hands.
Then with words not meant for Kai mumbled under his breath, Tom gave himself over to the call of his lost family, turned on his heel and charged after Fran. So keen was he to catch up with the blood drenched corpse that he effortlessly vaulted the barrier blocking access to the car park and before Kai had even reached for the handle of the hatch, he was lost from sight. 
He was just about to pull the hatch closed when the frantic voice of a woman calling out froze him mid-movement.
‘Petey!’ cried the unseen woman, her words filled with panic and urgency. ‘Petey, where are you?’
Suddenly, with a thunder of footsteps, the voice was given form and a woman in her late twenties stood before him looking up at Kai with a look of surprise on her face. Held tightly in her hands, as if her life depended on it, was a crowbar; Kai noticed the end of it was already bloody and matted with what looked like clumps of hair.
‘Which way?’ she panted, gulping down urgent lungful’s of air.
Kai stared at the woman or rather he stared at the growing patch of crimson spreading across the sleeve of her denim jacket. She had been bitten and even now something inside her was shutting down her organs one by one. If she was lucky she had a day, maybe two; if not her time left alive could be counted in hours.   
‘Which Fucking way!’ she screamed, shaking as adrenalin coursed through her body. ‘Which way did they go? Please… I’ve… I’ve got to save him…’ she continued, visibly trying to regain control of herself.
Kai looked into the eyes of the young woman who clearly knew her fate and yet still wanted to do all in her power to prevent another following her down this bloody and terrifying path. Knowing time was ultimately not on her side, he pointed to the barrier and the car park beyond.
‘Th... there,’ he simply said, hoping Fran and Tom had been quick enough to save the young man. The last thing this woman needed right now was to see the body of someone she obviously cared about torn to pieces.
Without waiting for him to say anything else, the doomed young woman briefly nodded her thanks and then sped off in the direction of the car park. She had barely reached the barrier when a man’s voice called out what was presumably her name, causing her to falter slightly but ignoring him and certain of what she must do, she ducked under the bar and was gone.
‘Sharon!’ another unknown voice called out again, this time it was woman.
Wary of strangers, Kai reached into the cart, slowly wrapped his fingers about the handle of a long machete and making sure to keep his weapon out of sight, waited for them to make an appearance. Just as with Sharon, for Kai could only assume that had been the woman’s name, the two men, a middle-aged woman and a young boy of about eight, all looked totally surprised to find a horse and cart greeting them as they sped out from the side road in pursuit of their friend. The man in the lead abruptly skidded to a halt and locked eyes with Kai. It was clear he was trying to decide something, looking from Kai back to the woman and young boy. Then as if something suddenly slotted into place he grabbed the woman by her shoulders, stopping her.
‘You and Riley need to stay here,’ he said, glancing over his shoulder at the second, slightly older looking man, ‘Max and I will… we’ll deal with Sharon and the old man, Okay?’
‘No, Dave, I…’ the woman began to say, shaking her head.
‘Jane, you’ve got to look after Riley… please, just… just do as I ask,’ the man continued, already taking a step away from her to follow the man he had called Max.
‘Dad,’ said Riley, reaching for the man as he took a step away from the woman.
‘Look after your mum, son,’ said Dave,. ‘Uncle Max and I will be back soon… promise.’
‘And Pete?’ said Riley. ‘You’ll bring back Pete… and Bella.’
Dave’s eyes flicked briefly to his meet those of his wife and in that moment a look was shared. They both doubted Pete could have survived the attack from the old man and feared this loss would hit their son hard.  
‘Dave, we need to go!’ bellowed Max, already ducking under the car park barrier. ‘Come on!’
Dave looked at his wife and son one last time, and then as if glossing over his son’s awkward question he turned back to Kai.
‘Please… look after them!’ he said, before running to join his brother.
In their haste to catch up with Pete, his Dead grandfather and Sharon, Dave and his older brother had failed to notice the Dead woman pulling herself eagerly across the tarmac to Jane and her son. With their backs to the advancing corpse they did not understand why Kai suddenly jumped down from the cart, with a menacingly large blade in his hand.
‘No… Please!’ Jane whimpered, pulling her son close to her as she instantly imagining the worst and began to back away.
Worried the woman was about to literally walk backwards into the corpse’s open arms, Kai halted. He was about to speak when the Dead woman decided at that moment to release a deep raspy moan from her decaying lungs, alerting Jane and her son of her presence for him.
‘Jesus!’ Jane gasped, swiftly dragging her son beyond the Dead woman’s reach.
‘Oh, mum… she’s an easy one,’ said Riley, struggling to release himself from his mother’s tight hold so he could pull a hammer from a loop on his belt.
‘No, Riley… let the man deal with her,’ Jane told her son, keeping her eyes on the Dead woman who was once again trying to close the gap between them. ‘His knife is bigger… let him do it.’
‘Aww, mum!’ Riley whined, stopping just short of petulantly stamping his foot in protest.
Kai knew that Jane was probably only asking him to deal with the Dead woman not because she thought he was better armed or better skilled but rather she didn’t want to put her own son at risk when someone else, a stranger no less, was there to do the job for her. In fact Kai thought that Jane and, though he hated to admit it, probably even young Riley, would be better at dealing with the savage corpse than himself, after all they had survived the last five years among them; their unholy hunger an everyday constant. 
‘St… stand b…back,’ he said, jerking his head for the woman and her son to move a little further behind him.
Raising the blade high behind him, Kai took another step closer to the Dead woman and prepared to end her unnatural existence. Looking down at her corpse, he took in every detail of her pitiful state. The grey tinged skin stretched taught across her skull, the tattered strips of flesh still clinging to her savaged torso, the blackened and broken fingers of her claw like hands and worst of all, the monstrous Dead eyes that burned with their ceaseless hunger. For a brief moment Kai wondered who this woman may have once been; what dreams had she had, what sort of life had she lived and had there even been someone with her at the end to mourn her passing. But of course he could know none of this, her story had already been written, its ending there before him to read in the decaying flesh of the limbs that even now reached beseechingly for his own. Her tale was over and yet forever unending. For she and the millions like her, still awaited that foreign hand, that unknown author, to gift them those final two words and as Kai let his blade fall, this woman’s story finally came to end; her page at last inscribed with the words ‘The End’. 
Placing his boot against the side of her head for leverage, Kai yanked free the machete lodged deep in her skull, the action sending fragments of bone and a spray of dark rotting brain matter splashing across the road. After using a piece of the now lifeless corpse’s clothing to clean the worst of the gore from his blade, Kai turned back to the woman and her son and tried to think of something to say. His father may have been Thai but spending most of his life in English boarding schools had instilled Kai with the awkward standoffishness that afflicted the British in social situations with strangers. They may as well have been stood alongside each other in a lift or a busy train carriage for all the conversation that came to mind and it wasn’t until either Jane’s or Riley’s stomach made a disturbingly loud growl that Kai thought of what to say to break the tension.
‘W… would you like an a…apple?’ 
***
Fran’s head spun left and right, desperately searching for the terrified young man and his Dead pursuer but strangely there was no sign of them in the weed choked car park. Either side of her ran a high brick wall enclosing the space on three sides, on her right a small section of it had been reduced to rubble by the bus when it had ploughed through it, while in front of her the car park opened out on to the picturesque dunes and beach beyond. The car park itself was empty of vehicles, apart from the burnt out shell of a small burger stand and unless the young man was hiding amongst its charred remains Fran guessed he must have gone down to the beach. As if to confirm her assumption the sound of a dog barking suddenly drifted up to her through the rolling mounds of sand and tall spiky dune grass; whatever was happening, the animal was clearly distressed about something. Breaking into a run, the loose gravel crunching beneath her boots, Fran took some comfort from the weight of the hefty length metal pipe in her grasp but as she approached the edge of the car park she was even more grateful to hear Tom’s clumping footfalls were not far behind her.
‘Hold up!’ he grunted, sprinting across the car park. ‘Fran, wait for me.’
‘Try and keep up, Granddad!’ she called back to him, noticing the texture of the ground beneath her feet suddenly change from gravel to smooth slipping sand.
Glancing over her shoulder to make sure he was following, Fran was surprised to see the figure of an unknown woman entering the cark park behind him, a look of painful determination etched on her face. 
‘We’ve got company!’ she called to Tom behind her, doing her best to control her descent down the steep slope of the dune. ‘She’s alive,’ she quickly added as an afterthought, not wanting Tom to misinterpret her meaning.
No matter whom the woman following them was, Fran knew they simply didn’t have time to stop and find out. If the frantic barking of the large dog and the young man’s terrified wailing were anything to go by time they were cutting it fine as it was; she only hoped she wasn’t too late.
‘Petey!’ Fran heard the woman calling from somewhere behind her, as she and Tom finally rounded a large mound of spiky grass at the base of the dunes.
‘This way,’ panted Fran, following the trail of bloody drool in the sand.
Running along the natural gullies and tracks formed between the sandy explosions of green and brown grass, Fran was wary of finding a scene of bloody carnage at every turn but thankfully she eventually slipped down the last sloping hill of golden sand and found herself out on the wide empty beach. For thirty meters or so the golden sand held sway, only finally relinquishing its hold along a tide line choked with seaweed and the flotsam and jetsam that laid sad testament of Man’s ultimate decline. After this natural demarcation the sand gave way to a salt and peppering of brown and grey shingle which led down to the softly lapping waves some forty metres away. For a second Fran was taken aback by the beauty of the seemingly endless ocean spreading out before her but with the barking Alsatian and the sound of something else a lot more terrifying growling in response snapping her back to her dark reality, she shook off her awe and sprang into action.
With Tom close on her heals and the unknown woman just behind him, Fran ran towards the first set of breakers. The thick wooden planks set deep into the sand every fifty metres along the shore were waist height and covered in huge patches of mussels and winkles. On one particular section Fran could see that some of the mussels had been caught on something as it crashed carelessly into them. Their broken shells still dripped with the perpetrator’s dark blood and knowing this most likely belonged to the Dead old man, Fran hurdled over the breaker praying she wasn’t too late.
Two things surprised her as she flew over the blood smeared wood. Firstly that the level of the sand was considerably lower on this side and secondly that despite the young man having some sort of mental disability not only had he managed to find perhaps the one hiding spot on the beach but he had also found it fast enough to save his life.
‘Shit!’ Fran spat, stumbling slightly after falling further than she had expected to.
Grateful not to have twisted her ankle, Fran prepared to make her move. She had been right about the blood on the breaker belonging to the old man’s corpse, for even as she stepped silently behind him while he pounded his bloody and torn fists against the hull of an upturned rowing boat she noticed the dark shards of broken mussel shells lodged in his side. The barking Alsatian, seeming to take comfort in her presence, darted to stand by her side and began a menacing growl deep in its throat as if to show they were now a united front against the wild cadaver.
‘Just don’t get in the way, pooch,’ she muttered, taking a step toward the Dead man.
At the sound of her voice the Dead man’s head snapped round to look at her, the boat and the wailing man hidden beneath it momentarily forgotten.
‘Yeah… you want a taste of me?’ she mumbled, repositioning her length of pipe in her hands as if she was playing a deadly game of baseball.
But before the bloody cadaver had managed to take a step towards her, a dark and lethal shadow suddenly flew overhead, twin arcs of silver flashing menacingly through the air.
‘Christ!’ gasped Fran, throwing herself back against the breaker while Tom landed in a crouch just in front of her. 
For a moment the Alsatian by her side did not know what to make of this new arrival but as Tom rose smoothly to his full height, the sickle in his left hand already swinging out in a deadly arc, it somehow knew this man was unlike the other before it; this one smelt right, this one smelt alive. 
‘Careful, mutt, ’said Fran, making a quick grab for the dog’s collar as Tom began his wild attack.  
Catching the Dead man just under the chin with a back handed swipe, Tom’s blade easily tore through skin, cartilage and tendon but unfortunately due to the awkward angle the strike left the attack just shy of completely removing the head from its shoulders.
‘I know,’ Tom muttered, once again replying to a ghostly conversation only he could hear.
With the corpse’s head now held in place by a few remaining shreds of muscle and skin, the gaping wound caused it to loll nauseatingly to one side but this had little if any effect on the Dead man’s determination to taste the living flesh almost within arm’s reach. And with its compulsion to feed forcing it to move yet even closer, the Dead man reached out with bloody hands, unaware his rightful and permanent demise was imminent. 
‘Oh, J…Jesus… Pops!’ came a woman’s shaking voice from somewhere just behind Fran; the words coming broken and distorted as they forced their way past a choked back sob.
Glancing over her shoulder, Fran knew from the wide eyed look of horror spreading across the dark haired woman’s face that she had known and probably cared for the old man before them. It had been a while since Fran herself had been forced to confront the mutilated, yet still moving, corpse of someone she knew but the memory was as fresh, as raw and as horrific as if it had been only moments ago. Fran knew just what thoughts were going through the young woman’s mind; the anger, the fear and the sincere hope that the Dead had no recollection of whom or what they had once been. To even contemplate that somewhere within these stinking decaying shells, these parodies of humanity brought so low by a nameless cause, that the consciousness still somehow remained, trapped and unable to prevent the horrific acts they committed was truly the stuff of nightmares. Nightmares that every survivor was unfortunately forced to face at one point or another.
With a second swipe of Tom’s blades the old man’s head finally fell, landing with a dull ‘thud’ in the blood splattered sand.
‘I know,’ Fran heard Tom mutter to himself, unable to tear her eyes away from the young woman above her.
‘No, wait!’ the woman suddenly shouted, jumping from the breaker to land beside Fran.
‘Tom!’ Fran warned, hoping to get through to him before in his mania he accidentally mistook the young woman for one of the Dead. ‘Tom, are… are you with me?’
‘What…’ he began to say, visible shaking off the ghosts of his family.
‘P… please, let me,’ the woman interrupted, her tearful gaze drifting to the decapitated head lying in the sand while she stepped past the crumpled body, ‘he was my grandfather, it’s right that I…’
‘Sharon?’ came the young man’s voice from his hiding place under the boat.
‘Stay there, Petey!’ she called out, her eyes flicking briefly to Fran. ‘Stay there just a bit longer, okay?’
‘I…I did what you said, Sharon,’ he replied, his voice echoing slightly from under the wooden hull, ‘I hid well didn’t I… Pops didn’t get me... I’m a good hider.’
‘Yes, Petey!’ she called, slowly kneeling down beside the head that still looked at her with nothing but a wild hunger in its eyes. ‘You…you did real good.’
Letting go of the struggling dog’s collar, Fran let the animal run to Sharon’s side; its frantic barking at last replaced with sad and anxious whining as it sniffed at the headless body near her.
‘I know, Bella… I know,’ Sharon whispered, burying a comforting hand deep in the animal’s fur.
‘Can…can I come out now?’ asked Peter from under the boat.  
‘No, just… just stay there a bit longer, Petey… can…can you do that for me?’ she continued, quickly pulling a long thin blade from a strap on her calf.
Using the back of the hand holding the knife, Sharon awkwardly pushed aside a curtain of damp curls from her forehead and tried to find the strength within her to do what she knew she must. Coughing back an uncontrollable sob that threatened to consume her, Sharon visibly shook herself to regain her control once again.
‘I… I’m sorry, Pops,’ she whispered, heavy tears already running down her cheeks as she delicately manoeuvred the snapping head in front of her, ‘and don’t worry I… I forgive you.’
Fran’s brow creased together at the young woman’s odd eulogy but as Sharon plunged the blade deep into the old man’s skull, finally putting him to rest, she saw what she had meant. For there on her arm, previously unnoticed by Fran, was a tear in her jacket sleeve; a tear that clearly exposed a bloody and painful looking wound.
‘Crap,’ Fran muttered under her breath, catching Tom’s concerned gaze as he too noticed Sharon’s arm.
‘What’s your name?’ Sharon suddenly asked, turning to Fran as she stoically wiped away her tears to lean wearily back on her ankles.
‘Fran,’ she answered, her eyes inadvertently flicking back to the bloody wound.
‘Well, I need you to do something for me, Fran,’ Sharon began, grunting as she pushed herself slowly to her feet.
‘You… you want me to,’ Fran interrupted, assuming Sharon wanted her to give her a swift end rather than be dragged inch by inch to a death filled with pain and the terrible certainty of what came next.
‘No, no, it’s not that,’ said Sharon, waving away Fran’s offer. ‘I’m sure Max will happily oblige.’
‘Max?’ asked Fran. ‘You’re traveling with someone else?’
‘Yes… no, look, I doubt we have much time,’ Sharon continued, glancing over Fran’s shoulder at the breaker beyond. ‘They’re bound to have followed me. Look, I need you to look after Petey, Peter, my brother.’
‘Look after him?’ Said Fran, not liking the way this was going.
‘Dave and his family are nice but his brother, Max… Max will make them abandon Peter,’ Sharon continued, her voice dropping to an urgent whisper. ‘And Peter, well, he only has the mental ability of a six year old, I… I couldn’t bare to think of him left scared and alone… I … I need to know he’ll be taken care of… please… one way or another… he needs to be taken care of.’
With those last words the young woman’s gaze bore into Fran, each of them knowing what was being left unspoken; if her brother could not be taken somewhere safe then it would be kinder to end his life swiftly rather than let him suffer a brief and terrified existence on his own. Fran looked at Sharon and despite knowing what a truly awful position the doomed woman was in she was simply lost for what to say. There were no words of comfort she could offer this stranger and no reassurances or heartfelt hand-holding was going to make this better, for they both knew nothing was ever going to be better again. 
‘I…’ Fran began to say, her mouth opening and closing as she fought to find what to say.
‘We’ll take him with us,’ Tom suddenly said, quite matter-of-factly as if any other option was beyond contemplation. ‘We’re going to an island… it’ll be safe for him there.’
‘Tom,’ sighed Fran, guiltily thinking of how much danger the childlike young man could put them in and instantly hating herself for it. 
‘Please, Fran, I,’ Sharon continued, only now allowing herself to cradle her injured arm.
‘There you are!’ interrupted a man’s voice, causing Tom, Fran and Sharon to look back up at the breaker. ‘Did the old geezer get the retard?’
‘Where are the others, Max?’ asked Sharon, ignoring his comment while subtly moving her body to hide her wound from the man’s sight.
As if to answer her, Max turned, put his fingers in his mouth and let a high pitched whistle sound out across the beach behind him. After a brief wave to someone, he turned back to Sharon and her two new acquaintances.
‘And there’s no point trying to hide that,’ he continued, nodding sharply to Sharon’s arm. ‘We all saw the old man bite you before the retard went all spastic and ran off.’
‘Please… please don’t talk about him like that,’ sighed Sharon wirily, her gaze unconsciously drifting to the upturned boat.
‘Whatever,’ shrugged Max, waving away her request as irrelevant before jumping down from the breaker to join her by the boat.
‘Not looking good, Sharon, not good at all,’ he mumbled, roughly grabbing Sharon’s bloody sleeve to examine her wound, causing her to wince painfully.
‘Hey!’ cried Fran, taking an involuntary step forward.
‘Yeah, buddy… not so rough, okay,’ added Tom, coolly crossing his arms, the stern look on his face warning Max not to do it again.
Max just looked at Tom, his eyes slightly narrowing as he took in the measure of the man. Max was in his forties but like so many forced to survive in a time of harsh living he looked a lot older. In fact, with his badly shaved head and rough weathered skin doing little to help soften his appearance, he appeared a good ten years older than he actually was. Watching the way Max reluctantly released Sharon’s arm, Fran could see he was clearly a man used to doing whatever was necessary; for him the end always justified the means no matter how harsh or unsavoury the path to that end may be.  
‘Okay… so looks like introductions are in order,’ Max began, ‘I see you and Sharon have  already made… friends… well, I’m Max, that pile of flesh in the sand is or rather was... well, I suppose it doesn’t matter who he was now… and…  I’m guessing that Peter is… under here,’ with those last words Max gave the hull of the boat a sharp kick, making the young man hidden beneath cry out in fear.
‘For Fuck’s sake, Max!’ Spat Sharon, dropping to her knees to help her brother out from under the boat.
‘Right, now you know who we are, that leaves the question, who the fuck are you?’ sneered Max, ignoring Sharon as he subconsciously crossed his arms to mirror Tom’s stance. 
Surprised at just how heavy the boat was, Sharon was relieved when Fran suddenly appeared next to her to give her a hand.
‘Tom, Fran,’ Tom simply said, nodding over to Fran in reply to Max’s question. 
‘Here, let me help,’ said Fran, trying to slip her fingers under the rim of the hull.
‘Must be a strong one, your brother,’ she grunted, shocked that the terrified young man she had seen fly past the cart had manage to flip the boat over on his own.
‘Yeah… must be,’ Sharon replied, a brittle smile on her lips.
‘Petey… Petey, you can come out now,’ she continued, wondering if perhaps he was somehow holding the hull in place, ‘I’ve got some new friends I want you to meet, okay?’
Almost instantly there was a rustling and a scrabbling sound and the young man abruptly popped up on the opposite side of the hull, surprising them all.
‘Boo!’ he shouted, a smile of pure innocence covering his face. ‘I got you, Sharon, I got you Mr Max… made you jump… made you jump!’ 
‘Petey,’ Sharon sighed, walking briskly round the boat to pull her brother into a fierce embrace while manoeuvring him away from the bloody remains of his grandfather. 
Glancing down she noticed a small patch of the sand had been pushed aside, making a tunnel under the hull.
‘Made you jump,’ he repeated a little quieter this time as he smiled gleefully down at the shorter woman in his arms, his previous panic and fear seemingly already forgotten.
‘Yes… yes, you did,’ Sharon softly replied, gently cupping her brother’s face in her hands.
Seeing them standing together, the family resemblance the brother and sister shared was quite striking. Although quite a bit taller than Sharon, Peter had the same prominent cheekbones and full lower lip as his sister as well as the same mop of dark unruly curls that cascaded over a pair of large dark eyes.
‘You’re… you’re hurt,’ Peter slowly said, his dark eyebrows creasing together as he noticed the blood on his sister’s arm.
‘Petey,’ Sharon started to say, gently tilting his face to make him look at her.
Despite the fragile smile she tried to plaster on her shaking lips, her eyes brimmed with heavy mournful tears that eventually spilled over to run slowly down her face.
‘You’re going away… aren’t you,’ whispered Peter, his own bottom lip starting to quiver as his hand moved up to fiddle nervously with his right ear.
‘I’m… I’m so sorry, Petey,’ Sharon whispered in reply, trying to smile though her tears as if to convince him everything was going to be alright while as always reaching up to gently pull his hand away from his ear.
‘No, no, no,’ cried Peter, his features seeming to crumple under the weight of his overwhelming sorrow. ‘Please…please stay, I’ll… I’ll be good… I promise.’
‘Oh, Petey,’ Sharon continued, softly wiping away her brother’s tears, ‘you know it doesn’t work like that… just… just like you know Pops wouldn’t have tried to hurt me or you if he hadn’t… changed… and… and now I’m going to change. I don’t want to, Petey, but I am… I’m going to stop being me and when that happens I don’t want you near me, I don’t want to hurt you.’
‘P… please,’ Peter wept, pulling his sister into a desperate hug that she only half-heartedly fought to be released from.
‘I think we should go,’ said Fran, turning away from the heart breaking scene.
Leaving the brother and sister weeping in each other’s arms while the Alsatian, Bella, looked on forlornly, Fran began to walk wirily back up the beach where the level of sand, rising up the breaker, would make it easier to climb back over.
‘So… what are we going to do?’ she said, looking up at Tom as she plonked herself down on the breaker.
‘I told you,’ he began, sitting down beside her while watching Max reluctantly following them up the beach, ‘we’ll take Peter with us to St Michael’s mount.’
‘That’s not what I meant,’ muttered Fran, using the heel of her boot to idly scape a shallow trough in the soft sand.
‘Ah… Sharon,’ said Tom, tugging absentmindedly at a stick that had become wedged between the planks of the breaker.
‘Yeah, Sharon,’ she continued. ‘What are we going to do?’
‘That’s really not for us to decide,’ Tom replied, finally pulling the piece of drift wood free. ‘She knows what’s going to happen to her and it’s up to her whether to cut her losses now or hang on for as long as she can.’
‘Not much of a choice,’ sighed Fran, using the toe of her right boot to nudge at a pebble she had unearthed.
‘No, not really,’ Tom agreed, pushing himself to his feet as Max at last approached them. ‘But if she asks for our help to save herself from the pain, I’ll give it… gladly,’ he continued, tossing aside the piece of wood.
‘He must’ve died in his sleep… a stroke or something,’ said Max looking back at Sharon as she clearly tried to console and comfort her childlike brother. ‘First we knew anything was wrong was when he took a chunk out of Dan and then as usual all hell broke loose.’
‘Did you lose anyone else?’ asked Fran, her eyes flitting briefly to Tom.
‘Nah,’ Max replied, glancing back at Fran,. ‘We were lucky, we dealt with Dan before he could come back.’
‘I doubt Sharon would see any of this as very lucky,’ added Fran.
‘Hey, the retard managed to avoid getting his arse eaten, didn’t he?’ he replied. ‘That’s not just lucky, that’s a bloody miracle.’
‘Christ, you’re all heart,’ Fran muttered, turning away from the man before she gave in to the overwhelming urge building within her to punch him in the face.
‘So, where are you headed?’ Max continued, oblivious to the way he was coming across. ‘We passed your friend with the cart on our way down onto the beach.’
‘St Michael’s mount,’ Tom replied. ‘It’s an island… you can only get to it by a causeway during low tide.’
‘St Michael’s mount,’ Max repeated, running his fingers back and forth across his stubbly head. ‘Yeah, I know it … I didn’t know it was around here though, hadn’t realised we were that close.’
‘The next town… just a few miles down the coast,’ added Tom, his gaze wandering back to Sharon and her brother, who had started to walk slowly towards them.
‘Really,’ Max mumbled to himself, rather to anyone in particular.
Suddenly climbing up onto the wooden breaker, Max shielded his eyes from the early afternoon sun, saw what he was looking for and jumped down on the other side.
‘Back in a minute… I…I just need to discuss with my brother what we’re going to do,’ he called over his shoulder to Tom and Fran before running across the sand to meet the man heading towards them.
Fran briefly watched the two men talking but from what she could see it was obviously less of a balanced discussion than more of a case of Max simply informing his brother what he had decided.
‘I see democracy’s alive and kicking,’ she muttered sarcastically to Tom.
‘Hmmm?’ he replied, not really taking in what Fran was saying as he watched the tragic brother and sister approach, the equally forlorn Alsatian following close on their heels.
‘I said… oh… never mind, it doesn’t matter,’ said Fran, suddenly noticing just where Tom was looking.
‘And you’re going to be brave for me aren’t you, Petey,’ they heard Sharon saying to her still tearful brother as they walked hand in hand. ‘And you’re going to look after Bella and keep her safe and… and make sure you do what Fran tells you… she’s a nice lady, I’m sure you’re going to be best of friends but…but whatever happens, you must remember the rules.’
At the mention of the ‘rules’ Peter sadly nodded his head.
‘And what’s the most important rule, Petey?’ she continued, wiping away a heavy tear rolling down her cheek.
‘To… be… be quiet…’ he said, his words shaky and broken.
‘Yes, well done, Petey… good boy,’ Sharon replied, turning her face slightly away as she tried to stem the wave of sorrow and grief that threatened to consume her.
She knew the time to give herself over to this despair would be on her soon enough but for now she needed to make sure Peter was safe. 
‘Here we are, Petey,’ she said, forcing her mouth into a sad smile when they finally reached Tom and Fran. ‘These are the nice people that are going to look after you and take you somewhere safe….this is Fran and this is…’
‘Tom,’ said Tom, smiling at Peter as he knelt down to run his fingers through the dog’s thick fur, all the while holding the young man’s sorrowful gaze. ‘And who do we have here, hey?’
‘Bella,’ Peter softly replied, his hand automatically reaching up to fiddle with his ear again. ‘Her name is Bella.’
‘My, she’s a beauty,’ said Tom, giving the bitch a well-received rub and clap on her side. ‘Hey, I’ve got an idea…’ he continued, moving his hand to scratch Bella under her chin, ‘How about you and Bella come with us in our cart. We’re going to a real live castle… it’s on a big island surrounded by the sea, so you’d both be safe from the bad people… would you like that, Peter? Would you like that for you and Bella?’
‘A castle, Petey,’ said Sharon, trying her best to keep her crumbling emotions in check, ‘does… doesn’t that sound nice.’
‘And Riley will be there as well. You like Riley, don’t you, Petey,’ came Max’s voice unexpectedly from behind them. 
Stood next to him was another man; similar in appearance yet somehow different or softer, Fran assumed this was Max’s brother.
‘That is if you’ll take us with you too?’ Max continued, directing his words this time to Tom.
Ignoring Max’s request for the moment, Tom slowly rose to his feet and turned back to Peter.
‘Sharon just wants you to be safe, Peter,’ he said, while Bella continued to lick and nuzzle at his hand, ‘and… and if there was any way she could stay with you, you know that she would, don’t you?’
Reluctantly nodding his understanding, Peter wiped his runny nose noisily against his sleeve.
‘Are… are you going to send her to Jesus?’ he finally said, his sad childlike eyes looking questioningly at Tom.
‘I…ermm,’ Tom mumbled, looking from Peter to Sharon, unsure what to say.
Without speaking, Sharon closed her eyes and simply nodded.
‘Yes, Peter,’ sighed Tom, realising in a terrible situation like this even those with the innocence of a child deserved the truth, ‘to save her from becoming one of the bad people, I’m… I’m going to send her to Jesus.’
For a moment Peter seemed to process this information, his fingers tugging nervously at his earlobe while he slowly came to a decision.
‘She’ll be with Mum, Dad and Pops,’ he mumbled, a new set of heavy tears filling his eyes.
‘Peter,’ Sharon whispered, turning her brother to face her as she wiped away her own fresh tears. ‘Remember, I will always love you and… and…’
Unable to say any more, she pulled her brother into one last tight hug and then forcibly pushed him away at arm’s length.
‘I…I need you to go with Fran now, Petey,’ she coughed, her words breaking through the ball of grief building in her chest.
‘But…’ Peter began to say.
‘Petey… please… please, I need you to go now,’ she almost begged, closing her eyes so she didn’t have to look upon the pain, despair and abandonment  inevitably etched upon her brother’s face.
Fran walked over to the young man with the mind of a child and slowly slipped her hand in his.
‘It’s time to go, Peter,’ she said softly, giving his fingers a gentle squeeze of reassurance, ‘come on… let me get you back to our cart… come on.’
Silently Peter let himself be led away, step by slow and reluctant step; Bella at his side, mirroring his movements, unsure why she was leaving Sharon behind.
‘Will…will you tell Mum and Dad I’ve been good,’ he finally said, turning one last time to look at his tearful sister.
‘I’ll…I’ll tell them you’ve been the best,’ Sharon only just managed to say, her shaking fingers dancing across her mouth as if to keep the sobs from breaking past her lips.
With a sad smile flashing briefly across his face, Peter turned and let Fran lead him across the beach away from the scene of just one more life being cut needlessly short.
***
‘You know… when I was a little girl, like seven or eight years old, I… I wanted to be an architect of all things,’ mused Sharon, watching the gently lapping waves cascade rhythmically over her exposed feet. ‘Can you believe it… all my friends wanted to be famous pop-stars or princesses or something… me, I wanted to design houses… can’t even remember anymore why it grabbed me as so interesting… Oh well… guess it doesn’t really matter now I suppose…’
With a shaky sigh escaping her, Sharon lent back cradling her wounded arm, grateful to feel Tom’s reassuring solid body kneeling behind her.
At first Tom had been reluctant about letting any more of this new group come with them to St Michael’s mount. There was certainly something about Max that had instantly annoyed and rubbed him up the wrong way but despite this Tom couldn’t deny the man was clearly doing all he felt best to keep the rest of his group alive; even if he was being a little heavy handed in the process. It had only been once Max had mentioned his brother’s wife and young son, Riley, that they had left with Kai that Tom had eventually agreed to give them safe passage to the island; after all, perhaps it was just that Max had no skills in diplomacy that made him come across as so harsh, he certainly hoped so.
After Max and his brother, Dave, had followed Fran and Peter back to the cart, Tom had been left alone with Sharon and the unsavoury task of asking her how she would like to spend the remainder of her short life or rather how she would like him to end it. She had looked at the curved blades in his hands, her face crumbling with despair, turned and silently walked down to the water’s edge, safe in the knowledge that her executioner followed but a step behind her. Once she had reached the gently crashing waves, Sharon had sat down amid the soft shingle and began to unlace her boots.
‘You’d… you’d better take these…’ she said, the fingers unlacing her boots seeming to move of their own accord. ‘No point in wasting a good pair of boots… perhaps… perhaps Fran will have use for them…’
Once her feet were both free of their confines, Sharon tugged off her socks and let the cool water wash over her tired feet.
‘Oh, you’d better take this too,’ she continued, pulling a long thin knife from a sheath on her calf. ‘It’s good for…’
‘Thanks,’ Tom replied, slowly taking the strange blade that looked more like a piece of cutlery than any sort of hunting knife he had seen before.
‘It’s a letter opener… I think,’ said Sharon, noticing the way Tom looked at the odd knife before she turned back to look out across the endless expanse of lightly rolling water. ‘Use it to…’ she whispered, her fingers slowly enclosing about fistfuls of the cool shingle by her sides.
‘Sharon, I…’ Tom began, wondering just how she wanted him to release her.
‘Sit behind me,’ she muttered, allowing the small wet pebbles to dig welcomingly into her palms, ‘I’m… I’m going to talk, don’t tell me when you’re going to… I’m… I’m just going to talk. Put… put your arm around my neck for leverage…but don’t… don’t tell me when, just let me… let me talk and… and…’ 
With these last words a heartrending sob threatened to break through her resolve but with a cough, Sharon managed to choke back the almost overwhelming mix of fear, grief and loss and began to speak.
Kneeling behind the doomed woman, Tom felt her slowly lean back against him as she spoke. He wanted to take this brave young woman in his arms, take her in his arms and tell her everything was going to be alright. He wanted to tell her that her lost loved ones awaited her beyond the thin vale of death and he wanted to reassure her that her death would be not be in vain but he could do none of this; all he could he promise her was that her passing would be clean and it would be quick. So, with her back pressing against him, he slowly lifted his left arm to wrap about her neck. For a second her words faulted, her panic bubbling briefly to the surface before she continued. She spoke of childhood memories, she told him of first loves, she listed her regrets and she spoke of the million and one pointless little details of a life finally coming to an end.
‘And… and you will make sure Peter’s safe,’ she continued, glancing down at the final pebble that remained in her left hand, the others having slowly slipped from her grasp one by one while she spoke, ‘because I… I need him to be safe.’
‘Yes, don’t worry we’ll… we’ll take care of him… I promise,’ he said, his words reduced to almost a whisper.
Then with his resolute gaze drifting out over to the crashing waves further off shore and before she could speak again, Tom violently jabbed the paper knife through the base of Sharon’s skull and up into her brain. For a brief second the young woman’s body jolted in his grip, the electrical impulses of her scrambling brain misfiring and then suddenly she was still.
With a sigh, Tom gently pulled the knife free from her skull, lowered her now lifeless body down onto the wave lapped shingle and once he had made sure her eyes were closed, he carefully straightened up her arms and legs. Collecting the donated boots under one arm, Tom then pushed himself wearily up from his knees and without looking back, slowly and silently made his way back up the beach, leaving behind him Sharon’s motionless body for the rising tide to claim one gently breaking wave at a time.
***
‘Are you sure you don’t want one?’ asked Fran, offering Peter one of the large apples.
With his arms wrapped about Bella’s neck and his face buried deep in her dark fur, Peter didn’t look up or speak but simply shook his head in reply.
‘Now, come on, Peter,’ said Jane, Dave’s wife, gently stroking his dark curly hair with her thin delicate fingers, ‘I know you haven’t had anything to eat all day… come on, just a few bites?’
‘I… I’m not hungry,’ Peter mumbled through a moving wall of fur.
Jane’s eyes glanced over at Fran, a look of motherly concern flitting across her face.
‘Just a little, Peter… Please for me?’ she continued, reaching across the cart to take the apple from Fran. ‘Fran, Tom and Kai are being very kind sharing their food… you don’t want them to think you’re ungrateful, do you?’
‘Not hungry,’ he repeated, the statement somewhat belittled by the unexpected and rather loud gurgle from his stomach.
‘Well, it’ll be a while before we get to St Michael’s mount, so how about you just pop it in your pocket and you can eat it when you’re feeling peckish,’ suggested Fran, her voice only a little above that of a whisper just in case the cart was at that moment passing any of the Dead.
‘What… what’s peckish mean?’ Peter whispered in reply, suddenly tilting his face up from Bella’s fur to look over at Fran.
Even with only the criss-crossing beams of light illuminating the cramped interior of the cart, Fran was struck by the innocent and vulnerable beauty of the dark eyes looking back at her. Still a little red from the silent tears he had shed over the last hour, his eyes held the most unusual and changeable colouring Fran had ever seen. They seemed to almost dance from a rich midnight blue to a deep bottle green and then back again, all the while holding onto the tiniest flecks of amber as if to ground them in reality.
‘It means hungry, Peter,’ said Dave, biting into the soft ripe flesh of a golden pear that Fran had given him. ‘Just keep it and eat it when you feel like it, okay?’
‘Yes, Mr Dave,’ Peter nodded, returning his face to the comfort of Bella’s furry solitude.
‘Mr Dave?’ mouthed Fran, her brows creasing questioningly.
‘Oh, when we first met up with Peter and… and his… family,’ Jane whispered, her words suddenly stalling as she realised Peter was effectively now on his own in the world. ‘Well, he found it confusing calling Dave and Max by the same surname, so instead of calling them both Mr Harper he decided to call them by their first names but… well, it got a little mixed up along the way and now he calls them Mr Dave and Mr Max instead.’
‘Oh,’ said Fran, a soft smile twitching at her lips. ‘But he calls you Jane and Riley, Riley?’
‘Yeah,’ said Jane, shrugging her shoulders as she instinctively looked down at the huddled figure of her nine year old son, sleeping next to her.
By the time Tom had joined the others back at the cart, Dave, Jane and Max were getting to know Fran and Kai, each surreptitiously keeping one eye out for the Dead, while Riley sat safely in the cart trying in vain to cheer up his physically older but mentally younger friend.
Dave told them that his family had spent much of the last five years as part of a travelling caravan of survivors. Moving from place to place they had scavenged what supplies they could from the remains of their dying world and although life had been hard they had just about managed to get by; that was until one day they had the misfortune to stumble upon a large group of raiders. These men, intent on taking whatever they wanted from those unlucky enough to cross their path, had tortured, raped and eventually slaughtered most of the caravan, cruelly leave those left behind alive wishing they had been granted a swifter death. But luckily Dave, his wife and their son had all been spared this and truth be told it was purely down to his brother, Max’s, quick thinking. Always shrewd, if a little overly judgemental, Max had sensed within seconds exactly which way the wind was about to blow and after making sure his brother and his family had slipped unobserved to the tail end of the caravan, they all hid beneath the charred remains of a burnt out van awaiting the inevitable nightmare to pass. With their eyes closed and faces pressed against the hard cold tarmac, they had endured the pitiful screams and cries of their companions as the gang began their merciless attack and with nothing to keep them company but their shame they had simply lain in silence, praying to be spared a similar fate. But by some miracle Dave and his family had gone unnoticed and hours later as the gang finally departed, leaving only death and the dying in their wake, they had emerged feeling shamefully grateful that the terrors about them had befallen someone else rather than themselves.
Dave then went on to tell them how months later, just as the harsh winter had begun to set in, they had come across Sharon, Peter, their grandfather and a man called Dan who had all taken refuge in a small salvage yard. With the boarded-over high fences enclosing a good sized area, just right for turning into garden allotments come spring, they seemed to have found a perfect respite from the world and the horrors that had become so commonplace. For almost eight months the small band had survived there and had even dared to believe they had miraculously found a way to live in this world of the Dead; that was until this morning, when they discovered the wild corpse of Sharon’s grandfather. The old man had passed away in his sleep and just as with all those that died, he had risen minutes later, a starving and wild abomination. His hungry corpse had come across Dan and with a strength and swiftness, alien to his body when alive, he had quickly rendered his victim to a bloody mess. If not for Sharon’s self-sacrifice, Peter too would have undoubtedly joined Dan in his conscription into the army of the Dead and as it was, she had felt her grandfather’s teeth hungrily tearing into her own flesh; dooming her with his single bite.
With the new additions to their group showing them a way around the crashed bus, they made a brief detour to their salvage yard home to collect some meagre belongings and then set off again on their achingly slow journey along the coast towards Marazion and the possibility of a new and safe home.
‘And you think your friends may be already at this island place?’ asked Jane, her voice the usual cautious whisper.
‘We certainly hope so,’ replied Fran, unscrewing the cap on a bottle of water to pour a little into a bowl for Bella to drink. ‘Tom says it was discussed as an option anyway.’
‘And just how many of them where there?’ mumbled Max, opening a spy hole next to him to look out at the passing countryside.
‘Ermm,’ Fran began to say, trying to remember just who else she was sure had managed to escape from Kai’s school alive.
‘I mean, whoever’s already on this island might not be too keen on opening their doors to yet more strangers,’ Max continued, glancing back from the spyhole to look at Fran. ‘I’m sure resources are just as tight there as everywhere else, what makes you think they’re going to welcome us with open arms… seems a bit of a one sided deal to me. What incentive do they have to help us, anyway?’
‘You’re sat in it,’ replied Tom, glancing over his shoulder at his squashed passengers. ‘With Star and this cart we can go on scavenging trips up and down the coast for them… and if Charlie and the others are already there then we’ll be doubling their resources.’   
‘And…and what if they’re not there?’ asked Riley, wondering if their new travelling companions would stay with them on the island or continue onward in their search for their friends.
Fran looked over at the young boy now sat awake next to his mother, his questioning eyes haunted by things a child should never see.
‘Well, we’ll just have to…’ Fran began to say, her words abruptly cut off as Bella sprung to her feet, a low growl building in her throat.
Jane quickly reached over to place two fingers on the Bella’s nose, immediately silencing the beast.
‘What was?’ Fran started to whisper, confused as to what had just happened.
But the look Jane gave her told her all she needed to know, this was clearly Bella’s way of warning them of the Dead and if she had any doubt a glance at Peter with his hand clamped over his mouth as if to hold in any sounds that may try to escape, confirmed her suspicions.
‘Tom,’ she whispered, placing her hand on the man’s shoulder as she watched Jane pull a tiny piece of dried meat from a pouch to reward to Bella for her alertness.
‘I see them,’ he replied, slowly pulling Star to a halt.
‘How many?’ she asked, moving to look over his shoulder through the viewing slit.
‘Too many for us to handle,’ he replied, scanning the thirty strong crowd that had appeared shambling from around the corner. ‘I know… I can’t… I do…’ he continued to say, dropping his voice to barely a mutter as the voices in his head began to demand to be heard.   
‘Where… where did they all come from?’ Fran continued, trying to ignore the fact that Tom had started a mumbled conversation with the ghosts of his family.
Waiting for a reply directed at her, Fran glanced nervously at Kai and saw her own concerns mirrored back at her.
‘Tom!’ she hissed, her eyes flicking to Max who had a look of growing curiosity on his face.
‘That turning leads direct to Marazion,’ he whispered, turning briefly to look at her; his attention suddenly back with those in the cart.
‘And…and there’s no way to go round them?’ asked Dave, his arm instinctively moving to rest protectively around Riley’s back while his extended fingers brushed lightly against Jane’s shoulder.
‘N… Not really,’ said Kai, doing his best to either be succinct in what he said or control his stammer the best he could.
Tilting the folded map towards Dave, Kai traced the line that indicated the road they were on and its path through Marazion to the causeway.
‘Can we get through them, Tom?’ whispered Fran, eying the shambling crowd as they lurched or dragged themselves one painful step at a time along the road, seemingly oblivious to each other’s presence.
Even as Tom leant forward to get a better look, Fran watched the cadaver of a young boy, his emaciated body a patchwork of mould and decay, get carelessly knocked to the ground by two Dead men. She found herself unable to tear her gaze away from the Dead child; watching transfixed as he tried to use the twisted shell of a crashed car to pull himself back upright.
‘Sorry, what did you say?’ she said realising she had missed Tom’s hushed reply; forcing herself to look away from the Dead boy and his pitiful movements which caused pus and decaying skin to catch and streak across the car’s crumpled bodywork.  
‘We don’t have much choice,’ he mumbled again, giving Star’s reins a sharp flick to urge her onward into the putrid melee. ‘We’ll slowly nudge them aside as we pass them… they’ll barely even notice.’
‘Now, get ready some bumps and knocks,’ he continued, looking back at Peter; the young man’s eyes wide with fear and apprehension as they peered at him through a curtain of dark curls.
‘As long as we all keep quiet we’ll be alright… Okay, Peter?’ added Fran, giving Peter a reassuring smile and receiving a slow nod of understanding for her efforts in response.
‘Better close the spy holes,’ she continued, whispering to Dave and Max as she nodded toward the many disks that needed to be slipped back into place.
‘Oh, right,’ Dave muttered, slowly plunging the interior of the cart into an oppressive gloom as the criss-crossing beams of afternoon sunlight were extinguished, one covered hole at a time.
Within a few tentative steps Star soon found herself amid the cadaverous throng, their rotting limbs and bodies brushing harmlessly against her as they jostled past. As always the miracle that the Dead were somehow oblivious to the beast’s presence or that their brains simply couldn’t register her as ‘food’ the way they did for other farm animals, still held true and as Star made her way into the crowd the Dead were pushed and knocked aside as if by the passing of a giant snow plough. One after another the corpses bumped against the side of the cart as they were buffeted out of Star’s path. Their stiff shoulders and flailing arms banged impotently against the wooden walls and with each thump or knock those inside would hold their breath and pray for the moment to pass; but pass it did and soon enough the next cadaver would amble by to take its place. Yet not all of the Dead were so lucky as to be simply pushed out of the way, some fell beneath the heavy turning wheels; their bones broken or bodies rupturing like rotting balloons of pus in the process. A few times, those inside would hear ominous scratching from beneath them as those pulled under their wheels clawed and scrabbled desperately with blackened hands to find purchase on the underside of the cart. For a while the sound would continue only finally ceasing when another of the unfortunate cadavers would also fall and using the body of its already clinging comrade-in-death as an anchor would latch on and inadvertently pull both of them free, sending them tumbling back down to the road.
‘Wonder what got them all riled up?’ mused Max, once Star had finally pulled the cart past the bulk of the wandering horde that had become bottlenecked at the road junction.
‘This isn’t really the part of the country for cattle… could be a pig or sheep, I suppose,’ Tom began, briefly looking back at Max, ‘or…’
‘Or something else,’ interrupted Fran, her eyes flaring in annoyance as she flicked her gaze in Peter’s direction.
‘It’s alright now, Peter,’ Jane was saying softly as she gently tried to pry the young man’s hand away from his mouth, ‘we’re past the worst of them now.’
‘Yeah, just a few dotted about the road now, Son,’ added Tom, giving the man-child a friendly smile and wink before turning back to concentrate on the road ahead. ‘Nothing to worry about at all.’       
Yet even as he said the words Tom’s eyes narrowed, his calculating gaze taking in each detail of the road ahead and the Dead upon it. Tom had survived far too long among the Dead for it to be his over confidence that actually brought about his final demise. He knew all too well that nothing was a certainty now, nothing was easy and unless you had eyes in the back of your head, even the simplest of tasks could go wrong; and in a world where the Dead walked, ‘wrong’ could mean a terrible but temporary death sentence. So he looked from one rotting cadaver to the next, breaking down the threat, if any, that each of them posed. He peered into the ransacked and abandoned shops of Marazion, their sad dark interiors now little more than shadowy tombs threatening to spill forth a rotting plague upon them and he scoured the crashed and rusting vehicles, whose twisted wrecks could so easily hide a hundred and one nightmares waiting to crawl forth and greet them. But for once luck seemed to be with them, for the desolate streets of Marazion held none of these hidden horrors and as they made their way along one street after another, each transformed by the Dead and their passing, all they found were the decrepit and decaying cadavers desperately following in the wake of their more agile brethren.
‘Christ, it’s like a scene from the Pied Piper of Hamlin,’ muttered Tom,  slowly shaking his head as he watched the corpse of an old woman pull herself hand over fist along the cracked and littered road, her limp body trailing behind her like a slab of rotting meat.
‘What?’ whispered Fran, looking over his shoulder, a look of confusion on her face.
‘Pied Piper?’ he replied, glancing back at her. ‘You don’t know the fairy tale?’
‘Ermm, my dad was more the type to practice Judo moves at bedtime with me and my sister than read us a story,’ she replied, with a shrug of her shoulders.
‘Well, long story short, these villagers have all these rats and they hire this piper to lead them away but then refuse to pay him, so to teach them a lesson he makes all the children follow him into a magical mountain cave or something but there’s this crippled kid that can’t keep up and he gets left behind,’ Tom whispered in reply, using the reins to guide Star around the upturned remains of a souvenir stall, its faded bunting fluttering back and forth in the gentle breeze.
‘And the Dead here are supposed to be this kid?’ Fran suggested, nodding to the ruined corpses trying valiantly to follow the Dead horde in their pursuit of the living flesh that had entranced them so.
‘Hmm,’ he replied, chewing on his lip absentmindedly as a niggling thought started to form.
‘But that’s a good thing isn’t it?’ said Dave, looking from his brother to Tom and Fran. ‘I mean, if there’s only the damaged and broken corpses left here, doesn’t that work in our favour?’
‘I hope so,’ muttered Tom. ‘The sea-front promenade is the next turning… we’ll know more by then I guess.’
‘T…Tom, wh…what is it?’ asked Kai, realising there was so much more that the man wasn’t saying.
‘Nothing,’ he muttered, his past life as a taxi driver causing him to instinctively look left and then right for non-existent oncoming traffic as Star began to turn onto the main promenade. ‘Just a bad feeling, that’s all.’
‘A bad feeling,’ Max snorted, shaking his head while he picked at the dirt under his fingernails.
‘Max,’ sighed Dave, knowing his brother was surely about to say something obnoxious.
Waving away his brother’s interruption, Max continued to speak.
‘No offense, mate, but from what I’ve seen you’re clearly a bit touched in the head,’ he began, ignoring the hostile glares being flashed at him from Fran and Kai. ‘Now don’t get me wrong, whatever it takes for you to get through the day is okay by me….’
‘Generous of you,’ growled Tom, not even bothering to look back at Max.
‘But all I’m saying is perhaps someone a little more… ‘stable’ should be at the reins,’ Max continued. ‘Our lives are in your hands after all… and making any judgement based on a feeling, well….’
‘You’ve got an awful lot to say for a man who’s riding in another man’s cart,’ said Tom, at last glancing over his shoulder at Max, his cold stare almost challenging him to continue.
‘All I was saying,’ began Max, realising such a direct approach may have been unwise.
‘And all I’m saying is that you’re welcome to get out and walk the rest of the way if you like,’ said Tom, abruptly cutting off Max’s words.
For a moment there was silence in the cart as a battle of wills between the two men wordlessly played itself out, each of them vying for dominance. But here Tom had the upper hand and Max knew it; and no sooner had the challenge been voiced than Max realised his mistake. He was in debt to this man and his two travelling companions and even though Fran still held sway over him, it was clear to Max that Tom, being the older and more experience of the three, was the leader of this small group; and as such what he said became law.
‘Like I said… no offence,’ Max finally said in reply, although the words themselves clearly pained him.
Holding Max’s gaze a moment longer to push the point home, Tom eventually sighed, mumbled something derogatory under his breath and slowly turned his attention back to road. The stunning vista that greeted him instantly pushed Max and his lousy attitude to the recesses of Tom’s mind.
‘Wow,’ Tom whispered, slowly pulling Star to a halt.
There, spreading out just beyond a railing that ran along the length of the seafront promenade, was a vast expanse of glittering blue water. This vision of natural purity in itself would have been a welcome change after the decay and destruction that normally surround them on a day-to-day basis but it was the picturesque island with its castle majestically rising from the waters some four hundred metres offshore that truly made him stare in wonder.
‘Boats!’ said Riley in an excited whisper, pointing over Tom’s shoulder to the two white sailed vessels bobbing amid the waves far out to sea. ‘Look, Pete, look at the boats!’
‘Riley,’ his mother softly warned, not wanting Peter to get excited.
But the damage had been done and although the hand over his mouth managed to dampen the squeal of delight building in his throat, the young man couldn’t stop himself from clambering his way to the front of the cart for a better look through the front viewing slit.
‘Ouch, Peter!’ hissed Fran, when in his excitement he accidentally stood on her toe.
Sensing her young master’s growing delight, Bella decided she wasn’t about to be left out and deftly made her way to the front of the cart to see just what all the fuss was about. With her tail thumping hard against Kai’s legs in enthusiastic anticipation she wriggled her head under Peter’s arm and with her nose and lolling tongue next to Tom’s ear, tried to fathom what had entranced him so.
‘Urghh… Bella,’ Tom muttered, giving the animal’s dribbling snout a gentle shove away from his ear.
He was about to tell Peter to go back to his seat when he caught a glimpse of the childish fascination dancing in the young man’s eyes and considering the way his world had so drastically altered within the space of a day, who was Tom to deny him this small piece of happiness he’d managed to find for himself.
‘Perhaps when we get to the island someone will teach you to sail?’ whispered Tom, placing a fatherly hand on Peter’s shoulders. ‘Would you like that?’
Again a muffled squeal was only just held in check by Peter as he vigorously nodded his reply, unable to tear his eyes away from the two boats merrily darting through the surf far from shore.
‘Well, how about you go back to your seat so we can get there even quicker, okay?’ suggested Tom, gently patting Peter’s back to make sure he was listening.
‘Yeah, come on Pete,’ agreed Riley, after some subtle prompting from his mother. ‘Sit next to me.’
Reluctantly Peter moved back to his seat, his gaze only relinquishing its hold on the boats at the very last moment. For a few seconds Bella remained by Tom’s side, still unsure just what had caused such excitement in her master but when it was clear whatever it was hadn’t involved something to eat or a threat, she curled up on what little free floor space was left and contented herself with keeping a watchful eye over her human travelling companions.    
‘We’ll be there really soon,’ Jane whispered, smiling as she gave Peter’s knee a reassuring pat. ‘We… we will be able to get to the island, won’t we?’ she continued, suddenly turning her attention to Fran. ‘I mean, what if the tide’s already in.’
‘Crap!’ spat Fran in reply, turning to Tom. ‘We didn’t think of that… have we enough time to get across?’
‘This may surprise you, Fran, but I’ve not memorised high and low tide times along the Cornish coast…’ Tom began, glancing back at her.
‘It changes anyway,’ Dave cut in with a shrug of his shoulders. ‘It depends on the position of the moon and sun relative with the earth.’
‘Yeah… and what he said,’ smirked Tom, nodding in Dave’s direction. ‘But considering the level of the water on the beach, I’d say it’s either on its way in or on its way out... can’t be sure really, I think this is going to have to be one of those wait and see type moments.’
‘Now, that sounds reassuring,’ mumbled Max, sarcastically. 
Refusing to take the bait, Tom merely let his gaze slide slowly over to Max as if daring him to comment again.
‘And anyway, let’s get to get to the causeway first,’ he finally said, letting his attention return to others in the cart. ‘No point in worrying about it just yet… and if we have to wait a bit in here for the tide to turn...  it’s no great hardship.’
Turning his back on them, Tom gave Star’s reins a sharp flick, urging her onward again. With a gentle ‘creaking’, the cart’s wheels began to turn and Star was soon relaxing back into her slow steady rhythm, taking them closer to their goal one cautious step at a time. 
Travelling along the seafront, they passed row after row of dilapidated hotels, ransacked shops and derelict arcades; while on the opposite side of the road, one after another sad looking abandoned souvenir stands nestled forlornly against the low sea wall. Unlike the section of coast where they had previously stopped, here a rocky man-made cliff, some four or five metres high, separated the road and the debris strewn shingle of the beach below. Presumably built as some sort of defence against coastal flooding the huge dark boulders were mottled with patches of drying seaweed and clustering communities of tightly shut mussels, all awaiting the welcome return of the tide. Because of this abrupt drop to the beach from the road, it was nigh on impossible for those within the cart to get a clear view of the base of these cliffs but more importantly there was also no way for them to know just how far or fast the tide was rising to greet them. 
Despite his words Tom couldn’t help but think about the point Jane had made and even as he guided Star around the burnt out shell of an ambulance he let his gaze wander back to the castle-topped island and the swathe of white crested waves crashing along at least two thirds of its base.
The reliable mare was just pulling the front of the cart beyond the wrecked ambulance when Bella suddenly sprang to her feet, her posture an exercise in tense alertness as a low growl began to build in her throat. Almost immediately Dave sprang to his feet, his arm reaching out to touch Bella but this time Tom had beaten him to it and already two of his fingers rested gently on the bitch’s nose, instantly silencing her warning growl.
‘Tom?’ hissed Fran, resting her hand on his shoulder as she looked past him through the front viewing slit.
‘Damn, I was afraid of this,’ he muttered, nodding toward the Dead crowd pawing at the walls of a small building built further along the sea wall.
‘What… what is it?’ asked Jane nervously, her arm subconsciously pulling Riley just that bit closer to her.
‘Well, it looks like we now know what made the Dead go walkabout,’ he said, nodding to the horde ahead of them and the large pool of congealed blood splattered across the road. ‘Looks like they ambushed a small group.’
‘And just how can you tell it was a group?’ asked Max, keen to score even the smallest points against Tom, while Kai silently reached past him to pull a battered looking pair of binoculars from a hook. 
‘From the bloody mess on the road, clearly at least one person met their maker today,’ Tom whispered in reply, scratching at the stubble on his chin, ‘and then at least one managed to get away, causing some of the Dead to go on the march.’
‘So, just two then,’ interrupted Max, with a snort.
‘Max!’ warned his brother, noticing the muscles on Tom’s jaw tensing as he ground his teeth in annoyance.
‘And just what do you think got their attention, smartarse?’ growled Tom, jabbing a finger in the direction of the group of corpses huddled around the base of the single story building. ‘You think they’re just desperate to buy some candyfloss or something?’  
With his face suddenly flushing with anger, Max’s eyes narrowed with barely concealed contempt.
‘Hmmm, I suppose a third person could have…’ he began through gritted teeth.
‘Suppose, my arse!’ laughed Tom, knowing he was right. ‘Only one thing whips corpses up like that and that’s the sight of a bit of living flesh. My guess is whoever’s there, they’ve managed to get up onto the flat roof somehow.’
‘Do… do you think they’re still there?’ asked Dave, his genuine concern for a stranger clearly fighting with his fear for the safety of his own family.
‘Even if they are, we can’t risk stopping to find out?’ hissed Max, glaring at his brother, almost daring him to contradict him. ‘There’s far too many of the Dead for us to handle. We’ll have to send a larger party back once we get on the island.’
‘N…N… No choice,’ stammered Kai, lowering the binoculars and slowly handing them over to Tom. ‘We’ll h…have to d…deal with them ourselves... look.’
‘Where?’ asked Tom, raising the binoculars to his eyes.
‘R…right,’ Kai replied. ‘The… the sign.’
‘Sign… sign… sign,’ Tom mumbled to himself, adjusting the focus slightly. ‘Oh, there it is… Crap!’ he tutted, suddenly looking back at Fran and the others. ‘Kai’s right, I don’t think we have a choice this time, we’ll have to clear some of those corpses… somehow.’
‘Why?’ whispered Fran, taking the binoculars from Tom to look for herself.
‘There’s an old sign saying something about crossing times,’ Tom continued. ‘It looks like the opening to the causeway is on the other side of that building.’
‘But the Dead, they could be just on this side… couldn’t they?’ suggested Jane, hoping they could slip past the Dead unnoticed to get onto the causeway.
‘It’s… possible,’ muttered Tom, seeming to momentarily drift off somewhere as other unheard voices suddenly claimed his attention.
‘I guess we won’t know for sure until we get closer,’ said Fran, jabbing Tom’s shoulder with the binoculars to draw him back from his ghostly world. ‘We’ll just have to wait till then to see what we’re dealing with.’
‘Hmmm,’ replied Tom, quickly blinking his way back to reality. ‘Yeah… well… well, there’s no point sitting here scratching our arses… and remember to keep that hand over your mouth Pete, there’s a good boy,’ he continued, glancing briefly back at his passengers before turning away from them to snap Star’s reins again. 
It was only for a split second, but as Tom turned away from her Fran was sure she caught a glimpse of something a little disconcerting in his eyes, something she could only describe as excitement. Looking over at Kai, she noticed the worried look he was currently giving the back of Tom’s head; clearly he too had caught the strange glint in Tom’s eye. As if feeling her gaze upon him Kai’s eyes flicked to meet hers, a look of joint concern passing between them and in that instant an unspoken pact to keep a wary eye on Tom was made.
With each turn of the cart’s wheels the almost pitiful moaning of the Dead horde rose in volume. Their desperate pleas called out for the warm, bloody flesh that had eluded them as if  to encourage it to simply offer itself up as penance for the life it held; a fee for trespassing among them. Yet no willing offering appeared before them and as they raised their arms aloft no unholy sacrament of flesh and blood rained down upon them. For these were the Dead and if he existed, their God had abandoned them long ago and their hunger would be eternal.
‘Not looking good,’ Fran whispered, her mouth close to Tom’s ear.
‘Not by a long shot,’ he replied, using the reins to guide Star around the pathetically broken remains of a man that even now dragged itself across their path to join its Dead brethren pawing at the wall of the small building.
Any hope that the throng of hungry corpses had congregated only on one side of the building soon evaporated the closer they got to it. But it wasn’t until Star finally pulled them to the turning on the other side that they realised just how dire their situation had suddenly become.
‘Shit!’ Tom hissed under his breath, glaring at the metal gate across the concrete slip that led down to the cobbled causeway.
‘What do we do now?’ asked Dave nervously, as he looked from the closed gate to the decaying rabble only a few metres away. ‘How are we going to get across… we can’t just wait here for them to get bored and leave… we all know that’ll never happen.’
Tom and the others all knew this to be true, the Dead were single-minded in their determination. They would never forget and would never lose interest. That terrified spark of life that had caught their attention would become their whole world and nothing would deter them from claiming their mouthful of flesh; nothing that is except one thing, the sight of another life.
‘Well, there’s nothing for it,’ Tom began, turning to look at his travelling companions, ‘at least one of us has got to go out there to unlatch that fucking gate.’
‘Tom…’ Fran started to say, knowing just what the older man was about to suggest and hoping he wasn’t choosing this moment to wilfully give himself over the demands of his lost family.
‘You know I’m right, Fran,’ he interrupted, instantly waving away her concerns. ‘And anyway, I did say at least one of us… I could do with someone covering my back… from the looks of it, I’m going to need it.’
Fran absentmindedly patted Bella as she looked at the scene just beyond the safety of the cart’s walls.
‘Kai, swop places with Tom,’ she finally said, reaching past Dave to pull free a crowbar secured to the wall behind him. ‘You’re driving.’
‘Fran, I didn’t mean…’ Tom started to say.
‘If not me, who else?’ she simply replied, raising her eyebrows questioningly.
With her words, Tom’s gaze surreptitiously moved from one face in the cart to the next. Peter and Riley were instantly dismissed, as was Jane and even Kai, which left Dave and his brother, Max, as the only other viable options. Despite Tom having a good feeling about Dave as a man, he knew Dave’s place was with his small family and anyway, if Tom could help keep this family together, a tiny piece of old world normality in a new world full of insanity, then he would do whatever he could to protect it.
‘For fuck’s sake, just make sure you stay close,’ he finally whispered, realising as much as he hated Fran being in danger, he didn’t fancy trusting his life in Max’s hands. ‘I’ll shift the gate and when I’m done we’ll both make a quick sprint down the causeway. If we’re lucky we’ll be done before too many of them notice we’re even there… you just stop them from biting my arse off in the meantime… Deal?’
‘Deal,’ she agreed with a sharp nod, a smile twitching at the corner of her mouth.
‘And at least we’ll be giving whoever’s up on the roof a chance,’ whispered Dave, his anxious stare drifting to the flat roof and the unseen survivor who had somehow escaped the Dead and their savage hunger.
‘Let’s hope they take it,’ muttered Jane, nervously taking her husband’s hand in her own for comfort.
After a few minutes of preparation, Fran found herself sat closely behind Tom, her fingers flexing and un-flexing about the cool metal of the crowbar in her grasp. 
‘Ready?’ Tom whispered, glancing back at her.
‘Let’s do this,’ she replied, her fingers tightening one last time.
Without waiting for anything more to be said, Tom slowly slid aside the internal bolt of the hatch, pushed it open and silently dropped to a road below. No sooner was he free of the confines of the cart than his hands began to itch to feel the weight of his sickles once again.
‘Tom,’ his wife called playfully from beyond the grave, her words drifting to him as if on a breeze, ‘you want to make us happy, don’t you, Tom?’
Tom was about open his mouth to reply when Fran dropped down next to him, breaking the ghostly spell being cast over him by his own tortured mind. Knowing now was not the time to lose himself he tightly clenched his fists, the sharp stab of pain of his fingernails digging into his palms forcing him to concentrate as he began to slowly edge toward the front of the cart. For the moment their luck seemed to be holding and as Tom stole a cautious glance at the cadaverous crowd currently trying to claw their way up the sheer face of the building, which he noticed had once been offices for the harbour master, he realised there may just be a slim chance that he could actually get to the gate unnoticed after all.
Not wanting to miss the slim window of opportunity presented to him, Tom suddenly darted forward, leaving both the safety of the cart and a slightly startled Fran, behind him.
‘Christ!’ Fran inadvertently cursed under her breath, breaking cover to stealthily follow Tom the four or so metres past Star to the closed gate.
Slowly sidestepping her way, Fran nervously watched the Dead crowd, knowing that at any moment one could turn its head and she would find herself fighting for her very life. She couldn’t help but look from one decaying cadaver to the next, each seemingly more pathetic and rancid than its neighbour and wondered just which of them would be the first to realise that the very thing they desired stood open and exposed behind them. Beside her she heard Tom trying to silently unhook the latch securing the gate, the eventual gentle ‘clink’ of metal on metal the only sign he had succeeded. Praying that whoever lived on St Michael’s mount kept the gate hinges well-oiled, Fran took a few tentative steps backwards to allow Tom to pull the gate open. 
With her shallow breathing and the loud hammering of her heart thumping in her ears the only sounds to compete with the mournful cries of the Dead, Fran continued to move backwards as quietly as she could, mirroring Tom’s movements as he silently swung towards her. It was almost half way open when she allowed her gaze to flick momentarily away from the Dead and over to Tom. Catching her eye, he winked back at her while, his mouth briefly twitching with a somewhat strained smile. It was at that precise moment that a long metal bolt that Tom thought had been secured in an ‘up’ position decided to fall. With a loud ‘clang’ the bolt hit the road surface, swiftly followed by a seemingly louder ‘squeal’ as the movement of the gate caused it to scrape a few centimetres across the concrete. 
Instantly Fran’s gaze darted back to the Dead and the inevitable turning of film covered eyes to greet her.
‘Tom!’ she hissed, her own eyes widening in horror.
‘I know,’ he said without even looking back while he struggled to pull the bolt back into place.
‘Tom!’ she repeated, instinctively changing the position of her feet to put her in a more defensive stance.
‘I know!’ he growled again, unsure why the bolt was refusing to budge.
‘Hurry!’ she continued, watching as a Dead woman, her chest a riot of creeping mould, was the first to take shaky step away from the wall.
‘What the fuck!’ spat Tom, giving the gate a hard shove, only for his efforts to be rewarded with another high pitched squeal. ‘Why won’t you budge, you bastard thing!’
Tearing her eyes from the Dead woman who had been joined in her advancement by many of her decaying comrades, Fran glanced down at the bolt and instantly saw what the problem was; wedged tightly under the metal tip of the bolt was a small triangular chip of stone.
‘Step back!’ she warned, barely giving Tom a second’s notice before landing a hard kick at the base of the gate.
With a ‘screech’ and a juddering ringing of metal, the bolt was abruptly dislodged sending the gate slamming back into Tom’s grasp.
‘Come on!’ said Fran, grabbing hold of the top rung of the gate while making sure to kick aside the small stone.
Together Tom and Fran pushed and pulled the gate open, all the while well-aware that with each second that passed the Dead and their own possible deaths drew closer.
‘That’s it!’ cried Fran, the bolt finally clicking home into its channel when the gate was fully open. ‘Let’s get out of here.’
Of course Tom didn’t need to be told twice. Already his hands were reaching back to slip free the two curved blades positioned on his back from their harnesses. Darting back around the gate and barely a step behind Tom, Fran marvelled at the speed with which the man dispatched the Dead in his path. Limbs fell and heads rolled with each slash of his blades but if she was to think their escape was to be that easy she was about to be sorely disappointed. For even as Tom swiped at the arm of a male corpse dressed in the stinking remains of a once expensive business suit, a smaller female cadaver somehow managed to slip under the arc of his swing; her cannibalistic attention immediately fixing on Fran. Startled for but a second by the Dead woman’s sudden appearance, Fran went to take a small step back to give herself room to strike with her crowbar. Unfortunately the emaciated corpse of a six year old boy had doggedly made its way unnoticed around the side of the cart behind her and as she stepped back they collided; sending them both tumbling backwards onto the concrete slipway. 
Landing awkwardly on the Dead child’s legs and torso, Fran felt and heard the boy’s brittle bones sickeningly snapping beneath her weight. Yet she pushed aside her revulsion and any pity she may have felt, for she knew she could spare none on this creature. As sure as night followed day it would gladly bite, rip and tear into her, condemning her to follow it in its unending search for living flesh to feast upon. Determined to avoid this nightmare existence just yet, Fran spared a few precious seconds to use the end of the crowbar to stab fiercely at the struggling young boy’s cadaver but with the end of the metal bar only skidding across his shattered cheek bone to rupture his left eye, Fran knew she didn’t have time to grant him a final death, not before the short Dead woman was surely upon her. So with a yell of anger she slammed her clenched fist hard into his small chest; knocking him momentarily back down to ground.
Briefly creating some much needed space between herself and the snapping Dead boy beneath her, Fran used the minuscule respite to push herself quickly to her feet. As it was, she only just managed to avoid the grasp of the lunging Dead woman, her blackened decaying fingers brushing sickeningly close to her face as Fran twisted to kick out at the woman’s corpse. The force of here blow was such that it sent the woman’s rotting shell effortlessly flying backwards into the open arms of her Dead comrades shuffling ever closer behind her.
‘Christ, Tom!’ Fran began to say, her head spinning as she sought the man who only moments ago had been but a few steps ahead of her.
But in the couple of seconds that she had found herself fighting with the Dead, both Tom and the cart had already advanced well beyond her reach and even as she frantically looked for a way to close the gap between them, more of the hungry corpses slowly ambled into what little clear space remained; cutting her off completely.
‘Shit!’ she spat, knowing if she wanted to live she needed to get moving.      
Out the corner of her eye she noticed the Dead boy was slowly pushing himself back on his feet and with rest of the cadaverous crowd almost within striking distance, she knew her options were running out, fast.
‘You can do this, Frannie,’ came her father’s voice, so much like that of Tom’s wife only at the same time, quite different.
For unlike with Tom, it wasn’t his voice that she heard but rather the ghost of a memory; a memory that had suddenly risen to the surface of her mind. He had spoken these very words to her many years before. Even now as her eyes flitted from one corpse to the next looking for a way out, she could almost feel her father’s comforting hand on her shoulder and the whisper of his breath at her ear.
‘You can do this, Frannie,’ he had said, encouraging his ten year old daughter as she nervously prepared herself for her first rounds in the National Junior Judo Championships.
And in that instant as she remembered herself stepping gingerly from her father’s hold to take her place on the mats, Fran saw the slimmest opening between the approaching corpses suddenly open up.
‘Go, Frannie!’ her father’s distant cheer echoed from her past, spurring her into action.
In a final moment of clarity before she moved, she noticed something on the far wall facing her, something she instantly knew had to be the point she was to aim towards if she wanted to survive the next few minutes. So with her head low, shoulders hunched, the crow bar held tightly against her chest and a prayer on her lips, she threw herself into the throng.
With a ‘grunt’ she slammed her shoulder into the first corpse, knocking it aside. Just who or what it had been in life she didn’t notice or care, all that was important was that she get past it and that she keep moving. Fran knew if she was to pause for even a second, grasping hands would be on her, pulling her to rancid open mouths where only death awaited her. But Fran pushed such thoughts to the back of her mind, to acknowledge the madness of what she was doing would certainly be her downfall and as another ‘grunt’ escaped her, she pushed her way between two more of the Dead, shoving them roughly out of her way. Never daring to slow her pace, Fran darted under reaching arms, their skin mottled and filthy, knocked away grasping hands that tried to find purchase on her fleeing form and pushed aside corpse after corpse that blocked her path. Just when she thought the horde ahead of her was somehow never ending and that her luck was surely about to run out, there before her was the streaked wall, and more importantly, the thick electric cable hanging lose from the flat roof above her.
As loathe as she was to intentionally make herself weapon-less, Fran knew she would need both hands if she was to climb. So after only the briefest indecision, she dropped the crowbar at her feet and went to grab hold of the ‘lifeline’ hanging before her. Praying her assumption that whoever had previously managed to get to the roof had also used the thick cable to help them, she reached up and wrapped her fingers about the cable just above her head height. 
‘Please,’ she whispered under her breath, as she took a small jump to reach even higher up the cable before frantically beginning to climb.
To her relief the cable held and what’s more, felt surprisingly sturdy in her hands as she made her way, fist over fist, up the side of the building. At any second she expected to feel the cloying touch of Dead flesh upon her, dragging her back down to their broken and gaping mouths but as her feet came level with a high-set windowsill, and still the Dead had not reached her, she dared to allow a kernel of hope to bloom; perhaps she may just make it after all. Yet no sooner had the thought flashed through her head than the first blackened claw latched, vice like, about her ankle.
‘No!’ she screamed, startled as the hand was suddenly joined by another and then another; each of them determined to claim her flesh as their own.
With a fearful jolt, Fran felt herself about to be pulled back down to the Dead horde below her but she would not give in so easily to their demands and with a string of damning expletives raining down upon them, she kicked her legs back and forth, her screams a mix of anger and an all-encompassing fear. Bucking her legs wildly to shake them off, Fran could feel a few of the more emaciated Dead fumble and lose their weakened grip on her. Yet despite this, still more reached out beseechingly to her, desperate to pull her down into their deathly embrace.
‘Fuck!’ she cried, when her kicking left foot suddenly smashed through one of the small panes of glass in the window just beneath her.
With the dire situation below her it seemed silly to still be fearful of cutting her leg on the broken glass of the window but the concern danced unnoticed at the back of her mind, unnoticed that was until, without meaning to, she stopped moving her leg. By some miracle not only was her left leg momentarily free of any grasping decaying hands but more importantly her boot had found unexpected purchase on the small metal frame that bisected the window. Unsure just how long the metal frame would take her weight, Fran used this brief respite to boost herself just that bit higher up the cable. 
‘Yes!’ she almost sobbed, a wave of relief suddenly flooding through her as, with a final jerk of her right foot, the last of the putrid fingers slipped from her boot.
Struggling to control the shaking muscles in her arms, Fran knew the sanctuary that the roof offered lay less than a metre above her yet even as her aching fingers finally curled over the lip of the clogged guttering she feared she simply didn’t have the strength to carry on. For as agile and as skilled as she was at defending herself, poor diet and simply not enough calories to fuel any prolonged exercise left her feeling worryingly weak. 
‘Come on!’ she spat, determination giving her the strength she needed to at last pull her right elbow up onto the guttering just before reaching over the raised lip running the perimeter of the roof.
Feeling the rough brickwork slipping beneath her sore fingers, Fran blindly moved her hand back and forth, desperate to find something else to grab hold of for leverage, while below her the Dead, sensing the imminent escape of their meal, slapped frantically at the wall; their chilling moans and grunts calling up to her to in savage urgency.
‘For fuck’s sake,’ she panted, knowing her protesting muscles could only hold on for so much longer.
Fearful she would lose her grip and fall at any moment, Fran realised she may have to relinquish her ever weakening one handed grip of the cable, make a desperate grab over the low roof perimeter wall to join her other arm and from there simply hope she had enough strength to kick one of her legs high enough to hook a foot over. She was just building up the courage to commit herself to such a risky move when two hands, dark with clotted and dried blood, suddenly latched onto her wrists.
‘No!’ she screamed, a wild panic instantly threatening to overwhelm her as she instinctively struggled to free herself from their grasp.
‘Stop struggling or I’m going to drop you!’ growled a man’s strained voice from somewhere above her.
It was then that Fran noticed the fierce grip that held her in place was not one of cold rotting flesh but warm, living and lifesaving. With her cheeks flushing in embarrassment for her screams, she realised it was of course the survivor of a previous attack whose own escape to the roof she had followed and not one of the Dead after all. 
‘Can you swing one of your legs up?’ came the man’s voice again from the other side of the low wall. ‘I… I don’t think I can pull you all the way up on my own.’
‘I… I’ll try,’ Fran replied, kicking up her right leg while her unseen rescuer pulled on her wrists.
On her first attempt the toe of her boot scraped tantalizingly close to the edge of the roof but as gravity and her own fatigue fought against her, her foot slipped back down.
‘Come on… you can do it,’ the man encouraged, his words somewhat belittled by his gruff and almost irritated tone.
‘Okay… ready?’ she warned, worried that the longer she literally placed her life in the hands of this stranger the more likely he was to drop her. ‘Here goes!’
This time as her leg swung to the side the hands about her wrists pulled with a new determination and despite the burning muscles in her thighs, Fran found the instep of her right boot had become temporarily lodged over the lip of the roof, giving her just the leverage she needed. 
‘Come on!’ the man yelled again, suddenly reaching forward to grab a fistful of the back of Fran’s jacket to yank her forward. ‘Shift yourself!’
‘Christ!’ Fran grunted, scrabbling to pull herself over the wall while the man’s hands indelicately seemed to grab anything and everything in his attempt to pull her up.
Finally with one last cry of exhaustive effort from both of them, Fran at last tumbled over the low wall, only to find herself collapsed on top of the panting man in a tangle of weary limbs.
For almost a minute the two of them simply lay there without bothering to free themselves, each gulping down air to feed their oxygen-starved muscles. But the moment of relief soon turned to something else, making it seem awkward for them both to still be lying on top of each other, so without speaking they uncomfortably separated themselves. Fran was about to speak when the man abruptly broke out in a deeply chesty and painful sounding cough. Once his coughing had eventually subsided, he spat the resulting thick phlegm over the edge of the roof to the Dead horde below and then turned to look quizzically at Fran.
‘So,’ he began, moving to wipe a dribble of spit from his lips with the back of his hand before remembering it was covered in dried blood and stopping himself. ‘Just who the hell are you and why the fuck would you be so stupid as to get out of your cart like that?’
‘Fran,’ she replied, noticing the thick cord she had climbed up led to a large overturned but heavy looking satellite dish taking up almost half of the space on the roof. ‘My name’s Fran and we needed to open the gate to get to the island… we…we didn’t have much choice.’
The man let forth a short bark of laughter and Fran found herself wondering just who or what type of man she had effectively marooned herself with on this island amid a sea of the Dead. Looking at him, Fran had no doubt she could take him in a fight if she needed to. They may have been relatively similar in height and build but with her father’s training she knew she had the edge, an edge she knew to keep under wraps until she needed it; after all there was no point in giving away all of the cards you held until strictly necessary. 
The man watched her watching him, his dark eyes looking out at her from beneath a set of thick bushy eyebrows, almost as if he too was only just realising he was trapped with a stranger and then despite the gruesome grime covering his hands, he scratched thoughtfully at his equally bushy goatee beard and the heavy stubble growing across his somewhat gaunt cheek.    
‘That fella you were with…’ he began, slowly pushing himself to his feet and limping around the satellite dish to look out over at the beach and the causeway beyond, ‘is he fucking mental or what? I saw the way he fought,’ he continued, shielding his eyes from the afternoon sun with a blood caked hand. ‘Crazy, fucking crazy!’
‘Who isn’t these day?’ said Fran, stepping gingerly across the roof to follow him to the edge.
‘Touché’ he said, glancing briefly back at her, an amused twinkle in his eye.
‘So what happened here…erm…’ she continued, pausing for him to offer up his name.
‘Roderick, Roderick Adams…’ he replied, turning, his hand extended for her to shake, which considering their previous compromising position seemed slightly amusing to Fran. ‘Just call me Rod though.’
‘Please to meet you, Rod… and thanks for the hand up,’ she smiled, idly noticing the cracking and flaking of the dried blood on his hand as she shook it. ‘So what happened?’
‘The usual,’ he began, the amused twinkle replace with something dark and brooding as he slowly released her hand, ‘someone got sloppy, good people died and the Dead got fed.’
‘Sorry,’ said Fran, instinctively saying the word had become little more than a pointless ritual. ‘Did you lose many? We saw the…’
She only just stopped herself before she mentioned the pool of congealing blood and gore they had seen, knowing it had inevitably been someone Rod had known.
‘The blood,’ he completed for her, his clenching fists causing a shower of powdery dried blood to fall from his hands. ‘No, not many…. Not that there’s enough of us left these days that we can afford to lose any.’
‘I’m sorry, I…’ Fran tried to interrupt, the words seeming to mean more to her now she saw the anger and pain in Rod’s face.
‘And those bastards just left us,’ he continued, ignoring Fran for the moment to look back out across the beach. ‘Saved their own arses and left us to the Dead… the Fuckers!’
‘Oh, so you’re from the island?’ she asked, realising that was where he was looking.
‘St Michael’s mount? Aye,’ he replied, the muscles in his jaw clenching and unclenching angrily. ‘I’ve been there with my family since the beginning of all this.’
‘Your family?’ Fran prompted.
‘Yeah, my wife, Emily and my boy, Graham,’ he replied, turning to look back at her, his anger replaced with what Fran could only describe as intense worry.
‘But they’re safe,’ she offered, hoping her words of comfort would make him feel better. ‘They’re on the island, away from all this… your family, they’re safe.’
‘Hmmm,’ he mumbled disconcertingly, his gaze returning to the castle topped St Michael’s mount, looming off shore.
‘The Dead, they… they haven’t got to the island have they?’ she started to ask, a small kernel of concern starting to grow within her.
‘It’s not…’ Rod started to reply, his words suddenly interrupted by Tom’s booming voice shouting out Fran’s name.
‘What the?’ she mumbled, running over to a corner of the roof, Rod limping slowly behind her.
Scanning frantically across the Dead spotted beach below her, it didn’t take Fran long to locate him. Drenched in dark blood, his face spotted with unimaginable rotting gore, Tom stood atop the rusting wreck of small boat that was half submerged in the sand, waving up at her with his sickles.
‘I’m going to draw a bunch of them off!’ he cried, glancing quickly down at the Dead, their decaying limbs already reaching up at him. ‘Follow the cart along the causeway!’
‘What does he mean he’s going to draw them off?’ asked Rod, looking quizzically from Fran to the crazy man who looked like he just escaped from a hellish abattoir.
‘I don’t…’ Fran began to reply just as Tom let out a gleeful ‘whoop’ and threw himself from his perch, suddenly disappearing from sight.
‘Tom!’ she screamed, fearful her friend’s tenuous hold on his sanity had finally slipped.
But Fran needn’t have worried, for before the Dead had even had time to react to the living man so fortunately appearing among them, Tom was up and running; a littering of severed limbs left in his wake.
‘Come on, you Dead bastards!’ he yelled, twisting as he ran to encourage the hungry corpses to follow.
Sure enough, one by one the cadavers pushed themselves away from the shattered hull of the boat while behind them their decaying brothers and sisters forced one stumbling foot in front of another as they made their way through the open gate and down onto the beach causeway to join them.
‘We need to move,’ whispered Fran, stepping slowly away from the roof’s edge. ‘He needs to be their only focus if we want any chance of clearing any of the Dead below us.’
Still a little confused, Rod gave Tom one last bemused look before following Fran back to the toppled over satellite dish to sit down.
‘So, how long do we wait?’ he asked, grunting slightly as he lowered himself down.
‘Are you going to be able to run?’ she asked, more concerned with his limp than his question.
‘You’d be surprised how effective having twenty hungry corpses coming after you makes you forget a twisted ankle,’ he replied with a throaty chuckle that threatened to turn into another coughing fit while he subconsciously reached down to rub his left leg. ‘How’d you think I got up here in the first place?’
‘Point taken,’ she nodded, realising she had gotten too used to looking out for Kai and had mistakenly assumed Rod was equally ill-equipped to look after himself. ‘Sorry.’
Waving away her apology as unnecessary, Rod glanced at the dial of the blood smeared watch on his wrist.
‘We’re cutting it a bit fine though,’ he muttered, using his thumb to brush some of the flaking blood off of the cracked glass cover. ‘Tide’s coming in pretty fast,’ he continued. ‘Won’t be long before most of the causeway’s three metres under water.’  
Chewing nervously on her lip, Fran looked back out at the white topped waves, their spray crashing wildly almost all of the way round the base of the island.
‘How long have we got?’ she asked, realising Tom’s shouts and rousing calls had faded slightly while he led his excited Dead groupies presumably further down the beach.
Looking from his watch back at the causeway, Rod narrowed his eyes in concentration. Forty-five years of living and working in Marazion gave him the knowledge he needed to give Fran a reliably accurate answer, even if it wasn’t the one she wanted to hear. 
‘Fifteen minutes,’ he finally replied, scratching at the stubble under his chin. ‘Twenty-five, tops.’
‘Crap!’ she said, pushing herself back up onto her knees. ‘That doesn’t give Tom long… or us.’
***
Tom span, kicking out at the legs of a Dead man, its chest a mass of maggot-ridden flesh.
‘Too slow!’ laughed Tom, a dark hysteria dancing menacingly along the edge of his self-control as he slashed down at the Dead man’s neck.
Almost as if welcoming his attack, the rotting flesh parted, giving way to the metal of Tom’s blade as it sliced through it.
‘I can’t!’ Tom hissed, almost irritated as he tried to placate the goading voices in his head.
‘Not now,’ he continued, darting under the lunging outstretched arms of the Dead horde around him. ‘Later, I promise…’
It had seemed like such a simple plan when he first jumped from his perch on the wrecked boat; become the Pied Piper, lead the Dead away, give Fran a chance to get to the causeway so she could follow Kai and the cart over to the island and then somehow double back himself or skirt round the decaying crowd so he could follow close on her heels. But now as he tried to make his way along the beach, the ravenous throng seemingly forever closing in on him, Tom had the niggling suspicion that he may just have made a terrible and possibly fatal mistake.
‘Oh, cut this one, Daddy. Cut him!’ giggled his youngest daughter when the corpse of a young man dressed in filthy tattered pyjama bottoms stumbled directly in front of him.
‘Yes, take his head off, Daddy,’ his other daughter demanded.
‘Kill him, Tom,’ his wife added, her voice joining the ghostly chorus of pleas from his daughters. ‘Kill him for us.’
‘Please!’ Tom desperately begged, knocking aside the corpse of a short woman as she made a grab for his shoulder. ‘Please, not now, I…’
But his deceased family would not be silenced.
‘We don’t want your excuses!’ his wife interrupted.
‘They hurt me, Daddy,’ his youngest daughter added, her voice tearing at his heart. ‘They hurt me so much.’
With a snapshot of her smiling face flashing through his mind, the sickle in his right hand flashed out before him, almost as if by its own accord, and raked across the Dead young man’s exposed and emaciated chest. Screaming with anguish and frustration, Tom struck out again and again, his movements savage yet instinctive. The young man’s corpse soon fell, swiftly followed by another and then another; their bodies quickly reduced to mounds of lifeless flesh while their forever hungry eyes roamed beseechingly in decapitated heads. Tom lost himself to the darkness of his grief, he gave himself over to his pain and relinquished his actions to the retribution his family demanded. Then, seemingly out of nowhere, the steep slope of boulders that led back up to the promenade appeared before him; and with a grin spreading across his gore covered face, Tom knew the Dead would not beat him, not yet, not this time.    
***
As the minutes ticked by, Fran and Rod couldn’t help but watch the lapping waves creeping their way up the shore, reclaiming the causeway one cobblestone at a time while Tom’s calls and cries faded more and more into the distance. 
‘How long has it been now?’ asked Fran, tilting Rod’s wrist towards her to see his watch.
Below them a few of the Dead still pawed stubbornly at the walls, undeterred and un-enticed by Tom’s display; the image of Fran evading their clutches somehow lingering in the dark recesses of their decaying minds.
‘Long enough,’ Rod finally replied, wincing slightly as he pushed himself up from his perch on the satellite dish. ‘If we want to get across tonight, we’d better make our move now.’
‘But we’ve still got company,’ said Fran, nodding to the four hungry corpses below them. ‘I don’t know about you but I don’t fancy trying to climb down without giving the welcome committee something to chew on.’
‘Hmm,’ Rod mused, once again scratching at the stubble under his chin.
‘Got it!’ he finally said, a triumphant glint in his eye.
Limping over to the edge of the roof, Rod took hold of the thick cable and began to pull it up. 
‘Check the front,’ he said, coiling the cable back and forth in his hands as he gestured to one of the other low walls. ‘The Dead saw both of us come up this side, so chances are it’ll likely be free now that your mate has led most of them off.’
‘What about the back of the building?’ asked Fran, walking to look down at the front of the Harbour Master’s building. ‘Wouldn’t that be better? I mean, we’d be lowering ourselves directly down onto the beach.’
‘No good,’ Rod replied, shaking his head just as the end of the cable rose above the roof’s low surrounding wall. ‘There’s a bigger drop that side, the cable won’t be long enough… and anyway, truth be told, I doubt I could cope with landing badly on this ankle again.’
‘Oh,’ said Fran, wondering for the second time if it came to it would Rod be able to outrun the Dead and if not was she willing to risk her own life to effectively carry him.
‘It’s just the drop I’m worried about,’ he added, noticing the way her eyes discreetly flicked to his injured ankle. ‘I told you. If I’ve got to move, I’ll move, okay?’
‘Okay. If you say so,’ she replied, hoping he was more convinced of his words than she was.
Despite Rod’s desperation to get off the roof and back to his family, she could tell he was a proud man and wouldn’t want her to think him as weak. But she just hoped this pride wouldn’t come before the proverbial ‘fall’, for she knew when you were running for your life, situations could change within seconds and with the Dead on your heels these were seconds you simply couldn’t spare.
‘So, is it clear?’ he asked again, dragging the looped cable after him.
Shaking the mages of Rod falling beneath a wave of grasping Dead hands from her mind, Fran gingerly peered down to the front of the building.
‘All clear,’ she whispered back, giving him the ‘thumbs up’.
With a ‘grunt’ Rod tossed the cable over the roof’s edge, the sound of it slapping against the filthy brickwork and smeared windows barely audible over the cries of the four corpses still just around the corner from them.
‘I’d better go first,’ said Fran, looking from the pavement below, back to Rod. ‘Just in case.’
‘Sure… just in case,’ he repeated with a sharp nod, wondering if the young woman would bolt as soon as her feet touched the ground.
With a brief look of confusion flitting across her face at his tone, Fran sat down and swung her legs over the edge.
‘We’ll have to be quiet… and quick, if we want any chance of sneaking past the Dead on the other side,’ she whispered, just as she started to lower herself over the surrounding wall.
‘Well more climbing, less talking, wouldn’t hurt,’ hissed Rod, his gaze flitting to the row of ruined hotels and shops on the opposite side of the road. ‘We won’t be on our own for long.’
‘Sorry,’ muttered Fran, letting her arms take the strain of her weight as she began to ease herself down the cable.
She had barely lowered herself a metre when the wall in front of her abruptly became a window, its darkly smeared glass hiding a multitude of imagined horrors in the shadowy interior. Peering past the grime and filth as she continued her way down to the ground, Fran thought she briefly saw movement in the gloomy ransacked office. But when nothing came charging at the window desperate to get to her, she put it down to simply her frayed nerves getting the better of her, and before she knew it she was crouched down on the weed choked pavement with her back to wall, looking back up at Rod.
‘Come on, come on, come on,’ she thought anxiously to herself, as she watched Rod beginning his slow descent, willing him to move faster. 
Coming level with the dirty window, Rod also paused, sure he too saw something moving within abandoned Harbour Master’s office.
‘Hurry up!’ Fran hissed from below him, nervously eying movement amid the shadows of a collapsed souvenir shop across the road from them.
Rod, glanced down at her, his eyebrows creased together in annoyance.
‘I’m…’ he started to say just as a small pair of skeletal hands, their flesh lose and covered in mould, slammed against the glass in front of him.
‘Jesus!’ he gasped, startled by the sudden appearance of a Dead child.
Just how long the pathetic creature had been shut within the room, he had no idea but from the state of it, he guessed a long time. The child’s corpse blindly and slowly slapped its way across the glass just in front of him. Both of its eyes and much of the soft flesh from its skull and chest had at some point provided countless flies and their maggot offspring a tasty harvest and the sightless cadaver ambled past him, totally unaware of his presence. As it continued to move further around the Harbour Master’s office, he realised this child, that had been loved in life and its loss mourned for, would shamble within the room forever in a never ceasing search for its escape.
‘Christ,’ he muttered, finally tearing his eyes from the haunting figure of the trapped corpse.
‘Bad?’ whispered Fran, seeing the look in his eyes as Rod ducked down onto the pavement beside her.
‘Bad enough,’ he solemnly replied, using the wall to push himself upright again. ‘Come on, let’s get this over with.’
Despite his assurances, Fran instinctively stepped out in front of Rod to take the lead. Edging along the wall, she stole a quick glance when she reached the corner and was relieved to see that there were still only the four stubborn hungry corpses for them to get past. Looking back at Rod to make sure he was ready, she forced herself to take a calming breath and then with a prayer on her lips, she stepped out away from the wall.
***
Tom frantically clambered over the rocks, barely feeling the sharp scrape of broken mussel shells beneath his palms as he moved. He knew only a few metres above him, sanctuary, if only for a very brief while, awaited him; while to his back and below him there was only death and the Dead to greet him. Already the ravenous horde were following him up the steep incline, only their lack of agility preventing them from catching up with him. Yet even as the wall above him came within reaching distance he glanced back to see the hungry corpses had made deadly progress. Clawing their way over their Dead brethren in their desperation to get to him, the corpses were now also almost within grasping distance of their prize; namely him.
‘Shit!’ spat Tom, the sight of the Dead horde so close behind him giving much needed speed to his already aching arms and legs.
With his fingers curling about the iron railing running atop of promenade seawall, Tom pushed aside the pain from his protesting muscles and with a shout of determination escaping his lips, he pulled himself up and over the wall. Behind him, the decaying fingers brushed tantalisingly close to his fleeing legs, their deadly grasp closing about nothing but air and disappointment.
‘Too slow, you fuckers!’ Tom cried, whooping with glee as he spared a brief glance at the Dead, their decaying brains trying to understand how their fleshy prize had eluded them.
Yet even now Tom knew he had only momentarily escaped them. To his right glass shattered and lose doors creaked on rusted hinges as yet more of the Dead, drawn by Tom’s voice and the excited calls of their hungry comrades, began to slowly drag themselves from the abandoned shops and hotels on his right.
‘Daddy!’ Tom heard one of his daughters calling out to him, the word coming to him in a rise and falling sing-song way.
‘Not now sweet-pea,’ he mumbled in reply to the voice only he could hear. ‘Daddy’s got to…’ 
‘Tom,’ his wife called, her interrupting plea joining that of her deceased child.
‘Save his arse,’ he continued, swiftly pulling the sickles from the straps on his back to slash out at the figure of a Dead woman that had just managed to pull her head up above the level of the railing.
With a wet gurgle, the Dead woman’s head suddenly tilted back, the slice across her withered throat gaping as the weight of her own skull tore the gash further open. But Tom did not have time to enjoy his handiwork upon the woman’s corpse, for already more of the Dead horde about her had begun to claw their way up onto the promenade wall.
‘Time to go,’ Tom managed to coherently think to himself, fighting against the cacophony of ghostly voices in his head.
Breaking into a jog, Tom deftly wove in and out of the wrecked cars and scattered detritus that littered the road ahead of him, but with the Harbour Master’s office still a good two hundred metres further down the road he knew another life threatening encounter with the Dead was unavoidable. With each footstep he took and with each second that passed, more and more of the rotting cadavers appeared along the pavement, eager to locate the source of life that had enticed their Dead brothers and sisters so. And as was their way, as each rotting corpse moved its head desperately back and forth in its search, one more set of film-covered eyes locked hungrily on Tom’s form.
Despite the stitch pinching at his side with every step, Tom knew he had no time to waste. Already, ahead of him, some of the shambling figures had reached his side of the road and with as much speed as their atrophied bodies could provide them, they advance towards him. Yet he could not turn back or change his path, the only way for Tom was onward. This was his only option, he had to meet them head on, get past them, hopefully alive and unscathed, and join Fran and her newly found acquaintance in their trip across the causeway to the island and the safety it promised.
‘Fuck off!’ he barked, his blade cleanly removing an out-stretched arm when he encountered the first of the hungry residents of Marazion.
‘And you, buddy!’ Tom growled when the now armless man seemed to almost moan in protest at the sudden loss of his limb.
But Tom instantly dismissed the Dead man from his thoughts, reducing him from a specific opponent back to just one of many rotting corpses he needed to get past. But others were all too eager to claim their moment in the spotlight of Tom’s fury. One by one they stepped forward, each determined to be the one to feel his flesh between their teeth and the warm splash of his coppery blood upon their withered tongues, but by some miracle, one by one Tom evaded them all. Some he simply sidestepped or their arms were ducked under, while others felt, or rather didn’t feel, the cold razor edge of his blood smeared sickles slicing through their Dead flesh. With each step he took to get closer to his goal, he gladly gave himself over to the appeasement of his murdered family. He fed on their pain, he allowed their righteous anger wash over him and he quenched their demands for revenge, one fallen corpse at a time. 
Yet still the corpses came. They clambered through broken windows, crawled out from dark shadowy shop-fronts and pushed their way through wild overgrown gardens. At one point a large ‘crashing’ sound briefly caught Tom’s attention amid the melee and in the split second it took to locate its source, he took in every horrendous detail of the Dead woman as she pulled herself through the shattered window of a hotel lobby. Such was her compulsion to get to Tom, that nothing would stop her, not even the physical restriction of her own decaying shell. So when one of her rotting arms became caught on a large shard of glass she simply moved onward regardless, letting the putrid flesh and cartilage tear and split at the shoulder until she ultimately continued on without the limb at all.
What happened next to the woman, Tom had no idea. Her moment of recognition had passed and he was once again willingly drowning himself in the clotted blood of his Dead foes. And then all of a sudden, quite unexpectedly, the Harbour Master’s office loomed in front of him, the cable Fran had used to descend from the roof still swinging slightly back and forth, tapping rhythmically against the filthy smeared glass of a window.
‘Rod!’ came Fran’s frantic scream, instantly snapping Tom’s attention back to the nightmare pace of reality.
Kicking aside the corpse of a teenage boy, the fact that its lower jaw was completely missing rendering it quite impotent in its hunt for flesh, Tom sprinted round the corner of the building praying he wasn’t too late to come to Fran’s aid.
Ahead of him on the beach, a mere twenty metres past the open gate, and fighting calf-deep in lapping seawater was Fran. To his relief, he saw that she seemed to be holding her own against her three Dead attackers for now but her new companion from the roof however was another matter entirely. Flat on his back and thrashing about in the water, the man desperately fought to not only keep his head above water but also the snapping jaws of a large corpse on top of him from taking a bite out of his arms. If the man, who Tom assumed was called Rod, had only this one cadaver to deal with then he would have given him the benefit of at least a fighting chance of surviving the next few minutes but with a further six other hungry corpses shambling ever closer to him, his chances certainly looked slim.
‘Yaahhhh!’ Tom yelled, frantically waving his arms about as he ran forward, hoping to draw some of the approaching cadavers’ attention away from Rod and onto himself. 
Fran heard Tom’s war cry and the unexpected wave of emotion that flooded through her threatened to erupt from her throat as a sob of exhaustive relief. To have come this far and to have the sanctuary they sought so close only to fall to the Dead now, seemed to Fran like some tasteless divine joke not only at their expense but with only one possible punchline to finish it off, namely, their deaths. 
When she and Rod had darted past the Dead and made it through the open gate unnoticed, she dared to think that luck was going to be with them for change; but sadly fate had other ideas for them. It wasn’t until they had ran down onto the beach, their boots hammering against the wet cobbles of the causeway that things had quickly gone from bad to worse. First, Rod, hobbling as fast as his twisted ankle would allow, slipped slightly on a patch of wet seaweed and although he manage to stay upright and carried on running, the sudden jarring movement sent a fresh spasm of pain shooting up his leg, causing him to cry out. This in itself was dangerous enough when you were exposed among the Dead as they were, but the fact that almost half a dozen unseen copses had been scrabbling at the unchecked wall of the building, his cry had been more like a loud and an eagerly anticipated dinner gong. 
Quicker than she thought possible the Dead were upon them and even as she fought to keep the grasping hands a bay, she saw more and more hungry corpses along the beach starting to turn in their direction, drawn by the excited moans of their ravenous comrades in death. At some point Rod had suddenly crashed to his knees, pulled down under the weight of a tall Dead man who had latched onto the back of his shoulders, the cadaver’s open mouth a wide chasm of broken blackened teeth about to bare down onto the flesh of his neck. Luckily thinking on his feet, or rather on his knees, Rod abruptly threw himself forward into the water, twisting in the cadaver’s grasp as he fell, briefly freeing himself and saving his life.
Tom cried in rage as he sprinted down the causeway and into the rising tide. Charging toward Fran and Rod, the cold seawater crashing up his legs with each step, he barely had time to think before his sickles struck decaying flesh once again. With almighty swipes of his blades, two Dead heads spun through the air, landing with a splash before disappearing under the churning water, their decapitated bodies swaying briefly before slumping to their knees and following them.
‘Come on, you fucking bastards!’ he yelled, roughly shoving a Dead woman’s corpse aside with his shoulder as he thundered past her before barrelling into a second, sending her flying into the shambling form of a Dead man, his torn naked back almost stripped of its skin.
‘Tom!’ cried, Fran, her fingers latched around the back of an emaciated Dead man’s neck, her fingers tearing through his rotting skin to grip tightly onto his vertebrae. ‘Help Rod, he’s drowning!’
Glancing in Rod’s direction, Tom saw what Fran meant. With the large Dead man still struggling to get living flesh between his teeth, Rod was forced to keep him at arm’s length and was continually being plunged beneath the churning water; his face only appearing above the waves long enough to gulp down air before disappearing again.
‘But are you?’ Tom began to ask, not wanting to trade the life of the young woman he thought of a friend for that of the stranger.
‘I’m… fine!’ she growled through her gritted teeth, the crunching and snapping of neck bones punctuating each word. ‘Just help him!’
Before he had even taken two wave crashing steps in Rod’s direction, Tom heard the body of the skeletally thin Dead man that Fran had been dealing with, fall from her grasp; his spinal cord now nothing more than a shredded mess.
For a brief moment Rod’s face suddenly appeared above the water, spluttering as he fought for air, his panic filled eyes locking with Tom’s.
‘Hold on!’ Tom shouted, as Rod disappeared beneath the waves again.
Closing the gap between them with a single stride, Tom slipped the sickle in his left hand back into the strapping on his back, stepped behind the thrashing corpse and deftly moved his now empty hand from the back of its skull over to its forehead, before forcing his fingers deep into the creature’s eye sockets. 
‘Fuck!’ he yelled in disgust, feeling the film covered eyeballs popping under the pressure. 
Although now totally blind the Dead man’s resolve to get to Rod hardly abated to any noticeable degree, but then Tom didn’t expect it to. What it did do was give him the leverage he needed. 
‘You Dead… Fucker!’ snarled Tom, yanking the Dead man’s skull sharply back with a fierce tug.
Despite the sickening grinding of bone on bone, the Dead man’s neck refused to break, but that was of no matter, for already the sickle in Tom’s right hand was carving through the exposed flesh of his mouldy neck. His blade sliced cleanly through the Dead man’s oesophagus and trachea, it snapped taught leathery tendons and parted dark rotten flesh from bone until, thanks to the force of Tom’s pulling grip, the head was practically cut free. With only the spinal column and a spattering of muscle fibre still holding the head in place, Tom gave his hand a sharp twist and then at last the job was done.
Instantly Rod shot up from the water, coughing and spluttering for air.
‘Come on,’ said Tom, tossing the head nonchalantly away to give the man a hand, ‘you can breathe later, mate… we’ve got to go.’
‘Thanks, I…’ Rod began to say, using Tom’s grip to pull himself upright again.
‘No time!’ shouted, Fran, suddenly pushing the two men onward. ‘Move!’
If either of the two men had any hope that Fran was exaggerating their situation, the thought disappeared instantly when they glanced over her shoulder at the thirty to forty strong throng of hungry corpses crashing through the waves toward them.
‘Sh… shit!’ panted Rod, still leaning on Tom for support as he fought to pull in more much needed air.
‘Exactly,’ agreed Fran, almost pulling the two men with her. ‘Now, move!’
For a moment Tom seemed mesmerised by the wave of death that shambled awkwardly through the surf toward them, the voices of his lost family once again demanding further recompense for their bloody and untimely deaths. Noticing that he seemed frozen in place, his lips silently moving in conversation, Fran forcibly grabbed his chin to make him look at her, praying she could break through the deadly spell he was under.  
‘Tom!’ she shouted, fearful he was losing himself again to the darkness that dwelled within him. ‘Tom, we’ve got to go! Now!’
Blinking, Tom fought to focus on the young woman in front of him, a strange mix of concern and fear on her face.
‘Tom!’ she repeated, her eyes flitting across his face looking for some sign of recognition.
With the Dead behind them getting ever closer, each second it took for Tom to break free of his internal dialogue seemed to be an aching eternity to Fran, but then something indefinable seemed to clear within his eyes and then instantly the man was once again with her.
‘Fran…’ he began to say, fearful confusion in his voice.
‘Later,’ she replied, urgently grabbing his arm to pull him forward.
In the few seconds she had been delayed with Tom, Rod had limped onward and even though he was barely three or four paces ahead of them, Fran noticed the water level had risen considerably. Moving up from his calves, the water now churned and splashed about his thighs and continued to rise with each step
‘Are we going to be able to get across?’ she called to Rod, now waist deep in seawater.
‘Tide’s coming in real quick,’ he replied, briefly looking back at her. ‘If we’re lucky we’ll be past the worst of it before it goes much higher… just take it easy though… and stay on the cobbles. From here on in the causeway’s raised up from the surrounding beach, you step off it and it’ll get a lot deeper real quick… Oh, and this area’s notorious for rip tides,’ he continued, almost as an afterthought. ‘You get caught in one and you’ll be dragged out to sea within minutes… it’s what helps keep the Dead off the island.’
‘Now he tells us!’ said Fran, glancing worryingly at Tom.
Whether strange weather patterns were to blame, or it was simply that Rod had been mistaken about the rising tide, Fran didn’t care but the waves now splashing almost half way up her torso certainly gave cause for concern and just as Rod had warned, she could feel the growing pull of fast moving water tugging at her body as it sped past, threatening, given the chance, to whisk her away to a watery, if temporary, grave. Looking back, she saw a few of the Dead had already fallen foul to these treacherous tidal currents, their decaying muscles simply no match against the powerful force of the fast flowing water. In fact even as she worryingly scanned the encroaching Dead horde behind them one of the shambling figures slipped from sight, dragged beneath the waves by an unseen current.     
‘Rod, where…’ she began to ask just as her own foot missed the cobbled causeway beneath her, throwing her off balance and plunging her alarmingly under the dark rolling water with a splash.
Instantly her world became a smothering blackness of cold churning water claiming her body as its own and pulling it further under. She fought to regain her footing, kicking out her legs this way and that, but suddenly there was nothing below her but yet more emptiness. And then from the blackness she suddenly felt a hand latch onto the back of her jacket, pulling her backward. For a moment the terrifying image of Dead hands finding her amid the swirling gloom flashed through her panic stricken mind but then, almost as quickly as it had claimed her, the darkness parted and her head broke the surface of the waves.
‘I’ve got you, girl,’ said Tom, helping her fight against the current to regain her footing. ‘I’ve got you!’
‘Christ,’ she spluttered, spitting the salty water from her mouth as she steadied herself against him, ‘that was close… thanks.’
‘Run!’ cried Rod, the look in his eyes as he stared back at them, telling them all they needed to know.
Unable to help herself, Fran found her head turning, the compulsion to know her attackers overriding the all-consuming ball of panic blooming in her chest. What she saw made her breath catch in her throat and her fingers to curl in horror about Tom’s sturdy arm. Not only had the horde that Tom had originally led away from the beach returned, but drawn by the calls of the moaning cadavers, they had been joined by at least another thirty of the Dead residents of Marazion; all of them now ambling through the surf towards them. With the first wave of the hungry Dead barely ten metres behind them, Fran could take in every detail of the horrific visage of the closest corpses. Out in front, a good two strides ahead of his fellow Dead was an exceptionally tall and well-built corpse of a man. Dressed in what Fran thought may have once been camouflage army fatigues, the Dead man’s neck and chest was a blackened and shredded mess of ripped skin and muscle. But it was the look on his slack face that caught her attention. Even in his Dead state this man, who presumably had been a solider in life, clearly possessed a cold determination to reach her. With long purposeful but slow steps he advanced steadily through the water, the fast moving current having little effect on his sturdy frame. This was evidently a cadaver intent on feasting this day, and with Fran set in his milky sights a justifiable trickle of dread ran though her, forcing her shaking limbs into action.
‘Jesus!’ she gasped, her head spinning back around as her legs battled to increase the distance between the Dead soldier and herself.
‘Come on, move, move, move!’ she screamed to herself over and over again, her words almost becoming a mantra for her own immediate survival.
She was so intensely concentrating on simply putting one foot in front of the other that when the concrete harbour wall suddenly loomed, grey and imposing, to her left, it caught her quite by surprise. 
‘Almost there!’ the words shouted in her mind as she fought against the imagined touch of Dead flesh upon her at any second. ‘I’m almost there!’
But cruel fate had not finished with the three survivors just yet and had decided not to relinquish her vindictive hold upon them quite so easily; she had one last trick still to play. So as Fran and Tom felt the level of the causeway begin to rise, their hopes of surviving rising with it, fate finally played her hand and they were met with the crushing sight of a high metal gate cutting them off from the island.
‘What?’ Fran began to say, unable to understand or accept what she was seeing.
‘Hey!’ shouted Rod, banging his fists frantically against the sheet metal, the echoes of his pounding sounding ominously like the tolling of a low funereal bell over the moans of the Dead. ‘Hey, is anyone there? It’s me, Rod, Rod Adams, open the gate you bastards! Open the fucking gate!’ 
Yet if anyone heard his cries they gave no indication of it and with the harbour wall rising high on one side and a sea wall on the other, there wasn’t even a way to tell if anyone was there at all.
‘They’ve… they’ve got to let us in!’ cried Fran, her fists joining Rod’s to hammer against the metal obstacle, fearful that barely a few metres away the Dead soldier leading his army of corpses steadily advanced on them.
Out the corner of her eye Fran saw Tom turn to face the oncoming Dead.
‘I’ll keep them off as long as I can,’ Tom growled to Fran and Rod, the waves crashing against him to send salty spray up his chest, ‘but we won’t have long.’
Both Rod and Fran knew unless someone opened the gate their choices were severely limited; be torn apart by the Dead or try and make a swim for it and as Rod had already warned them, if swimming was their only means of escaping death, it would likely be only a temporary one.
‘Get ready!’ said Tom, stepping forward to meet the Dead solider.
Sparing a glance over her shoulder at the man who was clearly putting himself in mortal danger to buy her a few precious seconds, Fran felt her fear and grief about to overwhelm her.
‘Please,’ she screamed, pounding her fists wildly against the gate. ‘Please…you’ve got to let us in. For fuck’s sake open the gate and let us in!’
Suddenly beyond the metal barrier, almost drowned out by the Dead and her own cries, she thought she heard something, something that perhaps promised hope, something that sounded like the sounds of a struggle followed by footsteps splashing though water.
‘Please, whoever’s there,’ she continued, glancing at Rod who had clearly heard someone on the other side of the gate too, ‘please, open the gate before it’s too late… please, for the love of God, open the fucking gate!’
‘No, don’t!’ came an unseen man’s voice calling out to someone. ‘Father Matthew gave strict orders…’
‘We can’t just let them die, Gregory,’ a second man replied, followed by the heavenly sound of chains clinking as they were moved aside, ‘this surely is not part of God’s plan… Father Matthew would not want…’
‘Brother Mark, do not presume…’ the man called Gregory snarled in interruption, his words full of ominous warning.
But whatever warning the man called Gregory was about to offer, it fell on deaf ears for with a grunt of effort cutting off his words, the man called Mark, began to open the gate. It had barely moved a few centimetres before Rod forced his fingers though the growing gap to help pull the heavy metal barrier.
‘Fran!’ yelled Rod, straining with the effort. ‘We can’t open it for long, get ready. As soon as it’s wide enough to get through, we move.’
‘Tom!’ she cried, giving Rod a nod of understanding. ‘The gate!’ 
‘Bit… busy!’ he growled, struggling to keep his hands locked under the Dead soldier’s snapping chin.
‘Almost there!’ shouted Rod, the gap just becoming wide enough for a person to squeeze through. ‘Get ready!’
‘Tom!’ Fran repeated, noticing if he didn’t break contact with the soldier soon his hungry friends behind him would be joining him.
‘I know!’ Tom replied, his head snapping back to look at Fran, a desperate acceptance in his eyes.
In the moment that their eyes locked Fran knew what Tom was about to do. Despite only knowing her for a few weeks he was about to truly sacrifice himself to save her.
‘Oh no, you fucking don’t,’ she thought to herself, pushing herself away from Rod and the gate.
‘What the fuck are you doing?’ shouted Rod, pushing himself through the gap.
Reaching out to make a grab for her, his fingers barely brushed against the back of her jacket before she was beyond his reach and, as far as Rod was concerned, beyond hope as well.
‘Not for me, old man!’ shouted Fran, a stern look on her face as she wading up beside Tom. ‘Just get ready to push him back, Okay!’
‘Fran, what the!’ Tom shouted back at the young girl risking her life unnecessarily, his words going unheard as her head suddenly disappeared beneath the water.
Unlike before, this time she let the cold waters rush over her and welcomed the darkness as a friend. With her hand latched onto Tom’s belt for anchorage, Fran reached out with her free arm to find what she was looking for. Sure enough she almost immediately came into contact with one of the Dead soldier’s legs and followed it down to his foot. She was surprised when her fingers brushed against the cold lifeless flesh of his bare foot, clearly the soldier had died without his boots on, but it didn’t matter either way to her plan. So with her fingers wrapping tightly about his thick ankle, and a prayer for strength thrown to the Gods, Fran tugged with all her might. At first nothing happened but then as the soldier’s cadaver shifted his weight to continue his attack on Tom, her efforts bore fruit. 
Above the waves, one minute the Dead man was standing before Tom, its face an animalistic snarling mask of death as it desperately fought to taste his flesh and the next it was tipping backwards away from him. Feeling the shift in the Dead man’s balance, Tom gave the soldier’s corpse one final hard shove, putting as much distance between him and it as he could. Almost immediately Fran’s head popped up in the water next to him, gulping for air.
‘Move!’ she managed to splutter between gasping breaths, knowing she had only bought them both a few seconds of grace.
‘Idiot!’ Tom snapped, slipping his arm about her waist before moving her round so she was in front of him as he strode up to the open gate. 
With the girl who had saved his life being pulled through the gate by Rod and a set of arms from another unseen man, Tom hoped the gap was wide enough to allow his larger frame to pass through. As it was he needn’t have worried for no sooner than Fran was through the gap than she was pushing against the gate to make the opening just that bit wider.
‘Stop her!’ shouted the man called Gregory, up from where the cobbled causeway became a proper tarmacked road surface that led into the island. ‘She’ll get us all killed!’
Pushing as hard as he could to get through, Tom ignored the pain of metal scraping against his skin knowing a lot worse awaited him if he didn’t.
‘Come on, you… Bastard!’ he shouted, feeling some sort of bolt on the gate cutting into his thigh.
‘Fuuuccck!’ he yelled, finally popping though the gap like a man-sized champagne cork, the bolt gouging a bloody channel from his leg in the process.
‘Close the gate!’ Gregory almost screamed at them. ‘Close the gate!’   
Ignoring the shooting pain in his leg, Tom spun to help close the gate but, without wasting a second, Fran, Rod and Mark were already sliding the metal gate closed. Just before the gate ‘clicked’ back into place Tom saw the corpse of the Dead solider momentarily break the surface of the water beyond the gate before disappearing again, sucked beneath the waves and whisked away by the lethal swirling current. With the scene suddenly cut off by the sheet of metal, Tom turned his attention to the man who had saved their lives. With water dripping from his full beard and a head of blond curls, Tom guessed him to be in his mid-thirties. But it wasn’t the man’s physical appearance that spoke volumes to him but rather what he wore. Dressed in a dark red tabard, its sodden fabric turned to the colour of clotted blood by the sea water, it was worn over the normal everyday clothes that he would have expected those living on an island or by the sea to wear; but it was the golden cross embroidered in a circle of black that gave Tom cause for concern.
‘Oh,  great,’  Tom automatically thought to himself, watching the man weave a heavy chain back into place just as the first of the Dead began to pound against gate, ‘looks like someone here’s found religion.’
‘Well,’ panted Mark, smiling as he pushed a mop of wet curls back from his face. ‘I know Rod here, so I take it you’re Fran and Tom, Kai’s friends… I’m Mark, Brother Mark… and this is Brother Gregory,’ he continued, gesturing to the similarly dressed short man standing well beyond the rising tide. ‘Welcome to St Michael’s mount.’
Turning to look at Brother Gregory Tom saw the barely concealed thunder dancing in the man’s eyes and instantly thought, ‘Crap,
what have we got ourselves into now…’
 
 
 



 
Chapter 2: A New Beginning.
Once again a wet swirling blackness surrounded her, a blackness that caressed her skin and gently teased her hair with countless chilled unseen fingers. Yet despite the darkness she felt no panic or fear of the unknown horrors that surely lurked just beyond her senses. In fact all that fleetingly registered in her thoughts was the gentle tugging of the currents around her, pulling her this way and that as she floated in an all-enveloping void. At times she felt as if she was rising in the chilled darkness, being pushed upward by invisible forces, only then to feel herself slowly drifting back down again or pushed from to one side or the other; her journey through the veil seemingly forever erratic and endless. But then something changed within the blackness surrounding her. Shadows, that up until that point had been mere fleeting wisps of shifting darkness, began to briefly coalesce, becoming solid and tangible only to then dissipate again moments later, as if denying their very own existence. 
It began with the elegant curve of a woman’s neck and jaw taking form and then moments later the line of man’s shoulder appeared, its muscles twisting and flexing before disappearing again. It seemed to her the phantoms around her fought to break through into her world of churning coldness, each time managing for only a few seconds before being pulled back into their unseen oblivion. And then she felt a change or shift in the world around her. The buffeting currents, that had until then pulled her gently to and fro at whim, seemed to grow in force, their unseen caresses swiftly turning to something more urgent and demanding. First the cold fingertips that had slipped unseen through her drifting hair began to snare and catch, encircling her locks about suddenly more solid and claw-like appendages. Then other hands, shoulders, legs and torsos brushed roughly past her, knocking, kicking and pulling at her in their passing. 
She suddenly felt the solid grip of cold flesh tighten about her wrist, sharply pulling her down in to an endless abyss. Desperately, she tried to see her attacker, following the line of her arm over her shoulder, down to her elbow and then onto her wrist but the shifting shadows would not release their secrets so easily and all that met her was a vale of yet more eddying darkness. With the panic building in her chest and the peacefulness of the void now destroyed, Fran at last opened her mouth to cry out. Yet no sooner had her lips parted than the shadows rushed forward to steal her silent scream. They pushed past her open mouth, coating her tongue with a film of wet death and rot, continuing down her throat, eager to claim her as their own. Gagging on the putrid filth that invaded her, Fran fought to purge herself of the cloying wrongness, begging her own body to force this intruder from her. Yet even as she prayed for release the cold hands about her wrist tugged upon her even more urgently.
‘No,’ she finally gasped, somehow managing to force the single word past the darkness that churned in her throat.
‘No!’ she cried again, the desperate word now slipping swiftly past the choking shadows in its brother’s wake.
‘Get out,’ she continued. ‘Get out of me!’
‘F… Fra.,’
‘No!’ she hollered, thrashing in the darkness as her words seemed to at last force the cloying death from mouth. ‘Let go of me!’
‘Fran, wake up,’ the unseen voice whispered again.
‘Let go!’ she screamed, twisting her arm to free it of the deadly grip that still encircled her wrist. ‘Please, let me go!’
‘Fran!’ the voice suddenly snapped, her name filled with an annoyed urgency.
And then in an instant the darkness, the shadows and the cold touch of the void were all gone replaced by a pair of beautiful dark eyes filled only with worry and concern.
‘You were j… just dreaming,’ soothed Kai, his hands wrapped delicately about one of hers.
‘What?’ she mumbled, pushing herself up onto an elbow and instantly regretting the loss of his touch as her hand slipped from his.
‘B… bad dream,’ he repeated, smiling back at her, his own hands still lingering where hers had just been as if they too missed her presence.
‘Shit, sorry, I…’ she began to say, rubbing her face to free herself of the last fleeting images of her dream.
It was then that she glanced over Kai’s shoulder and noticed Peter, hunched down with his back against the wall, looking back at her with the scared eyes of a child.
‘Sorry, Pete,’ she said, forcing a reassuring smile to her lips, ‘just silly bad dreams, that’s all. I didn’t mean to scare anyone. I’m sorry if I… Oh- ’
Interrupting her apology, Bella’s head suddenly appeared unexpectedly by Fran’s side. With a scrabble of her claws against the old tile flooring, the bitch pulled herself out from under the bed, gave Fran and Kai a cursory glance and wove her way through the row of bunks, making a bee-line for Peter. Almost as if she sensed the unsettling fear emanating from the young man, she abruptly plonked herself down beside him and began to lick at his tightly clasped hands affectionately.
‘Oh, good, Fran, you’re awake,’ said Tom, picking at his teeth as he came through the doorway she knew led to a small but almost fully functioning bathroom.
‘Hmm… I am now,’ she half-heartedly replied, giving Peter one final ‘friendly’ smile before rolling her head back and forth to stretch the aching muscles in her neck.
‘More than useless,’ she mumbled, swinging her legs over the edge of the cot as she tossed aside a rather flat and uncomfortable looking pillow that had certainly seen better days.
After the somewhat mixed welcome from the two ‘brothers’, Fran, Tom and Rod had been led along a short road from the causeway to one of two squat buildings built just on the outskirts of the small island village. At first she was relieved to see Star happily munching away at something from a bucket while behind her their cart had been parked by the side of the building; but any growing ease she had dared to feel soon evaporated when she noticed the thick bars and grilling that had been attached to the windows of the building next door.
‘What’s going on?’ she had asked, looking apprehensively from what looked like an ad hoc prison over to Rod and the two islanders.
‘It’s nothing, Fran, we…’ Rod started to say but no sooner had he spoken than the short man she knew to be called Brother Gregory spoke forcefully over his words.
‘Young woman, since the Fall we have managed to keep the Corrupt from these shores, I’m sure you’ll forgive us if we take certain… precautions,’ he began, barely keeping the contempt from his voice as he looked her up and down, as if taking in the measure of her and somehow instantly finding her lacking. ‘We have yet to make sure you are untainted and therefore within the realms of God’s creation.’
‘The Fall?’ said Tom, already feeling he knew the turn the conversation was about to take.
‘Father Matthew will discuss all this with you in the morning,’ Brother Gregory interrupted, waving away Tom’s question rather dismissively. ‘That is, assuming none of your party show signs of the Corruption and have to be dealt with before then.’
Whether he had been oblivious to the way he referred to one or all of their possible deaths so casually or that he simply didn’t think they deserved his consideration until they had proven themselves worthy of it, Fran didn’t know, but within the short time she had known Brother Gregory her initial impression of him had started off low and had been dipping ever since.
‘Brother Gregory’s right, we can’t afford to take any chances,’ added Brother Mark, his previous demeanour of concern replaced with something stronger and more authoritative. ‘And this isn’t something open for discussion, Miss. Rod will back me up on this, we do this with everyone who’s left the island and been among the Corrupt.’
Glancing over at Rod, Fran was met with a blank non-committal expression but there was still something there, something she could tell was only just being held in check. It was almost as if Rod was literally biting his proverbial tongue, holding back the few choice words he truly wanted to say to Brother Gregory.
‘Roderick?’ prompted Brother Gregory, suddenly aware the man had not voiced any of the expected reassurances.
With his gaze flicking from Fran’s to the man who had spoken, a look of anger briefly flashed in Rod’s eyes. If she hadn’t been looking at him herself, Fran would have missed it but as it was she clearly saw the contempt Rod held for this man and more importantly how he instantly pushed it back down, holding it in check.
‘It’s okay, Fran,’ Rod finally agreed, his voice suddenly neutral and strangely measured. ‘It’ll just be for the night while they check none of us show signs of turning. We’ll be allowed in the village… and for you lot, probably the castle tomorrow.’
‘Good, now that that’s all settled and everyone’s happy,’ said Brother Gregory, his tone doing little to ease the building tension before he gestured to the solid wooden door. ‘Brother Mark, if you don’t mind.’
Brother Mark nodded and quickly produced a large set of keys that hung on a chain under his blood red tunic. After taking a few moments to locate the correct one, he placed it in the lock and wedging himself against the doorframe, began to open the door.  
‘Don’t want that dog running off again,’ he said, his friendly smile returning as he noticed the strange look Tom was giving him.
Almost as if to prove his point, a dark furry muzzle immediately appeared between the door and its frame as soon as the gap was wide enough.
‘Can someone get the dog back?’ Brother Mark called through to those inside. ‘I’ve got two more of your friends here to join you.’
‘Pity,’ Tom and Fran both heard Max’s grumbling coming from within.
Then with a scurry of footsteps, Bella was pulled back from the opening door by an unseen hand, the child-like one way conversation with the inquisitive Alsatian instantly telling them it was in fact Peter’s.
‘Oh and Rod, glad to see you again,’ smiled Brother Mark, waiting for a canine ‘all clear’ from inside. ‘I’ll give Emily and Graham the good news as soon as we’re done here, they’ll be over the moon. They were pretty devastated when they heard…’
‘When they heard that bastard Alex convinced the others to leave me, Bill and Sandra to get ripped apart you mean?’ Rod growled, his fierce anger and rage rising to the surface again.
‘You’d be wise to hold your tongue, fisherman!’ snapped Brother Gregory, his glare warning of unknown reprisals. ‘Brother Alex has dedicated his life to purifying the Corrupt. I will not have his name slandered when he is not here to defend himself.’
Rod was just about to speak again when thankfully the door swung open. Almost immediately Kai stepped past a retreating Peter with Bella to pull Fran into a fiercely tight hug.
‘I th… thought they’d g… got you,’ he stammered, his whispered breath against her ear sending an unexpected shiver of desire though her.
‘You… you won’t get rid of me that easily,’ she replied, closing her eyes to briefly allow herself to drown in the sensation of being enveloped by Kai’s solid embrace.
‘And you’re o… okay? You’re both okay?’ he asked, gently pushing her back, his worried dark eyes dancing across her face before looking over at Tom to include him in his concern.
For a moment she mourned the loss of his chest pressed against hers, but with Max, Dave and his small family watching them from various positions about the small room she simply allowed his arms to fall away from her and moved over to one of the bunks to plonk herself wearily down.
‘We’re fine,’ she finally replied, pushing her damp hair back from her forehead with the back of her hand.
‘It was a bit touch and go at one point…’ Tom started to add but once again Brother Gregory spoke, regardless that someone else was already talking.
‘Now that we’ve had the happy reunion,’ he sniffed, ‘would you mind moving further inside.’
Fighting the urge to turn round and slap the smug look of superiority off Brother Gregory’s face, Tom somehow managed to hold his cool and simply gave the man a look that spoke of an anger that boiled beneath. 
‘Please… if you wouldn’t mind,’ said Brother Gregory, the sickeningly insincere smile just failing to reach his coldly calculating eyes.
Just like the building next door, this room had also been a small shop of some sort prior to the arrival of the Dead but now, with all unnecessary fixtures and fittings stripped to make room for eight uncomfortable looking cots, the room was far from welcoming to say the least. But it was only when he looked up that Tom realised that their night’s stay in the room was also likely to be a cold one; for, just beyond arm’s reach, sat the ceiling joists, bare and exposed and  above them the tilted undersides of the bare tiles themselves.
‘It’s… it’s so they can… see if we’ve… turned,’ said Rod, noticing Tom’s upward gaze, his chesty cough once again braking into his words. ‘They climb through from next door to look down on us and… and deal with any problems from above with metal tipped spears.’
With a nod of understanding Tom followed Fran’s example and dropped down onto one of the nearest cots. To his disappointment they were indeed as uncomfortable as they looked.
‘Hmm, though if you ask me it sort of makes using this place to hold anyone against their will a bit redundant. I mean not many people just sit there and accept what’s about to happen to them, some will always fight the inevitable and make a run for it,’ said Tom, looking at the inside of the exposed roof tiles above them. ‘And despite the bars on the windows, it wouldn’t take much to kick your way through that lot if we really wanted out.’
‘But then that beggars the question,’ interrupted Brother Gregory, his eyebrow arching quizzically as he tapped a finger to his lips to punctuated each word for emphasis. ‘Just where do you think you would go instead?’
‘Look, you may think you have it peachy here but as our friends clearly didn’t come this way after all, I doubt we’re going to be staying that long,’ replied Tom, holding Brother Gregory’s amused yet cold stare.
‘Really? How presumptuous of you,’ chuckled Brother Gregory, shaking his head as he turned back to the doorway, ushering Brother Mark before him. ‘You seem to be under the misunderstanding that the choice to stay is yours to make.’
With the sound of Brother Mark locking the door behind him Tom turned to Rod, his raging temper about to explode.
‘What the fuck’s going on here?’ he growled, the look on his face suddenly causing Rod to momentarily balk before he realised the man’s anger wasn’t actually directed at himself, ‘And what was that crack from ‘Holy Jo’ about the decision to stay not being ours? If he thinks he can keep us here he’s…’
‘No, no,’ interrupted Rod, trying to calm Tom down. ‘You’ve got it all wrong. You and you,’ Rod continued nodding from Tom over to Max. ‘You two probably won’t even be given the chance to stay longer than a day or so… not unless you’re a doctor or something like that, which no offense but neither of you look like you are.’
‘What! Why?’ exclaimed Max, jumping to his feet, his fists angrily clenched, clearly ready for an argument.
‘And what about the rest of us?’ said Fran, ignoring Max’s outburst, her eyes flicking nervously to Kai.
‘Oh, you’ll be asked to stay… both of you,’ he replied, noticing the brief movement of Fran’s gaze to the tall well-built young man, both of whom would be strong healthy assets to the island. ‘As will you two and your son,’ he continued, nodding towards the man, woman and boy that were clearly a family.
‘But what about Peter?’ asked Riley, anxiously looking from his father to Rod. ‘They’ll let him stay too, won’t they, Dad?’
‘Erm…’ began Dave, looking hopefully to Rod for an answer.
Even in the few minutes Rod had been with the other new arrivals it was clear to him that Peter had a mental handicap of some kind. Just whether Father Matthew would make an exception for the young man, Rod could only guess, but being trapped in a state of perpetual child-like innocence certainly went in his favour.
‘I… I can’t say either way. I’m sorry,’ mumbled Rod, looking at Peter who was fussing over the Alsatian, oblivious that his fate was even being discussed.
‘Look, Fran and I risked our lives to save yours back there at the gate, so, cards on the table,’ said Tom, looking Rod squarely in the eye, ‘just what have we wandered into here?’
For a moment the two men looked at each other, each trying to judge the other and then Rod glanced away, his decision made.
‘Well,’ he began, slowly limping over to stand on one of the bunks so he could stretch to look up into the rafters of the adjoining shop to check if they were already being observed, ‘the good news is that that wanker, Brother Gregory, is only second in command.’
‘And the bad news?’ prompted Tom, wary of what was to follow.
With a sigh he stepped back down from the bed, wincing as he put pressure back down on his swollen ankle.
‘The bad news is the bloke that’s actually running this joint is at best simply delusional and at worst a religious nut who believes he’s been chosen by God to lead those He’s deemed worthy into a new and better future… free of sin.’
‘Oh, great one of them,’ grumbled Tom, pulling off one of his boots to wring the water out of his socks. 
‘Don’t get me wrong, many of us wouldn’t have survived those first few months if it wasn’t for him taking charge and organising everyone but… but Father Matthew isn’t just some desperate soul that suddenly found God when he was running for his life from the Dead. He believes one hundred percent, right down to his holy-roller bones, that the Almighty has chosen him to act out His divine will,’ Rod continued, mirroring Tom’s example and freeing his own feet from their sodden coverings, ‘and because of that, whatever Father Matthew says is treated as law, Holy law.’ 
‘And has anyone stood up to him, tried to give him any sort of reality check?’ asked Tom, beginning to unlace his second boot.
‘You ever tried to second guess a messiah?’ replied Rod, wringing dirty water from an equally dirty sock. ‘Well, it doesn’t go down too well let me tell you.’
‘But he’s only one man,’ said Fran, watching the filthy water puddle briefly at Rod’s bruised feet before running along the tiled flooring to disappear under his cot. ‘Surely, if everyone just stood up to him?’
‘I’m betting it isn’t as simple as that,’ said Tom, looking at Rod for conformation. ‘They believe him don’t they, or at least a fair proportion of them do. That’s how he’s managed to build this fantasy around himself and sustain it all this time.’
‘You can’t blame them I suppose,’ sighed Rod, shaking his head. ‘They were terrified, running for their lives. Fuck, most of them had just watched their friends and neighbours being torn to pieces and… and he created for them a haven, a safe place free of the Dead. He was the one glimmer of hope that shone out when hope was in dire short supply. Christ, he told them everything would be alright and it was. So to them it was just one small leap of faith to place their lives totally in the hands of the one man they knew had saved them… and most of them did.’
‘But I can’t believe he’s simply gone totally unchallenged for the last five years,’ repeated Fran, realising Rod had skirted round her previous question. ‘So what happens to those who do question his rule?’
‘You… you don’t want to know,’ Rod simply replied, his words barely above that of a whisper as his gaze lowered shamefully to the wet sock still in his hands.
‘Rod?’ Fran prompted again, knowing whatever was to come was likely to be bad.
‘Have you ever seen mob rule in action?’ he mumbled, at last looking up at the expectant faces looking back at him. ‘I mean real mob rule…. when people just lose themselves, just lose who they are on the most basic level. It’s happened here. Fuck! Normal, everyday, rational people… well, they... they became something savage, something wild… Christ it was monstrous, to stand by knowing there was nothing you could do unless you wanted to meet the same fate and… and all of them under the control of one man, the one puppet master pulling their strings en masse, making them commit the most brutal of acts in the name of his God.’
‘We need to know what we’ve got ourselves into here, Rod,’ urged Tom. ‘Tell us, tell them,’ he continued, nodding over to Dave and Jane. ‘They need to know it all and not just what this Father Matthew chooses to tell them if they’re to decide whether to stay or not.’
‘The worst of it is,’ Rod continued, tears clearly pricking at the corners of his eyes, ‘he actually believes he had no choice… Father Matthew truly believes he had to put them to the fire to keep the island pure.’
‘No!’ gasped Jane, guessing what Rod was about to tell them.
‘Two women and a man… they were burned alive by the mob.’ Rod finally admitted. ‘The fuckers sang hymns while the poor wretches screamed their way into the afterlife and then when it was done it was if nothing happened… it was as if they simply hadn’t existed and everyone went back to normal, just back to their regular selves again.’
‘My God, why do you stay?’ asked Dave, shaking his head in disbelieve as he instinctively pulled his son towards him.
‘It’s just like Brother Gregory said; where else is there to go?’ replied Rod, shrugging his shoulders in defeat. ‘Like you, I’ve got my wife and son to think about. It’s safe for them here… can I really risk their lives for what were a few moments of madness?’
‘But still…’ Tom began to say, before Rod held up his hand to silence him.
Above them the subtle creaking of someone shifting their weight from one beam to the other could suddenly be heard. As one, all in the room, with the exception of Peter who continued to obliviously play with Bella, looked up at the exposed rafters above them.
‘Well, well, if it isn’t my old friend Rod the fisherman,’ came the voice of an unseen man from the loft of the adjacent building. ‘Looks to me like someone’s got more lives than the proverbial cat.’
‘No thanks to you, Alex,’ snapped Rod, shooting Tom a quick look that told him their previous conversation was at an end.
‘Ah, ah?’ the voice corrected from the shadows.
‘Brother Alex,’ Rod corrected himself, through gritted teeth as if the very words caused him physical pain.
‘Better,’ said Brother Alex, the word dripping with self-satisfaction. ‘You know,  after all you’ve been through I do so hope you’ll make it through the night free of the Corruption… it would be a terrible thing to have to dash Emily’s hopes after raising them again like this.’
‘I’m not one of the Corrupt,’ replied Rod, ‘none of us are.’
‘Whatever you say, Fisherman,’ mused Brother Alex from the shadows, ‘I shall pray for your soul nonetheless… just in case.’
‘Yeah, you do that,’ mumbled Rod, finally averting his gaze from the rafters and back to Tom.
And as their eyes locked, something urgent and unspoken passed between them and in that instant Tom knew nothing more would be said about Father Matthew or the going’s on at St Michael’s Mount that evening, not with unseen ears listening in on them.
‘So,’ said Tom, with an almost forced cheerfulness to his voice as he nodded to a closed door set in the back wall of the building, ‘what’s through doorway number one?’
***
‘So I take it from your cheery disposition that you didn’t sleep too well,’ Tom chuckled, noticing the accusatory way Fran glared at her pillow.
‘Hmmm… you could say that,’ she replied, giving her socks a squeeze to see if they were still damp, ‘and when I finally did drift off I dreamt of drowning… well, not drowning really, it was more… Oh, it doesn’t matter,’ she continued, suddenly waving away her own words. ‘God, there’s nothing more boring than hearing about other people’s dreams. Anyway, so what’s the plan?’
‘Fran, I’m not your father and I can’t tell you or Kai what to do,’ he began, looking seriously over to Kai as he sat down next to Fran. ‘You two have to make up your own minds here. Stay or not, it’s your decision to make but you need to really think this out. Rod says it’s safe here as long as you tow the line and he seems to think you’ll certainly both be asked to stay, so…’
‘No, I can’t do that,’ said Fran matter-of-factly, making a face as she pulled a boot back on over an uncomfortably damp sock. ‘I mean, how can we make a home alongside these people knowing what they’re capable of?’
It was only when the word ‘we’ slipped past her lips that she realised she had automatically assumed that whatever the decision, Kai would be there alongside her.
‘Fran’s right. We can’t tr…trust these people, not long t….term,’ added Kai, his voice dropping in volume as his eyes flicked up to the adjacent rafters where one of the Brothers in red still dozed amongst the beams.
‘But from what Rod said they’re not all like that though,’ his own gaze following Kai’s, ‘but… but I do understand what you mean. It’ll be hard to live your lives walking on eggshells all the time, living in fear, afraid to say or do the wrong thing.’
‘You know what? No matter how rosy this Father Matthew paints it here, I think I’d rather be out there among the Dead,’ said Fran. ‘At least with those monsters, what you see is what you get and there’s no hidden bullshit.’
‘Just don’t make a rash decision, either of you. One way or another you’ll only regret it later,’ said Tom, realising that although he would miss their company, if they both decided to stay they could not let this small fact alter the possible course of their lives. ‘Despite the cons, you need to seriously think about any offer to stay before you just say ‘no’ out of hand… you may not get another chance like it. And that goes for you too,’ he continued, turning round to look at Dave. ‘You need to do what’s best for your family… and whatever you decide, take your brother ‘not being asked to stay’ out the equation.’
‘You know, I’m sick of you and your opinions,’ Max growled, storming across the small room, red faced, to stand over to Tom. ‘Why don’t you just mind your own fucking business and leave my brother to make up his own mind, Okay!’
‘That’s exactly what I’m suggesting,’ Tom calmly replied, looking up at him.
Tom knew that since the previous evening Max had been like a shaken bottle, waiting to explode at any moment and it looked like he had chosen Tom to be the recipient of this immanent frustrated release.
‘You fucking…’ Max began to snarl, his clenched fist drawn back, about to strike.
If Max had paused to think through this senseless attack even for a second he could have spared himself a whole lot of pain over the next few minutes but as it was he was a man of thoughtless action and he automatically let his fist fly. It came to a complete surprise to Max that Tom reacted even before his first blow had landed and as the explosion of pain from his groin sent him crumpling to the floor, gasping for air, it at last dawned on Max perhaps it hadn’t been the best idea to attack someone whose strike zone covered such a delicate area.
‘Arughh…you… you fucker!’ he groaned, sucking down gulps of air trying to ease the seemingly unending riot of pain from his crushed testicles. ‘You just fucking wait, I’ll get you… you bastard! You watch your back, you fucking bastard!’
‘Here, Max, let me help you,’ said Dave, trying to help his brother up off the floor and over to one of the cots. 
‘I’ll feed your balls to the Dead, you lunatic… I fucking swear I will!’ growled Max, despite his brother’s hushed pleas for calm. ‘And what are you looking at, fucking retard!’ he spat, suddenly noticing Peter silently watching him from behind Bella, wide eyed and anxious.
‘Hey, everything alright down there?’ came a concerned voice from above them, causing each of them to look up.
From Rod’s reaction to the young man looking down on them, the unseen figure of Brother Alex had been replaced at some point during the night by another member of Father Matthew’s religious guard, one who was clearly on better terms with the fisherman.
‘Just people letting off steam, Brother Sam,’ said Rod, eyeing the almost medieval looking weapons the young man held in each hand. ‘Nothing to worry about. You won’t be needing those, none of us have become one of the Corrupt.’
Fran looked up at the young man above them, his anxious eyes moving from Rod to Tom and then to Max. Guessing him to be in his mid-to-late twenties, he was medium height, clean shaven and had a curtain like fringe of straight dark hair which partially obscured what looked to be a ‘cross’ marked in rust upon his forehead. What it meant, Fran could only guess, but she had seen enough in the last five years to recognise dried blood when she saw it. Watching him, there was something indefinable about Brother Sam, something that reminded her intrinsically of Peter. Clearly without mental impairment, it may have been the worried look both young men shared in the presence of violence that joined them or perhaps it was something as simple as the way he moved. Whatever it was she couldn’t tell just yet and not being able to pin it down certainly irked her.
Looking down at them, Brother Sam’s gaze flitted from one face to the next, looking for any indication that their souls had slipped from the grace of the Lord. With relief he saw no signs of madness in their eyes or fever on their brow and thankfully their skin still appeared healthy, untainted by the dark veins that hinted at Corruption.
‘That’s good to hear, Rod,’ he finally said, satisfied the people below him were in fact still people and as such a part of God’s planned creation. ‘Emily and Graham have been asking for you. No doubt they’ll have waited all night at the Purity Arch for your return.’
‘That sounds like my Emily,’ chuckled Rod, the mention of his wife softening something in the very depths of the man’s eyes. ‘Will it be much longer, Brother Sam?’ he continued, glancing to the barred window with the barely contained excitement of a child on Christmas morning. ‘I could sure do with seeing my family again.’
‘Don’t worry, not long now, Rod,’ said Brother Sam, smiling down at him. ‘I’m sure Father Matthew will be here shortly… after he’s led the other Brothers in morning prayer of course.’
‘Of course,’ Rod smiled back, nodding his head as his eyes wandered back to the barred window again.
‘Do you have any idea how long we’ll be allowed to stay?’ Tom asked the young man in the rafters above them, knowing any respite from the Dead would be welcome even if only for a few days. ‘For those of us not asked to stay permanently that is.’
As he looked down at Tom, the expression on Brother Sam’s face slowly changed to one of sincere pity and remorse.
‘I’m sorry,’ Brother Sam began, his tone reminding Tom of one you would use when talking to someone beyond hope, ‘I don’t, but I’m sure Father Matthew will tell you what path the Lord plans for you. And I’m in no doubt you’ll be granted ‘the sleep of the righteous’, if you wish it,’ he continued, a sad but reassuring smile on his lips. ‘Whatever you decide, I will pray for your soul.’    
‘Oh,’ replied Tom, slightly bemused by the young man’s words and looking over to Rod for explanation.
‘Erm…’ Rod began, glancing up at Brother Sam who simply nodded his approval to go on. ‘Some people, survivors from the mainland like yourselves, like you and Max, those that can’t stay here, well, for some it’s simply the last straw and they just can’t take any more…. and for them, to go back to all that,’ he continued, gesturing symbolically behind him to the mainland with its Dead population, ‘it’s simply beyond consideration, so Father Matthew offers them an… alternative.’
‘What sort of alternative?’ asked Fran warily.
‘Well…’ Rod began, nervously searching for the right words before Brother Sam spoke for him.
‘The sleep of the righteous,’ he said, his right hand slowly making the sign of the cross before continuing. ‘We are lucky here, we had an extensive and established herb garden on the island, many of which have medicinal properties to cure the sick, while others can be…’
‘Poisonous?’ suggested Fran, glancing over at Tom.
‘Exactly,’ Brother Sam replied, solemnly nodding. ‘The Lord is generous, even in our darkest times, He has provided those unable to stay here a way to avoid the Corruption forever, a way to keep their soul pure.’
‘Fuck, you let them take their own lives,’ Tom matter-of-factly stated, scratching the back of his head in disbelief. ‘You actually help them to die rather than bend your own rules?’
‘They are the rules of the Lord,’ the young man replied, as if he was talking to a child rather than a man almost twenty years his senior. ‘Father Matthew is merciful and he is blessed. If the Lord had not demanded it, he would surely let all those who find their way to our door to stay, but it is not so. It is not in God’s plan for St Michael’s mount. Father Matthew says only those…’ 
‘Thank you, Brother Sam,’ interrupted a man’s voice from behind them. ‘I will explain the rest to our guests. You may resume your other duties.’
Standing behind them, framed in the doorway, the bright morning sunshine throwing his imposing figure into silhouette, was a tall, broad shouldered man dressed in a full length blood red robe. Behind him Brother Gregory shuffled from one foot to the other, trying to peer past the man blocking his view and into the room of new arrivals.   
‘Yes, Father Matthew,’ whispered Brother Sam, automatically lowering his eyes, the subservient gesture not going unnoticed by Kai and Fran who shared a look of mild disapproval.
‘Roderick Adams, my old friend!’ exclaimed Father Matthew striding into the room, his arms outstretched. ‘I cannot tell you how relieved I am to see you again. The Lord has surely walked with you among the Corrupt, watching over you and by His grace granted you safe passage back to us.’
‘Well, I think He may have had some… help there,’ said Rod, starting to cough again. ‘Thanks to Fran here, I...’
‘Oh, Rod, I’ll bring you into the light of the Lord yet, you old scoundrel,’ Father Matthew laughed, pulling Rod into a fierce hug to clap his large hands against the man’s back in welcome. ‘Now be off with you, Emily and your son are waiting for you at the Purity Archway and then get yourself to the infirmary, see if Brandon has something for that nasty cough of yours.’
‘I will,’ coughed Rod, awkwardly trying to remove himself from the embrace with the man he had known for most of his life. ‘And when you’ve time, I want to talk to you about just how I managed to find myself being left on the mainland in the first place.’
‘Now, now,’ admonished Father Matthew, his hands still resting with ease on Rod’s shoulders while he pushed him at arm’s length to look him sincerely in the eye, ‘there’s plenty of time for all that. I will hear your words and I will pray on them for guidance, I promise… but first I think your family need to see you, don’t you?’
‘Excuse me but what’s the deal?’ interrupted Max, his anger only just masked by a veneer of politeness. ‘Rod said I wouldn’t be allowed to stay but my brother here, his wife and kid they…’
‘Please, Mr…’ Father Matthew started to say, waiting for Max to respond.
‘Harper, Max Harper,’ Max replied.
‘Mr Harper,’ Father Matthew continued, his arms crossing as his hands slipped effortlessly into the folds of his sleeves, ‘I was hoping to discuss this later, after you’d been given a chance eat and perhaps change into some clean clothes but…  but I can understand your concerns. To send anyone back among the Corrupt is not something I take likely.’
‘Then why do it?’ asked Tom, knowing he and Max were for some reason in the same boat.
‘It is the Lord’s will,’ Father Matthew simply replied, with a slight shrug of his shoulders.
‘What the f…’ Max growled, his veneer starting to slip.
‘Please, Mr Harper, please. Let me explain,’ said Father Matthew, knowing from Max’s red face that he was about to erupt and hoping his words would calm him. ‘When Man’s sin brought forth the Corruption upon us all, the Lord saw fit to grant myself and a chosen few a safe passage among the death and destruction. He brought us here and offered us a chance to rebuild anew, to rebuild our lives in His name. But then as to be expected more survivors came, many more. They banged and hollered at our gates, first demanding and then pleading to be let in as the Corrupt bore down on them but I knew the Lord, in his wisdom, had not chosen them so I prayed for guidance on what to do. And in our darkest hour His words came to me, the words of God filled my soul and I was told what must be done. From then on, we took in the children and the innocent. We took in the young and the healthy and we gave sanctuary to those upon whose shoulders the Lord could rebuild his world.’
‘But I’m…’ Max began before Father Matthew withdrew his hand from his sleeve to hold up a finger to let him finish.
‘But still they came, more of these men and women, who through no fault of their own were not meant to be part of the Lord’s new order. The old, the sick, those whose very souls were tainted by the world beyond… and again His words filled me and I did as he bade,’ he continued, looking from one face to the next. ‘Of those adults that found their way here we would only allow parents, those with their own children or those under the age of thirty-three to stay. The others…’
‘The others you sent back among the Dead,’ said Tom, simply unable to understand Father Matthew’s rationale, especially when people’s lives were at stake, ‘or I hear you give them a means to take the easy way out.’
‘The passing is never easy,’ said Father Matthew, a genuine look of sadness in his eyes. ‘Even armed with the knowledge that without the stain of Corruption on them the Lord will welcome them into his embrace, it is a difficult decision for any to make.  We… we simply allow them to drift off into a deep sleep if they choose it, a sleep from which there is no waking.’
‘And then you do what’s necessary before they come back?’ said Tom, suddenly thinking of Sharon’s young lifeless body back on the beach.
‘Yes,’ nodded Father Matthew. ‘Before the Corruption can take hold of them, we do what is required.’   
‘Seems a little random though,’ said Fran, ‘I mean thirty-three… why at thirty-three? Why not forty or twenty-seven or whatever?’
‘I am only the messenger,’ Father Matthew solemnly replied, holding out both of his hands, open palmed, as if to show he had nothing to hide. ‘Who am I to question His divine plan? He told me thirty-three, so thirty-three it is and always will be.’
‘Hmm,’ mumbled Tom, knowing that from something Rod had said, Father Matthew wasn’t such a stickler for these divine rules as he made out. 
After all Rod had hinted that they would possibly be allowed to stay if they had medical training or some other much needed skill useful to the growing community.
‘The baby Jesus was thirty-three when he went to heaven,’ Peter quietly said to no one in particular, while he and Bella played a tug of war with an old rag.
‘Why, yes, Peter. Yes, he certainly did,’ exclaimed Father Matthew, the sudden joyous clapping of his hands startling Bella enough for her to let go of her end of the rag to look at him. ‘Now just how did you know that?’
‘Pops used to read me the stories,’ Peter replied, looking up at the man stood over him.
‘Pops? And who’s Pops?’ asked Father Matthew, smiling as he crouched down to be on Peter’s eye level.
Suddenly Peter’s face seemed to crumple in on itself, heavy tears welling up only to fall down his cheeks as the image of the savage Dead thing that had attacked his sister flashed through his mind.
‘Oh, my boy,’ sighed Father Matthew, realising whoever Pops had been he was clearly no longer in the land of the living. ‘Come on now, come on, don’t upset yourself. You know what?’ he continued, his tone softening even further and becoming one you would use with an upset and frightened child. ‘Even if your Pops did succumb to the Corruption, he sounds to me like he was a good and God fearing man, I’m sure the Lord will look kindly upon his soul.’
‘And… and he’ll be in heaven with Mum and Dad and Sharon?’ sobbed Peter, his right hand reaching up to rub this ear lobe between his finger and thumb, while beside him Bella whined anxiously as she tried to nuzzle past Peter’s arm to reach his face. ‘Sharon… Sharon said they would all be together.’
‘And I’m sure they will,’ said Father Matthew, his large slab like hands gently pulling the young man into a fatherly hug before slowly pulling him to his feet. ‘Now come on, we can say some nice prayers for your family later, what you need now is something warm inside you. How about we get you something to eat, eh?’
‘I took the liberty of warning Lucy and Kasey to prepare extra breakfast this morning… just in case,’ Brother Gregory informed from his somewhat standoff-ish position by the open doorway.
‘In case of what?’ asked Tom, though he could take a pretty good guess as to what the man was so casually referring to.
‘Thank you, Brother Gregory,’ said Father Matthew, looking over at his subordinate before he could answer. ‘As always I can rely on you to think of everything.’
For the briefest of moments, Father Matthew’s eyes flicked back to Tom, and in that one glance Tom saw the unspoken warning given; a warning that clearly said ‘don’t push your luck.’  
‘Now,’ Father Matthew continued, softly pushing Peter away from him to give him a square of crumpled cloth that presumably he was expected to wipe his running nose on, ‘let’s get you all something to eat, shall we.’
He was just leading Peter to the open door, Bella following close on their heels, when Dave spoke up, stopping him.
‘Excuse me, Father… Father Matthew,’ he said, ignoring the sharp look his wife gave him to be quiet, ‘but how long is my brother going to be allowed to stay?’
With his arm still protectively resting on Peter’s shoulders, Father Matthew looked from Dave over to Max and then to Tom.
‘You came with the tide, you shall leave with the tide,’ he solemnly replied, his words carrying the weight of divine commandment. ‘The Spring tide will be with us two days after the tomorrow’s full moon… you have until then and then you must either chose the ‘sleep of the righteous’ or you must leave.’
‘Three days,’ muttered Fran, catching Kai’s eye. 
Rather than speak, Kai simply gave her a small smile to reassure her he understood and was in agreement. They both knew Tom would never choose suicide, it simply wasn’t in him and no matter how Father Matthew added his Godly spin on what was really happening at St Michael’s mount, they both knew they could never truly trust this man or those that made up his congregation. So as Fran’s lips twitched into a knowing smile of her own, she knew whatever happened, they would all be leaving in three days with the turning of the Spring tide.
‘Mum, what does he mean?’ Fran heard Riley ask his mother as one by one they began to file out of the small building that had effectively been their prison for the night. ‘It’s autumn time, spring’s not for months.’
Only half listening to the conversation behind her, Fran took a moment to finally take in their surroundings as she stepped out into chilly morning sun. When they had arrived the previous evening the sun had already started to dip below the horizon and being exhausted, if not a little shell-shocked by their journey, they had been unable to get a true feel for the place they had then hoped would be their new home. But now with a clear blue sky overhead marred with only the thinnest wisps of cloud far off to the east, Fran could see the true marvel of St Michael’s mount around her. 
The two small converted shops, nestled at the base of a steep unscalable cliff, were the only buildings on a cracked tarmacked road curving to the left as it followed the natural incline of the island. But it was what rose above them that she found truly amazing, for no sooner did the cliff begin to level off than every conceivable ledge, shelf, or patch of green had been planted with some sort of fruiting tree, bush or vegetable patch. Some twenty metres above this she could see the back of a row of small grey stone cottages while beyond them, through what looked to be woodland no bigger than a football pitch and looking down over all of its small island kingdom, was the imposing fifteenth century castle of St Michael’s mount itself.   
‘It has nothing to do with springtime,’ tutted Brother Gregory, his annoyed tone bringing Fran’s attention back to those around her. ‘The spring tide is a higher than usual tide, it comes a few days after each full moon. It’s to do with the pull of gravity from the sun and moon when they are in alignment. You live on an island now, boy,’ he continued, managing to look down his nose at Riley despite the boy being only a fraction shorter than himself, ‘and alongside your other apprenticeship subjects you will also have maritime studies.’
‘You have a school here?’ asked Jane, knowing that with children there was a future and in that future ultimately hope for them all. ‘How many children are there on the island?’
‘At the moment we have eight children among us and by the grace of God, a further two on the way,’ answered Father Matthew, as if announcing it to the whole group as they followed the short road around the corner. ‘We don’t have a school as such and apart from general literacy, mathematics and religious studies there is no schooling in the old world sense of the word, but rather each child is put on a two week rotation with one of the skilled adults of the island. This way we can find what work best suits each child and uses any natural skills they possess.’
‘What s…sort of sk…skills?’ asked Kai.
‘Ah, so you do speak,’ smiled Father Matthew, turning to look back at Kai. ‘I was beginning to think you’d been struck dumb back there, young man. But to answer your question, let’s see… the children work with Roy Willis, our head gardener, with Rod or Scott on the two fishing boats we have in our harbour, in the kitchens preparing food,’ he continued, ticking each task off on his fingers. ‘With Brandon in the infirmary…’
‘You have a doctor?’ interrupted Fran, knowing that anyone with medical knowledge was a rare thing indeed these days, especially since they and other hospital staff had been among the primary casualties when the Dead first appeared. 
‘Well, technically Brandon is a dentist,’ Father Matthew replied, winking at Fran in an almost comic manner, ‘but he’s the closest thing we’ve got to one… and thanks to a trip to the late Dr Carson’s surgery in Marazion, we’ve at least got some reference books to help fill any gaps in his knowledge.’
‘Certainly better than nothing,’ said Tom. ‘Last thing you need is some well-meaning idiot killing someone.’
‘Hmm, agreed,’ said Father Matthew, looking over at Tom with an odd look in his eye as if he was trying to figure something out about this strange, very much ‘to the point’, man who had found his way onto his island.
Despite Rod having a head start, he turned out to be only a few metres ahead of them as they turned the corner. What started out as a steady pace eager to see his family, albeit with a pronounced limp, had quickly deteriorated into a torturous hobbling; each step seemingly more painful than the last.
‘Do you need a hand, old friend?’ asked Father Matthew, stepping forward to slip one of Rod’s arms over his shoulder. ‘Come let me help you… at least as far as the Purity Arch. Take his other side, will you Peter,’ he continued, before Rod could protest. ‘Let’s help him to his family.’
‘What is this Purity Archway?’ Fran asked Brother Gregory, watching Peter, seemingly already enamoured by the charismatic older man, rush to do as he was told. ‘It’s just that it’s been mentioned a few times now.’
‘It’s a symbol of…’ Brother Gregory began to say before Father Matthew spoke over his words.
‘By passing through the Archway,’ said Father Matthew, glancing back over his shoulder to Fran, ‘we are cleansed by the grace of our Lord and born anew, free and untainted by our previous lives. Through Him, we leave behind us the sin of the outside world and with it those who have fallen to the Corruption.’
‘Leave them behind?’ said Tom, a look of uncertainty creasing his features. ‘I’m sorry to disagree with you there Father, but the Dead are always with us. You can’t just wipe away the memory of loved ones.’
‘Or how they were taken,’ Fran added reluctantly, knowing that of all of them Tom truly carried his Dead with him.
‘What good does it do any of us to linger on pain and loss?’ Father Matthew replied, shaking his head. ‘This island is our new Eden, I will not have it sullied with memories of the wastelands and the Corrupt that dwell there…. No, it is better this way. This is what the Lord demands of us.’
At the mention of ‘demands’ Tom and Fran exchanged a brief but knowing glance. From what Rod had told them of the unfortunate souls put to the flames, they had a pretty good guess what happened to those who broke these divine commandments but just what did it really take to push the seemingly friendly man in front of them to snap and instigate such atrocities against his fellow man. After all, even though their time here would be short lived they certainly wanted to be able to leave in one piece.
‘Anyway,’ Father Matthew continued, ‘you’ll see for yourself very shortly, we’re just about there.’
With the narrow road still following the curve of the island, the new arrivals didn’t have long to wait before the Purity Archway, barely some twenty metres ahead of them, came into view. Just how Fran had pictured the Archway in her head, she hadn’t really given it much consideration but the strangely beautiful three metre high scaffolding frame spanning the full expanse of the road and covered in a waterfall of countless red ribbons that snapped in the light wind, was certainly not what she had expected. 
With the multitude of ribbons, their colours ranging from a deep russet through to blood red and then to vibrant crimson, dancing wildly on the breeze, Fran didn’t notice at first the two figures deep in conversation just the other side of the Archway. The first was a man in his early thirties and was clearly another of Father Matthew’s religious Brothers if his embroidered red tunic was anything to go by. As Fran watched him he reached his hand tentatively across as if to offer comfort to the other figure, a woman, who, even from this distance, Fran could tell was upset. Almost as if she felt Fran’s eyes upon her, the woman’s head suddenly snapped in the direction of the approaching group.
Almost instantly her tearful eyes flitted away from Fran and locked onto Rod being helped along by Father Matthew and Peter. With a pitiful choked back cry only just escaping her, the woman’s shaking fingers flew to her mouth and then as her heavy tears of relief began to fall she seemed to crumple in on herself before their very eyes.
‘Emily!’ Fran heard the unknown Brother exclaim as he darted forward to catch the woman before she hit the ground.
No sooner had his arms wrapped around her than the woman, who Fran now knew to be Rod’s wife, than she urgently pushed herself from his supportive grasp and rushed forward to meet her husband.
‘Rod,’ she managed to say through her sobbing; her delicate hands cupping his cheeks while she rained kisses upon his face. ‘Oh, my God, you came back to me… you’re alive, you came back to me.’
‘Emily, Em… I’m Okay, Em, I’m Okay,’ Rod tried to reply through Emily’s joyful kisses and heartfelt tears before breaking in to a chesty coughing fit.
Despite his coughing and the fact that he was being partly help upright by two other men, Emily couldn’t stop herself from throwing her arms about her husband’s neck and pulling him into a fiercely love affirming embrace. As she did so, Fran noticed a length of red ribbon, about a metre long, flutter free of the woman’s grasp. Catching briefly against Peter’s leg, it was then snatched playfully away by the wind, only to be spirited moments later over the sea wall on their right. She wouldn’t normally have given the decoration a second’s thought but for what she had seen in the split second it had lain flat against Peter’s leg. For there, written carefully in marker pen, had been Rod’s full name and a date. In that instant Fran recognised the hundreds of merrily dancing ribbons for what they really were; grave markers to those lost to the Dead. Yes, Father Matthew demanded memories of the Dead, or Corrupt as he called them, be left at the Purity Archway but it seemed he at least gave those on St Michael’s mount a way, if only symbolically, to purge themselves of their loss. Looking back up at the scaffolding Archway, Fran could no longer see the beauty that only moments ago had entranced her so. All that met her gaze now was a depressing monument to Man’s demise; each playful snap of ribbon on the wind signalling another life cut horrifically short by a savage bloody hunger.
‘Now just where’s that son of yours, Emily Adams?’ Fran heard Father Matthew asking, as the woman eased Peter out from under Rod’s arm to shoulder the weight herself. ‘I could’ve sworn I saw Graham with you on my way down?’
‘He was dead on his feet, Father,’ Emily replied, struggling to keep up with Father Matthew. ‘He was waiting here all night for news but I sent him to the kitchens to make sure there was enough breakfast for the other new arrivals... I… I didn’t want him here… just in case.’
‘Ah, I understand,’ smiled Father Matthew, knowing that if the Brother on guard had seen signs of the Corruption within Rod during the night he would have been forced to deal with him.  
‘Here, Emily, let me help you,’ said the unknown Brother, stepping forward to try and lift Rod’s arm from around her neck.
‘No!’ she snapped, a little too sharply. ‘Sorry, I mean I can manage, thank you, Brother Christopher… Rod… Rod and I can manage.’
Now that she had managed to regain control of herself, Fran could see that under the tear streaked cheeks and red, puffy eyes, Emily was in fact quite a striking woman. Sure, she had the prominent angular cheek bones prevalent in a world where gluttony and excess were things of the past but whereas on many it added only gauntness to the face, Emily Adams somehow carried it with an almost regal aplomb. Her large eyes, a startling shade of grey that only added to her strange beauty, looked hauntingly out from a tanned and weathered face that spoke of many an hour working hard and exposed to the elements. Of course, like many women in a world of the Dead, her softly curling light brown hair had been roughly cut into a short practical bob; safe from the clutches of grasping Dead hands should any breach the safety of the island.
‘I… errm,’ mumbled Brother Christopher, clearly taken aback by Emily’s unexpected reaction; his helping hands still hovering mid-air, unaccepted.
‘Well, don’t just stand there, Christopher,’ chided Father Matthew, gesturing for the young man to move out of their way.
‘What? Oh, yes. Sorry, Father,’ the young man replied, realising his offer of help had suddenly become more of a hindrance to Rod’s progress.
‘Dad!’ came the sudden cry of a teenage boy, his voice cracking with overwhelming emotion as he appeared ahead of them further down the road. ‘Dad, Dad!’ 
Almost as one, the group forgot the uncomfortable awkwardness of Brother Christopher and focused their attention on the young man running at them at full tilt, his arms waving wildly as he fought and failed to keep at bay the heavy tears and choking sobs of relief at seeing his father returned to him alive. All of a sudden that stubborn mask of independent adulthood that all teenagers have held in place, slipped and once again Graham Adams was instantly the child his parents knew him to really be. Running toward his mother and father, Graham no longer cared how he looked or what others thought of him; his dad was alive and his family was whole again. 
‘Dad!’ Graham openly wept, falling to his knees as he wrapped his arms about both his parents. ‘We thought they’d got you. If only I’d known… I’m so sorry, Dad. I would’ve come to find you, I swear… I’m so sorry. I’m sorry.’
‘Hey, hey, it’s alright, Graham, it’s alright,’ said Rod, slipping his arm from around Father Matthew’s shoulders to kneel down and embrace his son, his own tears falling freely. ‘I’m okay, it’s okay. I’m here, I’m back. I came back for you and your mum… everything’s going to be alright.’
‘Graham, why don’t you help your mother take your Dad home,’ suggested Father Matthew, gently patting the young man’s shoulder. ‘I’ll send someone down from the kitchens with something for you all to eat and I’ll get Brandon to drop by later with something for your Dad’s chest.’
Graham looked tearfully up at Father Matthew, let out a long shaky breath and nodded, the mask of adulthood already subconsciously slipping back into place.
‘Yes, Father Matthew,’ he simply replied, wiping his tear streaked face in the crook of his elbow before helping his mother pull his father back to his feet.
The moment both his parents were back on their feet, Graham turned to Tom and with his mask of adulthood firmly back in place, stuck out his hand.
‘Thank you,’ said Graham, taking Tom’s hand to give it a vigorous shake. ‘Thank you for bringing my Dad back to us.’
‘You’re welcome, lad,’ chuckled Tom, still able to see past the boy’s mask no matter how grown up he tried to be, ‘but it’s not me you should be thanking, it’s Fran here… she’s the one that found your Dad up on that roof.’
‘Oh,’ said Graham, his hand pausing mid-shake as he looked over at Fran, who smiled back and raised her own hand in a small friendly wave. 
Hesitant as what to do next, Graham glanced back at his father but with only a comically raised set of eyebrows for reply, Graham let go of Tom’s hand and stepped over to Fran.
‘Erm... thanks,’ he said again, a little more self-consciously than before.
For a moment the group could see the visible confusion in Graham’s face as he decided whether to offer the young woman his hand to shake but after a brief hesitation, where his sincere gratitude battled with his awkwardness, he pulled her into a brief but fierce embrace.
‘Thank you,’ he repeated, releasing her but not before Fran felt the flutter of powerful emotion dancing within the young man’s chest.
‘Think nothing of it,’ she replied, a forlorn smile of understanding reaching her lips.
Fran knew just what it meant to lose a father. Her own was long gone, taken from her by the Dead five years ago when the world first fell apart. But to be given a second chance, a chance to hear her father’s voice or feel his arms about her once again, she could only imagine the pure overwhelming joy that Graham was feeling. There was no denying it though, as much as she was glad to have been part of bringing such happiness to another person there was always that guilty voice in the back her mind screaming that it wasn’t fair, why should they be spared the gut-wrenching heartache that she and nearly every human on the planet had experienced. What made them so special?
‘Well, let’s get you home, you old fool,’ laughed Emily Adams, her words snapping Fran from the jealous thoughts that crept through her mind. ‘Graham, can you?’
‘Sure, Mum,’ Graham replied, eagerly stepping away from Fran to take the bulk of his father’s weight from his mother.
Now that the emotional reunion was over with and with mostly Graham now holding Rod upright, Emily turned to Fran and Tom.
‘I owe you two more than I can ever repay,’ she said, a fresh set of tears welling up in her eyes. ‘If there’s ever anything I can do for either of you, please just ask.’
‘Well, I’m not sure we’ll be staying long enough to...’ Fran began to reply.
‘Oh,’ interrupted Emily, a little surprised that Fran would choose to go back to the mainland to live among the Dead that had claimed it as their own. ‘Well, while you’re here then, please don’t hesitate... even the smallest thing I can do for you, you only have to say.’
‘We will, Emily,’ said Tom, before Fran could say it wasn’t necessary. ‘Thank you’  
Tom knew the quickest way to end this conversation and for Rod to actually get back to his own bed was to give Emily Adams what she wanted, the promise that somehow she would be repay the favour.
‘Good,’ she replied, wiping away an errant tear with her free hand. ‘Now don’t you forget… anything at all.’
‘We will come banging at your door at the first sign of our need,’ said Tom, politely bowing his head and placing his hand over his heart in mock seriousness. ‘I promise.’
‘You do that,’ Emily replied, a smile twitching at her lips as she realised Tom was gently poking fun at her. ‘Anyway, if you do need to find us,’ she continued, ‘our cottage is opposite the harbour wall on this side of the island, it’s the one with the blue door… or just look for the Black Princess, Rod’s boat. If it’s moored in the harbour, that’s where we’ll be, probably up to our elbows in fish guts.’
‘Well, you certainly know how to sweeten a deal, Emily,’ chuckled Father Matthew. ‘How can they resist?’
‘We can’t, obviously,’ added Fran, giving the woman a smile to reassure her she knew her offer was sincere.
‘Well the offer’s there,’ Emily finally said to no-one in particular, while she and Graham, with Rod hobbling painfully between them, made their way to the only turning off of the island’s main road.
Stopping at a severely weathered signpost which only just about had the peeling letters spelling out ‘Harbour Walk’ painted on it, Emily paused to wave back at them.
‘The cottage with the blue door,’ she called cheerfully back to them. ‘Don’t forget.’
‘Just get that Godless husband of yours to his bed, Emily Adams,’ Father Matthew barked back, before bursting into a deep booming laughter.
Startled by the sudden noise, a pair of seagulls that had been resting on one of the struts of the Purity Arch, fled to the air, loudly screeching their protest as they rode the swirling eddies of the light breeze.
‘Now, let’s get the rest of you sorted,’ Father Matthew continued, once Rod, Emily and Graham had finally disappeared from view along Harbour Walk. ‘Something warm in your bellies, some clean clothes and who knows, we might even be able to rustle up some hot water for a bath.’
‘A hot bath!’ said Tom and Jane almost in unison, causing Fran choke back a laugh.
‘What?’ said Tom, shrugging his shoulders innocently at Fran. ‘It’s one thing to have a quick wash in a bowl of cold water, it’s another thing altogether to have a long soak and really get rid of that deep-down grime.’
‘And cleanliness is next to Godliness, young lady,’ added Father Matthew, chuckling to himself as he strode ahead of the group, leaving them a little unsure just how serious he was being.
***
‘God, that feels good,’ sighed Jane, allowing her shoulders to slowly slip further below the water until only her face, the top of her breasts and her hunched up knees were left exposed to the cool air. ‘It reminds me of my honeymoon,’ she continued, her submerged ears causing her to subconsciously raise the volume of her voice. ‘It was a gift from Dave’s parents. I think they felt bad what with my Dad paying for the wedding and all.’
‘How is this like your honeymoon?’ asked Fran, lazily, lifting the hot flannel from her face to look over at Jane in the metal bath next to her.
‘What?’ she replied, knowing Fran had said something from the muffled sounds reaching her ears below the water-line. 
‘I said, how is this like your honeymoon?’ she repeated, raising her own head a fraction higher out of the water.
‘We went to the Dead sea, two weeks, all in,’ Jane replied, huffing at the irony of its name considering the current state of the world. ‘It’s was warm and salty, a bit like this, that’s all.’
‘Oh, I see,’ Fran sighed, allowing the warm flannel to flop back over her face and the rare moment of total relaxation to envelop her.
She had been a little reticent when Father Matthew had first explained to them that any bath water they would be having would simply be heated seawater. Yes, she obviously understood the need to conserve fresh drinking water, which on St Michael’s mount could only be replaced by rain water, but even so she didn’t exactly have fond memories of the cold brown waters that seemed to forever haunt her childhood holidays by the British seaside.
‘We do filter it… kind of,’ Father Matthew had assured her, rather unsuccessfully, as they had made their way through what passed for the main hub of St Michael’s mount but was in fact just a cobbled lane lined with squat cottages either side. 
‘And just how do you do that?’ Fran had asked him, unsure she really wanted to hear the reply, for whatever answer Father Matthew gave her she knew it would somehow make the upcoming bath a little less relaxing. 
‘It gets passed through two boiled bed sheets to catch any obvious debris and then of course boiling it kills of any of the smaller nasties that we can’t see,’ He had told her as the group made their way along a tree-lined path where the cobbles gave way to large uneven slabs of lichen and moss covered rock.
‘Almost there,’ Father Matthew assured them, shooing six hens that had been happily scratching through the dirt, out of their way so they could pass. ‘They’re a lot more intelligent than you think,’ he had continued, noticing the way Jane had looked at the scrawny birds. ‘We let them roam free during the day and then when evening comes, we just ring a bell and they all come trotting back to the coop, happy as Larry.’
When Peter had then asked who Larry was, Fran had been forced to hide her smile so not to upset the young man; Father Matthew on the other hand held no compunction to restrain himself and once again his booming laughter echoed around them, startling any wildlife within earshot. Yet there seemed to be no malice in Father Matthew’s amusement, and even as he ruffled Peter’s hair, making the young man smile and somehow making him feel included in the joke, Fran found it hard to marry the man she saw before her with the image Rod had painted of him.
As her conflicting thoughts and perceptions of Father Matthew began to run through her head again, Fran slowly wrung the threadbare wet flannel between her fingers, letting the warm water splash over her chest and run down her wrists. She was just about to shift her position in the bath, raising her shoulders above the water level so her knees could benefit from a fresh rush of warm water over them again, when there was a knock at the door. Instantly, Fran regretted leaving her knife with the pile of clothes that she had unceremoniously dumped on the floor. She had stupidly even made sure to place them well out of the splash range of the two bathtubs, only now realising she had also put them well beyond arm’s reach too.
‘Crap,’ she mumbled under her breath, cursing her own stupidity as she looked from the knife handle back to Jane.
‘Yes… who is it?’ she cautiously called out, slowly rising herself from the water to place a foot down onto the cold stone floor. 
‘Fran?’ hissed Jane, unsure why the young woman was acting like this.
What Jane didn’t know was that the last place Fran had thought to be a safe haven had turned out to be little more than a prison; a prison of sick, dark and perverted secrets from which she had barely escaped with her life. Since then she had promised herself never to let her guard down again, not even when everything around her told her she was safe.
‘Hello,’ came a woman’s muffled voice from the other side of the thick door. ‘Father Matthew asked me to bring you some clean clothes… may… may I come in?’
Deftly stooping down to grab the towel she had left at the base of the metal bath tub, Fran quickly tossed it to Jane and then silently tip-toed over to her pile of clothes. Ignoring the chill against her naked body as the cooling water ran down her legs and torso, she soon felt the reassuring roughness of the knife’s handle against her fingers and as she pulled it from the pile of clothes, Fran moved to stand in the space behind the door.
‘What the hell are you doing?’ Jane urgently mouthed, as she wrapped the towel about herself, terrified Fran was about to attack whoever came through the door.
‘Hello?’ the unseen woman repeated. ‘Hello, can you hear me? I’ve… I’ve got some clean clothes for you.’
With her finger help against her lips warning Jane to be quiet, Fran reached across to release the bolt locking the door.
‘It’s open, you can come in now,’ called Fran, stepping back into position behind the door.
Keeping a close eye on Jane’s reaction to whoever was about to come through the door, Fran did her best to ignore the fact she was dripping wet, completely naked and could possibly be about to fight for her life. It was hardly the most empowering of situations, but after what she had been through, anything was better than being caught unawares again.
‘It’s nothing fancy I’m afraid,’ said the unknown women, pushing open the door, ‘pretty much your standard GAP men’s shirts and jeans.’ ‘Oh, I thought…’ she continued, suddenly realising one of the metal tubs was empty.
From the exasperated and quite obvious ‘I told you so’ look on Jane’s face, Fran realised the woman clearly posed no threat to them.
‘Better safe than sorry,’ she mumbled, stepping out from behind the door, making the young woman jump.
‘Oh, there you are,’ said the young woman, clutching the pile of clothes to her chest. ‘You gave me a start. Do you often go round hiding behind doors jumping out at people?  
Realising her moment of relaxation had slipped through her slowly pruning fingers, Fran grabbed the other towel and wrapped it tightly about herself, all the while awkwardly holding the hunting knife in her hand.
‘Sorry,’ Fran replied, using the back of the hand holding the knife to push her damp hair back from her forehead, ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’
Noticing the way the young woman’s eyes followed the blade as her hand moved, Fran consciously lowered it to her side.
‘Can’t be too careful these days,’ said Fran, giving a reassuring smile as she paused for the unknown woman to offer up her name.
‘Ryanne,’ the woman eventually replied, placing the pile of clothes down on a rickety looking wooden stool, ‘Ryanne Teel.’
‘Fran, Jane,’ said Fran, nodding over to Jane who had also reluctantly surrendered the comfort of her own bath.
‘Pleased to meet you, Ryanne,’ smiled Jane, extending her hand to hopefully make a better first impression than Fran had.
After all, Jane knew that with limited people on the island she could hardly afford to alienate anyone, not if this was to be their permanent home. She had already made up her mind that she and Riley would be staying no matter what. She just hoped that when the time came Dave would find the inner strength to stand up to Max and tell him that they were all staying without him. If not, then she knew there would be a terrible decision to be made, a decision that would devastate Dave no matter what he chose. To stay on the island with son and wife, or to leave them behind and go with his brother, either way Dave would lose someone he loved; she just prayed with all her heart it was Max. 
‘So have you been off the mainland long?’ asked Jane, as Ryanne’s delicate hand slipped from hers.
‘Oh, I’ve been here since the Fall,’ Ryanne replied, her fingers entwining the small silver crucifix hanging on a chain about her neck. 
Now that she had a proper chance to get a good look at Ryanne, Fran realised the woman wasn’t in fact as young as she had first thought. Discretely looking her up and down while her attention was on Jane, Fran could now see the subtle aging hidden in the woman’s face and the first emergence of grey hairs amid the dull and lank mousey brown hair. Whilst she had initially thought her to be in her early twenties, Fran could now see she was, at best, in her late thirties. There was also something about Ryanne that screamed ‘victim’ to Fran and it somehow made her feel uncomfortable. Whether it was her posture, her demeanour or even the very tone of her voice, Fran couldn’t pin it down but she knew if she had to spend any serious amount of time with this woman she might end up trying to shake some backbone into her.      
‘And with God’s grace,’ Ryanne continued, ‘and Father Matthew’s guidance I’ll never have to be among the Corrupt again.’
‘Wouldn’t count on it,’ Fran inadvertently chuckled, shaking her head as she reached for a man’s vest from the pile of clothes, ‘death is always…’
‘Father Matthew has been chosen!’ Ryanne suddenly snapped, cutting Fran’s words short, ‘Just as God gave each of us safe passage among the Corrupt, Father Matthew is His vessel to do His bidding…  He will keep us safe.’
‘Sorry, I…’ Fran began to say, wondering if she should re-evaluate her impression of Ryanne or if the fact that the woman had allowed herself to be brainwashed into believing that Father Matthew was indeed a source of Divine proclamations was just another symptom of her weak nature.  
‘No, no, I’m sorry,’ Ryanne rushed to interrupt, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment, ‘I shouldn’t have spoken like that… you are new here, you could not know. I’m…I’m sorry.’
With the vest paused just above her head, Fran’s eyes flicked briefly to Jane, looking for any sign that she too found the woman before them more than a little difficult to read.
‘Look,’ sighed Fran, swiftly slipping the vest over her head and pulling down it over her chest. ‘I think we may have got off on the wrong foot here, shall we start again? Hello, my name’s Fan,’ she continued, formally extending her right hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’
With a nervous laugh escaping her, Ryanne allowed her crucifix to slip from her fingers to take Fran’s offered hand.
‘Pleased to meet you too, Fran,’ said Ryanne, smiling as she limply pumped Fran’s hand up and down.
‘Ah, there you are Ryanne,’ said a pinched faced woman suddenly striding through the door with a basket under one arm, without so much as a polite effort to knock first. ‘What on earth’s been keeping you? Do I really have to do everything myself? Honestly, Ryanne, you’re beyond the pale you really are. I told you to take their washing down to Lucy and here you are chit-chatting like no one else has anything else to do all day.’
‘Sorry, Mrs Weaver,’ said Ryanne, ‘I was just…’
‘Yes, aren’t you always,’ sniffed the woman Ryanne had called Mrs Weaver. ‘Anyway, I’m here now, I might as well do it myself… it’s not that I haven’t got enough to do without having to make up for your dawdling.’
‘Oh, I think that may be our fault,’ interrupted Jane, receiving an incredulous glare for her troubles.
‘And you are?’ asked Mrs Weaver as if she had only just noticed the two half dressed woman in the room.
‘Oh, Mrs Weaver, this is Jane,’ said Ryanne, only just keeping the nervous quiver from her voice, ‘and this is Fran. Fan, Jane, this is Mrs Weaver.’
‘Good morning,’ said Mrs Weaver, with a curt nod, barley sparing the two women a glance. ‘Ryanne!’ she continued, swiftly turning her exasperated raised eyebrows back to her favourite proverbial ‘whipping boy’. ‘The laundry, Ryanne… come along, girl. I haven’t got all day.’
As Fran watched the browbeaten woman scurry about the small bathroom collecting their clothes for washing, she mused on the fact it was odd to hear someone of Ryanne’s age referred to ‘girl’, even from Mrs Weaver who was surely in her late fifties; but if this was the dynamic between the two women that Ryanne was willing to put up with, who was Fran to question it.
Holding out the empty basket for Ryanne to deposit the soiled clothes, Mrs Weaver tilted her head away slightly as if offended by the very presence of the gore splattered garments.
‘We’ll get these back to you later,’ she said, her eyes flitting distastefully over the knife Fran had put down to pick a pair of new jeans. ‘If the weather’s fine, they’ll probably be dry by this evening.’
‘Thank you,’ said Jane, zipping up a pale blue hooded jersey top. ‘A bath and now clean clothes, you really are spoiling us.’
‘It helps with lice infestations,’ Mrs Weaver simply replied, her eyes momentarily but blatantly dropping to the area of Jane’s crotch.
‘I can assure you…’ Jane began to say before Mrs Weaver pointedly spoke over her.
‘Ryanne, be sure to take them down to the refectory,’ she said, ignoring Jane’s flustered protestations, ‘Father Matthew is going to take our new arrivals on a proper tour of the island once they’ve eaten.’
With that, Mrs Weaver turned on her heel and abruptly left the room holding the basket at arm’s length in front of her.
‘What a bitch!’ said Jane, looking over at Fran, her mouth agape.
Seeing the complete look of shock on Jane’s face, Fran couldn’t help but give in to the bubble of laughter about to erupt from her throat.
‘Oh, Jane!’ laughed Fran, throwing her damp towel at the insulted woman. ‘Fuck, if the worst thing that happens to you is that old bag accuses you of having crabs, then you’re onto a winner, believe me!’
‘Oh, you mustn’t hold it against her,’ said Ryanne, nervously looking to the open door in case Mrs Weaver should return. ‘She doesn’t mean it… I mean, it’s just her way… You see, she used to be different before… before her husband… before he.’
Fran knew exactly what Ryanne was trying to say. Mrs Weaver had lost her husband to the Dead and, almost revelling in her loss, she had used it as an excuse to guilt trip, bully and belittle those weaker than herself.
‘Ryanne, that’s no excuse,’ Fran replied, her laughter slowly fading away. ‘We’ve all lost people we love, everyone has. I mean surely you…’
‘Oh, I never married,’ Ryanne quickly interrupted, as if to apologise that her life had not followed this ‘normal’ route, ‘and there was only really my father. He was quite ill… it was near his time anyway, so…’
The way Ryanne inadvertently dropped her eyes as she let the sentence hang unfinished hinted there was more to the loss of her father than she was willing to share but in a world of the Dead Fran knew everybody carried with them their own share of dark secrets, so let the topic drop.
‘These are new!’ she said, noticing that the price tag was still attached as she held the pair of jeans against her legs. ‘I wouldn’t have thought Marazion High Street was large enough to have its own GAP.’
‘Oh, it wasn’t,’ replied Ryanne, offering Fran a shirt to go over the vest she had already claimed. ‘One of the foraging parties found the delivery lorry stalled in a side street just on the outskirts of town. It was probably on its way to Truro and… and well the driver obviously never got there.’
‘Well, Truro’s loss is my gain,’ said Fran, smiling as she snapped free the plastic tag holding the label in place. 
With a pleasure verging almost on the sexual, Fran slipped her legs into the ‘virgin’ pair of jeans and pulled them up over her slim hips. To feel the clean, as in truly clean, fabric against her freshly washed skin was an experience she thought she had consigned to her past.
So as she ran her fingers along taught denim covering her thighs she couldn’t help the small gleeful smile spreading across her mouth.
‘Sorry,’ smiled Fran, noticing the look on Ryanne’s face, ‘it’s been a while since I’ve had clothes on that were more than just rags held together by dried on blood and gore.’
‘Is… is it very bad?’ asked Ryanne out of the blue, ignoring Fran’s explanation. ‘I mean on the mainland… with the Corrupt. Is it as bad as Father Matthew and the others tell us?’
Suddenly Fran’s fingers lost interest in the smooth clean denim enveloping her legs and as her hands fell limply to her sides she realised no matter how bad it was on the mainland or how good it was here, she would be back among the Dead again all too soon. 
‘Yes,’ Jane simply answered in Fran’s stead. ‘It’s hell… and just thank God that you’re not there.’
‘I do,’ Ryanne replied, the two words almost a whisper as her hand instinctively reached up to once again caress the crucifix about her neck.
For a few seconds each of the women stood in silence, letting their own thoughts consume them. For Ryanne she sent a silent prayer of thanks to a God that had spared her. For Jane it was relief tinged with the worry that Dave would chose his brother and abandon her. While for Fran it was the hope that she could find the inner strength to return to a life built of fear and death. But there was also something else flitting amongst the hidden shadows of Fran’s mind, something that both scared and entranced her. Something that to simply acknowledge its presence would be to open a floodgate of feeling, a flood she doubted she could cope with just yet. And even though she turned away from them, she somehow knew when these waters at last rushed over her only one word would be whispered by the flowing tides, only one name would calm the eddies that churned about her and that name was Kais. 
‘Did someone say something about some breakfast?’ Fran eventually said with a forced chuckle, shaking herself from her own unsettling thoughts.
***
With their newly scrubbed bodies and a set of fresh clean clothes, Jane and Fran could almost pretend that the horrors of the last five years had been nothing but some terrible nightmare. Unfortunately this welcome daydream was somewhat let down for them both by the scuffed boots they each wore; still baring the filth and splatter marks of their time among the Dead, they were, like weary battle scars, an inescapable reminder of the terrifying reality they had been forced to endure.
Following Ryanne along the seemingly countless landings, staircases and cold, portrait-lined, draughty corridors, the two women were forced to listen to her gushing praise for the apparently Holy Father Matthew. Fran had seen this type of behaviour before; men and women, saved from a horrendous fate, would not so much place their saviour on a pedestal but lift them up, way past the mere celebrity of Guru or rock star status, but transform the ordinary mortal into almost the Divine. It was a dangerous line to walk for all concerned and even with humanity scattered and stretched to its limits, tales of Death cults and twisted Nero-like leaders were talked of in hushed and fearful whispers. 
‘And here we are,’ Ryanne abruptly announced, pushing open a heavy oak door covered with heraldic carving.
As they passed from the dimly lit and slightly oppressive corridor through to a brightly lit refectory, Fran’s fingers brushed against the deep carving. Glancing down, she noticed the relief image of a fantastical animal rearing up on its hind legs. The creature, that could have either been a lion or some sort of wolf, had seemingly been decapitated by a wide crack in the oak panelling. Warped over time by the humid sea air, the ancient woodgrain had not fared well in a lack of temperature controlled environment over the last five years. It was such a small and inconsequential thing to notice but Fran saw the cracked panelling for what it really was; a warning. It spoke of cold harsh winters and an island at the mercy of icy coastal gales. It warned of high ceilings, stone corridors and chilled walls sapping what little heat the survivors on St Michael’s mount could generate for themselves; and from what Fran had seen on her short trip up to the castle, their small woodland area would only last them another year, two at best if they were careful. It seemed obvious to her that unless a lot more trips to the mainland were planned to forage for much needed coal or wood to burn, these people would likely freeze to death if the winter was really bad. Why they didn’t see it themselves, she couldn’t fathom but it clearly added another ‘con’ to her list of reasons not to stay.
‘Ah, and here are our ladies,’ Father Matthew’s voice boomed across the room as Ryanne led Fran and Jane into the sun dappled refectory.
Unlike much of the castle, the refectory had a light and airy feel to it. With its cream painted walls dotted with what looked to be a rogues gallery of family portraits, its high vaulted ceilings and a row of tall arched windows flooding the hall with bright morning sunlight, Fran could almost feel her previous misgivings being left in the cold corridors behind her.
‘Come, come, there’s plenty to eat,’ Father Matthew continued, stepping away from the long wooden table to lead the two women to their seats.
As the tall imposing man walked towards them with a broad smile on his face, Fran could see Ryanne’s delicate hands fluttering nervously by her sides while her little ribcage rapidly rose and fell in excitement as if she were about to have an audience with the most A-list of celebrities. Fran couldn’t help but smile at the woman’s star-struck reaction and as her lips rose into a grin she happened to glance at the other seated figures behind Father Matthew’s advancing form. Almost instinctively her inquisitive eyes danced from one freshly washed and shaved face to the next, only coming to rest when she finally came to Kai. With a cup of something now frozen midway in its journey to his mouth, Kai met her gaze open mouthed and a look of mild shock on his face. Suddenly the smile on Fran’s face felt silly and somehow awkward to her, but no sooner had she started to change her expression than Kai’s own face blossomed into a smile that not only mirrored but outshone her own.
‘Thank you, Ryanne,’ said Father Matthew, breaking Fran from Kai’s hypnotic stare and causing Ryanne to suddenly gush through a torrent of worshipful ‘you’re welcome, Father Matthew ’ and ‘my pleasure, Father Matthew’s. ‘Now, I’m sure I’ve taken you out of your routine enough for one day,’ he continued, taking Ryanne by the elbow to gently turn her around, ‘I’m sure you must have lots to catch up on.’
‘Oh… oh, yes, Father Matthew,’ Ryanne replied, only just managing to keep the disappointment that she was being so briskly dismissed from her voice. ‘I… I’m sure Mrs Weaver will be needing me.’
‘Yes, I’m sure Odelia Weaver will certainly find something for you to do,’ said Father Matthew, pausing in his ushering of Ryanne from the refectory. ‘Just make sure not to let her take advantage of you… she’s not your boss anymore, Ryanne.’
‘Oh, no she doesn’t, Father Matthew. I mean, I don’t, I… I mean, yes, Father Matthew,’ flapped Ryanne, suddenly flustered by her ‘saviours’ less than pleasant criticism of the woman who had subtly dominated and manipulated her for years.
‘Well, you just see that she doesn’t,’ Father Matthew continued, giving her shoulder a friendly squeeze.
‘Yes, Father Matthew,’ said Ryanne, nervously smiling once again as she basked in the man’s attention.
‘Now, off you go,’ said Father Matthew, with a gentle smile. ‘Oh, and if you see Brother John could you let him know I’m looking for him.’
‘Of course, Father Matthew,’ replied Ryanne almost glowing with pleasure that the man before her had entrusted her with a task, albeit a very minor one. ‘Brother Mark,’ she continued, nodding a polite acknowledgement to the man sat next to Tom.
For the briefest of moments, Ryanne’s eyes turned to the only other member of the religious order in the room, Brother Christopher.
‘Brother Christopher,’ she said, somewhat a little less cordially.
‘Ryanne,’ Brother Cristopher nodded slowly in reply, a look of strange uncertainty on his face before the woman turned and left the room.
Picking up on Ryanne’s odd tone, Father Mathew’s eyes pointedly followed her as she left the room before returning to a bemused Brother Christopher.
‘Don’t worry about Ryanne,’ he said, trying to reassure Brother Christopher, ‘she always was a little on the brittle side, who knows what’s upset her now.’
‘So you knew her before? Ryanne, I mean?’ asked Fran, allowing herself to be led over to the long refectory table.
Of course there was no need for anyone to clarify ‘before what’, there was only one event in living memory that was any real reference point these days; when the Dead arrived, or as Father Matthew referred to it, ‘the Fall’. 
‘Oh, yes, most of those who managed to get here in those first hours were people who had worked here,’ Father Matthew replied, gallantly pulling away from the table two chairs for Jane and Fran. ‘Odelia and Ryanne had manned the gift shop together here for years… unfortunately Odelia has the habit of forgetting she’s not Ryanne’s boss anymore.’
‘And you, Father Matthew?’ asked Jane, taking the empty seat next to Peter. ‘What did you used to do here?’
‘I was the building manager,’ he replied, waiting for Fran to take her seat, ‘which was just a posh way of saying caretaker if you ask me.’
As she slipped into her seat next to Jane, Fran wondered just what had led Father Matthew from humble caretaker to saviour of his community and more importantly what was it about him that caused even the likes of Mrs Odelia Weaver to accept him in this new role.
‘Well, someone scrubs up well,’ came Tom’s not very quiet whisper from across the table, bringing Fran’s attention swiftly back to those around her.
‘What? Oh, shut up,’ mumbled Fran embarrassingly, uncomfortable with the sudden attention Tom’s comments had thrust upon her.
‘No, no,’ began Father Matthew, placing his hands on the back of Fran’s shoulders in a surprisingly parental gesture. ‘The Lord saw fit to give you that face so there’s no point pretending it’s something it’s not. No, I’m afraid you’ll just have to accept it, Fran, under all that grime and gore you’re quite an attractive woman.’ 
Instinctively and almost against her own control, Fran glanced over to Kai to find his eyes were already locked on hers.  
‘No wonder your young man here is so tongue tied most of the time,’ Father Matthew continued, chuckling as he gave Kai a friendly wink to show he meant no harm.
Despite the less than polite reference to his stammer, Kai found it hard to hold any malice against this cheerful bear of a man who, after giving Fran’s shoulders a friendly shake, walked to the head of the table laughing all the while at his own joke. 
No sooner had Father Matthew lowered himself into his seat than a doorway, smaller and far less ornate than the one they had come through, swung open and two young women entered carrying large trays of scrambled eggs, boiled greens and hot steaming potatoes.
‘Ah, there you are,’ smiled Father Matthew, welcoming the two women, one of which was black while the other was almost ghostly pale in complexion with her thick red hair hanging in a heavy braid down one shoulder, ‘and what miracles have you managed to rustle up for our visitors?’
‘Just eggs and potatoes today, Father, I’m afraid,’ replied the young black woman, as she placed a plate onto the table in front of Peter and Dave.
‘And some boiled cabbage… and seaweed,’ the red haired women added almost apologetically, looking disapprovingly from the bowls of steaming greenery she carried over to Father Matthew.  
‘Hmm… hardly a miraculous surprise, Kasey,’ Father Matthew replied with soft chuckle, as he waved her forward to unload her tray. 
‘I… I like scrambled eggs,’ said Peter, innocently offering his comment aloud to no one in particular.
‘That’s nice,’ smiled the woman, her eyes flitting to meet Dave’s for an unspoken confirmation of her instant assessment of Peter. 
‘But I don’t like boiled eggs,’ Peter continued, reaching for a large spoon to fill his empty plate, ‘they smell funny.’
‘Peter,’ Jane gently scolded, worried the young man would come across as rude or ungrateful.
‘You’re not wrong,’ the young woman replied, placing another two plates down onto the table while giving Peter a quick conspiratorial wink. ‘I don’t like them much either.’
‘Th…Th… Thank you,’ stammered Kai, as the young black woman moved one of the heavy laden plates to within his reach.
For a brief second she looked down at Kai, pausing as she wondered if he too was like the other strange but ultimately innocent young man the table.
‘You’re welcome,’ she finally said, recognising an intelligent awareness dancing in Kai’s dark eyes. ‘I’m Lucy… welcome to St Michael’s mount.’
‘K… Kai,’ he replied, moving to offer her his hand only to realise both her hands were in use carrying the tray. ‘And th… this is Fran,’ he continued, nervously nodding across the table to the beautiful woman whose eyes always seemed to draw him to her like a moth to the flame, ‘and th.. .this is T… Tom.’
‘Now, now, Lucy,’ interrupted Father Matthew, mistakenly attributing Kai’s uneasy introductions to the embarrassment he surely felt stammering in front of new people, ‘there’ll be plenty of time for all that, let’s get our guests fed… they’ll not be going anywhere for a while just yet.’
‘Yes, Father Matthew,’ Lucy replied, nodding a quick hello to Fran and Tom before placing the last of her plates on the table.
‘Oh, by the way, Lucy,’ added Father Matthew, stopping her just as she was about to follow Kasey out of the refectory, ‘how was Scott’s catch this morning?’
‘He had quite a good haul from what I saw, Father,’ she replied, placing the large tray awkwardly under one arm as she held open the door with the other. ‘Beth’s going to help gut and get them in the smoker this morning and then he’s going back out again to Foster’s Rock to collect mussels and check on the lobster pots.’
‘Good, good,’ Father Matthew nodded. ‘We’re certainly blessed to have such a skilled fisherman in that young man of yours and… and I know he was feeling the pressure when we thought we’d lost Rod back there, so you make sure to tell him I appreciate all his hard work… we all do.’
‘Yes, Father Matthew,’ she replied, a polite but all too brief smile hinting that any words of thanks from Father Matthew would hold little comfort for the fisherman.
If he could read the true meaning of Lucy’s smile, Father Matthew showed no sign of it and in fact it seemed to Fran that he returned the young woman’s gesture with nothing but a true and honest smile of his own.
‘Now,’ Father Matthew began, looking at each of the new faces about the table in turn to ensure he had their attention.
Once he had made eye contact with each of them he glanced briefly at Brother Christopher and Mark and as if an unspoken signal passed between them, in unison they bowed their heads in prayer. 
‘Lord, whose love and mercy spared us from the great Corruption,’ said Father Matthew, his palms upraised to the heavens, ‘we give thanks and praise each day in thought, action and in deed and for the given food upon our table, we thank you… What He has granted, only He may take away.’
‘Amen,’ said Brother Christopher and Bother Mark in sombre unison before lifting their heads to look upon their religious mentor with barely concealed adoration in their eyes.
‘Eat, eat,’ urged Father Matthew, smiling when he noticed Jane had purposefully restrained Peter’s hand that held the heaped spoonful of scrambled eggs until ‘grace’ had been said.
Returning his smile of mild amusement, Jane relinquished her hold on Peter’s wrist only for the young man to immediately begin hungrily shovelling the eggs into his mouth as fast as he could manage.
‘You be careful, young man,’ chuckled Father Matthew, watching Peter gorge himself, ‘you’ll make yourself sick or choke, shoving it all in like that.’
‘Hungry,’ Peter only just managed to say around his mouthful of eggs without spraying any on the table in front of him, much to the amusement of Riley.
‘Not with your mouth full, Peter,’ Jane tutted, tapping her fingers against his arm while silencing her son’s laugh with a single disapproving look. 
As Peter began to apologise, Tom briefly watched the continuing exchange before turning to Brother Mark sat next to him.
‘I want to thank you again… you know, for opening the gate last night,’ he began, ‘I know if it had been up to that Brother Gregory bloke, Fran and I’d probably be fish food by now.’
‘I… I couldn’t let you just die,’ Brother Mark replied, his eyes dropping to the plate in front of him with something that Tom could only describe as shame in his eyes. ‘There’s too much death in this world as it is and I… I thought if I... I mean if God could spare just a few more from it…’
‘Well, as I said, I’m very grateful,’ Tom interrupted.
‘I’m just sorry you won’t be staying,’ said Brother Mark, idly pushing some boiled seaweed around his plate.
‘No biggy,’ shrugged Tom, knowing that unlike Max, even if the opportunity had arisen, he would not have chosen to stay after all.
‘We have a list of houses, buildings and nearby farms,’ Brother Mark continued, briefly glancing at Tom. ‘It’s not much but you should be able to find a safe haven in one of them for a while at least... you and Max.’
‘Oh, I think Max and I will be parting company,’ said Tom, glancing across to the man angrily glaring at Father Matthew while filling his belly with the man’s free food.
‘Oh,’ said Brother Mark, turning his attention solemnly back to his meal.  
‘If you don’t mind me asking,’ Tom warily began, knowing many didn’t appreciate you reminding them of a past that had most likely been ripped violently from their grasp, ‘but what did you do before all this?’
‘Policeman,’ the Brother replied in a noticeably lowered volume, at last looking up from his plate while absentmindedly pulling at his thick beard. ‘I was a constable… Marazion had been my beat for ten years… You?’
‘Taxi driver,’ Tom replied. ‘Black cab in London.’
‘Ah,’ said Brother Mark, slowly nodding as he imagined the horrors the man sat next to him must have witnessed in his escape from the capital.
For a moment the two men looked at each other, both of them wondering just what horrific twists of fate had occurred to bring them together at this particular table. 
‘But you don’t represent the law here on St Michael’s mount… not anymore?’ said Tom matter-of-factly, glancing down at his own meal to skewer some potatoes onto his fork before looking back up at the man next to him, his words clearly a statement rather than a question.
‘There is only one law on St Michael’s mount,’ Brother Mark replied, with equal certainty and conviction. ‘God’s and we follow it to the letter.’
Although he deeply doubted the reality of Brother Mark’s statement, Tom purposefully held his tongue and said nothing. He knew that to argue with such intensely held beliefs was ultimately pointless; for never had a believer or non-believer been convinced by each other’s truth, it was simply something grounded within the psyche of the individual and could not be changed by argument.
After a briefly uncomfortable silence between the two men their attention returned to their food to eat in silence. Tom was just popping the last fork full of food into his mouth when he felt Bella brushing heavily against his legs under the table. 
‘Sorry, girl,’ he said, leaning back to look down at the bitch whose eagerly sniffing muzzle had appeared by his lap. ‘I’m all out... I’m done.’
‘Can’t you control that mutt of yours?’ growled Max in Peter’s direction, finishing his question with an unnecessary ‘Fucking retard’ said under his breath.
‘Max,’ said Dave, glancing from his brother to Peter and then to Jane.
‘Oh, Fuck this!’ snapped Max, standing so abruptly that he caused his chair to screech across the floor behind him in the process. ‘I need some air.’
Almost instinctively Tom began to rise from his own seat, concerned the long awaited explosion from Max was about to erupt. As he stood he noticed across the table, Fran was also tensing herself ready for action.
‘Mr Harper,’ said Father Matthew, his tone calm but firm as he too slowly rose from his chair. ‘Do not cause me question the Lord’s judgement in allowing you rest and safe harbour for a few days, I will not…’
‘Fucking crazy, the lot of you!’ shouted Max, interrupting Father Matthew as he threw his arms up in angry desperation before turning to storm out of the refectory.
‘Father Matthew, I’m so…’ Dave began to apologise, anxiously rising from his chair to follow Max.
‘No, no, no,’ said Father Matthew, waving away Dave’s hurried words and halting the man’s departure, ‘you are not your brother’s keeper, Mr Harper… I mean, Dave,’ he continued, correcting himself and using his first name to show he bore him no malice for Max’s actions. ‘Believe me it is not the first time that we have had to deal with those churning with such fierce anger.’
‘And he wasn’t that pleasant to start with,’ mumbled Tom, lowering himself slowly back into his seat but not before he noticed the side of Father Matthew’s mouth twitch in what could only be called a smirk of approval.
‘Brother Christopher, go after him will you,’ instructed Father Matthew, nodding to the door through which Max had stomped.
‘Yes, Father,’ the young Brother replied, immediately jumping to his feet to carry out his mentor’s request.
‘He’ll calm down, Father,’ said Jane, ‘I’m sure he’s just coming to terms with the fact that this is only temporary…. for him, and anyway,’ she continued, idly tinkering with the position of the cutlery on her empty plate, ‘it’s not as if he can go too far.’
‘Your wife is a very pragmatic woman, Dave,’ Father Matthew replied, an intriguing twinkle glinting in his eye as he kept his gaze fixed on Jane.
‘Back out there, you have to be,’ stated Jane, jerking her head to an unseen mainland inhabited by hordes of the Dead, ‘just to stay alive.’
‘Of course,’ said Father Matthew, slowly nodding in agreement. ‘Anyway,’ he suddenly continued, his tone instantly changing as if he had decided the dark horrors of the mainland had no place on St Michael’s mount, not even in their thoughts. ‘How about I give you a proper tour of the island, show you the cottages you’ll be staying in and then leave you to rest up for the remainder of the day… I’m sure you could certainly do with it.’
‘Sounds like a plan,’ said Tom, smiling as he once again rose from his seat, swiftly followed by Fran, Kai and the others while Bella, darting back under the table to Peter, barked with excitement at the sudden commotion.
Hearing that they had finished their meal, the young woman called Kasey appeared back though the doorway and began to clear away the plates.
‘Here, let me help you,’ offered Jane, knowing that if she was staying she would need to build as many alliances as she could, in such a small community they were vital. ‘It’s Kasey isn’t it? I’m Jane, Jane Harper.’
‘Thanks,’ Kasey replied, with a smile handing Jane the tray onto which she began to pile the plates.
As Jane and Kasey started to make small talk, the others began to move away from the table, each politely pushing their chairs back into place; all accept Peter who was suddenly engaged in another playful tug of war with the excitable Alsatian. 
‘C… Careful, P…Peter,’ warned Kai, as Bella unceremoniously bumped into a small antique gaming table upon which sat a chess board, the position of the pieces on the board telling him a game was still half way in play, ‘if you mess up the pieces you’ll ruin someone’s game.’
‘Sorry,’ said Peter sheepishly, making sure to pull Bella as far away from the table with its delicately spindled legs, ‘she didn’t mean to.’
‘Do you play, Kai?’ asked Father Matthew from across the room, noticing him scrutinising the chess board to make sure none of the pieces had been knocked over. ‘Perhaps Brandon or Kevin, will give you a game… that is if you can persuade them to take a break from their long running tournament that is. You’d think they’d get bored with it by now but no, every evening until they can barely see their hands in front of their faces, they’re sat at that table trying to best each other in their mini games of war.’
‘I used to p…play,’ said Kai quietly, almost to himself than in reply to Father Matthew’s enquiry, as he pushed a black rook back into the centre of the square it was sat on.
It was such a simple thing that triggered a torrent of memories in Kai but as his finger moved over the intricately carved piece it instantly took him back to one of the precious stolen moments he had shared with this father and even now the spicy aroma of his father’s aftershave came to him in haunting clarity. It had been during one of the rare summer holidays away from his boarding school and he could clearly see them both sat in his bedroom at the Embassy trying their best to ignore the music and soft rhythmic drumming of the Thai band drifting up from the reception below.
‘Are you sure you want to do that?’ his father had asked, looking up from the chess board between them, his dark sparkling eyes dancing with amusement.
Kai had paused, his fingers still barely touching his knight and looked back at his father, back into the eyes that were so like his own, only different. He had his mother to thank for the touch of European in his features, a touch that added the subtle yet somehow noticeable differences between his father and himself. Yet as Kai stared back into the almost obsidian blackness of his father’s eyes, knowing their colouring was one thing they did share, he tried to determine the honesty of his father’s amused expression. This was a game they had played often and Kai was yet to break the secret of the older man’s ‘tell’. His father would happily try to bluff and double bluff his son into making a wrong move or sacrificing the wrong piece and even though Kai hated to lose this way, he could not deny the simple enjoyment of spending time playing a game of chess with his father.
‘The German ambassador’s giving the usual signals that he’s about to leave, Kiet,’ came the voice of Kai’s mother from the open doorway, ‘and it looks like Mr Wattana is going to try to leave with him. You may want to stall him somehow, you know what a bore he is.’
Hearing his mother’s voice, Kai began to turn to look at her but even as he moved the memory began to dissipate and blur; the room about him losing its clarity, dissolving into mere remembered thought once again.
‘Ah, and here’s the man himself,’ said Father Matthew, his voice shooing away the final wisps of Kai’s memory to ground him in the here and now. ‘Brandon, I think we’ve got you a new opponent to replace that old misery, Kevin Harrison.’
Turning, Kai saw a bespectacled middle-aged man with a receding hairline dressed in jeans and for some reason a thick red jumper with a Christmassy white reindeer on it.
‘Erm, Father…’ the man Kai took to be Brandon began to say before another, older looking man, appeared from behind him.
‘Nice way to talk about people behind their backs,’ interrupted the second man, who was clearly the Kevin Harrison Father Matthew had just referred to, ‘very Christian, I must say.’
‘Oh, Kevin, if only I could get you interested in the words of our Lord,’ Father Matthew laughed, ‘I could meet Him with a smile on my face, knowing my life was a job well done.’
‘Yeah, well don’t hold your breath,’ Kevin grumbled, his words inducing yet another bout of deep laughter from Father Matthew as he stepped round Brandon and into the room. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ continued Kevin, his tone lightening as he extended his hand for Kai to shake. ‘Welcome to the madhouse.’
Kai was just about to take the man’s hand when behind him came the sudden sound of crashing plates.
‘Oh, my God. Oh, my God, I’m so sorry!’ apologised Jane, immediately falling to her knees to retrieve the dropped tray she had been holding. ‘I’m so sorry. Crap, look at all this mess.’
‘Hey, it’s alright,’ said Kasey, smiling reassuringly as she bent down to help collect pieces of the broken crockery, ‘accidents happen. It’s just some old Ikea plates. Believe me, we’ve got plenty.’
‘But I…’ Jane began to say, almost on the point of tears as she glanced over at Father Matthew.
‘I mean it,’ Kasey repeated, her hand reaching across to touch Jane’s, ‘it’s okay, forget about it.’
Looking nervously back at the woman trying to comfort her, Jane forced a small yet brittle smile to her lips just as Dave slowly pulled her to her feet again.
‘Are you okay?’ Fran heard Dave ask his wife in a concerned whisper.
Noticing all eyes in the room were still on her, Jane gave a brisk nod to her husband before forcefully turning up her smile a notch.
‘It’s… it’s just been so long since we’ve managed to sit around a table and eat a proper meal,’ she flustered, focusing her attention on Father Matthew. ‘I… I guess I just didn’t want to spoil it that’s all.’
Father Matthew took in her words, his eyebrows creasing together briefly in concern before speaking. 
‘My dear, plates are plates and broken or not, can always be replaced,’ he said, stepping forward to rest his hand reassuringly upon her shoulder to show his sincerity. ‘Now, how about I give you that tour of your new home?’
‘Yes… yes that would be nice, thank you,’ she replied, his words, as far as Fran could see, doing little to release the visible tension in the woman’s body. 
‘Good,’ said Father Matthew, offering up a friendly smile before turning to lead the group from the refectory.
‘Riley, stay close,’ Fran heard Jane say to her son as they left the room, ‘I don’t want you wandering off and getting lost.’ 
For a moment Dave turned his head back, nodding a belated and slightly embarrassed ‘hello’ to Kevin and Brandon, before, with look of mild confusion settling on his face, he followed close on the heels of his departing wife and son.
‘Someone’s a bit on edge,’ mused Tom, falling into line by Fran’s side just as Peter raced gleefully past chasing Bella; only just skirting round a surly looking Max in the doorway at the last moment.
‘Hmm,’ replied Fran, as she too nodded and smiled a brief ‘hello’ to the two older men by the door, ‘I think she may be worried Dave will choose to go with Max,’ she finally continued, her fingers brushing against the intricately carved door once again. ‘It’s probably just that.’
‘Yeah,’ said Tom, holding open the heavy door for Kai to pass by, ‘I guess so.’
***
As Father Matthew led the group down one richly panelled corridor after another, their walls still festooned with a variety of portraits, scenic photographs and the brick-a-brack from days gone by, Tom found himself slowly lagging behind, consumed by his own thoughts. He barely even registered the sun drenched library, many of its shelves emptied of their leather bound tomes and replaced with row upon row of potted plants and seedlings. He hardly took notice as they walked along an intricately carved gallery, the large map room below now a highly organised store, bathed in the jewel coloured light blazing from a vast stained glass window. For with each step the words of his jovial guide seemed to fade to little more than a muffled drone, while other, less corporal voices rose slowly to be heard.
‘Where are they, Tom?’ his wife asked.
‘Yes, Daddy, where are the bad people?’ his youngest daughter added, her confused disappointment clearly evident in her whispered voice.
‘You promised,’ his wife continued, her words taking on a colder, harder tone. ‘You promised they’d suffer. You promised to cut them… to cut them all.’
‘Yes, cut them, Daddy,’ his elder daughter chimed in, joining the calls of her sister.
‘Later, girls,’ Tom hissed, knowing his family would have to go wanting until he returned to the mainland. ‘I can’t… there’s none for Daddy to hurt here.’
‘Cut them,’ snapped his wife angrily, ‘cut them to shreds!’
‘I…’ Tom started to reply.
‘Tear them apart, like I watched them rip into our girls,’ his wife continued, her words like shards of glass in his heart. ‘Kill them… you promised us… kill them, kill them all.’
‘I can’t kill them!’ Tom suddenly shouted, snapping himself from his walking nightmare to find himself separated from the rest of the group.          
‘I beg your pardon?’ came the cold and unexpected voice of Brother Gregory from behind him.
‘Shit!’ Tom instantly thought to himself, as he turned to meet Brother Gregory’s accusatory expression.
‘I…,’ Tom began to say, inadvertently stepping forward.
‘Stay where you are!’ cried Brother Gregory, his hands impotently shooting out as if to ward off an attack.
‘No, I was just,’ Tom tried to continue, before instinctively knowing the truth of his explanation would likely be as unwelcome to the Brother as the perceived threat. ‘Well, I...’
‘I heard you,’ Brother Gregory hissed, taking a step back, hate blooming in his eyes. ‘I heard what you said. You mean to murder us in our beds. You want to bring the Corruption upon us. You want to kill us. We give you sanctuary and you…’
‘Oh for fuck’s sake, man, will you just shut up and listen!’ Tom snapped, realising the short man, so keen to see the worst in people, was about to bolt.
‘How dare you!’ barked Brother Gregory, his face promptly flushing with anger as, unused to be being talked to in such a manner, he allowed his outrage to overwhelm his instinct for self-preservation.
‘Look, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ hurried Tom, holding out his empty hands to show he was no threat, ‘but you’ve got the wrong end of the stick here, believe me. Please, let me explain.’
Seeing Brother Gregory’s fury only just subsiding to a mere bubbling anger, Tom continued. ‘I… I’m not like you, I can’t just draw a line in the sand and forget... some of us carry our demons with us and I- ’
No sooner had the words passed his lips than Tom cursed himself for his stupidity in using that particular turn of phrase. Immediately Brother Gregory’s eyes narrowed in calculating mistrust, his hand slowly reaching for the crucifix hanging about his neck.
‘Look,’ said Tom, quickly realising that trying to persuade this man with words was pointless, ‘there’s just you and me in this corridor. Do you really think that if I wanted to kill you we’d still be having this conversation?’
To prove his point his hands swiftly reached back over his shoulders and with the singing of metal brushing across metal, the twin curved blades of his sickles appeared in front of him.
‘See,’ Tom continued, making a show of slowing replacing the blades, ‘no one’s killing anyone, okay?’
Brother Gregory’s eyes flicked from the blades, now back in place, to look the man he had taken an instant dislike to in the eye. He couldn’t put his finger on the exact reason why he had chosen to hate this particular man on sight, but he had. Perhaps he simply reminded him of someone else or maybe it was the man’s confidence or even that because of him Brother Mark had dared question and ultimately defy his command; but whatever the reason the man got under Gregory’s skin and because of it his very presence irked him. As far as Gregory was concerned, the sooner he was gone from the island the better.
‘Follow me,’ Brother Gregory at last growled, abruptly turning to walk down the corridor safe in the knowledge that Tom would follow.
Trundling behind like some errant school boy, Tom had little difficulty keeping pace with the short legged man striding purposefully ahead of him. In fact he knew it would only take two quickened steps for him to completely close the gap between them and be literally breathing down Brother Gregory’s neck. In the short time he had spent in Brother Gregory’s presence it had become blatantly clear to Tom that this was a man who not only enjoyed the chain of command that had developed on St Michael’s mount but more importantly his high position within it. So although he smiled to himself at the conjured image that would have been Brother’s inevitably startled expression, Tom managed to show restraint and kept an appropriately subservient pace behind.
‘This way,’ Brother Gregory suddenly barked, turning to unlock a heavily studded outer door.
Looking through a small leaded panel set in the door, Tom could see the vegetable garden beyond, crammed almost to the point of overflowing, was bathed in a strange muted light. It wasn’t until Brother Gregory pushed open the solid door and Tom was hit by a wall of heated air smelling of soil and a multitude of growing things that he realised the area was actually some type of greenhouse.
‘Well, come on then,’ said Brother Gregory, looking back at Tom in exasperation, ‘I haven’t got all day.’
Stepping through the door onto a narrow gravelled pathway, Tom tilted his head to look up at the mostly clear ceiling above him. Whatever he was looking at would certainly never have won any design awards that was for sure, but the sheets of thick industrial polythene stretched over a wooden framework making an enclosure about half the size of a tennis court, certainly did the trick when it came to keeping the heat in.
‘Christ!’ Tom mumbled to himself, taking a deep breath of the uncomfortably warm air as sweat began to bead on his forehead.
‘And close that door behind you,’ continued Brother Gregory, the gravel crunching rhythmically beneath his boots as he began to walk off again, simply expecting Tom to blindly follow him.
‘You’ve got yourself your own Garden of Eden here,’ said Tom, marvelling at the luscious tomato and cucumber plants towering either side of the pathway.
For a moment the crunching of gravel underfoot stopped and Brother Gregory turned to look at Tom over his shoulder. 
‘Yes… yes, we have,’ said Brother Gregory apprehensively, unsure whether the Tom was mocking him or not. ‘We…’
Whatever more he was about to say was suddenly cut short by the sound of a woman’s angry voice coming from somewhere deeper within the makeshift greenhouse.
‘I said no, now let go!’ the woman spat. ‘Get the fuck off me!’
After glancing briefly at Brother Gregory, his face frozen mid-word, Tom quickly realised he could expect no help from this man and after a disapproving shake of his head, strode ahead to locate the source of the agitated woman.
‘Come on, Lucy, I thought we were friends,’ Tom heard a man’s voice say as he darted along the twisting gravel path, each of his words dripping with sickening intent. ‘You want to be… friends, don’t you?’
‘Go fuck yourself!’ the woman snapped angrily in response, her words abruptly followed by a slapping sound and a choked back whimper.
Suddenly the tall plants either side seemed to part, the narrow pathway abruptly opening up to reveal two young men stood either side of the black woman Tom had seen earlier in the refectory; a solid looking potting table at her back preventing her escape through the open double doorway to her left. From their blood red tunics Tom instantly knew these men both belonged to Father Matthew’s order and from the way one of them had his fists entwined roughly in her hair, pulling her head back, it was clear just what they had in mind. As his boots skidded to a halt on the loose gravel, each of them turned to look at him and as expected, of the three sets of eyes now looking at him only one pair held any relief for his sudden appearance, Lucy’s.
‘I think it’s time you let the young lady go,’ said Tom, looking at each of the men in turn, his challenging glare at last coming to rest where one of them had a fierce grip on Lucy’s arm.
‘Butt out, old man, this is nothing to do with you,’ growled the slightly older looking of the two men, his voice instantly recognisable to Tom as the unseen Brother that Rod had accused the previous evening of abandoning him on the mainland to die. 
‘Really?’ said Tom, the look of untouchable smugness on the other young man’s face making his hands itch to feel the comforting weight of his blades in them.
‘Yeah, really,’ the man repeated, his tone almost daring Tom to challenge him as he roughly pulled Lucy’s face closer to his own. ‘You see, Lucy here and I are old friends… isn’t that right Lucy?
‘I…’ Lucy started to say, before the man Tom now remembered Rod calling Brother Alex, spoke over her.
‘And as you won’t be staying more than a few days,’ he continued, his calculating glare moving from Tom to look Lucy in the eye, ‘I’d suggest you mind your own business and don’t rock the boat… wouldn’t you agree Lucy?’
As much as she wanted to spit in his face and tell Brother Alex just what he could do with his boat, Lucy knew he had a point. This man, this ‘Tom’, his name suddenly coming to mind, may be here to put a stop to Alex and Brother John’s games for now but what about next week or next month? And with Scott out fishing at all hours trying to catch enough food to keep them all fed the inevitable was bound to happen sooner or later; Brother Alex and John would have their way in the end, they always did.
‘And we know what happens to people who rock the boat… don’t we, Lucy?’ whispered Brother Alex, his hot breath against her neck sending a shiver of disgust through her.
‘I’m… I’m Okay,’ she coldly continued, the image of other faces contorted in pain as flames began to build about them finally making her mind up.
Tom looked at the young woman’s cold reserve and just as he knew she was trapped, he knew she knew it too; trapped on this island, trapped with these men and trapped on an almost inescapable path that led to abuse and violence. He may not be able to save her from her fate but he be damned if he wasn’t going to at least postpone it, no matter what she said.
‘Yeah, well perhaps I’m not,’ said Tom, walking forward to confront the two young men.
‘Please, I,’ Lucy tried to protest.
‘I said the young lady wants to go,’ Tom repeated, holding Brother Alex’s defiant stare.
‘And I said…’ Brother Alex began to reply just before Tom’s fist unexpectedly shot out, striking him in the stomach.
‘And I said, let her go, you piece of shit!’ spat Tom, grabbing Brother Alex by the hair as his partner in crime, Brother John, looked on completely stunned by what had just happened.
‘Just what is going on here!’ boomed the outraged voice of Father Matthew from the open doorway to their left. 
Keeping a firm grip on Brother Alex’s hair, Tom tilted the young man’s head to look up at his mentor looming in the doorway with Brother Gregory and the rest of the new arrivals standing just behind him.
‘I think Father Matthew asked you a question,’ he said, giving the man’s hair an unnecessary but somewhat justifiable and satisfying tug.
‘What the fuck!’ gasped Brother John, instantly releasing his hold on Lucy’s arm to step away from her.
‘Well?’ repeated Tom, shaking Brother Alex’s head by his hair.
‘Argh!’ Brother Alex grunted, as Tom’s fingers tightened just that bit more about his hair.
‘Tom,’ warned Fran, unsure just how Father Matthew was going to react to seeing one of his acolytes being manhandled in such a way.  
‘Tom, if you wouldn’t mind,’ Father Matthew continued, nodding to the fistful of the young Brother’s hair he had clenched in his hand. 
‘Your house, your rules, Father,’ replied Tom, instantly releasing his hold on Brother Alex who then dropped to his knees, holding his stomach. 
Father Matthew glanced at the ashen face of Brother John, the young man’s mouth slightly agape as he shook his head as if already denying the accusation and then moved on to Lucy or rather to the blossoming red patch on her wrist where she had been restrained.
‘Lucy, I…’ he started to say, visibly searching for the appropriate words to make this right. 
‘No, Father Matthew,’ she interrupted, knowing whatever Father Matthew said she would still have to deal with the fallout somewhere down the line, ‘nothing happened… not really.’
‘Lucy,’ sighed Father Matthew.
‘Nothing happened,’ she repeated, at last pushing herself away from the potting table, her head held high in defiance. ‘Now… if you’ll excuse me, I… I have work to get on with.’
‘Lucy, please wait,’ Father Matthew called after the young woman as she pushed her way past him, purposefully avoiding meeting his eye. ‘Lucy, please.’
But as she hurried out of the greenhouse and along one of the twisting island paths, the calls of Father Matthew fading behind her, Lucy knew she had made the right decision. For as much as she hated Brother Alex and his young cohort, putting up with their unwanted attention was a small price to pay for a life away from the horrors of the mainland; of course the only problem she had now was how she was going to explain the bruise on her arm to Scot.
Back in the greenhouse, Father Matthew seethed with anger as he watched Brother Alex using the side of the potting bench to pull himself back up from his knees.
‘Well?’ said Father Matthew through his gritted teeth.
‘It’s like she said, Father, nothing happened,’ the Brother replied. ‘We were…’
Whatever the rest of Brother Alex’s excuse was it was abruptly cut short by the crack of Father Matthew’s fist back-handing him across the face; the force of the blow knocking him crashing backwards into some tall runner bean plants.
‘And this is how you repay the Lord for your salvation!’ he spat, looming over the crumpled young man now nursing a bloody split lip amid a jumble of crushed plants and broken bean poles.
‘Father Matthew, please… forgive me,’ Brother Alex managed to say, his bloody saliva splattering the leaves about him. ‘We were weak, we… we fell to temptation. Brother John and I, we…’
Looking over to his partner in crime for confirmation and support, Brother Alex was visible shocked to find that the younger man had suddenly disappeared.
‘I…’ Brother Alex continued, aghast that he had been left to feel the brunt of Father Matthew’s immediate rage.
‘Don’t you worry about Brother John,’ barked Father Matthew, grabbing a hand-full of Brother Alex’s tunic to pull him roughly to his feet, ‘I’ll be having words with him soon enough.’
With a thrust, that almost sent Brother Alex sprawling again, Father Matthew let go of him and reached forward to pull free a length of one of the broken bean poles.
‘You have allowed your lust and sin to taint the purity of God’s blessed vessel,’ growled Father Matthew, his fist tightening about the bamboo pole in his hand, ‘and that sin must be excised to make you worthy once more.’ 
Brother Alex, looking at his feet,  slowly wiped a dribble of blood from his chin.
‘Now, get to the Chapel,’ Father Matthew continued, the flick of the broken pole in his hand dismissing the young man. ‘I’ll be along shortly.’
‘Yes, Father Matthew,’ mumbled Brother Alex, turning to leave, his head held low in apparent shame and remorse.
Yet as he stepped past Father Matthew he caught Tom with a sideways glance and in that instant Tom knew whatever this young man was, it certainly wasn’t remorseful. Pure hatred and an intense loathing boiled within the young man’s glare; a glare that spoke of a spiteful and malicious revenge yet to come.
‘Looks like I’m off someone’s Christmas card list,’ Tom thought to himself, as Brother Alex finally disappeared from sight down one of the twisting paths. 
‘Please,’ said Father Matthew, turning to address the group, ‘please do not judge us by this one act… this… this is not who we are.’
‘Yeah, we’ve heard all about who you are,’ thought Fran, glancing at Tom who was obviously thinking the same.
‘Those who have taken the robes of the Red Brotherhood,’ Father Matthew continued, his free hand fiercely clutching the cross about his neck while the other noticeably still held onto the broken cane, ‘have truly offered their lives in service to God and his children but... but they are still only men. Men cursed with weakness, stupidity and lack of judgement.’
Looking from one face to the next, he wondered if these people could accept his words as the truth and hoped they wouldn’t now only see those who wore the red robes as bullies and abusers, hiding behind a vale of piety.
‘Anyway,’ Father Matthew sighed, realising only time could convince those that stayed that what they had witnessed was only a temporary slip in devotion and nothing more. ‘I’m afraid I shall have to cut short our little tour of the island and leave you in Brother Gregory’s capable hands.  As you have seen, Brother Alex is in need of my… administration.’
‘And just what would you like me to show them?’ asked Brother Gregory, sounding a little put out to have the task of tour guide for the group so unceremoniously dumped upon him.
‘I think the rest of the gardens and… and then down Harbour’s Walk,’ advised Father Matthew.
‘And then what?’ said Brother Gregory, knowing at best this tour would use up only half an hour of what remained of the day ahead.
‘Well, I’m sure our guests would appreciate a day of rest, free of fear and death, don’t you?’ he replied, recognising that for the group of new arrivals this day may very well be the first they experience in the last five years where they were truly safe from the Corrupt.
‘Ladies, gentlemen, tomorrow we will find jobs for you do but until then, please, feel free to spend the rest of the day as you wish,’ Father Matthew continued, turning his attention back to the group. 
‘And Bella,’ cried Peter, playfully, ‘don’t forget Bella too.’
‘Yes, Peter,’ smiled Father Matthew, ‘I won’t forget Bella.’
For a moment the sincerely warm smile on Father Matthew’s face washed away the worry that Brother Alex and John’s actions had brought to those of St Michael’s mount but even as he fought to hold onto the comforting sight of Peter boisterously hugging Bella, his gaze drifted to the broken cane in his hand, causing his smile to slowly slip away. 
‘You… you must excuse me,’ he mumbled, his words almost inaudible as he fought to tear his eyes away from the length of cane in his hand.
‘Of course, F…’ Dave began to say but no sooner had he started to speak than Father Matthew had turned his back on the group and already began to walk away from then, the tightly held cane in his fist shaking by his side.
***
‘Why does trouble follow you around like a bad smell?’ Fran whispered slyly to Tom, as they trailed with Kai a few paces behind the group being led along a steep hillside garden.
‘Hey, I thought I was very restrained,’ he replied from the corner of his mouth, only while half listening to Brother Gregory droning on about the productivity of this particular sun dappled slope, ‘I let the little shit go when Father Matthew asked, didn’t I?’
‘Hmm, very diplomatic of you,’ chuckled Fran, plucking at the tips of thyme bush that she had been forced to step into to escape the innocent yet tantalisingly exciting touches from Kai as they walked side by side.
‘Yeah, well, I’ve met types like those two before,’ Tom continued, glancing to his side looking briefly from Fran to Kai. ‘They’re just a pair of thugs, plain and simple… and somehow they’ve managed to pull the wool over Father Matthew’s eyes and set themselves up in a position of power.’  
‘And I suppose that in a place like this once you’ve got that power who’s going to dare to question it?’ added Fran, her brow creasing as she idly rubbed the end of the sprig between her fingers, releasing its sharp heady fragrance.
‘Exactly,’ Tom sighed, watching Brother Gregory approach an older man working with two women, one in her sixties and the other the young redhead that had served them food earlier. ‘Oh, I’m sure there are people here who believe in this Father Matthew and his acolytes,’ he continued, glancing away from Brother Gregory who had started to introduce the older man to Jane, Dave, Riley, a smiling Peter showing off Bella and a sullen looking Max, ‘but for the others…’
‘They’re t…trapped,’ suggested Kai.
‘Trapped in a nightmare of their own making,’ added Fran, just as they closed the gap on the rest of the group and found themselves also being introduced.
‘Ah, this is Fran and Kai,’ Brother Gregory was saying sounding quite disinterested in the whole situation, ‘they may be staying with us…  and the other gentleman, who seems to be making a habit of falling behind, is Tom.’
‘Alright,’ said the old man, extending towards Tom a solid looking hand, weathered from years of hard work, ‘I’m Roy, Roy Willis.’
‘Roy.’ nodded Tom, taking the man’s hand to give it a brief but firm shake.
‘And this is Beth Keys,’ continued Brother Gregory, idly wafting a hand in the older woman’s direction, ‘and I believe you met Kasey earlier.’
‘Yes, yes we did,’ said Fran, smiling from the older woman to her younger counterpart. ‘Hello again.’
‘Surely you and your young man can’t be thinking of going back out there,’ asked Beth, a soft but noticeable Irish lilt running through her worried voice as she pulled off, one by one, a pair of thick gardening gloves.
‘Well…’ Fran began to reply, her cheeks flushing slightly that this woman, a complete stranger, had noticed within seconds her attraction to Kai that she herself had tried to hide and deny.
‘No, no, that just won’t do,’ Beth continued, stepping forward to take Fran’s hands in her own. ‘The Lord has seen fit to bring you to our door… and to Father Matthew. He has watched over you and guided you among the damned, sparing you from the Corruption. You cannot throw this back in His face and reject salvation when it is offered… It is His will that you live, both of you.’
‘I…’ Fran started to say, struggling for the right words so not to offend Beth’s conviction.
‘Now, now, leave the poor girl alone, woman,’ said Roy, a chuckle softening his words as he reached over to gently separate the two women. ‘That’s a conversation she needs to be having with Kai here, not you.’
Yet even though Roy smiled at Beth while he eased Fran’s hands from her grasp, as he met Fran’s eye she instantly knew he would offer quite different advice to her about staying. 
‘And have the cliffs been checked thoroughly this morning?’ asked Brother Gregory, idly pulling off a bright green pea pod from the plant by his side.
‘Why, of course!’ Roy snapped back, breaking eye contact with Fran to glare at the Brother.
‘Oh, now don’t give me that look,’ sighed Brother Gregory, popping open the pod with his thumb to reveal half a dozen fat peas. ‘I can remember on more than one occasion where one of the Corrupt has somehow managed to claw its way half way up before anyone has noticed and then of course there was our dear Kasey here.’
‘What? You fell down the cliffs?’ asked Jane, surprised the fall hadn’t crippled the young woman.
‘Oh, good heavens, no,’ said Brother Gregory answering in Kasey’s stead before the young woman had even managed to draw breath to reply, ‘she’d tried to cross the causeway at high tide and got caught by the currents. Got quite a battering against the rocks, didn’t you Kasey… You really were quite a bloody mess when Roy and the others eventually found you clinging to the cliff face.’
‘God!’ exclaimed Fran, noticing the way Kasey’s hand subconsciously rose to the almost invisibly pale scars that crisscrossed up from her neck and part way over her left cheek.
‘Almost got a spike in the head for your troubles too, if I remember correctly,’ Brother Gregory continued, deriving some strange pleasure from reminding the young red haired woman of the nightmarish event. ‘Lucky you managed to find the strength to speak or Roy would’ve finished you off for sure.’
‘Luck, had nothing to do with it, Brother Gregory,’ interrupted Beth, taking Kasey’s hand to rub it affectionately. ‘God saved her from the Corrupt and brought her to us; our own little Moses, spared from a watery grave by His hand.’
‘Yes, Beth… by His hand,’ said Brother Gregory, empting the contents of the peapod into his mouth, seemingly bored with the conversation already. ‘Anyway,’ he continued, tossing aside the empty pod skin, ‘I’ll let you three get back to work… Oh, and Roy, could come up with a list of work that our guests can do. They’ll be starting tomorrow, so if you could see that Father Matthew has it by this evening.’
‘Well, there’s always work in a garden for hands willing to do it,’ Roy replied, warily glancing at Max, stood with his arms folded, his back to the group and looking out across the gardens, pointedly ignoring the conversation behind him.
‘Well, yes… I’m sure there is,’ said Brother Gregory, quite uninterested by Roy’s musings as long as the list was produced as he had requested. 
‘Oh, Beth, do you think Scott will still be in the harbour?’ asked Brother Gregory, hoping he could palm off a few of his tour guide duties on to the young fisherman. ‘I heard he was going out to Foster’s rock to collect mussels… perhaps some of our guests might like a trip?’
‘I want to go on boat!’ cried Peter, suddenly interested in what the adults were discussing. ‘Can I go on the boat? Me and Bella will be good, really good, I promise. Please, please, can we go.’
‘I think Scott may have already left, Brother Gregory,’ Beth replied, turning to smile at Peter as she pulled a gold chain with an oval pendant out from under her blouse. ‘Hmm… I suppose you may still catch him though,’ she continued, flipping it open to reveal a delicately engraved clock face, ‘and I’m sure he’d be glad of the company.’
‘Can we go now then?’ asked Peter, starting to pull at Brother Gregory’s sleeve. ‘Can we go?’
‘Peter,’ warned Riley, noticing the look Brother Gregory was giving the hand that had suddenly latched onto his arm. 
‘Come on, Peter,’ added Jane, gently unhooking the excited young man’s fingers from the folds of Brother Gregory’s sleeve. ‘Let Brother Gregory go. He can’t lead us down to the harbour with you hanging on his arm, now can he, hmm?’
‘Yes, Jane,’ Peter replied, rocking backwards and forwards as he rapidly open and closed his fists as if trying to use up the excitement running through him. ‘No, Jane. Sorry, Mr Gregory, sorry.’
‘Brother Gregory,’ he corrected, giving Peter a disapproving look. 
Once again the uncomfortable silence briefly descended upon the group, until, realising if he ever wanted to rid himself of this babysitting duty he had better get them to the harbour as soon as possible, Brother Gregory simply marched off; a brief wave to those behind him the only indication that they were to follow, that or he was bidding an uncharacteristically familiar farewell to Roy, Beth and Kasey. 
‘What a twat,’ mumbled Tom under his breath as he looked from Brother Gregory’s back to nod a polite goodbye to Roy, Kasey and Beth.
Obviously having misjudged the volume of his grumble, Tom noticed Roy’s mouth twitch into a grin; quickly hidden behind the man’s sudden urge to scratch his nose.
‘Look, I don’t do relaxing very well, so if you need any help checking the cliffs again later…’ said Tom, letting his offer of help hang between them.
‘Yeah, sure, that’d be much appreciated,’ Roy replied, his eyes drifting to the twin blades Tom had strapped to his back. ‘Just come find me and we’ll check them together.’ 
‘Will do,’ said Tom, giving Roy another nod before turning to catch up with the rest of the group which seemed to be leaving him behind once again.
Although what he had said was partly true, Tom also had another motive for checking the cliffs. For even as he spoke to Roy he fought to keep his tenuous hold on reality and he knew these cliffs with their possible harvest of the Dead they offered, were his only chance to silence the voices, if only for a short while. 
‘Soon,’ he hissed, knowing his slaughtered wife and daughters heard him no matter how quietly he spoke. ‘Yes, I will, I promise… soon.’
***
Walking past row upon row of vegetables, fragrant herbs and heavily laden fruit bushes, the small group followed Brother Gregory along the zigzagging gravel path as it made its way down the cultivated cliff face and back towards the small village-like collection of buildings at its base.
‘Oh, Damn,’ sighed Brother Gregory, shielding the sun from his eyes with his hand as he looked out over the row of cottages just below him to the set of grubby sails moving slowly the past the harbour wall and out into open water, ‘he’s already left.’
Less interested that his charges had missed out on their boat trip and more concerned that he was going to be stuck with them for the rest of the day, Brother Gregory mentally flicked through the limited options available to him. It was only when he noticed the smoke lazily drifting up from one the cottages that an idea came to him.
‘Change of plan,’ he said, briefly glancing over his shoulder. ‘It appears that Scot’s already left for Foster’s rock so…’
‘But…but I want to go on the boat,’ interrupted Peter, his excitement visibly crumbling as he started to nervously pull at his ear. ’You… you said we could go on the boat.’
‘Yeah, well, that ship has sailed, Einstein,’ said Max, snidely laughing at his own joke.
With a look of confusion adding to the childlike disappointment already etched on his face, Peter looked from Max to Jane and then to Fran, hoping that one of the two women could somehow make Brother Gregory change his mind.
‘The fisherman’s already gone out to do his work, Peter,’ said Fran, hoping to make him understand.
‘But Mr Gregory said,’ Peter began to protest.
‘Yes, Peter, I know what Brother Gregory said,’ said Jane, emphasising the word Brother in the hope it would help him remember to use it, ‘but the fisherman is obviously very busy, isn’t he… he needs to catch lots of fish to help feed all the people here.’
‘But…’ Peter started to say again, the nervous tugging on his earlobe increasing.
‘Peter… Peter, this is your home now… this is our home now,’ Jane continued, taking the young man’s chin in her hand to force him to look at her. ‘You’re going to have a whole lifetime to go out on that boat and help the fisherman if you want to… you… you can wait one more day, can’t you… hmm?’
‘I… I suppose,’ huffed Peter, chewing on his lip petulantly. 
‘Anyway, I’m sure we can find something just as fun to do,’ offered Riley, noticing his father’s silent prompting to lighten Peter’s mood.
‘Hey, if I can borrow some rods, how about I show you and Riley how to fish for crabs off the harbour wall?’ suggested Dave, hopeful that he could not only distract Peter and Riley for a while but also give himself time to think of just how he was going to tell Max his news. ‘Would you like that, Peter?’
‘You’ll have to watch they don’t nip your nose with their claws,’ smiled Fran.
‘Yes,’ said Jane, jokingly tweaking Peter’s nose between her finger and thumb to pretend to have plucked it from his face, ‘you don’t want to be walking about with no nose, now, do you?’
‘Nip your nose,’ laughed Peter, covering his own nose with his hand as he reached over to pinch Jane’s in return, any disappointment suddenly forgotten by their new game. ‘Nip your nose, nip your nose!’
‘For fuck’s sake!’ grumbled Max, watching Peter joyfully dance from one foot to the other. ‘Do I really have to waste what time I’ve got left alive on this planet listening to this bullshit?’
‘No, Max, just until the tide turns,’ sighed Fran, turning to give him a bored blank stare. 
As far as Fran was concerned Max had made just one too many comments to put it down to him being angry or upset about not being able to stay on the island. The man was clearly a pig and no matter what she said nothing would change that; he was simply beyond bothering with and quite frankly the sooner they parted company for good the better. 
‘And then you’ll have a whole new set of bullshit to deal with… won’t you?’ she continued, reminding him that the moment he left the island his life would once again be a living nightmare from hell.
With a scowl contorting his features, Max glared at Fran and was about to open his mouth to say something in return when he noticed Kai and Tom had surreptitiously moved closer to her, their very presence a clear warning to keep his opinions to himself.
‘This is fucking bullshit,’ Max grumbled under his breath, shaking his head before angrily spitting out a mouthful of thick phlegm.
‘If you don’t mind, Mr Harper,’ sneered Brother Gregory, disapprovingly glancing toward the glob of spittle that had landed dangerously close to his shoe.
After a few seconds of uncomfortable silence under Brother Gregory’s judgemental glare, Max at last shrugged his shoulders and begrudgingly ‘harrumphed’ an apology. 
Brother Gregory knew this was the best he could hope to get out of such a man and after giving Max one final critical glance, ‘tutted’, and began to walk off; once again sure in the assumption the others would simply follow him regardless.
***
The old black and white collie lay on the sun warmed cobbles, his head resting wearily upon his paws while he followed the movement of the scrawny chicken in front of him. Despite his hunger he knew better than to try to catch the feathery meal that pecked furiously among the cracks in search of its own sustenance, after all the old man had trained him well. Thinking of his old friend and master, the collie subconsciously sniffed the air checking for the special tell-tale smell that only his old man seemed to hold. A mix of wood smoke, fish and today something sweet and fruity filled the collie’s nose, letting him know the man was very close by. Lately there was also another smell about his old friend; a strange and yet hidden smell of wrongness that worried the dog on a deeply primal level. Just what it was he could not comprehend but he knew it made him anxious and caused him to want to stay close to his friend, just in case.  
Suddenly a new scent came to him on the wind; a smell sparking memories full of interest and youthful excitement. Lifting his head up from his paws the old collie eagerly inhaled the recognisable odour of one of his own kind and instantly knew the female was close.
‘Looks like I was right,’ thought Brother Gregory as he rounded the corner and saw Frank White’s faithful collie rise swiftly to its feet, tail wagging. ‘He’s home.’
Knowing that the grumpy old fisherman rarely went anywhere without his equally belligerent dog by his side, it was a pretty safe bet that the old man was home; the soft wispy trail of smoke rising up into the clear blue sky only adding to this assumption and in fact if Brother Gregory hadn’t seen the smoke earlier he may not have had the idea to off load his impromptu tour guide duties on the old man at all. After all with Scott already out at sea, Rod partly incapacitated and presumably still recovering from his unexpected stay among the Corrupt, who better to show the group around their small harbour than a man who had worked these waters for over fifty years. 
‘Frank, Frank White, are you there?’ called Brother Gregory, wary of the dog advancing towards him, despite its friendly appearance. 
‘Another dog!’ cried Peter from behind him. ‘Look, Bella, another dog for you to play with.’
Glancing back at the group following in his wake, Brother Gregory gave Peter an irritated but brief disapproving look. It was clear Father Matthew had already taken a shine to the mentally challenged young man, his innocence a strange beacon to the man in these dark times and because of it Brother Gregory would have be mindful how he treated him, especially in Father Matthew’s presence.
‘Peter… I’m talking,’ Brother Gregory simply said, placing his finger to his lips to shush Peter’s excitable ramblings.
Mirroring Brother Gregory’s action, Peter tapped a finger repeatedly to his own smiling lips to show that he understood. 
‘Thank you,’ Brother Gregory continued with a nod, before turning back just in time to side-step the collie as it trotted past him to make acquaintance with the Alsatian bitch.
‘And what do you want?’ said the old man slowly making his way through the open doorway, his frail looking hands clinging to the door surround for support.
‘Ah, Frank,’ Brother Gregory began, noticing and taking note of the way the old man moved, ‘I thought you may like to meet our new guests… some of them will be staying with us permanently.’
‘Is that so?’ the old man mused, his watery eyes moving from one face to the next. ‘Lucky them.’
‘You’ll have to forgive Mr White,’ said Brother Gregory, turning to address the group behind him, his features momentarily twisted by a clearly insincere smile. ‘He is yet to open his heart to Father Matthew and the Lord and accept the grace being offered him.’
‘Huh, I see Father Matthew gets top billing,’ whispered Fran to Kai. ‘Looks like God needs to get a better agent.’
Forced to hide his amusement behind a sudden cough, Kai glanced at the young woman stood beside him, her eyes full of sparkling mischief. Then, as his gaze drifted down to a soft mouth moulded into a playful smile, he knew that in that moment there was nothing in the world he wanted to do more than to pull her to him and feel the touch of her lips on his. Somehow as if she sensed his thoughts, Fran’s smile slowly began to falter as she looked back at him, the mischief also gradually fading from her eyes only to be replaced by something else; something less definable yet ultimately more telling. For a few seconds they simply looked at each other, suddenly oblivious to the world around them as they stood close enough to touch, yet both unable to breach the chasm between them.
‘So that’s settled then,’ they both heard Brother distantly saying somewhere beyond the insular world they had momentarily created, ‘I’ll leave you in Mr White’s capable hands and after the evening meal someone will show you where you’ll be sleeping tonight…. Until then.’
Out of the corner of her eye Fran saw the figure of Brother Gregory briskly marching away, obviously keen to wash his hands of his troublesome charges.
‘We… we’d better get going,’ Fran managed to say, her words barely above that of a whisper despite the effort she felt to force them from her. ‘We don’t want to be left behind.’
‘No, we don’t,’ Kai softly replied, his stammer for once noticeable only by its absence.
‘Fran, I…’ Kai started to say, his words abruptly cut short by the throaty cough of someone trying to gain their attention. 
‘You two coming?’ asked Tom, looking from Fran to Kai; a hint of amusement dancing behind the question.  
‘What? Oh, yeah, sorry,’ replied Fran, noticing that in the brief moments she had become lost in Kai’s gaze the old fisherman had already started to slowly lead the rest of the group away.
‘Where’s he taking us?’ she continued to say, brushing an errant lock of hair behind her ear as she forced herself to step toward Tom and away from Kai. 
‘The harbour,’ Tom replied, his eyes following her as she purposefully strode past him, his answer seemingly unimportant.
Looking back at Kai, Tom gave the young man a knowing smile.
‘W…What?’ said Kai, his mix of embarrassment and annoyance making him sound too much like a petulant teenager for his own liking.
‘Nothing,’ smiled Tom, holding his hands up innocently as he stepped aside to let Kai stomp past him.
‘You just took your time, lad… that’s all,’ he continued, his smile broadening as he realised thanks to his promise to help Roy later he wouldn’t be playing gooseberry between the young couple who had only just noticed that which had been blatantly clear to everyone else; namely that they were both interested in each other.
***
‘Don’t mind them,’ huffed Frank White, leaning on his cane as he waved with his free hand to the various silent and guarded faces watching the small group go by, ‘they’ll come round soon enough. Here, Jack!’ he continued, slapping his hand weakly against his leg, suddenly switching his attention to the black and white collie chasing Peter and the Alsatian merrily back and forth like a dog half his age. ‘You calm down now, you hear! Stupid dog… you’ll do yourself a mischief, you will.’
‘I… I don’t suppose you get to see many new people, Mr White,’ interrupted Dave, after nodding a silent but barely acknowledged ‘hello’ to a drawn woman watching them from the shadows of her cottage doorway.
‘If you’re staying,’ the old man began to reply, assuming that the man with his small family had not only been offered sanctuary but had chosen to accept it, ‘you might as well call me Frank…. But to answer your question about new people, no we don’t, not really, not anymore.’
‘Ah,’ said Dave, glancing at Jane for help in befriending the old man.
‘Well, not that get to stay anyway,’ Frank mumbled, pausing against a low wall to catch his breath while he looked knowingly over at Max and Tom. 
‘Oh?’ asked Jane, only just catching the old man’s words.
‘We get enough visitors from time to time, alright,’ began Frank, pushing himself away from the wall as Jack appeared by his side, a long pink tongue lolling enthusiastically from the side of his mouth from the unexpected exercise and excitement, ‘but that sanctimonious git sends most of them back out into… into that horror… and with nothing more than some bull shit rules he made up himself as an excuse.’
‘You don’t sound like you think much of Father Matthew?’ suggested Jane, looking nervously toward her husband.
‘He’s a nutter surrounded by nutters that think the sun shines out of his arse… that’s what I think,’ grumbled Frank, scratching lazily at his white beard. ‘But I’ll say this much for the man, he saved a lot of people when the shit was really hitting the fan, so I guess his heart must’ve been in the right place once… it’s just where his mind is now that bothers me.’
‘Mr White… I mean, Frank,’ continued Jane, pausing out of habit to briefly to glance over her shoulder to make sure Riley was still close by, ‘you don’t strike me as a man who minces his words, surely Father Matthew, Brother Gregory and the others they… they must know you what you think of him.’
‘They do,’ Frank simply replied, gesturing with a nod for them to follow along a small alley leading away from the row of small cottages.
‘And yet they let you stay,’ commented Dave. ‘They haven’t forced you off the island.’
‘I may be outnumbered by Father Matthew and his ‘God squad’ but I’d like to see the bastards try to force me out,’ barked Frank, the determined glint beneath his wild bushy eyebrows giving Dave and Jane a hint of the man he once was.
‘So would I, Frank,’ laughed Dave, slapping an unexpectedly carefree and friendly hand on the old man’s back. ‘So would I.’
It was only as they made the short walk to the harbour that Dave realised, despite everything, an unexpected sense of relief was settling over him. He had spent much of the previous night awake, his thoughts in turmoil, trying to decide what to do for the best but even as his mind raced back and forth for a solution he knew he had but one choice, to stay on the island with Jane and his son. Stealing a glance to the woman next to him, her gentle face still tinged with an underlying worry noticeable only to his eyes, he wondered how he could even dare contemplate the leaving her. She was his world and while she existed he would fight to stay by her side, to stay on the island. Once he had realised and accepted this, an unknown sense of resolve had grown within him, allowing him to garner the strength he knew he would need for the stand to come. A line had effectively been drawn in the sand dividing his life in two; on one side he stood with his brother, weaker and browbeaten, while on the other he was free of the belittling and the countless demons of his past. For as much as Dave knew to abandon Max would be a painful and traumatic loss, it was a loss he was now willing to suffer, a loss well overdue and if Dave was truthful with himself, one he had secretly longed for his whole life. So as Frank White told the small group about daily life within the small enclosed harbour, Dave’s mind raced to find the right words to tell Max he was staying and more importantly to finally tell Max, goodbye.
***
‘Well, I can’t just sit here. I need to be doing something,’ said Tom, slowly rubbing the palms of his hands together as if to distract himself from the need to feel them wrapped about the handles of his curved blades once more. ‘I’m going to go back up to the gardens, find that Roy bloke and check out the cliffs with him.’
‘Oh, okay,’ said Fran, using her hand to shield the sun from her eyes as she looked up at Tom standing over her. ‘Be careful and… you know.’
Even though her words of warning went unfinished Tom knew what she meant, it was that forever present unspoken embarrassment that hung between him and his traveling companions that she referred to; the voices that dwelled in his head or rather how they totally consumed him when he was under their influence.
‘Yes, Fran… I know,’ he replied, giving Fran a reassuring smile and a wink. 
It was only as his gaze flitted to Kai, the young man’s worry clearly evident in his dark eyes, that Tom felt his smile begin to falter.
‘I’ll be okay,’ he continued, his words aimed at Fran while his eyes stayed with Kai trying to push the point home. 
‘Oh, and Tom,’ said Fran, noticing the unspoken and not very subtle exchange happening between Kai and Tom, ‘we’re only going to be here for a few days… can you try not to piss off anyone else.’
‘Ah,’ replied Tom, at last breaking contact with Kai to look back at Fran. ‘Now you wouldn’t want me to make any promises I can’t keep.’
‘Tom, please,’ sighed Fran, knowing that whatever happened in the next few days trouble was likely to play a part in their short stay. 
‘Alright, alright,’ chuckled Tom, backing away from the harbour wall where his two younger companions sat with their legs dangling over the edge, ‘I’ll try my best... is that good enough?’
‘You’ll try your best,’ echoed Fran, a raised eyebrow letting him know just how little she thought of his half-hearted compromise.
‘I’ll try my best,’ Tom repeated, his smile for Fran broadening as he shrugged his shoulders and took another two backward steps away from them, ‘promise!’ 
Laughing, Fran shook her head in exasperation.
‘If I get burned at the stake for any of your bullshit, Tom Butcher,’ she said, turning her back to him with a wave of her hand, ‘I’m gonna kill you!’
‘Well, I’ll see you both later in the refectory,’ Tom called back to them as she looked down at the gentle waves lapping against the side of the wall a metre or so below her feet.
Despite the soft hypnotic rhythm of the water Fran couldn’t help but notice in her peripheral vision Kai watching Tom’s departure.
‘He means it you know,’ she said, leaning forward slightly to run her fingertips across a cluster of small glossy black shells attached the wall just along the high tide line.
‘S…sorry?’ said Kai, at last letting his gaze drop from Tom’s back to focus on Fran.
‘Tom,’ she replied, turning her head to look at him and suddenly becoming very aware that they had been left alone, ‘he’ll… he’ll try his best not to lose himself.’
‘Try his b…best?’ said Kai shaking his head, his concerned gaze subconsciously dropping momentarily to her lips. ‘This isn’t s…something he can c…control, Fran. His mind is b…broken.’
‘Whose isn’t?’ shrugged Fran, her lips twisting into a soft yet sad smile as she felt herself slowly falling into the comforting inky blackness of the beautiful eyes looking back at her.
For a second Kai opened his mouth to speak, searching for the right words to say. He knew his worry was partly born from his need to keep Fran safe, yet how could he voice such concerns knowing that she was well beyond needing what little protection he could ever hope to offer her. So as he held her gaze, his mouth slowly closing, he said nothing but simply offered a single nod in agreement.
‘Right,’ Fran said at last, pulling her legs up from the wall, ‘let’s go for a wander, shall we? See what St Michael’s mount has to offer.’
‘Okay,’ Kai replied, just happy to be spending some time alone with her.
Once on her feet Fran’s gaze followed the curve of the harbour wall round to where the sight of Dave and Jane Harper with Riley and Peter formed an idyllic and somewhat rare tableau in a world full of the Dead. The small family had survived an apocalypse that had swept across the globe and now that Peter was in an environment where his disability no longer put anyone in danger, Fran assumed the little family had just been increased by one more. For a moment Fran simply watched Riley engrossed with something his father was saying while Jane patiently knelt beside Peter showing him how to dangle his fishing line down the side of the harbour wall.   
‘We’re going for a walk!’ Fran at last called to Jane, waving as she caught the woman’s eye. ‘We’ll see you later!’
‘Have fun!’ Jane shouted back with a brief wave of her hand, just before she was forced to grab hold of Bella who seemed determined to leap off the harbour wall in pursuit of the scrap of bait attached to Peter’s fishing line.
Smiling as she watched Jane and Peter joyfully struggling to keep Bella on dry land, Fran turned to Kai, his own smile tainted by an unspoken sadness.
‘What?’ she asked.
‘They’ve been v…very lucky,’ Kai sighed, unable to tear his eyes from the scenic snapshot of the happy family.
‘Yes… they have,’ replied Fran, glancing back over her shoulder once more. ‘Come on,’ she said, shaking herself from the maudlin thoughts that threatened to consume her as she slipped her arm though Kai’s, ‘let’s explore.’
With both of them aware of the prolonged yet innocent contact between them as they walked, Fran and Kai made their way back along the row of small cottages saying hello to the few people they came across. At one point, just as they left the last of the cottages behind them, a small boy no older than ten years appeared from round a corner chewing noisily on an apple.
‘You staying?’ he bluntly asked, pushing a short mop of brown hair away from his eyes.
‘Well, we…’ Fran began to say, searching for the words to explain why they would abandon the sanctuary the island offered.
‘No,’ interrupted Kai, ‘w…we can’t stay.’
The young boy looked at Kai, his eyes narrowing as he took another purposeful bite of his apple.
‘Then you’re already as dead as the Corrupt,’ the boy replied, pausing to wipe his mouth on the back of his sleeve. ‘You just don’t know it yet.’
‘Well, he’s a cheery one,’ said Fran, watching the boy slowly walk back the way they had come, seemingly already dismissing the two strangers from his thoughts. ‘I wonder if he even remembers having a life not on this island.’
‘D…doubt it,’ answered Kai, suddenly conscious that at some point Fran’s hand had moved down to take his own in hers.
Looking down at the delicate fingers entwined in his, Kai said nothing, fearful to break the spell that had fallen over him. In the distance gulls screeched their raucous cacophony while a barking dog, perhaps Bella, let known its clear disapproval at something. Yet none of these sounds really registered to Kai, for in that moment every millimetre and nerve in contact with Fran’s hand screamed for recognition; drowning out everything else.
‘Let’s go this way,’ Fran eventually whispered, the gentle tug of her hand leading him towards an almost overgrown path heading away from the harbour and the cobbled streets behind them and up into the small woodland surrounding the castle.
Moving one foot in front of the other, Kai allowed himself to be led along the narrow tree lined path. At one time probably a well-travelled route for tourists, the path now lay abandoned and in bad repair, its surface broken and uneven as huge tufts of grass and weeds forced apart the remaining stones in their reclamation of the ground. With the movement of Fran’s thumb tracing a never-ending circle against the back of his hand consuming his every conscious thought, it was a miracle that Kai managed to make sure his feet found even purchase at all. Yet he did not trip or fall and even when Fran turned to smile encouragingly back at him, her hazel eyes dancing with a secret joy, he did not let himself stumble.
‘Left or right?’ she suddenly said, coming to a stop where the path branched in two.
‘Right,’ Kai replied, thinking that the left hand path would take them closer to the castle and the intrusion of unwanted company. ‘We should go r…right.’
‘Right it is,’ smiled Fran, stepping onto the sun-dappled trail to her right.
For a few minutes they walked in silence, the tall trees either side of them silent sentinels as they made their way along the unknown path to an unknown destination. Just when Kai could stand the silence no more, Fran let out a small gasp. For within two steps the trees around them seemed to fall away, relinquishing their hold on the sky above them and opened up to reveal a small clifftop area, untamed and overgrown with tall grasses and wildflowers.
‘It’s beautiful,’ Fran whispered looking out over the ledge of blooming colour to the deep emeralds and blues of the ocean beyond.
‘Yes,’ Kai simply replied, stepping forward to stand by her side and fully take in the vista that had unexpectedly opened up before them. 
Despite the majesty of the view, Kai could not help but think it paled in comparison with the exquisite movement of Fran’s thumb against the skin on his hand. 
‘Why couldn’t it have been different here?’ sighed Fran, brushing the blood red petals of a wild poppy blowing back and forth in the wind by her side. ‘I mean, why did these people have to be such lunatics? This place could’ve been so perfect…’
‘We’ll be okay,’ Kai interrupted, gently squeezing her hand; afraid she may let go at any moment.
‘Yeah, but for how long?’ she softly replied, turning to look back at Kai.
Seeing in her eyes the usually hidden need for an answer, any answer, Kai opened his mouth to speak. But the uncertainty and deadly reality of their lives simply rushed forward to fill the void of his silence, strangling any words of comfort before he could speak them; and in this silence he realised he could say nothing that would make this right, nothing that would calm the fear that lurked within Fran’s worried stare. Suddenly, as if his limbs moved of their own accord, Kai found himself stepping forward, closing the gap between them and gently pulling Fran’s hand to his chest.
‘We’ll be okay,’ he repeated, his whispered and noticeably un-stammered words almost lost upon the wind.
For a few seconds Fran simply stared back at him, relishing the feel of his fingers encircling hers and the strong drumming of his heartbeat against the back of her hand and then, despite her reservations and insecurities, she found herself leaning forward, her head tilting upward slightly, to brush her lips softly against his. For the briefest of moments the world and the horrors that dwelt within it melted away and Fran and Kai were left untouched and untainted, momentarily free of the nightmare that had become their lives.
‘Sorry,’ Fran murmured, reluctantly pulling her mouth away from Kai’s to look embarrassingly at her feet, ‘I shouldn’t have…’
‘Fran,’ Kai softly whispered, the word instantly halting her apology.
Moving his free hand up to gently touch her face, Kai used the very tips of his fingers to trace across her soft cheek and along the delicate line of her jaw. With wonder he marvelled at the feel of Fran’s skin beneath his caress until with barest of pressure he tilted her chin upwards again, forcing her to look at him.
‘Kai,’ murmured Fran, barely breathing as she felt herself searching for the secrets held deep within the obsidian blackness of his eyes.
And then suddenly his lips met hers again. Soft and tentative at first, their kisses grew as their passion and need for each other slowly consumed them. They revelled in the exquisite and seemingly endless exploration of each other’s mouths, until Fran, with a pang of disappointment and confusion, felt Kai at last began to gently pull away. Yet no sooner had the emotion flared within her than Kai was moving his mouth to the flesh of her neck, chasing away any uncertainty to send new shivers of pleasure and desire coursing through her. With her eyes closed, Fran tilted her head back, eager to expose as much of her neck to Kai’s attention as she could, desperate for him to know and pay tribute to each and every part of her.
‘Kai,’ she gasped, as his hand slipped to the base of her spine and urgently pulled her closer to him.
With a growing need to feel the touch of his skin on hers, Fran forced her hands to Kai’s chest and despite her shaking fingers, began to frantically unbutton his shirt.
‘Come on, come on,’ she said, the words almost becoming a growl as she struggled with one of the buttons.
‘Let me,’ offered Kai, reluctantly abandoning her neck to tug urgently at bottom of his shirt before starting to pull it over his head. 
With his head momentarily tented within the fabric of the shirt, Fran’s eyes drifted to pale skin of Kai’s flat exposed stomach and the line of soft dark hair trailing from his belly button down past the waistband of his trousers. With her hands moving almost by compulsion rather than by any guidance on her part, she reached out and hesitantly brushed her finger tips against the creamy flesh of Kai’s stomach, sending an uncontrollable shiver shooting through him.
‘Ticklish?’ she smiled, and with a ‘pop’ she released the top button of his jeans causing Kai to falter in his fight to remove his shirt.
‘Fran, I…’ he began to reply, at last freeing himself of the troublesome garment.
‘I was joking,’ interrupted Fran, smiling mischievously as she used the two fingers she had hooked into his button fly to pull him a fraction closer. ‘But now that you mention it.’
‘Don’t!’ laughed Kai, twisting his waist sharply away from Fran just as she merrily danced the fingers of her free hand along his side.
‘Okay, okay,’ chuckled Fran, slowly sliding one hand across the smooth skin of his chest while deftly popping free the second button of the fly with the other. ‘But now,’ she continued, looking playfully up at Kai, his dark eyes sparkling with anticipation, ‘I’m feeling very overdressed… it’s my turn.’
With her hand slipping languidly from his chest she moved to unfasten the buttons of the blue striped men’s shirt that she wore.
‘N… no wait,’ whispered Kai, his stammer briefly returning as he stilled the feverish workings of her fingers. ‘Please… let me.’
With her hands slowly falling to her sides, Fran gave herself over to the desires of the beautiful young man standing before her and as, with a soft kiss, he gently lowered her to lie among the wildflowers, she at last thought the world could still be a beautiful place full of promise and hope, if only for a few stolen moments.
***
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 3: Back to the daily grind.
Something dark and troubling stalked the shadows of Fran’s mind while she slept. It demanded its presence be known, acknowledged even, yet hid itself just beyond recognition. She reached out again and again, desperate to catch this invader of her dreams, yet each time it would simply crumple to nothing like ash between her fingers, its secrets all too secure. Eventually, tinged with an unknown anxiety, she relinquished her tenuous hold on her dreams and as her eyelids fluttered open, she looked across at Kai lying next to her.  
Almost instantly, a soft and relaxed smile spread across Fran’s lips and as she watched the rhythmic rise and fall of his naked chest she listened to comforting sound of his gentle snoring. Languidly she reached across to touch him, the tips of her fingers barely making contact while she traced the path of a thin blue vein that branched across the pale skin of his shoulder to disappear into the flesh of his armpit. She longed to feel his arms about her again, holding her close to him, his mouth hungrily finding hers, yet even lying next to him watching him sleep she felt a warm contentment within her. What would happen to them in the days or months to come she didn’t know, but in this moment, the crushed wildflowers beneath them baring testament to their passionate love making, she knew she was at last happy.
Pushing herself slowly up on one elbow so not to disturb him, Fran tilted her head back to look up at the high canopy of leaves just behind her. As she watched, a soft breeze wove its way through the trees, gently rustling the uppermost leaves just enough to cause the dappling sunlight filtering through to dance and play along the narrow overgrown path they had taken. She sighed at the beauty of it all, realising she had thought moments like this were a thing of the past, of her past anyway and was so glad to have been proved wrong. 
Turning back to Kai, she saw that a bright red ladybird had landed on his chest and was merrily making its way across his ribs, pausing to test its wings every few steps.
‘Sorry, girl,’ she whispered, placing her finger in the bug’s path to carefully remove it, ‘this one’s mine.’
After a few tentative steps the ladybird at last relinquished her claim to Kai’s body and then as Fran lifted her away she arched open her spotted shell, revealing her delicate lacy wings beneath and with a buzz took flight.
‘Bye,’ she mumbled, smiling to herself as the small insect disappeared amid the wall of wildflowers surrounding them. 
Beside her Kai briefly stirred in his sleep and with a few incomprehensible words escaping his lips, his hand reached out to find her. Making contact just long enough to reassuringly run his fingers softly across the skin of her bare shoulder, his hand then limply fell to the crook of her elbow, trapping a finger among the crumpled folds of her shirt sleeve. Slowly and as gently as she could Fran freed Kai’s finger and pulled the errant sleeve of her shirt back over her shoulder.
‘Hey,’ said Kai, his voice soft and still breathy from sleep.
‘Sorry,’ smiled Fran, placing a hand on Kai’s stomach, ‘I did try not to wake you.’
‘That’s o…okay,’ he replied, extending his arms over his head to stretch the lingering sleep from his relaxed muscles. ‘W…what time is it anyway?’
‘Erm… not sure,’ she began to say, already knowing that her watch had been ruined the day before during her very wet crossing from the mainland, ‘but from the position of the sun, I’d say we’ve slept for a few hours at least, so it must be at least…’
Whatever Fran was about to say was suddenly cut short by the all too familiar sound of a scream, a scream filled with terror, panic and death.
‘No!’ gasped Fran, her eyes wide with fear as she looked at Kai. ‘Not here!’
***
Twenty minutes earlier Jane had stood on the harbour wall looking out to sea. With her arms folded and chewing absentmindedly at the inside of her lip, her thoughts fought to align themselves into some semblance of order. She knew she had done the right thing to have at last had it out with Dave but to say his reaction to their conversation had been unexpected was underplaying it in the extreme. In fact once she had finished talking, to be met with only a painfully sad silence was certainly not the scene she had played out in her mind again and again over the last nine years. And when he had simply pulled her fiercely into his arms, promising everything would be alright, Jane had felt her love for him instantly multiplying tenfold.
Looking down at Riley, his legs dangling over the lip of the harbour wall as he happily tried to fish for crabs, Jane couldn’t help but smile to herself. No matter what was to happen in the coming weeks, months and years, she knew Dave was now with her. She knew he would stay with them and that in a world ripped apart by the Dead, they alone would have each other and their small family would remain whole.
‘It’s going to be alright,’ she sighed quietly to herself, closing her eyes to bask in the warmth of the afternoon sun.
‘What?’ asked Riley, turning his head to look up at her.
‘It’s not what, it’s pardon,’ she corrected, briefly opening one eye to look at him before closing it again.
‘Okay… Pardon?’ said Riley, a little exasperated by his mother’s prompting. After all, what did it matter how you spoke when the Dead could be eating your guts at any moment.
‘Oh, nothing… it doesn’t matter,’ she replied, keeping her eyes closed as the warmth on her face melted away any lingering tension or apprehension she held within her. ‘I was just thinking how nice it is here… relaxing.’
‘Erm… yeah,’ agreed Riley, his attention instantly returning to the far more important task at hand, his crab fishing.
As if to instantly belittle her statement a pair of seagulls began to screech wildly somewhere on the island behind her, their cries causing her relaxed brow to crease in annoyance.
‘Mum,’ said Riley, the word barely a whisper.
‘Hmm?’ she replied, trying her best to blot out the sharp calls of the seabirds presumably fighting over some fishy titbit.
‘Mum!’ repeated Riley, something urgent suddenly creeping into the word enough to cause Jane to abandon her sun worship and open her eyes to look at him. 
‘What?’ she began to asked, her words faltering when she saw the all too familiar look of fear dancing in her child’s eyes. ‘Riley, what’s the matter?’
‘We need to find Dad, Mum,’ he simply whispered in reply. ‘We need to find him, now!’
‘Riley, what’s…’ Jane began to say, dropping to one knee to take her son’s suddenly cold hands in hers, while behind her the gulls continued in their ear-splitting chorus.
Only this time Jane realised there was something wrong with their calls; something so very wrong and terrifying that it astounded her that she hadn’t noticed it before. Then, in an explosive instant, a horrific thought took form in her mind and with ice suddenly running though her veins, Jane knew no seabird was responsible for these tortured cries. This was a sound she had heard before and she recognised this sound for what it was, the sound from an all too human voice box; a voice box tearing while its owner endured unimaginable pain. For this was the song of death that accompanied the Dead, a horrific ballad that brought terror to all unfortunate enough to hear it and it meant only one thing, the Dead had found them. 
‘Mum!’ urged Riley again, snapping Jane from the nightmare scenes she painted for herself in her mind’s eye. ‘We need to find Dad.’
‘No,’ Jane whispered, her gaze already darting along curve of the harbour wall to the row of small cottages that huddled so close together it was as if they were trying not to be noticed. ‘We need to find somewhere to hide.’
Jane knew the score. With only the small penknife Frank had lent Riley to cut up the bait as their only weapon, they were as good as defenceless. This and the fact they were in a landscape she was still unfamiliar with, Jane knew the chances of them lasting more than five minutes out in the open or even finding Dave, assuming she had a clue where to start looking, which she didn’t, were slim to say the least.
‘Come on,’ she said, urgently pulling Riley to his feet before snatching the penknife from the ground to clutch it tightly in her hand, ‘we’re going to get in one of those cottages… didn’t Rod say his was the one with the blue door?’
‘Erm… yeah, I think so,’ he replied, instinctively moving closer to his mother, as if her very presence could protect him from the Dead that clearly now roamed the island, ‘but what about Dad?’
Looking nervously at her son, Jane knew there were no words of comfort she could offer him, at least none he would believe, so she simply took his hand in hers and squeezed it reassuringly. 
‘We can only hope he’s found somewhere safe,’ she said, her words as much for her own comfort as for Riley’s. ‘But right now we’re sitting ducks here, we need to get inside before we’re seen.’ 
Any small comfort her words had managed to conjure up instantly vanished as another strangled screamed suddenly echoed from somewhere unseen but terrifyingly closer than before.
‘Shit!’ Jane gasped, the cry abruptly forcing her feet to move. ‘Riley, run!’
With the sound of their pounding footsteps punctuated with the intermittent yet ominous screams echoing across the island, Jane felt a wave of relief suddenly flood over her when she saw the front door to one of the cottages slowly begin to open. But as a hand abruptly appeared from the shadows, only to slap hard against the wooden door frame she felt her feet falter beneath her. Thankfully, it was only when Rod had managed to use this grip to awkwardly pull himself forward into the light, that she realised his laboured movements were simply down to his injured leg rather than anything more sinister. 
‘Thank God!’ she panted, as she sprinted down the final arm of the harbour wall to the quay side and the cottages that offered her and her son some hope to survive the next few hours.
For a moment Rod paused, his free hand instinctively grabbing the crowbar by his side to protect himself from the two figures running towards him. It was only as they got to the end of the harbour wall that he could see Jane and her son were panicked but still very much alive.
‘Hurry, get inside!’ he called, urgently waving them onward towards him.
Still at least twenty metres from the sanctuary of Rod’s open door, Jane happened to glance past the other cottages to her left and down to where the cobbled road disappeared round the corner. What she saw made her stomach plummet and an overwhelming fear tighten about her heart; for there, sprinting towards her and Riley, with their own sense of bloody urgency urging them forward, were two of the Dead. Whether she had been introduced to the pair when they had been alive, Jane could not remember but she knew it didn’t matter now. Who they had once been, their names, their loves, their histories, this meant nothing; they were simply the Dead and with that they now had only one purpose to their existence and that was to feed. Beside her she heard a small but terrified wail escape from Riley lips as he too saw the cadaverous fiends speeding to cut off their escape.
‘Mum!’ Riley cried, unable to tear his eyes from the bloody and savage vision racing towards them. 
‘I know!’ she simply shrieked, her hand tightening about his as she tried to pull him along even faster. 
Even from the brief glance she managed to get of the two cadavers charging towards them Jane could tell that the one out in front was likely to be the most dangerous of the hungry pair. Taller, with long arms and as well built as anyone could be on the meagre rations an apocalypse forced upon its survivors, the Dead man’s neck and torso had been reduced to a mess of tattered bloody flesh. After tearing out his throat, whoever the man’s killer had been had then gone on to hungrily rip strips of flesh from his chest until the unfortunate soul had then died from blood loss or chronic shock, releasing him from his unimaginable torment. From that moment onward the Dead man’s killer had but a few moments before something within the body slowly reanimated the lifeless corpse, ultimately causing the flesh  to no longer register as ‘food’ within the murderous cadaver’s brain.
In contrast the Dead man’s compatriot, who may or may not have been his killer, was a considerably shorter man and dressed in blood splattered denim overalls, it was clear his own baptism into the world of the Dead had been no peaceful crossover either. With a large chunk of his cheek missing, his torn muscle and savaged skin flapped sickeningly as he ran; unnaturally exposing the teeth and bone of his jaw while a glistening blood covered tongue roamed hungrily about his gaping maw. Yet it was not the size of this Dead man that made him less of a threat than the tall cadaver, but more the simple fact that the blood drenched trouser leg of his overalls also told of a savaged calf muscle, savaged so seriously as to hinder his ability to keep pace.
‘Please! Please! Please!’ Jane screamed over and over again in her head, begging a deity she doubted even existed to grant at least her son a glimmer of mercy and let him reach the open door in time.
Yet with each frantic step she took the taller Dead man with his longer strides shortened the distance between them and ultimately the odds of her and Riley’s survival. Whether this wild corpse had noticed Rod in the door, or vice versa, Jane didn’t know but unless the fisherman moved aside to let them in it wouldn’t matter for already it looked unlikely that she would be spared a collision with the bloody claw-like hands reaching out to her.
‘You can hide in here but I’m going to look for Emily and Graham, they’re…’ Rod started to say before noticing the terrified look on the woman’s face as she followed something moving to his right.
Slowly, despite a voice in the back of his mind shouting for him not to do so, Rod turned his head to follow Jane’s fearful gaze.
‘Oh, shit!’ he spat, instantly recognising the two bloody corpses charging along the cobbled quayside towards them. ‘Fucking, move yourselves!’ he shouted, realising he may have to make an awful decision in the next few seconds. 
Ten metres away: Rod knew the first of the corpses would reach the woman and her son before they managed to reach him and being the type of man he was when that happened he would inevitably be drawn into the resulting bloodshed trying to save them. But he knew he could not put himself at such risk, not with his own wife and son somewhere on the island, perhaps at this very moment needing his help, and even though he was filled with self-hate and a sickening shame he felt his fingers tightening about the door, slowly pulling it closed again. His family needed him and as terrible as it was, if he had to sacrifice Jane and her son to save them, then he would.  
‘No!’ sobbed Jane, her eyes locking with Rod’s just as he began to close the door. ‘Please!’
Five metres away: Rod, trying to blot out the terrible look of horrified realisation in Jane’s face, forced his eyes tightly shut, his whispered words for forgiveness lost amid the guttural snarling of the advancing Dead.
Two metres away: the door almost closed, Jane knew there was only one possible thing she could do to save Riley. So with a scream of pure animalistic frustration, anger and grief tearing through her throat, she let go of her child’s hand and used her momentum to launch herself at the first Dead man already reaching for her.
‘Mum!’ shrieked Riley slamming into the door, his face contorting with fear as he twisted his head to see his mother disappear amid a jumble of blood covered limbs. ‘No!’
‘Fuck!’ Riley suddenly heard Rod angrily shout from the other side of the door just before it was pulled open again, causing him to stumble in. 
‘Shut the door after me, boy!’ Rod shouted, dragging Riley roughly out of his way; grimacing as he put weight on his injured ankle. ‘I’m not fucking dying for nothing!’
And before Riley could reply Rod launched himself, his crowbar already swinging, at the man whose snapping jaws were only just being held at bay by a wildly twisting and screaming Jane.
‘Fucking Fucker!’ Rod bellowed, catching the Dead man’s neck with a glancing blow, his crowbar ripping into the already torn flesh and cartilage.
With an audible ‘crack’ the end of the crowbar shattered something vital and made of bone within the Dead man’s neck causing his head to suddenly loll sickeningly at an odd angle. Yet even this trauma did little to dissuade him from the flesh he so desperately craved and as bloody spittle dribbled from his snapping mouth he lunged forward to take a bite from Jane’s shoulder.
‘No, you fucking don’t, Jed Williams!’ growled Rod, grunting as he took another swing at the Dead man that in life he had classed a friend.
Purely by chance rather than any skill on Rod’s part, the crowbar connected with the side of the savage cadaver’s head. This time the lucky blow impacted with such force as to not only rip free a small section of blood soaked scalp but also, and more importantly, send unseen broken shards of skull tearing through the brain within. Quickly ripping free his weapon to strike again, Rod could see from the Dead man’s convulsions that his blow must have caused more damage than the gory egg sized dent misshaping the skull would suggest. Jane noticed this too and once she had recognised this slim opportunity to survive for what it was, she fought for her life with a renewed and hopeful gusto. So, screaming through her revulsion and with her fingers painfully digging past shattered bone and torn skin, she began to claw frantically at the bloody wound; praying all the while she could finish the Dead man for good before his teeth made contact with her.
By now the second corpse was almost upon them, lunging toward Rod with outstretched arms and moving as fast as his savaged leg would allow.
‘Fuck!’ cried Rod, the spasm of pain suddenly shooting up from his ankle causing him to stumble as he tried to sidestep beyond the Dead man’s grasp.
But somehow, amid the panic and the pain, his actions were a fraction too slow; allowing the limping Dead man to latch both of his hands onto Rod’s shoulders just long enough to pull him into a deadly embrace before they both fell to the ground.
‘No!’ bellowed Rod, unable to force any distance between himself and the hungry cadaver’s bloody jaws.
Then quite inexplicably to Rod, and with a sound much like that of a low noted bell, the Dead man’s head abruptly snapped to one side only to then, with a second bell-like toll, snap back again. It was only when Rod glanced away from the film covered eyes glaring at him with murderous intent to look over the Dead man’s shoulder that he saw Riley about to bear down on the corpse’s head for a third time; a very heavy looking cast iron frying pan held tightly in his shaking fists. 
‘Fucking, hit him!’ Rod shouted, as with a third ‘thud’ the frying pan connected with the back of the Dead man’s head. ‘Hit him! Hit him again!’
Despite Riley’s barrage of blows managing to keep the snapping jaws of death from reaching their goal, namely to rip free a mouthful of Rod’s warm flesh, Rod knew the boy simply didn’t have the strength in him to cause enough damage to the cadaver’s skull to grant him a permanent oblivion; and with each blow draining the strength from his already shaking arm muscles, it looked as though Rod’s time was running out, fast. That was until Jane rolled out from beneath the other Dead man’s lifeless corpse, jumped to her feet and abruptly ripped the pan from Riley’s grasp. Looking like a wild woman with her face and hair covered in the blood of the man once called Jed Williams, Jane took hold of the frying pan handle in both hands and with a scream of rage she swung it at the struggling Dead man on top of Rod. This time the edge of the pan rather than its heavy flat bottom connected with the corpse’s skull and as the Dead man was almost knocked aside by the force of her blow, Jane was relieved to see the sickening dent she had made in his temple.
‘Again!’ shouted Rod, using a lucky shift in the corpse’s position to force his hand up his chest to grab the creature under its chin. ‘Quickly!’
Not needing to be told twice, Jane glanced briefly at the edge of the pan, ignoring the flap of hairy skin still lodged there and took aim on the already damaged part of the Dead man’s forehead.  With her face set with a primal fury, her eyes flicked momentarily to meet Rod’s and seeing only her own fearful hatred for this unnatural thing that had ripped their world apart mirrored there, she let her weapon fly.
With the sound of cracking bone barely heard over her cry of rage, the edge of Jane’s pan connected with the side of the Dead man’s skull, at last freeing it from its unholy existence. One second the corpse fought wildly to free its snapping jaws from Rod’s grasp and the next it was nothing more than the man-shaped lump of cold flesh nature had intended it to be.
‘I… I thought I told you to stay inside,’ panted Rod, at last pushing the lifeless body away from him to free himself.
‘But I?’ Riley began to protest.
‘My God, Riley,’ interrupted Jane, tearfully pulling her son into a fierce embrace, the adrenalin coursing through her turning her rage to shock while she allowed the heavy pan to fall from her grasp to land with a clatter by her feet. ‘That was a stupid, stupid thing to do. Putting yourself in danger like that, don’t ever do that again… if that thing had turned on you… I… I don’t know what I... ’
‘Look,’ Rod grunted, using his crowbar to push himself back up from his knees, ‘you two need to get inside and stay there. Barricade the door with furniture, anything you can find and for fuck’s sake, keep quiet. That should keep you safe… for a while.’
‘But what if?’ Jane cut in, fearful more for her child’s safety than her own.
‘Christ, woman!’ Rod snapped back, as he angrily wiped a splatter of gore on his forehead into the crook of his elbow. ‘You and the boy are welcome to my house, perhaps it’ll save you but I’ve got my own family to look out for. My wife and son are still out there somewhere, I have to go find them.’
‘But you can barely walk,’ she pleaded, hoping he would see sense and stay to help her keep Riley safe. ‘You… you won’t last five minutes!’
‘Doesn’t matter,’ he replied, the steely glint in his eye telling her any argument she made would fall on deaf ears, ‘I have to try… I have to find my family before those fuckers do and God help me that I’m not already too late.’
Jane stared at Rod, aghast that he was abandoning them to go on a fool’s errand, an errand that would likely end with his death. She was about to speak when, over his shoulder, she suddenly caught sight of movement at the far end of the harbour lane.
‘I’m sorry… I’ve got to try,’ Rod continued. ‘My Emily, she…’
It was only then that he noticed Jane wasn’t even looking at him, the fear dancing wildly in her eyes telling him all he needed to know.
‘Too late,’ Jane managed to whisper, her knuckles turning white as she tightened her terrified grip on her child.
****
Peter rested his head against his drawn up knees and watched the ant scurrying busily back and forth by his foot. In his eyes the little creature joyfully marched across the single beam of soft light striking the stone floor, doing what ants did to pass the time of day while its tiny antennae busily flicked back and forth. Just what it was doing or what was going on in its tiny mind, Peter could only guess but whatever it was, clearly the beam of light did not hold this ant’s interest for long. For barely a few seconds would pass before the ant seemed to lose interest and disappear back into the darkness and then, after a few seconds, the ant would reappear again, drawn to the light once more and Peter would watch and again be captivated by its movements. He wondered what drew his tiny companion back to the cluttered shadows of the cupboard they both found themselves in and why he, for in Peter’s mind the ant was most definitely a ’he’, didn’t just stay in the nice beam of light all the time.
Beside him Bella open her jaws in one long wide stretching yawn, her pink tongue brushing momentarily across her nose before disappearing again. Despite the cramped conditions in the cupboard Peter drew comfort from the press of Bella’s bulk against his side; her very presence making him feel just a little less alone, just a little less afraid.
‘We’ve got to be quiet,’ Peter whispered as quietly as he could, his fingers already nervously pulling at his ear as he forgot the ant and turned his head to face the dark shadowy shape he knew to be Bella’s head.
The Alsatian let out a short high pitched whine by way of reply and with her claws briefly ‘clicking’ against the stone floor, she repositioned her chin to rest forlornly on Peter’s knee.
‘We’ve got to be quiet and we’ve got to wait,’ he continued, wrapping the free hand around Bella’s neck to bury his fingers deep in her fur. ‘Mr Dave said so… we can’t let the bad people know we’re…’ 
He was about to say more when he felt Bella unexpectedly stiffen next to him, his whispered words suddenly cut short by the growl of warning emanating from deep in her throat. With a fearful gasp escaping his lips Peter’s hand darted to Bella’s nose, silencing her just as he had been taught to do, while his other hand relinquished its comforting grasp on her fur to cover his own mouth to keep any further of his own errant sounds escaping. Still on alert, Bella focused all of her attention on the panel of the closed door in front of her, glancing only briefly to Peter as if to make sure he understood the danger she had sensed. Yet Peter understood all too well, for despite his innocence he had seen enough bloody carnage in the world to know what lay just beyond the safety of their small sanctuary and as he looked into his friend’s unreadable golden eyes he felt his own filling with heavy tears while the blossom of panic built inside him.
From somewhere nearby a heavy door slammed and a terrible cry echoed long and painfully about the hallways, an ominous warning to all those who heard it. Then as he sat in the shadows, the darkness about him speared by the single beam of light, Peter heard a set of running footsteps charging down the corridor towards him. At first he had hoped that it was Mr Dave, returned to rescue him as promised, but as the pounding footsteps came closer he heard the unmistakable guttural and savage grunts that told quite a different and terrible story. Whoever was approaching, or rather whoever it had once been, now had only one thing on their mind and it wasn’t Peter’s rescue. Far from it. 
‘The bad people are here… they want to hurt me… and Sharon’s not here… I want Sharon back…I want Sharon.’
These thoughts raced through Peter’s child-like mind, feeding his fear as he rocked silently back forth; his fingers dancing nervously across his lips, determined to hold back any sounds that threatened to escape him. And then suddenly the one beam of light piercing his darkness was broken and with eyes dilating in fear and his breath catching in his throat, his fingers became still. Someone or something now stood in front of his door. 
Plunged into darkness and barely daring to breathe, Peter listened to his unwelcome and deadly guest shuffling their feet back and forth, as if confused by which way to go; while beside him, her very presence giving him some small solace, Bella kept her silent guard. Without warning another terrified scream suddenly reverberated along the castle’s maze of corridors and with it the creature span, inevitably tilting its head this way and that as its cold milky eyes searched for the source that it somehow knew meant ‘flesh’. While this thing that had once been a man momentarily paused in its movements, trying to locate the origin of the new tantalising cry, Peter began to hope that it had finally moved on. With each silent second that ticked past his hope grew, until he could bear it no longer and despite the vice-like grip of terror tight about his heart, he found himself slowly leaning forward. Closer and closer his head moved to the crack in the door, his window to the outside world, while half remembered prayers to an infant messiah rushed muddled about his head.
Had Peter been able to think logically, he would have realised that the beam of light had not returned to pierce his cramped darkness for a reason and more importantly if he had just held back from looking he could have spared himself one more image that would surely stalk his nightmares. For even as Peter’s eye came level with the crack in the wooden panel the creature on the other side turned, displaying its horrific and brutalised visage for him to see. It was or had once been one of the island’s Brothers, his red tunic now torn and stained an even darker shade of red by his own spilt blood. His face, what was left of it, was twisted into a savage and tortured snarl; the look made even more horrific by the fact that not only had his lower lip and the skin on his chin been ripped away, exposing the glistening bone beneath but on the right side of his face there was simply a gaping hole where an eye used to be.
Despite the pressure against his lips, a whine of barely held in check panic managed to work its way past Peter’s fingers as he suddenly beheld the bloody figure before him. With a violent jerk of his head, the creature that had been Brother Christopher reacted to the unseen Peter’s pitiful sound; his movements sending a splatter of thick bloody spittle flying from his ruined mouth as he sought out its source. In his terror Peter pushed his fingers even harder against his mouth; pressing with such force that in places the skin on the inside of his lips broke against his teeth causing blood to flow and yet more heavy tears to fall. Yet he knew he could not cry out, could not give voice to his fear and pain. For his sister, Sharon, had taught him well over the last five years; stay out of sight, keep quiet no matter what happens and don’t move until she could come for him; do this and she promised he would be safe. Yet Peter knew she wouldn’t be coming to tell him the bad people were gone, she wouldn’t be saying that everything was going to be okay, not this time or ever again; he was alone, truly alone, and the bad people were here again, wanting to hurt him.
Brother Christopher’s corpse slowly tilted its head, its film covered eyes seeking the unseen living thing it knew to be so tantalisingly close, while its bloody and savaged mouth opened and closed rhythmically, as if in preparation for the warm flesh it was surely about to consume. Within the cupboard, barely a metre away from the cannibalistic cadaver, Peter tried to choke back his silent sobs while terrified convulsions threaten to erupt from him. But as if sensing the very presence of his warm beating heart, the thing that had been Brother Christopher slowly began to lean forward; focusing its cold hungry stare on the closed cupboard door before it. Luckily, unable to formulate its thoughts coherently enough to use the handle to open the cupboard, Brother Christopher’s cadaver simply lashed out a blood covered hand, slamming it violently against the door.      
Jumping from the sudden and disturbing rattle of the struck door, Peter at last moved his eye, still blurry with tears, away from the crack and then did what every child has ever done when the monsters came-a-calling, he screwed his eyes tightly shut and wished it away; for surely what he could not see, could not hurt him. Beside him, Bella, adhering to the rule of silence that Peter’s fingers on her snout still demanded, nervously lifted one front paw after the other, clearly anxious for her charge in the presence of such close and obvious danger. Yet even the soft clicking of her claws against the stone floor seemed to somehow reach Brother Christopher’s Dead eardrums, exciting him further and bringing another bloody hand lashing out to strike the door again. For the hunt was on and this hound of hell that had once been Brother Christopher, had the scent of blood in his nose, a scent he would pursue until he claimed his screaming and terrified prize. 
But the Gods apparently had other plans for Peter and just as Brother Christopher’s fist slapped angrily against the door yet again, another door at the far end of the corridor was flung open, followed by the unexpected sound of a set of running footsteps skidding abruptly to a halt.
‘Christ!’ Peter heard a man gasp, as whoever it was took in the sight of the tortured corpse snapping its head in their direction.
Catching sight of this new arrival, the thing that had been Brother Christopher instantly abandoned its pursuit of whatever was behind the door in favour of the ‘out in the open’, ‘come and get it’,  living flesh that had appeared out of the blue surely to offer itself up for sacrifice.
‘No, No, No, No!’ Peter heard the unknown man beg, as if he too was wishing away the monster before him.
With a snarl, Brother Christopher’s corpse pushed itself away from the door and turned to face its new quarry full on. 
‘No, please! Brother Christopher, please!’ the man pleaded, hoping against hope that the man he once knew still somehow dwelt within this bloody shell. ‘No, no I…’
But whatever further pointless words the man was about to say died unspoken upon his tongue, the sight of the torn and brutalised Dead man charging towards him forcing a panic-fuelled scream to suddenly erupt from his throat.
‘Stay quiet, stay hidden,’ Peter repeated over and over in his head as he tried to blot out the terrible sound of the screaming man now fleeing for his life.
Whether the animated body of the late Brother Cristopher caught up with his accidental and unknown saviour, Peter could not know for sure but moments later as the sound of door slamming loudly against the wall again faded away, the echoes of terrified screaming stopped with it; at least for a while.
***
Kasey edged silently along the cold corridor, her arms wrapped tightly about her chest as if only this action could keep the wildly thumping heart within the confines of her own body. With each ominous sound echoing from somewhere unseen in the castle, she would freeze, pressing herself tightly against the wall while her head snapped nervously back and forth in grim anticipation of the appearance of what would surely be the instrument of her death. For from the very first scream she knew the Corrupt had found their way onto the island. Their sanctuary had been breached, the walls of Jericho had fallen and the denizens of hell had spewed forth like a plague of walking death to claim the living.
‘Our Father, who art in heaven,’ she panted, her whispered words fighting against the rising wave of panic building within her. ‘Hallowed be thy...’
A flash of movement in the corner of her eye immediately stalled the prayer on her lips, transforming its words of comfort into a high moan of overwhelming despair. Yet even as her head span to confront the horror that awaited her, she found herself welcoming the choked back sob of utter relief that bubbled forth in its place. A victim of the whim of her own terrified imagination, she found herself still alone in the corridor and for now, still beyond the touch of the Corrupt and the bite that brought with it her own demise. For opposite her, a beam of light danced lazily across the pane of glass in a picture frame and it had in fact been her own movement reflected here that had caused her heart to skip and pulse to quicken.
‘Name,’ she at last puffed, forcing the word out with a shaky exchange of breath. 
She was about to berate herself for allowing her own fears to play tricks on her mind when the tortured scream of a man coming from somewhere dangerously close by, reminded her that any and all fears were currently justified. Frozen in place by his terrible wailing, Kasey stood wide eyed and teetering on the brink of losing what little control she still had. Nervously her fingers stroked at the loose braid of her thick curly hair, willing the man, whoever it was, to stop.  Surely his cries would draw more of the Corrupt to him, to her and to anyone else unlucky enough to still be in the castle. But then suddenly his screams changed. To those blessed enough never to have experience such a traumatic death that was surely taking place, the changes may have been imperceptible but to Kasey and to all those who had survived among the Corrupt, the difference was as obvious as day and night. The screams within seconds had become utterly all-consuming for their maker. They were now wet, final and had become the embodiment of flesh tearing and a life ending. And then with the gurgling of blood surely erupting from a torn out throat, the screaming stopped. 
She had to keep moving, she knew this. She had come up with a plan, she knew where she was going, she just had to get there. But unless she took control of her body and forced her feet to move again, it would be the end of her and it would be her fighting for her life in a hallway, screaming out her last. 
‘Move, move, move!’ her mind screamed impotently at her stubborn and curiously disobedient legs.
Yet still her shaking body pressed itself against wall, unable to move on; condemning itself by its own inaction.
‘Just move! Step away from the wall,’ her mind continued to shout, her anger at her own fear and incompetence building. ‘Just step away from the wall, Kasey! Step away and save yourself!’
It wasn’t until she heard the sound of a door slamming somewhere nearby that she suddenly found her feet again and just as she had done on her initial cross over to the island, she placed her life in God’s hands and threw herself away from the wall into the churning abyss of fear that awaited her.
‘Thy kingdom come,’ she whispered, each word punctuated with a restrained yet anxiously urgent step further along the corridor, ‘Thy will be done..’
With each word she drew closer to her goal, closer to the refectory and her escape to the kitchens and the large walk-in-pantry that she knew could be locked from the inside.
‘…on earth,’ she continued, at last reaching the corner around which the large door to the refectory awaited her, ‘as it is in…’
What she saw as she finally turned the corner struck Kasey like a punch in the stomach, making her stagger backwards. For there, spreading out across the stone floor in front of the refectory door, was a pool of deep red coagulating blood. If this wasn’t bad enough, the scuff marks and smeared hand and footprints also told of someone or something slipping in the pool before making their way off down the hall, thankfully away from her.
‘…heaven,’ she completed at last, the final word falling from her lips barely audible to her own ears let alone the Divine.
If Kasey’s skin had been considered pale before, now, as the blood drained from her face in shock, it could only be described as almost alabaster in its translucency. Unable to help herself, she gaped wide eyed at the bloody scene, her gaze unable to rest on any one part of the devastation laid out before her. It was only as she flitted across a smeared handprint streaking low down across the wall to a lump of something that could have been the top of someone’s ear that Kasey’s body finally fully reacted to the carnage she was being forced to witness. With a violent twisting her stomach made known its protest, causing her to abruptly add her own hot vomit to the cooling red pool seeping ever closer to her feet.
Leaning against the wall for support, her hand unsettlingly close to a set of bloody handprints, Kasey spat the last of the acidic fluid from her mouth. Glancing guardedly at the tell-tale marks of violence, she purposefully removed her hand from the wall; irrationally fearful the close proximity of the blood from one those claimed by the Corruption could itself taint her very soul.
‘God, protect me,’ she whispered, crossing herself before subconsciously rubbing the palms of her hands against the fabric of her skirt.
Despite her revulsion Kasey knew she would have to step across the pool of blood and gore if she wanted to get to the large refectory doors. But as she geared herself up to take that first step she noticed one of the doors was actually slightly ajar, wedged in place by something small and whitish at its base. With sickening dread threatening to churn her stomach again, Kasey begged it was not, or rather had not been, part of whoever had once held the blood she was about to walk over. 
‘Our Father,’ she started to say to herself again, the words of the prayer bringing distraction if not comfort as she placed a foot tentatively in front of her.
Looking down at her foot, now an island in a red sea of death, Kasey realised she felt no change inside of her. There was no demonic vice-like grip suddenly encircled about her soul claiming it for its own nor the cold chill of loss as her Saviour turned his back on her. No, she felt none of this, her faith and her God were with her, of this she was sure. So with only a brief and involuntary shiver running down her back acting as a warning to beware, she took another step forward and then another. Within moments the intricately carved wooden doors were but a hair’s breadth from her fingertips, calling out to her to make contact and push one of them open. But no sooner had her hand made contact, the pressure of which causing the door to move a fraction, than she heard a small ‘clicking’ sound coming from its base. Looking down she let out a held in puff of relief, for the blood splattered white object she had noticed earlier was not some torn free finger or section of bone but in fact was a single chess piece, the white Queen; the tip of which was now firmly lodged under the door.
Tempted to simply kick the chess piece free but knowing she couldn’t risk the noise, Kasey reluctantly bent down to wriggle the Queen free by hand. 
‘Come on, come on!’ she grumbled nervously to herself, twisting base of the carved piece this way and that, trying not to get any more blood on her fingers than strictly necessary. 
Then suddenly the bloody Queen was in her hand, free from her entrapment and the door was at able to swing open again.
‘Thank you,’ she whispered, standing upright again, her free hand already pushing the door inward.
If Kasey had thought about it just for a second longer or even been more used to dealing with the Dead, she may not have so tragically misread the bloody footprints that led away from the refectory. She may not have assumed that they simply indicated something no longer part of God’s plan had come through these doors in search of the living flesh hiding elsewhere in the castle. She may have shown some caution as she pushed open the gore spotted door and she may have even been able to escape the brutalised body of Brandon lunging toward her, a bloody and savage hunger burning in his white milky eyes.
‘No!’ she managed to scream, when Brandon’s corpse barrelled into her, knocking her back out into the hallway. 
As the two bodies, one Dead and one damned soon to join it, collided, their momentum sent them both sprawling to the floor with a crash. Kasey cried out in pain and fear as the air was violently forced from her lungs by the much heavier corpse landing on top of her. But it was the flash of stars dancing across her vision as the back of her head made contact with the already blood covered stone floor that worried her most. Fighting the blackness that promised with it her ultimate demise, she flailed her arms about in front of her, desperate to keep the creature that had once been Brandon from gaining a firm grip on her. Her small delicate hands slipped sickening again and again across Brandon’s blood soaked jumper, its pattern now distorted by the swathe of deep red, each time momentarily knocking his arms away as she fought to keep him at bay. Yet Kasey knew this was a battle she could not win, the very size of Brandon’s body and strength compared to her own spelt her very doom. She knew her time bathed in the grace of her God was to be measured in seconds rather than minutes yet she could not give up, she could not give in. 
At one point the thumb of her right hand was bent painfully back as it caught on something deep in the gaping wound on Brandon’s neck. Crying out at the unexpected jolt, her other arm involuntarily slipped, giving Brandon’s cadaver just what it wanted, an opening. Darting forward, mouth agape dripping bloody saliva, the savage corpse latched itself onto her left shoulder.
‘No!’ Kasey hysterically screamed, her eyes wild with panic as she felt the pressure against her shoulder building as the creature’s teeth bore down on her, surely bringing with it her damnation.
‘Kasey!’ a voice suddenly boomed out of the blue, a mix of furious anger and concern somehow battling for the word.
And then a shadow loomed over Kasey, tall and imposing; a shadow reaching out to grab the back of Brandon’s cadaver, a shadow promising her salvation. Yet even as Father Matthew’s fists tightening about Brandon’s blood caked jumper preparing to pull him back, Kasey felt the sharp pain in her shoulder.
‘No!’ she cried again, her terror-filled eyes briefly locking with Father Matthew’s just before the unholy creature’s savage face appeared in front of her own blocking her view.
And then it was gone, thrown violently against the wall as Father Matthew bellowed in rage. With her hand automatically reaching to support her shoulder, Kasey watched Father Matthew grab hold of Brandon’s corpse again only to then toss it angrily to the floor like some unwanted doll.
‘Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,’ Father Matthew roared, as he stamped down hard on the skull of the creature now lying at his feet. ‘I will fear no evil.’
Unable to tear her eyes away from the violence before her, Kasey watched in stunned horror as Father Michael’s attack rendered the face of Brandon’s cadaver to a fleshly pulp. Yet even now the beast could not give up its battle to tear and render the living nearby flesh and with seemingly renewed efforts it clawed desperately at Father Matthew’s legs.  
‘For thou art with me,’ Father Matthew continued, stamping down again and again on the head of the thing that until recently had been a friend, while within his fist he tightly held the silver crucifix hanging about his neck, ‘thy rod and thy staff… they… comfort…’
With a stomach-churning snapping sound, something at last gave way beneath the torrent of Father Matthew’s blows and after a brief choking sound escaping its throat, the Corrupt shell of Brandon was at last still.
‘Me,’ finished Father Matthew, panting for breath.
Taking no triumph in his win, he looked down at the broken figure of Brandon beneath him.
‘May God have mercy upon your soul,’ he continued, sucking in air as he pried one of Brandon’s lifeless hands from its grip on his trouser leg.
With a ‘slap’ the limb fell to the floor, the sound at last pulling Kasey’s gaze from the sight of Brandon’s now misshapen skull. Her mouth agape in shock, Kasey simply shook her head back and forth as if to deny what she had seen; yet there was no denying it, not for Father Matthew and not for her. 
‘Kasey?’ Father Matthew started to ask, noticing the way her right hand cradled her left shoulder. ‘Kasey… you’re hurt.’
‘Father, I,’ she whimpered, her wide eyes once again flitting to the pulpy mass that had been Brandon’s head. ‘I’m fine, Father… My soul is… it is still pure, Father, still pure… I still walk with God by my side. I still feel his grace within me... I still feel him, Father!’
‘Oh, my dear child,’ Father Matthew simply replied, the red spot a blooming between the fingers of her hand telling him another story entirely.
‘No, Father,’ she managed to say, her eyes welling up with heavy tears, ‘please, I… I still feel God’s grace is with me… please, Father.’
‘Kasey,’ said Father Matthew solemnly, knowing she was already lost to the God she so longed to cling to.
‘No!’ she snapped back, her fear adding force to the word as she awkwardly used the wall behind her to push herself to her feet. ‘God is still with me, my soul has not fallen. I will not become one of the Corrupt, He will save me. God will save me!’
‘You know that can’t be, Kasey,’ said Father Matthew, at last stepping away from Brandon’s body. ‘Once the taint of Corruption is upon you, you… you are no longer of His creation.’
‘No, no, no,’ Kasey continued to say, shaking her head as she spoke over his words; as if to not hear them denied the very truth they held.
‘Yes, Kasey,’ he calmly continued, stepping gingerly towards her. ‘I’m sorry but you know I’m right.’
‘How do you know! You know nothing!’ she suddenly screamed back at him, shocked by the ferocity and heresy of her own words.
‘Kasey…’ Father Matthew started to say, taking another step closer to the distraught young woman whose mortal existence could, at best, be counted in days.
‘No!’ she cried, taking a shaky step back. ‘Stay away from me. You stay away from me!’
But Father Matthew knew he could not let this Corrupt vessel wander the halls of the castle, no matter how much it pleaded or how pitiful a face it wore. This creature before him was damned and put simply, all that was truly Kasey had died the moment the Corruption entered her body; from then she had been lost to him and forever lost to God. 
‘Stay back!’ Kasey screeched, her blood covered hand impotently reaching out in front of her, hopeful to keep some distance between herself and Father Matthew. 
‘Kasey, child, I…’ he began, his words of consolation suddenly halted as Kasey unexpectedly bolted down the corridor away from him.
‘Damn!’ he barked, admonishing himself for not making a grab for her when he had the chance.  
Kasey ran, she ran for her life and she ran for her soul. In her wild panic she dashed around corners, crashing into walls and barrelling through doorways, not caring who or what was alerted by her passing presence. She had to find a way off St Michael’s Mount before Father Matthew caught up with her again; that was all that mattered now. She was nothing to him now, she knew that for certain. In his eyes she was just a sentient shell awaiting its destruction, already damned and already a rotting corpse with the stench of death upon her lips. But she knew her God had not judged her; and she had not been found wanting and cursed with a living death. She could still feel Him with her, His love and His grace lighting her soul like a beacon of hope; a hope she would cling to.
Father Michael had been so wrong about the Corrupt, she saw that now. He had fooled them all. With his words and charisma he had spun his tale, reworking the truth to fit his own ends. He had written off so many that came to their door as tainted or unworthy of God’s grace, turning them back to surely face their deaths among the Corrupt.
‘No,’ Kasey thought to herself as she ran, angrily correcting her own words, ‘not the Corrupt,
the Dead.’

Racing down a corridor, her hammering heart seemingly determined to break free of her chest as she gulped down air to feed her burning lungs, Kasey made up her mind nothing would stop her now, not Father Matthew and certainly not his divine proclamations. But as she threw herself round a corner, her bloody fingers tracing a path on the wall as she turned, she noticed just too late the stunned figure of Odelia stood right before her. With a cry, both women tumbled to the floor, bringing with them a framed oil painting of some long-gone rural idyll crashing off the wall. 
‘You stupid girl!’ spat Odelia, separating herself from the tangle of limbs she unexpectedly found herself in. ‘Haven’t you heard the screams? The Corrupt are in the castle, they’ve…’
But Odelia could not finish her chastising sentence and instead stared transfixed at the bloody mark on Kasey’s shoulder.
‘Odelia, I…’ Kasey started to say unaware of the look of horror and disgust spreading across the woman’s face as she glanced briefly back along the corridor, expecting to see the imposing form of Father Matthew charging after her at any moment.
‘Get away from me!’ Odelia almost growled, swiftly grabbing for part of the picture frame that had broken when it had been knocked to the floor.
‘Odelia, please!’ Kasey begged, self-consciously covering her wound with her hand as if ashamed by it.
‘I said get away!’ hissed Odelia, waving the pitiful length of carved wood in front of her to keep Kasey at bay. ‘You’re one of them now, unclean in the eyes of God. You’re one of the Corrupt… you’re one of the damned.’
‘Bullshit, Odelia!’ Kasey snapped back, taking a step forward as anger blazed in her eyes, ‘You think we don’t see that you only pay lip service to Father Matthew’s crap about the Fall and the Corrupt? You never believed, not really, not like some of the others or like me. You just said whatever you thought wanted to be heard. You’re a fraud Odelia Weaver and so is Father Matthew… damn him for it. There is no Corruption, no curse or eternal damnation from God... because I believe, Odelia. I believe God is still with me and no matter what happens. He always will be. He…’ 
Out of the blue a man suddenly appeared from around the corner, throwing himself violently onto Kasey’s back and sending them both sprawling back to the floor. With a panicked scream, Kasey briefly saw a flash of red fabric and thought for a moment Father Matthew had finally caught up with her. But unfortunately she was wrong, so very wrong, and as she twisted in the man’s grasp the bruised but strangely drawn face of Brother Alex appeared before her eyes.
‘No!’ Kasey managed to cry out just before Brother Alex lunged toward her neck open mouthed.
With the terrified screams from Odelia mingling with her own, Kasey felt the skin of her throat pinch and then begin to break off her under the pressure of Brother Alex’s teeth. She watched impotently as he slowly drew his head back, the skin and flesh of her neck still held firmly between his teeth. Until, with more pain than she thought physically possible exploding through her brain, her blood erupted, splashing across the face of the thing that had previously been Brother Alex. 
‘Dear God!’ wailed Odelia, rooted in place by her fear as she watched Brother Alex’s corpse chew hungrily on his strip of stolen flesh. 
Trapped beneath the savage cadaver and despite the taste of her own blood in her mouth, Kasey still fought for her life; what was left of it. With her body starting to go into shock from the attack, her pathetic blows did little to deter the creature and as it eagerly returned to claim more of her flesh she found herself praying her death would be a swift one. But Kasey was not to be given even this small blessing and as frenzied bloody fingers tore wildly at her clothes to expose more of her milk pale skin, she suffered the tortuous pain of bite after bite after bite. At some point Alex’s corpse returned to the bloody wound at her neck. Only this time, purely by chance, something vital and pumping snagged between its teeth. 
‘Please!’ Kasey screamed silently through her shock induced haze, begging her God to finally let her suffering end. 
And then with a tugging ‘pop’ her prayers were answered and the blackness swiftly claimed her.
Odelia watched frozen in place as the blood drenched shell of Brother Alex gorged itself on  Kasey’s flesh, yet even in the maelstrom of her paralysing horror she still managed to think it a blessing when Kasey’s carotid artery was finally ripped out, at last ending the girl’s torture. But it was only when a pair of milky eyes happened to glance from its bloody prize in her direction, that Odelia’s self-preservation at last overwhelmed her terror. She knew Kasey’s flesh would not hold the interest of Brother Alex’s cadaver for long and when whatever it was that drew it to the living finally dispersed she would quickly become the next focal point of its cannibalistic desire.    
Tentatively at first, she moved one foot backwards and then, when nothing happened, another. Step by step, she backed her way along the hallway away from the bloody beast still consuming poor Kasey’s brutalised body; at any moment expecting it to abandon its fallen quarry in favour of the warmer flesh escaping it. Odelia was four metres from the scene of carnage when she at last decided to turn and run. Darting along the corridor as fast as her late-middle-aged legs could carry her, she took the first turning presented to her; hoping or rather praying that now she was out of sight she was also out of mind.
Back at the bloody banquet, Brother Alex’s corpse paused in it enthusiastic chewing, its mouth suddenly opening to allow the red sinewy contents to fall unwanted to the floor. Something had changed within the warm wet flesh that it had so eagerly stuffed in its mouth only moments before and even as it pushed itself slowly back up to its feet, Brother Alex’s corpse dismissed the now twitching body at his feet that had once captivated him so.
Standing in the shadows Father Matthew watched in silent rage as the thing that had been Brother Alex rose to his feet and then Kasey’s corpse sat up seconds later. He knew even with God guarding his soul, his body stood no chance against these two newly Corrupt creatures, especially if they attacked him together. So, realising that there was nothing more he could do for the already damned Brother Alex and Kasey, he quietly backed away, turned and made his way to the chapel; praying all the while that the two unholy fiends separated so whoever encountered them next at least stood some chance to survive.
***
Brother Gregory pressed his back against the bookshelf, desperate to make himself as small and as unnoticeable as he could. He knew something else was in the library with him, he could hear it and whatever it was, it brought with it the smell of blood and shit.
When he had first heard the screams Brother Gregory’s hand had frozen mid-turn of a page, the thin sheet of paper suddenly quivering in his grasp as the fear took hold of him. Sat on the far side of the library where the shelves were still used to house their collection of books rather than just more potted seedlings, he had spent the afternoon enjoying the warmth of the afternoon sun and a soft breeze coming through a single set of shutters that had been left open. Yet as the cries echoed through the castle his blood ran cold and all of a sudden this little golden patch of heaven was little more than a death trap highlighting his very presence.
‘Safety in numbers or better on my own?’ he had debated, weighing up the pros and cons of each decision, deciding one minute only to then change his mind the next. 
Ten minutes later and he still hadn’t moved from his spot or even completed the action of turning the page of his book, but it was when he heard the strange sound of what could only be described as wet footsteps coming from somewhere else in the room that he realised he may have left it too late. Cursing himself for not at least closing the heavy library door when he had a chance, Brother Gregory at last relinquished his grasp on his book, placing it silently down on the table in front of him and slowly moved to stand. It was only when he was half up, his knees shaking from the controlled effort, that he remembered to place a hand on the back of the chair to carefully ease it out; after all, the sound of chair legs scraping across a floor would do little to ensure his continued existence, far from it. 
Once free of his chair, Brother Gregory cautiously stepped away from the table, leaving behind the once comforting pool of sunlight for the safety of the shadows around him. Silently he made his way along dim book-lined aisles, each footfall slow and precise, until, for no particular reason he stopped. There was nothing to rationally merit this specific point in the library. The shadows here were no darker than anywhere else in the room. Nor was it really any closer to, or further away from, the door to make a difference one way or the other but with each fleeting movement of shadow caught in the corner of his eye or the sound of a soft wet step reaching his ears, Gregory knew his time and luck were running out, fast.
Suddenly the coppery scent of blood mixed with the stench of recently soiled underwear became stronger, filling the air around him and alerting Brother Gregory that his potential death was dangerously nearby. Sure enough, as he peered through one bookshelf to the next aisle he saw the dark figure of a man pass by. Even in the dim twilight of the library, Gregory could see it was or rather it had been, Kevin Harrison. The swathe of blood drenching his front, turning his blue shirt and trousers almost a wet glossy black, told Gregory all he needed to know about the physical state of the man walking past him. Kevin Harrison was very much dead, that was clear, and with each unholy step he took, his blood filled shoes would squelch, nauseatingly; leaving in their wake a bloody trail a testament to his passing.
Holding his breath, less the very action of his breathing itself alert Kevin’s corpse to his presence, Brother Gregory moved back deeper in to the shadows and willed the creature to move on, praying it leave him undetected. Then, as luck would have it somewhere in the castle a woman began screaming for her life, the impending and inevitable loss of which Brother Gregory selfishly hoped would draw the hungry cadaver out of the library and away from him.
‘Come on! Come on!’ he thought, wishing Kevin’s corrupt shell would respond to the screams and be enticed away. ‘It’s dinner time…can’t you hear her? Go and stuff your face!’
But Brother Gregory needn’t have worried, for in this one thing the response of the Dead or the Corrupt as he called them, was assured. No sooner had the first terrified scream reached its ears than the cadaver’s head spun, eager to locate its source. Tilting its head to one side, the deep wound at its throat gaped sickeningly with each movement while its pale milky eyes burned with an unquenchable need. For a second Kevin’s hungry gaze seemed to rest on Brother Gregory hidden deep amongst the twilight shadows, turning his blood to ice and causing the control of his bladder to instinctively fail him. But onward roamed the cadaver’s searching stare, until, with squelching footsteps, it abruptly turned and darted along the aisle away from him.
For what seemed like an eternity but was in fact just five short minutes, Brother Gregory waited, standing in a pool of his own urine while he strained his ears to hear any other movement in the library. Only when he was quite sure he was alone, did he tentatively make his way along the maze-like rows of bookshelves determined to ensure his own ongoing survival.
Reaching the end of the shelves, Gregory paused, making sure once again that he was still alone before making his move. Reassured that he was indeed the sole occupant of the library, living or otherwise, he quickly stole a glance from behind the bookshelf to inspect the rest of the room and more importantly the object of his goal, the open door. Apart from a set of bloody footprints leading in and out of the library, some stray splattered droplets on the floor and a smeary handprint on one of the glass fronted bookcases that house the seedlings, the library was all as it should be.
‘Shit,
now’s the tricky part!’ Gregory thought to himself, knowing there was no way to know if anything lay in wait beyond the open doorway until he finally committed himself and moved away from the safety of his hiding place. 
‘Come on, Gregory. Fucking, come on!’ he continued, his own thoughts chiding himself for his lack of action. ‘On three… one, two…’
But Gregory’s own body prevented the need for him to reach three, for as someone’s desperate wails echoed along the corridors beyond the library, his legs seemingly made the independent decision for him to move. Darting forward, Brother Gregory found himself sidestepping the bloody footprints smeared across the wooden floor and instinctively making a reach for the handle of the large heavy door. 
Leaving it to the last moment, lest his worst fears be confirmed, Gregory finally allowed himself to glance up from the bloody trial left by Kevin’s passing to see what, if anything, stood watching him from the hallway. For a split moment, his breath caught in his throat as the image of a figure rushing toward him stamped its way across in his panic filled brain. But as the details of what he was actually seeing finally rearranged themselves and became clear, he realised it was in fact only Beth Keys approaching and thankfully she was still very much alive.
‘Brother Gregory!’ she cried, desperately waving at him as if afraid he hadn’t seen her.
‘Hurry!’ Gregory hissed, glancing left and right fearful Kevin’s corrupt corpse would return at any moment.
‘Oh, sweet Jesus!’ Beth sobbed as she ran. ‘The Corrupt, Brother Gregory, they’re on the island. How could they…’
Whatever Beth had intended to say suddenly faded from her thoughts when she saw the look on Brother Gregory’s face inexplicably change, his eyes suddenly widening in shock. He was now looking at something behind her, something fearful and terrifying; and whatever it was, it was sprinting along the corridor behind her.
‘No!’ she managed to whimper, still a good five metres from the safety of the open library door. 
Gregory’s mind fought to reconcile the bloody and savage creature even now closing in on Beth with the quiet and almost annoyingly apologetic image of Kasey that still lurked in his head. The two were at such great contrast that if it hadn’t been for the corpse’s thick red hair, now matted and dripping with her own blood, he would have denied the reality of what he saw entirely. But there was no denying the claw-like hands reaching for Beth Keys and there was no denying the woman was simply not going to make it. So as his eyes flicked back to briefly lock with Beth’s terrified gaze, Gregory made up his mind. He could not risk, or rather he would not risk, Kasey’s corpse getting into the library and worse, getting to him, so he began to close the door.
‘Brother Gr…’ Beth started to say, unable to understand just what she was seeing; her words abruptly turning to a shriek as a bloody hand grabbed a fist full of her hair.
‘Arrgghh!’ she screamed, her panic causing a chunk of her hair to be painfully ripped from her scalp as she fought to reach the already closing door.
But Kasey’s cadaver would not let its victim escape so easily and even as Beth stretched out her hand imploringly to the disappearing image of Brother Gregory, it threw itself onto her back; clawing and tearing at her clothes, its hungry mouth agape and awaiting its first taste of warm bloody flesh. 
‘No!’ cried Beth, falling to the floor under the weight of Kasey’s cadaver; the sound of the door finally closing on her barely registering as a set of teeth bit deep and hard into the flesh of her shoulder.
***
‘Move!’ shouted Rod, his cry at last snapping Jane from her frozen terror.
Tearing her eyes from the three bloody figures charging towards them, Jane thrust Riley away from her and in the direction of the open cottage doorway. She didn’t need to see the look of fear on Rod’s eye to know it would be a close call as to whether they would all manage to get inside and secure themselves in time but no matter what happened, even if she had to sacrifice herself, she was determined Riley would be saved. Glancing down at the heavy frying pan, now just beyond her reach, she debated for a split second the merits of stopping to retrieve it but with the first of the hungry cadavers now only ten or so metres away, and getting closer, she knew she simply didn’t have the time to spare.
‘Hurry, woman!’ shouted Rod, gabbing her sleeve to push her onward just as she had done with Riley. 
With her eyes set on the gaping doorway just a few meters ahead of Riley, she at least knew he was going to reach it. Yet even if he did get inside in time she knew this hardly guaranteed his survival; for many a survivor had still been torn to pieces as the Dead smashed their way through non-barricaded windows or doors hardly meant to withstand a foe that feels no pain.
‘Upstairs!’ Rod bellowed from behind, just as Riley crossed the threshold of the cottage.
For a moment the boy’s head darted blindly back and forth until he locked onto the small shadowy staircase to his left, leading to an unpromising and flimsy looking door at its top. 
With Riley disappearing into the cottage ahead of her, Jane risked a glance at the nearest corpse and instantly regretted it. The closest Dead man, his face little more than a monstrous patchwork of bloody bite marks surrounding a ragged gaping hole where his nose once was, held such wild hunger and demonic intent within his milky glare that Jane almost stumbled. Luckily at that moment her fingers brushed against the wooden surround of the door and with an unceremonious shove from Rod behind her, she found herself falling inside. 
‘The windows!’ shouted Rod, slamming the door behind him just a body collided with the other side of it. ‘The shutters! Close the shutters!’
Landing heavily on all fours, Jane knew she had no time to acknowledge the sudden shooting pain in her knees. So with tears in her eyes and a determination to survive moving her onward, she pushed herself up from the tiled floor and thankful to hear Riley bounding up the stairs, taking them two at a time, darted over to the first set of windows.
‘The latch!’ called Rod, noticing Jane’s frantic attempt to move the first shutter only for it to stay locked in place. ‘Un-hook the latch holding it back!’
Looking over at Rod, his crow bar still clutched in his fist as he braced the jolting door with his back, Jane wondered if the noseless Dead man had already been joined by his bloody compatriots and if so, should she be helping to hold the door in place instead. As if to answer her question a hand suddenly slammed against one of the small panes of glass in front of her, sending a worrisome crack shooting across it.
‘Shit!’ she gasped, her fingers blindly fighting to release the latch as she stared into the savage face of a Dead teenage girl. ‘Shit, shit, shit!’ she continued, watching as the girl’s corpse drew back her arm once more to punch at the glass.
The Dead girl’s hand was but a hair’s breadth from striking the glass when Jane finally broke eye contact just long enough to look across at her hand and at last unhook the latch. Then, with the sound of shattering glass and a terrified cry escaping Jane, the Dead girl’s hand shot through the already cracked window pane; a shard of glass slicing deep into her forearm as she forced her arm through to get to Jane.
‘Christ!’ yelled Jane, banging the shutter again and again against the limb that frantically tried to make a grab for her.
Suddenly there was an inexplicable dull ‘thud’ sound from outside and the Dead girl’s arm was momentarily pulled back just enough for Jane to slam the shutter in place and slide a thick looking bolt into a groove in the windowsill. Realising it wouldn’t take long for the Dead creature to smash her way through one of the other panes of glass, Jane spared no time in unhooking the latch of the second shutter and slamming it closed. 
‘The bar!’ grunted Rod, the door behind him suddenly jolting. ‘Put the bar across too!’
‘Bar?’ said Jane, desperately looking about for what she presumed was a length of timber to slot across the back of the two closed shutters.
‘Hurry!’ Rod continued, pressing all of his weight against the rattling door.
‘Where!’ shrieked Jane, at a loss as to where the bar Rod spoke of could be.
‘It’s on the fucking… Oh, fuck!’ he snapped in reply, only then noticing the thick plank of timber that was supposed to stop the shutters being forced inwards was not where it was supposed to be. ‘Here,’ he continued, awkwardly chucking the crowbar in Jane’s direction, ‘use this!’
With a ‘clang’ the crowbar clattered across the tiled floor, coming to rest under a small kitchen table, just beyond Jane’s reach.
‘Oh, give me a break!’ spat Jane, reluctant to remove her shaking hands from the shutters in case the Dead girl managed to somehow force them open.
‘Get it,’ urged Rod, nodding to the crowbar, ‘before they notice the other window!’
Despite her fear, Jane knew she had no choice; for as single-minded as the Dead were, it was inevitable that one of them would notice the other window sooner or later.
‘Oh, Shit!’ she muttered, relinquishing her hold on the closed shutters at the last possible moment and even then her left hand still hovered behind her as she reached for the crowbar, as if to hold the rattling shutter in place by sheer willpower alone.
No sooner had her fist closed about the cold metal of the crowbar, its end still bloody and covered in bits of torn skin, than Jane was darting back to ram it through the brackets on each shutter, effectively barring them from being pushed inward. With one window now secure she ran over to Rod to deal with the one on other side of the door. She was just stepping over his legs when the sound of shattering glass suddenly filled the room and two grasping bloody hands forced their way through the small window.
‘Fuck!’ shouted Rod, still fighting his own battle with the Dead man pounding to get in through the door. ‘Get that fucker out of here!’
But even as Jane stepped closer, the intruding Dead hands, which appeared to have belonged to a man, flailed wildly about, sending crockery and small ornaments crashing to the floor as they forced their way up to the elbow past the broken glass and into the room. Larger than the previous Dead teenager, this cadaver’s reach encroached far deeper into the room and despite the shards of broken glass cutting deep into his cold flesh, Jane knew closing the shutters here would be no easy task. Yet try she must and even as she ducked under an arm, its flesh bloody and almost flayed from wrist to elbow, she was forced to bat away the hand as it brushed against her shoulder.
‘Rod!’ she cried, trying to force one of the shutters while the Dead man fought to reach around it to grab her.
With his face pressed against what remained of the broken window pane, the snarling Dead man glared at Jane, his mouth and slobbering tongue roaming across the glass as if in anticipation of tasting her flesh.
‘I can’t,’ she continued, trying to pry the corpse’s finger from the edged of the shutter. ‘I can’t get it closed, he’s too strong!’
‘Keep trying!’ he shouted over the guttural moans of the Dead outside. ‘If it manages to get a hand hold…’
Just then there was the sound of splintering wood from just above Rod’s head and in that instant he knew the old cottage door was going to lose its battle against the Dead man’s onslaught.
‘Shit!’ he hissed, pushing himself up from the floor and painfully hobbling away from the door. ‘We can’t win this fight, not here. Jane, get upstairs!’
‘But?’ she started to protest, knowing that to give ground, any ground, to the Dead until they really needed to was stupid.
‘Forget it!’ he replied, already pulling on Jane’s arm. ‘That door’s not going to last more than another few minutes. We’ve got to move. Now!’
‘We can’t just…’ she started to argue, until, as if to prove Rod right, another alarming splintering sound came from the door and a set of bloodied fingers began to force their way through, eagerly widening the jagged crack.
‘Move!’ Rod bellowed, pulling her away from the window to shove her towards the staircase.
Knowing now was not the time to argue, Jane bounded up the stairs with Rod following up behind her; his painful ankle making it hard to ascend the stairs with any great speed. She was almost at the top of the staircase when her reluctance to relinquish the ground floor to the Dead finally got the better of her and she glanced back over Rod’s shoulder to the room below. In her absence the Dead man had doubled his efforts to pull himself through the window and even now was using the one shutter still latched open as leverage to pull himself further in to the room. It also appeared that whatever had attacked the door had now been joined by the corpse of the young girl, for now two sets of hands tore at the wood with savage abandon; their thick lifeless blood turning the inside of the door a deep red.
‘Just get the boy! Get Riley!’ urged Rod, knowing there was no need to look behind him to know the fate that awaited them there. ‘Hurry!’
At the mention of Riley’s name, Jane took the last two steps in one bound, the banister cracking as she pulled herself round onto the landing a little too fast. With seemingly only two rooms on this floor, Jane could see through an open doorway to the front bedroom where Riley was presently throwing everything he could get his hands on out of a small window down onto the Dead below them. Realising in a flash that she had only managed to close the shutters on the Dead teenager thanks to Riley’s aerial attack, she wished his valiant efforts had been able to buy them more time.
‘Riley!’ she called, fearful they had just painted themselves into a proverbial corner; and a lethal one at that.
‘Mum?’ said Riley, pausing in his attack as he looked to his mother for words of comfort.
But knowing she had nothing for him, no words to calm his panic and fear, she simply ran forward, pulling him into a fierce hug; while below them the sound of wood splintering further ominously rose up to greet them. 
‘This way,’ winced Rod, leaning against the doorframe for support. ‘Come on, we don’t have much time.’
With a wave, he pushed himself away from the doorway and disappeared back out into the hallway.
‘Shit! Should’ve opened the back door,’ Jane heard Rod grumble to himself as she and Riley hurried to catch up, ‘they might have gone straight through. No time now,’ he continued, his words seemingly more directed to her this time than himself as he came to a stop by a tall bookcase just left of the stairs.
‘Rod,’ she replied, glancing nervously back down the staircase, ‘please tell me you’ve got a plan?’
‘The others here may think it’s God that saves them,’ he started to say, pulling and tossing aside some of the books from one of the shelves, ‘but I think sometimes He needs a helping hand.’
With the last word, his hand encircled a door knob that had been hidden behind the books and with a click the whole bookshelf sprung away from the wall on one side.
‘Get in,’ he continued, pulling the heavy but well disguised door towards him.
With the sound of rusty casters rolling against wooden floorboards, the door started to open. Pushing Riley though first and following him as soon as the gap was wide enough, Jane was relieved to see a small hidden room awaited them. Once a small box room, Rod had converted it in a well-stocked bolt-hole. On one side were a set of three bunk beds, the uppermost bed somewhat uncomfortably close to the ceiling, while opposite them shelves were lined with plastic bottles of water, jars of preserved fruits and vegetables and even some presumably rare tins of pre-apocalypse canned food.
Behind her Rod had entered the room and was slowly pulling the door with a wide handle attached to the inside when he suddenly stopped.
‘Crap,’ he mumbled, quickly reaching back out to the hallway side of the door to pull out a few more of the books. ‘Not much point in having a spyhole if it’s covered up by the last book Stephen King is likely to write.’
Once he was satisfied he could see through the spyhole, his view unrestricted, he started to pull the door closed again. The door was just shy of closing when from below them there was suddenly a loud splintering and crashing sound; the old cottage door finally succumbing to its attackers.
‘They’re in!’ hissed Rod, glancing back to Jane and Riley.
Pulling Riley to her, Jane instinctively backed as far away from the door as she could. 
‘Oh, thank God!’ she whispered, noticing the rope ladder attached to the wall under the room’s single window;  no matter what happened here, at least she knew Riley had another chance to escape the Dead.
‘God had nothing to do with it,’ Rod whispered in reply, the door clicking shut, blocking out the sound of something starting to run up the stairs.
***
Even through her blind panic and pain, Beth’s mind still registered her surprise that Kasey’s frail body could hold such strength within it. The girl had hardly been athletic in life, her near fatal crossover from the mainland and the subsequent bloody collision with the rocky cliffs had proven that, yet in death her form seemed to have gained something, something wild and savage, something quite alien and unholy; and whatever it was, it had claimed poor Kasey for its own, totally.
‘No!’ Beth managed to scream just as Kasey’s bottom teeth scraped painfully across the bone of her shoulder blade, hungrily ripping free a chunk of bloody flesh and skin.
She fought desperately to wriggle out from under Kasey’s corrupt shell, yet with each movement the creature seemed to reposition itself, shifting its weight this way and that as if to be sure it’s meal could not escape. And then all of a sudden the weight was gone and the thing that had once been Kasey Henson was being thrown violently against the wall, crashing into it in a tangle of bloodied limbs.
‘Please… please, help me!’ sobbed Beth, the shadow of a man falling over her as she looked over at Kasey’s corpse; the savage hunger burning in its glare now directed at the figure standing behind her. ‘Please…’ Beth continued, pushing herself up onto an elbow just as the man stepped past her to deal with the hungry cadaver that even now was clawing its way across the floor to meet him.
It was one of the new arrivals, Tom, she thought his name was but then as her body started to go into shock her thoughts became muddled, drifting and confused; no, perhaps his name was Peter after all.
‘No… not Peter,’ she thought to herself, ‘Peter was my baby, my baby boy… and he went to… he went to Australia.’
‘Yes, he went to Australia,’ she said out loud, hardly noticing the flash of blood covered silver as Tom’s blades whistled through the air. ‘Scott stayed here and Peter went to Australia... and he gave me this,’ she continued, wincing as she pulled free the locket still hanging about her neck. ‘My, Peter, he gave me this.’ 
Tom slowly turned from the now headless and lifeless shell of the young woman and looked down at Beth.
‘My beautiful boy, he… he went to Australia with his wife… yes, that’s right… and…and they… they gave me this...’ Beth started to ramble, tears filling her eyes as she looked up at Tom, oblivious to everything around her but her own memories. ‘Do you think he’s safe?’ she asked, shakily lifting the locket to her lips as if kissing it was akin to kissing her own child. ‘Do you think he’s safe? Do you?’
But Tom did not answer her and any words he happened to speak were certainly not for her. 
‘She’s one of them, Daddy,’ his daughter whispered, the blade in his right hand rising high behind him, ‘finish her. Kill her, kill her for me!’
‘Yes, my darling,’ he whispered in reply, his blade falling fast and true to appease the ghostly demands of his youngest daughter.
With the briefest of gasps, Beth cruelly became aware of what was happening around her just at the last moment and then it was over; her headless body slumping to one side as her life blood sprayed violently out across the floor and walls. Tom looked down at the old woman’s crumpled body, the locket held tightly in her hand now drenched in deep red blood, and knew his job here was done. Yet even as he stepped over her lifeless body, he glanced down at her head, her eyes momentarily as still as her body. But he knew they would not stay this way, opening again within minutes, filmy and white, only to roam ceaselessly yet impotently in their search for the living; just as even now the head of the younger woman hungrily watched him. For a split second the thought to truly finish them flashed through his mind, only to be quickly quashed by the incessant spectral demands of his lost wife and daughters; so with their voices pushing out all other thoughts he moved on again. For surely there were always more Dead to find and as always, he would make them pay for the destruction of his family.
***
Brother Gregory slowly blinked and cautiously moved his eye away from the keyhole. Sitting back on his heels, he looked down at one of Kevin’s bloody footprints and at last let go of the shaky breath he had been holding. He had seen the way Tom had neutralised the threat from Kasey’s corrupt shell, cleanly removing its head with one stroke of his blades, and of this he took no umbrage but it was the way he dispatched Beth Keys that truly gave him concern. Oblivious to the rambling woman’s need for reassurance in her final moments, Tom had shown himself for the man he truly was, cold, dangerous and more importantly, clearly under the control of forces not of this realm; and with this last point Brother Gregory knew who had caused all of this mayhem, who had brought death and the Corruption among them and ultimately who would be made to pay for this transgression.
***
Fran pressed herself against the wall and held out her open hand behind her, gesturing for Kai to stay back. With only the single knife that she had strapped to her ankle for protection, she knew they were wilfully under-equipped and unless they could reverse this situation very shortly their chances were slim at best. It had been a short and easy discussion between herself and Kai as to what they needed to do first; the need for weapons to defend themselves clearly outweighed any desire to help others or engage the Dead, for if they could  not protect themselves what chance did they have protecting anyone else. So it was decided, they would first make their way to the cart to equip themselves, hopefully find Tom and only then would they see what help they could be to those residents of St Michael’s Mount still alive.
‘Shit!’ Fran thought to herself, steeling a quick glance around the corner of the building only to see the back of a woman hunched over something; with part of the woman’s bloody scalp torn away, she was clearly one of the Dead and only one thing held the attention of the Dead like this, she was feasting on the living.
‘Stay here,’ she mouthed back at Kai, realising their plan had just gone out the window; for if she didn’t deal with the Dead woman now, and quickly, they wouldn’t have a chance of getting past her undetected.
‘Don’t go,’ said the look in Kai’s eyes, his fingers gently wrapping about her elbow as if to hold her back.
For a second she lost herself to the love that bloomed in his eyes as she looked back at him, but it was a love tinged with fear, fear for her safety and fear of losing her.
‘It’s the only way,’ she whispered, leaning in close, her lips just shy of touching his.
And then, as their lips briefly met, she pulled away and stepped around the corner, his hold on her elbow dropping away at the last moment.
She knew Kai hated that it was down to her to protect them but at least he let sense break through any pointless machismo he felt; he simply hadn’t been among the Dead long enough to develop even a fraction of the skills that she had been gifted by her martial arts loving father. As much as she hated to admit it, it seemed she had inadvertently been built to survive an apocalypse and with each day she stayed alive her resolve to continue doing so in her father’s memory grew. So as she moved one slow and soundless footstep after another toward the Dead woman, she hoped he was watching over his little girl just one more time and that the knife in her hand would strike deep and true. 
‘Don’t turn round, don’t turn round…’ she silently begged the back of the Dead woman’s bloody head, while a handful of still steaming flesh was stuffed greedily into her welcoming mouth.
She was two paces behind the gorging cadaver when Fran’s gaze flicked to a small pale arm snaking around the Dead woman’s body, its fingers forming a small shaking fist that gripped tightly to the fabric of her blood splattered skirt. It was then that Fran realised that the Dead woman was sating her unnatural hunger on the flesh of a child and that by some cruel twist of fate this child was somehow still alive and suffering unimaginably.
‘No!’ cried Fran, instinctively darting forward, the blade in her hand already arching to meet the Dead woman’s exposed skull.
At the sound of her cry, the Dead woman’s head spun to greet her; her face a patchwork of torn and ragged flesh that created a bloody and savage visage if ever there was one. But the film covered eyes of this feasting corpse had little time to register Fran’s righteous approach and even as they widened in welcome surprise, the wickedly sharp blade tore through the cranium to destroy the brain within.
‘Fucking bitch!’ Fran spat, yanking free her blade from the cadaver’s skull, allowing the body to slump to one side.
Yet even as she said the words she knew this woman had no say in what atrocities had taken place after she had been conscripted into the army of the Dead and in fact Fran had almost been about to apologise to the lifeless corpse when she saw the brutalised and twitching body of the child beneath the woman; with sickening dread she realised it was the apple eating boy they had encountered earlier.
‘Fuck!’ she hissed, pulling the weight of the woman’s corpse off of the boy.
Behind her she heard Kai slowly approach, his sharp intake of breath showing his horror that the poor child should still be alive after such trauma.
‘Dear G…God, Fran!’ he whispered, laying his hand on her shoulder.
‘You’ll be alright, you’ll be okay,’ she soothed, slowly tilting a pale but blood splattered face towards her. ‘I’m going to take care of you… you’re going to be okay… you understand me? You’re going to be okay.’
The young boy’s glazed eyes met hers but he simply opened and closed his mouth, any final words denied him as his mind finally embraced the state of shock his body enforced upon it.
‘Just… just close your eyes,’ she whispered, a heavy tear running down her nose as she gently stroked the boy’s cheek. ‘Just close your eyes and I’ll make it all go away, I’ll make it stop.’
If her words had managed to truly penetrate the boy’s traumatic state, Fran would never know but as his lids thankfully began to droop, she choked back a sob and with almost a mother’s tenderness placed the tip of her blade in the centre of his forehead.
‘I’m sorry… I’m so sorry,’ she murmured, closing her eyes as she thrust the knife sharply down.
With a ‘crack’ the blade ripped through the boy’s skull and with little more than a slight gagging death rattle coming from deep in his throat he was still, his suffering finally at an end.
‘Shit!’ she whispered, her shoulders slumping as she sat there, reluctant to open her eyes again.
‘Fran,’ said Kai softly, his fingers gently squeezing her shoulder. ‘We n…need to go.’
‘I… I know,’ she replied with a sigh, at last opening her eyes to bear witness to her handiwork.
Looking down at the mauled body lying broken and abused in front of her, Fran almost wanted to shut her eyes and to never open them again. This child, who only a few hours before had been so confident in his own chosen reality and ensured existence, did not deserve the horror that had befallen him; none of them did. She forced herself to look past the handle of her knife, the skin puckering about its blade and into the boy’s pale gaunt face, his blood flecked lips left forever open in a state of perpetual exhalation, and for Fran it was almost more than she could bear. But this was the true reality of their lives now. Good people, bad, the innocent and guilty like, old and young, they all fell to the hunger of the Dead and none were spared the horror of their touch. To simply live seemed a privilege now, endured with horror and sufferance but a privilege none-the-less; and it was not a privilege she was about to waste.
‘Fran!’ Kai urged, anxiously aware they had spent a dangerous amount of time out in the open.
‘I know,’ she repeated, true acceptance that she had bestowed a mercy upon the tortured child finally creeping into her words. ‘Come on,’ she continued, at last yanking the blade free before pushing herself up from her knees, ‘we need to get to the cart.’
So with hardly a backwards glance at the two motionless bodies left in their wake, Fran and Kai continued edging along a row of eerily quiet cottages, silently making their way towards the flapping Purity Archway and the spot they knew Star, the cart and their precious weapons supply awaited them.
‘Wait!’ she hissed ten agonisingly tense minutes later, abruptly pulling Kai down into a crouch one side of the ribbon festooned scaffold Archway.
‘W…what is it?’ asked Kai, nervously looking around for the Dead.
‘Looks like we’ve got company,’ she whispered, nodding further down the road in the direction of the two small buildings that had been their quarantine, come prison, for the night. ‘The cart,’ she clarified, seeing the confused look on Kai’s face. ‘You can just see the back of it sticking out from behind the furthest building.’ 
‘Yeah, so?’ he asked in a hushed voice, scrunching his eyes up as if to see better and still oblivious to what had alerted Fran to someone else’s presence.
‘The back hatch is open,’ she whispered, somewhat confused that he hadn’t noticed already.  ‘Tom wouldn’t have left it like that, so…’
‘So s…someone else did,’ he completed, at last understanding her point. 
‘That’s right, Einstein,’ she smiled, returning her attention back to the cart while consciously trying to ignore the presence of Kai’s warm hand resting at the base of her back.
‘Do you th…think they’re still there?’ he whispered, his breath against her neck sending an involuntary shiver through her. 
‘I… I don’t know… I don’t think so,’ she replied, intently watching the cart for any sign of movement, ‘but we can’t just sit waiting to get our arse eaten… we need those weapons… come on.’
With the decision made, Fran slowly stood and with single glance back at Kai she moved onward, his hand instinctively still keeping contact with her, silently assuring her she was not alone, nor would she be again.
They were ten or so metres from the cart, their approach still cautious yet tinged with urgency, when Fran noticed it was rocking slightly back and forth, indicating someone was moving about inside. Without even noticing she had done it, she stepped in front of Kai protectively, the grip on the knife held by her side tightening. Whether Kai resented this move she didn’t even take into consideration, for in her mind it was more important that they both survive this day unharmed and as she was the only one that had any real self-defence training, it just seemed natural to her that she should take the lead.
Suddenly the back of a shadowy figure appeared in the open hatchway, a figure that was clearly helping themselves to the rack of weapons attached to the inside of the cart’s walls. It was only when the figure began to turn, the light at last striking his features as he tossed a sturdy section of scaffolding pipe to the ground that Fran let go of the breath she had been holding. With a startled look of guilty surprise on his face, Dave visibly jumped as he noticed Fran and Kai watching him.
‘Jesus!’ he gasped, looking visibly shaken. ‘You scared the shit out of me.’
‘You know the Dead are on the island,’ said Fran, matter-of-factly as she and Kai closed the gap between them and the cart.
‘Why do you think I’m here,’ Dave replied, reaching briefly back into the cart to retrieve a knife he had chosen, by chance it was same sharp letter opener Tom had used to send Sharon to her oblivion. ‘Oh, I hope you don’t mind?’ he added, embarrassingly gesturing with the knife as he realised he had been caught helping himself to their belongings. ‘It was the closest place I could think of where I could get some sort of weapon.’
‘That’s fine,’ said Fran, waving away his apology, ‘the sooner they’re all dealt with the better. They can’t be…’ Fran stopped what she was saying, her attention drawn to the splatter of deep red across much of his once clean shirt. ‘Your arm, Dave,’ she continued, nodding to where the wet fabric clinging to his skin, ‘what happened?’
‘What?’ he asked, confused to what she was referring. ‘Oh, wait, no, the blood’s not mine,’ he finally continued giving his arm a cursory glance before jumping down from the cart. ‘I had to deal with one them to get here. I’m fine, Fran… I’ve not been bitten, honest. Look, I need to find Jane and Riley.’
‘Take off your shirt, Dave,’ said Fran, subtly changing the position of her feet in case she need to defend herself.
‘Fran, I…’ Dave began to protest until Kai cut him off.
‘She said t…take it off,’ he said, his imposing physique adding weight to his command.
‘Okay, okay, calm down,’ replied Dave, holding up his hands defensively, one of which still held the letter opener.
‘We have to be sure, Dave.’ added Fran, nodding for him to lower his hands. ‘If you’ve already been bitten, well…’
With none of the outcomes ending well should it turn out he had indeed been bitten, Fran knew she couldn’t take any chances with Dave, not until she was sure; for nothing was more dangerous than a man with nothing to lose.
‘I don’t have time for this crap… Jane and Riley are out there somewhere,’ grumbled Dave, slipping the knife into the waistband of his jeans before purposefully unbuttoning his shirt. ‘I need to find them.’
With the last word he slipped his arm free of the bloody sleeve and made a show of moving his arm left and right so Fran and Kai could see it from all angles.
‘See… I told you, no bite,’ he continued, waiting for the pair to give him the ‘all clear’.
‘We had to be sure,’ replied Fran, bending down to pick up the length of piping Dave had chosen for a weapon. ‘So I don’t suppose you have any idea how things have gone to shit around here in the space of just a few hours?’
‘Beats me,’ said Dave, removing his bloody shirt entirely, leaving him stood in a new white vest now partially marked under one arm where a little blood had seeped through. ‘I was taking Peter to the kitchens to see if they had more scraps we could use for bait when the screaming started.’
‘And where is Peter?’ asked Fran, hoping the sweet and fragile man-boy hadn’t been the hungry cadaver Dave had been forced to ‘put down’.
‘I stuck him in a hall cupboard with Bella and told him not to move until I came back for him,’ said Dave, taking the length of pipe from Fran.
‘Oh,’ she replied, chewing her lip as she stepped past Dave to get to the open hatch, ‘I don’t like to think of him alone while all this is going on though. Will you show us where you put him so we can…’
‘No,’ Dave interrupted, his refusal causing Fran to stop halfway through climbing through the hatchway.
‘Sorry?’ she asked, looking back at him, shocked and confused by his reply.
‘I’m sorry, Fran, but my family are out there and they’re my top priority,’ he continued, shaking his head, as he already started to back away. ‘I need to find them, Fran, before...’
‘But we’re stronger if we stay together,’ Fran argued, her words breaking into his excuse. ‘We can help each other… and that way nobody else gets hurt,’ she continued, knowing sometimes survival against the Dead was basically a numbers game.
‘No, no, I’m sorry,’ he replied, his worry blinding him to the sense of her words, ‘I can’t. I’ve got to make sure Jane and Riley are safe… I need them to be safe.’
With that, before anything more could be said, he turned on his heels and started to run in the direction of the Purity Arch.
‘I’m sorry!’ he cried back to them as he ran.
‘But, Dave, where did you leave Peter?’ she called back as loudly as she dared.
‘Ground floor, near the refectory… opposite a picture of some bloke in gold armour,’ he hollered over his shoulder, his haste to find his family stupidly overriding the need for stealth. ‘I’m sorry!’
‘Th…that bloke’s going to get himself k…killed,’ mused Kai, watching Dave until he finally disappeared out of sight along the side of the cottages.
‘I hope not,’ Fran replied, prodding Kai with the end of a crowbar, urging him to take it from her. ‘If only for Riley’s sake, I hope he finds them in time.’
Kai looked at the young woman he had fallen in love with, his fingers wrapping about the cold metal of the crowbar and in that moment he understood Dave just that bit better. For he knew that he too would throw aside all sense and caution if it meant he could keep her safe. Of course in reality there was more likelihood that he would be the one getting himself killed in the process; his own lack of experience in dealing with the Dead adding a fatal flaw to his honest and heartfelt ‘knight in shining armour’ routine.
‘Kai!’ Fran urged again, snapping him from his thoughts. ‘Don’t just stand there shaking hands with it, take it for God’s sake… and don’t leave it lying around this time.’
‘Sorry,’ he smiled, knowing there was no true malice to her words as she referred to the incident in the orchard the previous day. 
‘Christ, I wish I still had my own clothes,’ Fran continued to grumble, knowing her comfortable yet loosely fitting new outfit was woefully inadequate with regards to any realistic encounter with one of the Dead; lose sleeves and stretchy cotton jersey did not fare well against claw-like fingers eager to get a hand hold on an escaping meal, not to mention anything with a hood now being a deadly anathema. 
‘Might as well ditch this here,’ she sighed, stripping herself of her zip-fronted hooded top, only for a sudden blast of cold coastal wind to send a shiver coursing through her while overhead gulls riding the buffeting air currents screeched ominously. 
Within a few minutes Fran had made herself and Kai as prepared for battled as they could be. With a selection of wickedly sharp knives strapped to her both her calf and thighs, she also wielded a length of pipe, its weight just heavy enough to inflict the required damaged yet not too cumbersome for her to handle easily. In contrast she had given Kai just one other blade to go with his crowbar, secretly hoping he wouldn’t need to be involved in any fighting while she was around and even then his size and brute strength would more likely be his most effective weapon.
‘Ready?’ she asked, giving the inside of the cart one final glance just in case she had forgotten something.
‘I g…guess so,’ he replied, with a nod. ‘W…what’s the plan?’
‘Well if there had been many more of the Dead out here I would’ve expected them to turn up by now, especially after Dave shouting his mouth off like he did,’ she began, at last jumping down and closing the hatch behind her. ‘So I’m guessing the castle is our best bet for where they’re more likely to be now… hopefully we can pick up other survivors on the way, get them holed up somewhere out of the way and secure while we deal with the Dead… we need to stop this before the whole island is wiped out.’
‘S...sounds easy when you s…say it like that,’ said Kai, forcing a nervous smile to his lips.
‘Look, just stay close to me,’ she replied, stepping forward to take his hand in hers. ‘I know you want to help, you really do… but this has been my life for the last five years, so just trust me to handle it and we’ll get through this, okay?’
‘My f…father would have really liked you,’ he said seemingly at random, as he gently took her face in his free hand and softly kissed her. ‘Okay,’ he sighed wearily, finally returning to the topic at hand, ‘I’ll try not to g…get in your way.’
‘I… I love you,’ she quickly whispered, the very words suddenly more terrifying to her than any unliving creature that presently stalked the island. ‘Just in case something happens I wanted…’
Tilting her face until their eyes met, Kai smiled down at her.
‘N...nothing’s going to happen,’ he interrupted, his fingers gently trailing the line of the cheek. ‘You’re m...my kick-arse-n…ninja…’
He was about to say more when they both suddenly heard the approaching sound of a pair of boots running over cobbles. Surprised that she would have to deal with the Dead sooner than she had hoped, Fran span, the length of pipe in her hand at the ready. 
‘Get ready,’ she whispered, feeling Kai’s body tense slightly behind her.
But as the rumpled figure appeared from around the side of the furthest cottage, Fran was relieved to see it was only a red faced Roy panting furiously as he forced his old limbs to move at an uncharacteristically fast pace.
‘Kai,’ said Fran, darting forward to meet Roy before he dropped dead from heart failure.
By the time they actually collided with Roy, his shaking hands clinging to them as he fell to his knees gulping for air, the poor man really did look on the point of collapse.
‘Calm down, Roy. Just breathe…breathe... you’re okay, you’re okay,’ she repeated, prying off the older man’s tight grip on her arm to take his hand in her own; all the while keeping an eye out for whatever he had clearly been fleeing from.
‘Jesus!’ gulped Roy, trying to get his breathing back under control. ‘The Corrupt, the Dead whatever... they’re… they’re on the island… they’ve got on the island!’
‘We know,’ replied Fran solemnly. ‘Have you seen any other survivors? Where’s Tom? Roy, what’s happened to Tom?’
‘Kathy and her dad… I’ve known that girl all her life and they were ripping into him, just ripping into him like animals,’ Roy continued, oblivious to Fran’s questions, his words tripping over themselves, as if desperate to be said. ‘Right there on the road, tearing shreds of flesh from him while he screamed, Jesus, that poor bastard…they ripped right into him… but there was nothing I could do… He was as good as dead already…I couldn’t help him, good as one of them by the time I got there... there was nothing I could do!’
‘Roy, where’s Tom?’ she repeated, trying to break through the mania overwhelming him but fearful he may tell her the worst. ‘Roy!’
With the last word she pinched the skin on the back his hand between two of her fingernails, the unexpected pain jolting him to silence.
‘Ouch!’ he gasped, snatching his hand quickly away from Fran to give her a dirty look.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ignoring his glare as she nodded to Kai to help her get Roy back up from his knees. ‘Roy, where’s Tom?’
‘Something… wrong… in the head… with that one,’ he replied, still panting while he pointedly rubbed the back of his hand. ‘We need to get out of sight… find somewhere safe,’ he continued, suddenly changing tack as he glanced nervously over his shoulder, remembering the horrific scenes he had just witnessed. ‘They were too busy eating the poor bastard to see me, I think... but we need to hole up somewhere… we need to move.’
‘Who?’ asked Fran, fearful Roy was about to lapse into a stake of panic again but more fearful she was about to be told of her friends demise. ‘Who were they eating, Roy? Was… was it Tom?’
‘What?’ he replied, his brow creasing in confusion. ‘No, not him. It was poor Harry Frith, Harry’s the one they were…’
‘Oh, thank god,’ Fran interrupted, relief flooding through her.
‘And T...Tom?’ prompted Kai.
‘Tom? Oh, you want to watch that one, he’s got a screw loose, if you ask me,’ Roy began, the fact he was with no longer alone and running for his life helping him calm his breathing and regain some of his usual composure. ‘We’d only found one of the Corrupt at the base of the cliffs over on the north of the island, a right sorry looking creature it was too, no legs and only one arm and… anyway, we were about the kill the thing, you know finish it off properly, when your man goes all crazy, fair rips the thing to pieces with his bare hands and then starts talking to himself like a crazy person.’
At the mention of Tom’s sometimes not so inner dialogue, Fran and Kai exchanged a worried glance, both of them fearful that Tom may have in fact been the catalyst that brought the hungry Dead to St Michael’s Mount.
‘And then what?’ said Fran, almost afraid to ask.
‘Well, then he just buggers off back up the cliff, rabbiting something about justice,’ said Roy, still nervously looking over his shoulder, ‘and by the time I get back up, there’s no sign of him and then I find all hell’s bloody broken loose.’
‘Look,’ started Fran, hoping Roy wasn’t about to jump from one train of thought to another and blame Tom for the horror that befallen the island, even though it had instantly occurred to her too, ‘I think you should wait in our cart until this is all over. There’s blankets, boiled water and some food to tide you over until morning. The Dead will be slow by then and not so much of a problem.’
‘And what about you two?’ asked Roy, ashamed that he was about to let a young girl fight the savage corpses in his stead. ‘Something tells me you’re not planning on doing that yourself or you’d already be in there?’
‘We need to find Tom,’ she simply replied, a brief glance at Kai silently telling him it needed to be done before a scapegoat to blame was found; a scapegoat that spoke to the ghosts of his dead family and lost himself in a dreamlike world of destruction and the Dead.
‘Oh, okay,’ said Roy, his eyes narrowing as he watched the silent exchange between the young couple.
‘Just stay in the cart and keep quiet,’ Fran continued, her hand subtly reaching out to Kia to encourage him to move away. ‘We’ll come back if we can… I promise.’
‘If you can,’ Roy solemnly echoed, sadly knowing her promise meant nothing and in fact it was more than probable the pair wouldn’t survive the day.
‘What a waste,’ he thought, looking at the couple so young and with their lives ahead of them, unlike himself. ‘They’re going to die, both of them… and I’ll be here, hiding away while it happens. ’ 
Fran could see Roy wanted to say something else, the words almost visibly forming themselves on his lips but before he could speak again she turned her back on him, urging Kai along with her.
‘Just stay in the cart and you’ll be safe until morning,’ she repeated, risking one final glance over her shoulder back at him. 
‘Don’t go you stupid girl… don’t throw your lives away,’ thought Roy, only to simply nod in sad reply.
For a second their eyes locked and in that instant everything was said. She knew he wanted them stay, he wanted her to live, to be the daughter he had lost so many years ago, to be the one to forgive his fear and shame, to forgive him for running; and likewise he instinctively knew it was not in her to remain. 
‘Good luck!’ he finally called after them as loudly as he dared, his hand rising to bid farewell only for his fingers to then slowly close over his fist as if already accepting the pair were beyond all hope.
Unable to look back again, to see the fear, sadness and reluctant acceptance in Roy’s eyes, Fran urged herself onward; Kai’s very presence next to her giving her more courage, comfort and strength than she thought possible.
‘We’ll find Tom and get off this bloody island,’ she thought as they cautiously jogged back through the Purity Arch and made their way to the castle. ‘Everything’s going to be alright, we’re going to find Tom and get off the island… everything’s going to be alright.’
But with each corner they turned there were more and more signs that the Dead had passed this way and with each step she found her hope dwindling.
***
Clutching the pitifully inadequate fire poker he had found in his shaking fists, Graham slowly forced his feet to move, one slow and tentative step after another. He had been returning the empty bowls to the kitchens when he first heard the screams echoing about the castle and with knowing his father was safely resting at home keeping the weight of his twisted ankle, only one word raced through his terrified thoughts, ‘mum’. He knew she too was somewhere within the castle, its hallways now splattered in places with blood and unrecognisable bits of gore, and he knew he had to find her. Whether through the desire to protect her or simply his own need to be with his mother, Graham could neither tell nor wished to examine the question too closely but as he walked the bloody halls he tried to convince himself he was man enough to do what needed to be done when the time arose. 
Graham had only been a child of ten when the Dead came to tear the world asunder. But he had been lucky, standing on the deck of his father’s fishing boat, the Dead or the Corrupt as he later learnt to call them, soon became something little more than strange moving shapes, barely visible from their anchored spot offshore and with his small family intact, this monumental horror had somehow passed him by, becoming a nightmare that only others were forced to bear. Of course when at last they were forced to take refuge in the small harbour of St Michael’s Mount that all soon changed; for with each turning of the tide, a fresh wave of hopeful survivors brought with them the true horror of the Corrupt following in their wake. 
Of course, just like everyone else on the island, as soon as Father Matthew had thought him old enough, Graham had helped Roy clear the surrounding cliffs of the Corrupt; those sorry and soulless creatures that had managed to find purchase on the steep jagged rocks, desperate to claw their way up to the flesh they knew awaited them. But these corpses had been strangers, nameless and without attachment to him, so who they had once been or what lives they had once lived was an abstract concept to him; their simple destruction the only relevance. So just how it would feel to fight for his life against someone he had known, someone he had lived with for the last five years, Graham did not know and wholeheartedly wished he did not have to find out. Yet with each smeared handprint or spray of thick red blood he was forced to pass the likelihood of him seeing this day out without discovering this unwelcome fact seemed increasingly unlikely.
Edging round a turn in the corridor, the end of the poker shaking as he held it protectively out before him, Graham suddenly froze. There, some twenty metres ahead of him, standing with his back to him, was the figure of man; the red tunic he wore telling him it was one of the Brothers. As if sensing his presence, the man’s head began to turn.
‘Please be alive, please be alive…’ he repeated in his head as the Brother slowly turned to look at him.
‘Oh, thank God!’ rushed Graham, expelling his held in breath with a puff of relief. ‘Brother Mark, you’re not one of them, you’re alive.’
‘Graham…’ Brother Mark started to say, his hand held out as if in urgent warning, just as a second figure, also dressed in red, stepped through a doorway and out into the hallway half way between them.
‘Jesus!’ gasped Graham, his stomach plummeting at the sight of the unholy horror appearing between them.
Alerted by the startled sound, a blood splattered face slowly began to turn; its milky eyes widening in almost gleeful anticipation as the corpse of Brother Alex finally locked its sights on Graham.
‘No!’ shouted Brother Mark, unwilling to stand by while the teenager was sacrificed to sate the creature’s hunger. ‘Hey! Over here! Here I am, choose me! Come on, Alex, you bastard! Choose me!’
Years of active policing told Brother Mark the cadaver was about to pounce. From the building tension in the muscles about the corpse’s neck, to the almost unnoticeable repositioning of its feet, to the subtle way its fingers started to flex, eager to be ripping into flesh, it all told him what he needed to know.
‘Come on!’ he bellowed again as loudly as he could, desperate to draw the corpse’s attention away from Graham.
And then the creature was moving, its head suddenly jerking violently to look at him as its body twisted mid-step. His plan had worked, Graham was safe for now but as the corpse of Brother Alex ran toward him, thick bloody drool and a wet guttural growl escaping its lips, Brother Mark immediately wished it hadn’t.
***
Father Matthew strode purposefully along the corridor, his hands still wet with Brandon’s blood.
‘God, give me strength and guide me…’ he silently prayed, his thumbs subconsciously rubbing back and forth over the cold blood smeared across his knuckles. ‘Protect your chosen servant as I endeavour to protect…’
He was about to continue when he saw the figure of a woman just ahead of him. Standing with her back to him, she was leaning heavily against the wall for support. It was only as he cautiously moved closer that he finally saw the deep rise and fall of the woman’s shoulders, she was clearly alive and desperately trying to catch her breath. Father Matthew took another tentative step towards her, in case the taint of Corruption was already upon her, and as his shoe came down on some tiny unseen piece of grit or dirt, it caused a barely audible scraping sound.
‘No!’ wailed Odelia, throwing herself away from the wall, her hands covering her face to blot out the horror that surely had found her again.
In her desperation to save herself from her imagined pursuer, she stumbled, falling to land heavily on one knee with a shriek.
‘Odelia!’ said Father Matthew, wanting to calm the woman without getting too close; still unsure if she was already a lost cause or not.
‘Dear God! Matthew!’ she gasped in a mix of relief, anger and embarrassment, her turmoil of emotions causing the mask of appropriate devotion she normally wore to momentarily slip. ‘I mean, Father Matthew… Thank heavens, it’s only you!’ she continued, hoping he hadn’t noticed the irritated tone in her voice before. ‘The Corrupt, Father, they…’
‘I know,’ he answered, briskly cutting her off. ‘Are you still a child of God, Odelia Weaver? Is your soul untainted and still within His realm of creation?’
‘Yes,’ she replied, wincing as she awkwardly pushed herself back to her feet. ‘Yes, I’m… I’m free of the Corruption. But Kasey and Brother Alex,’ she continued, making sure Father Matthew got to see she had not been bitten, ensuring that, in his words, her soul was still untouched, ‘they have fallen, they have become the Corrupt.’
‘Yes,’ said Father Matthew, his eyes clouding in anger but just at what she could not tell, ‘I saw them.’
‘But how?’ she asked. ‘How did this happen?’
‘It does not matter how!’ he barked, causing Odelia to take a wary step backwards, ‘God has found their souls wanting. They are lost to Him now… and to us. They are but shells of death, mere abominations… and will be dealt with as such.’
Noticing the way Odelia was backing away from him, with barely concealed fear or even mistrust in her eyes, Father Matthew smiled.
‘But see… you have been saved,’ he smiled, quickly stepping forward to close the gap between them and place his hands upon her shoulders. ‘God is still with you, Odelia. You are still pure of spirit.’
‘Yes, Father Matthew,’ she replied, not for the first time choosing to ignore the madness dancing behind the man’s eyes. ‘I… I was making my way to the Chapel, hoping to find…’
‘Strength?’ he completed with a brief nod and knowing smile. ‘As was I.’
‘No,’ Odelia thought to herself, although she nodded in agreement, ‘I was looking for some help, you fool.’
‘Come,’ he continued, sparing only a brief glance back down the corridor behind them. ‘We shall find His strength together.’
If Father Matthew saw through her insincerity, Odelia couldn’t tell, but as he placed his arm almost protectively about her shoulders to lead her safely to the Chapel, she at last dared to hope she may live to see yet another day.
***
‘How long has it been?’ asked Emily Adams, nervously pacing back and forth as she twisted and untwisted a grubby looking tea-towel between her hands.
‘They’re going to know we’re in here if you don’t shut up,’ growled Brother John, his voice full of warning and menace.
‘My son is out there!’ Emily hissed back, aware the young man had a point yet loath to acknowledge it.
‘Well, then you’d better hope he’s with people who know how to keep their mouths shut,’ Brother John replied, his cold stare daring the woman to argue with him.
When she failed to rise to his baiting, he turned to watch Brother Sam who had slumped to his knees in earnest prayer just in front of the altar. Next to him Ryanne had joined him in his prayers for salvation, her lips moving fervently, only pausing in her devotion to periodically kiss the crucifix clasped tightly in hands. Feeling the level of his irritation only rising at the sight of the deluded woman, Brother John decided to shift his positon in the pew he was currently sitting in to steal a glance at the only other person in the room, Max Harper. 
If he had hoped to observe the newcomer unnoticed, Brother John was about to be sorely disappointed; for even as he surreptitiously looked over at Max he became aware that Max was already staring intently back at him. For a few seconds their eyes locked, each determined not to be the first to look away. This seemed to be a battle of conflicting wills, each man wanting the other to speak yet unsure what words could make the situation any better. Just when Brother John thought he would have to look away, Max’s eyes briefly dropped to the floor, relinquishing something nameless and untangible to the younger man. Then, thoughtfully chewing on his lips like he was thinking of the correct way to phrase something, Max looked up again, took a small step forward and opened his mouth as if to speak. 
‘Hello! Anyone in there?’ came Father Matthew’s suddenly booming voice from the other side of the barricaded chapel door. ‘Open up in the name of God and the Righteous!’
‘Father Matthew!’ gasped Ryanne and Brother Sam almost simultaneously; a choking sob of relief from Ryanne breaking into his name.
In a flurry of activity, hands grabbed and pulled at the piled up furniture placed in front of the wooden chapel door, freeing it one piece at a time and whatever words Max had intended to say were immediately dismissed, perhaps shelved for another time, as the small group of survivors engrossed themselves in the urgent task at hand.
‘Hurry!’ demanded Father Matthew, the scrape of upturned pews urgently being pushed aside by those inside the chapel hardly covering the ominous sound of approaching running footsteps.
No sooner had the last piece of furniture been moved away than Father Matthew rather unceremoniously shoved Odelia through, sending her popping through the barely open doorway like a slightly startled but eager champagne cork.
‘Father…’ Brother Sam started to say, opening the door a little wider before his mentor pushed past him.
‘Close it,’ Father Matthew barked urgently, spinning to shut the door behind him.
Glancing though the quickly diminishing gap, Father Matthew saw a figure suddenly appear further down the corridor. Running towards him at full speed, whoever it was carelessly lost their footing beneath them and as they crashed to the floor in a tumble of limbs, Father Matthew paused, allowing his hope to briefly flare; perhaps one more of his chosen children had found him after all. But what looked back up at Father Matthew, its face a tortured and bloody mess, withered this fragile hope with its cold and brutal reality. There was no doubt just what was pushing itself back onto its feet, desperate to continue in its unholy pursuit and recognising it for what it was, Father Matthew cursed the very presence of this unholy creation. 
‘Brother Christopher!’ he gasped, his eyes widening in shock as he at last saw the young man beneath the bloody face and torn neck.
For a split second Father Matthew stood frozen, his mind trying to process the loss of yet another of his chosen acolytes; but then as Brother Christopher’s corpse launched itself back onto its feet with a guttural snarl, he shook himself free, slamming the door in place.
‘May God have mercy on your soul,’ he whispered, his forehead resting momentarily against the door just before indicating for the barricade to be replace. ‘Cover it,’ he continued, some of his characteristic righteousness returning. ‘Brother Christopher is lost to us.’
At the mention of his departed Brother’s name three things happened. Emily paled and abruptly fell to her knees, covering her mouth to choke back her sobs; Ryanne threw herself at Father Matthew wailing uncontrollably and the corpse of Brother Christopher slammed against the door, rattling it worryingly.
‘Ryanne! Ryanne, let go!’ said Father Matthew, trying to pry the nigh on hysterical woman’s hands from his robe. ‘We need to re-barricade the door… Ryanne!’
Behind him Max, Brother Sam and Brother John were frantically pushing the furniture back in place and even though the door could no longer be pushed open it still banged and shook with each of the cadaver’s wild attacks.
‘That should hold him… it,’ panted Brother Sam, correcting himself as he referred to the corpse of the young man that had once been his friend. ‘But how did this happen, Father?’ he continued as Father Matthew awkwardly tried to move away from the door while dragging a weeping Ryanne with him. ‘How have these abominations been brought among us?’
‘I…’ Father Matthew started to say just as Ryanne threw herself away from him.
‘You!’ she spat, spinning to point a shaking finger at Emily. ‘You did this to us!’
‘Ryanne?’ said Father Matthew, looking from the wild-eyed woman to a tearful Emily who was slowly shaking her head in denial.
‘No, I…’ Emily started to say, surprised by Ryanne’s accusation.
‘You think no one saw you, you Harlot!’ Ryanne hissed, disgust and rage dripping from every word. ‘Fucking like animals in the dirt… revelling in your sin!’
‘Ryanne, what are you saying? What…’ Father Matthew tried to ask but she spoke over him; a damn had been broken within her and now nothing would stop her.
‘Well, I saw you, you whore!’ Ryanne continued, her voice rising in volume. ‘You spreading your legs for him… you letting him fuck you and you loved it… you both loved it!’
‘Ryanne!’ barked Father Matthew to no avail, reaching for the woman as she stepped further away from him.
‘Your whoring has damned us all, Emily Adams,’ cried Ryanne, almost shrieking the words in her hysteria. ‘You’ve brought Hell and the Corrupt amongst us with your fucking… you whore, you fucking…’
Suddenly Odelia stepped directly in front of Ryanne and with a loud ‘crack’, her hand connected with hysterical woman’s face, abruptly shocking her into silence.
For a moment no one moved or spoke, the only sounds coming from Brother Christopher’s corpse as it repeatedly threw itself against the chapel door and the soft sound of Emily crying.
‘Thank you, Odelia,’ said Father Matthew, purposefully stepping past Ryanne to stand in front of Emily. ‘Emily?’ he simply asked.
But before she could speak there was a sharp scraping noise and the door was jarred opened a fraction more, forcing the furniture barricade behind it further into the room.
‘Shit!’ said Max, rushing with Brother Sam to put their weight against the moving pile.
‘Well, Emily?’ he continued, his voice cold and demanding. ‘I’m waiting.’
‘Father Matthew!’ Odelia suddenly gasped.
Turning to look at her, he instinctively followed the woman’s gaze to the blood covered hands forcing their way through the gap in the door, there were three of them. Apparently Brother Christopher’s corpse was no longer alone.
***
Graham watched in impotent horror as the corpse that had been Brother Alex launched itself down the hallway towards Brother Mark. He saw Brother Mark take a single step back, his lips moving in brief but heart-felt prayer as he prepared to either destroy the corrupt creature that his friend had now become or die trying. Graham knew Brother Mark had sacrificed himself to save him, yet even now as the opportunity to flee presented itself he could not look away, he could not regain control of his feet. Stubbornly they held him in place, his body somehow demanding he witnessed the sacrifice being made on his behalf. With panicky ragged breaths he watched the blood splattered cadaver leap, flying through the air; its outstretched arms ending in bloody claw like hands.
‘No!’ Graham managed to wail, the word only just escaping his lips before the corpse barrelled into Brother Mark, knocking him roughly to the ground.
Brother Mark battling to keep the snapping jaws away from him, quickly found his police training to be of little use against such a foe. With each movement the writhing corpse twisted and fought to make its deadly contact, yet he somehow held his own.  But this was a battle he knew he could not win, time was against him. Unlike the savage corpse, eventually he would tire, fatigue would set in and he would slip. In fact he had already felt the sharp biting pain as the skin on his shoulder was pinched between the cadaver’s teeth, his life only being spared this time by the thick fabric of the tunic he wore. Just how many more chances did he have left; how many more minutes of life were allotted to him and how many more would die this day if he did not stop Alex’s corpse from spreading its unholy contagion? Of course he had no idea and even as these thoughts flitted through his mind he held onto the small kernel of relief that he had at least saved Graham; his death would not be in vain. 
Thinking of the young boy, Brother Mark instinctively stole a glance over the cadaver’s moving shoulder, hoping to make sure that the teenager had indeed fled; but Graham still stood there, his fear gluing him to the spot. With a sickening flash of realisation, Mark knew his sacrifice was to be wasted, his life pointlessly thrown away and swiftly followed into death’s embrace by the boy he had been trying to save. Even now, as Alex’s corpse struggled in his grasp, he caught sight of two more figures approaching Graham from behind and in that instant Brother Mark found himself praying not for his own salvation but that the boy would be granted the mercy of a quick death.
‘Move!’ shouted Fran, pushing past a stunned Graham with Kai following closely behind her.
Fran could see the Brother didn’t have much time and in fact it was going to be a close thing if she could reach him before the Dead man finally got lucky and took a bite out of him. But for once Lady Luck was on the side of the living and even as Brother Mark’s hands slid across the corpse’s blood slicked chest, they fortuitously slipped and he found himself with his hands lodged under the creature’s chin, mercifully keeping it just beyond a lethal snapping distance. Fran could see it would only take the cadaver to twist its head a certain direction and Brother Mark would lose his tenuous grip, so ignored the burning in her muscles, she forced herself to close the gap between them. 
Two steps away and the solid length of pipe in her hand was already swinging under-arm through the air; as if she was swinging a tennis racket to return a serve. One step away and, thanks to the pipe increasing the extension of her arm, the tip struck the back of the struggling corpse’s skull, connecting with a wet ‘thud’ just at its base. Although the blow from the pipe sent shards of bone tearing through the creature’s brain, effectively granting it the death it had been denied, it also unfortunately forced the head to jolt violently forward; head-butting Brother Mark and breaking his nose in the process.
‘Argh!’ cried Brother Mark, spitting blood as he tried to free himself from under Brother Alex’s body. ‘Christ, I think you broke my nose… Fuck!’
‘You’re welcome,’ tutted Fran, grabbing a fistful of the corpse’s tunic to help pull the dead weight off of him.
‘Oh, my God, sorry… I’m so sorry,’ Brother Mark suddenly rushed to add, imminently aware that the young woman had just saved his life. ‘You must think I’m a total wanker. Honestly, I’m so sorry… Thank… thank you so much,’ he continued, pausing briefly to clear his mouth of bloody phlegm while at the same time smearing more of it over his face with the back of his hand, turning much of his blonde beard a deep red. ‘You just saved my life and I’m here moaning about my stupid nose.’
‘No, problem,’ she replied, glancing casually behind her, relieved to see that Graham had at last regained his ability to move and secretly wondering just what had happened here before her arrival, ‘and I think you’re right, it might be broken... certainly looks it.’
‘Small… price… to pay,’ Brother Mark huffed, at last clambering shakily back to his feet, wiping his bloody hands on his trousers as he did so.
‘D…did it b...bite you?’ asked Kai, looking the man up and down and wondering if any of the bloody smears hid an injury that had doomed him
‘I…’ Brother Mark started to say, pulling aside the neck of his tunic to double check the cadaver’s teeth hadn’t broken the skin of his shoulder,.‘No, I’m okay…by the grace of God, I’m okay. Thank you, God. Thank you, thank you.’ 
A wave of immense relief crashed over Brother Mark and despite his nose being a bloody mess and his eyes brimming with understandable tears, he broke out into a broad but blood smeared grin; his gratitude to both Fran and his God washing away all other concerns.
‘I… I’m sorry, Brother Mark,’ said Graham, his embarrassed and apologetic demeanour suddenly making him appear a lot younger than he actually was. ‘I just couldn’t move… my legs, they just wouldn’t move…’
‘Hey, it’s fine, son,’ Brother Mark interrupted, reassuringly slapping the teenager on the shoulder. ‘But,’ he continued, pointing a blood smeared finger to emphasise his point, ‘the next time someone risks their life for you, you bloody take the chance to save yourself… you may not get another.’
‘Yes, Brother Mark,’ the teenager replied sheepishly.
‘We need to get you to somewhere safe,’ said Fran, looking at the boy and knowing he would clearly be of no use if they came across more of the Dead, despite his promises. ‘Any ideas?’
‘The Chapel,’ said Brother Mark, matter-of-factly. ‘Father Matthew said it was to be our bolthole if the worst happened. I’m guessing if there’s anyone else left in the castle untainted by the Corrupt, they’ll be there.’
‘Okay…’ she replied, glancing briefly to Kai and hoping when they finally came face to face with Father Matthew he didn’t somehow blame all of this on them; after all, as recent arrivals, they were the only new ingredient in this strange mix of characters. ‘Lead the way… Oh, and here take this,’ she added as an afterthought, slipping a knife from the sheath on her thigh and handing it to Brother Mark. 
‘Thanks,’ he mumbled, looking at the long serrated blade in his hand and realising he may be shortly forced to use it on one of the very people he had spent the last five years trying to keep safe.
With a nod from Fran urging him onward, Brother Mark swiftly adjusted his hold on the knife and began to lead the way to the Chapel; while just behind him, Graham, hoping his mother would be one of those already there, followed close on his heels, barely restraining himself from breaking ahead. 
Despite being shown the location of the Chapel earlier that day, Fran and Kai found themselves quickly becoming baffled by the warren of empty corridors and walkways Brother Mark led them down. Turning left and right, they blindly followed him, every step fraught with cautious urgency while each of them tried to ignore the bloody signs that the Dead had at some point also passed this way.
‘Is it much further?’ whispered Fran, her nerves rapidly becoming as taught as an over wound clock spring.
‘Almost there,’ Brother Mark replied, pausing as they came up to the next turning.
Holding up his hand so that the others came to a halt behind him, Brother Mark pressed himself against the wall and edged along to the corner. Luckily up until now they had met nothing but picture lined corridors randomly populated by the odd suit of battered armour but Fran knew their luck could not last for ever. So at each turning she patiently waited for Brother Mark to check the way ahead; going through his safety routine step by step. She was just watching while he used the polished metal of his blade like a mirror to see round the corner, when her gaze wandered over to the blood splattered door set in the wall just past her. Whatever had happened here, it was clear to her one of the Dead had been involved. Even without the pools of thick bloody spittle coagulating on the floor by her feet or the flecks of deep crimson splashed randomly up across the walls, the smeared handprints told her all she needed to know; this was a place someone, some Dead someone, had wanted ‘in’.
‘Clear!’ Brother Mark hissed, edging round the corner with Graham right behind him.
Fran was just about to follow Graham when she came to a sudden halt causing Kai to bang into her.
‘F…Fran?’ he asked, worried she had heard something Brother Mark had possibly missed.
‘The picture,’ she hissed, looking over at an ornately framed painting of a man, probably a former King, dressed resplendent in his suit of shining armour; it was hanging slightly askew on the wall, as if someone had knocked into it and there was blood on the frame. ‘Didn’t Dave say…’
With her words faltering, her eyes slowly swivelled back to the bloody door they had just past.
‘Oh, no,’ she moaned, stepping away from the wall to walk back to the door; a sickening feeling growing in the pit of her stomach. 
‘B…But he said it was op…opposite the painting,’ suggested Kai, realising the conclusion she was jumping to. ‘Fran?’ he continued, unsure if she had even heard him.
‘Hmm…’ she mumbled, her hand hovering a hair’s breadth from the door handle as she contemplated what she may or may not find lurking inside. ‘Sorry, yeah… well, maybe he got it wrong.’
With that her fingers encircled the doorknob and she gave it a twist.
***
‘We want more!’ whined the young girl.
‘Yes, you promised, Daddy,’ echoed her older sister. ‘You promised you’d give us more.’
‘A promise is a promise, Tom,’ added the voice of his lost wife, her tone both irritated and full of warning at the same time.
‘Daddy’s looking for them,’ he mumbled, as if he was talking to two children pestering him to find a certain toy. ‘He’s trying to...’
‘They ripped her open!’ snapped his wife, her words harsh, hurtful and dripping with hate. ‘Filthy hands, filthy Dead hands tearing into her, into them both! Ripping apart their flesh to pull out their organs… stuffing them in their mouths… and they screamed for you. Oh, Tom, how they screamed for their Daddy to save them!’
‘Stop it!’ he screamed, banging his clenched fists against his temples; the curved blades still in his hands sending bloody droplets flying. ‘I’m trying! Daddy’s trying! Daddy’s…’
It was then that the guttural growling of the Dead wafted down the corridor to meet him. He had found his quarry and he would make them pay for what they did to his family; he would make them all pay.
‘Cut them up! Cut them up!’ giggled his two daughters in unison; their ghostly voices dancing somewhere in the back of Tom’s brain. 
Breaking into a run, Tom sprinted along the hallway, barely even registering the open doorways he passed, many of which could have hidden countless horrors ready to jump out at him. All he could focus on was the Dead he could hear ahead of him, just around the corner, and from the agitated moans that escaped their cold lifeless lips, he was not the only one to have found what he was looking for. He had heard this sound countless times over the last five years, the eerie groans of the Dead as the advanced upon the living; the anticipation that they would soon feel warm bloody flesh in their mouths whipping them up into an excited and unholy frenzy. These Dead knew they had found what they sought and nothing would stop them from claiming what was theirs. They had all the time in the world to wait. The very flesh would fall from their bones and still they would wait; their patience was eternal.
Tom tore round the final corner, the tip of one of his curved blades gouging a chunk of plaster free in the process and at last his quarry stood before him once again.
‘Two Daddy! You’ve found two for us!’ cried his youngest daughter, the image of her ghostly hands joyfully clapping together suddenly flashing through Tom’s mind.
‘Yes, darling,’ he mumbled, knowing no matter how quietly he spoke they always heard him.
At the sound of his voice, a bloody fist that had been pounding against a door froze mid-movement. It knew the flesh it craved lie just beyond this barrier but something else had piqued its interest; something new, something near and something more immediate had reached its Dead ears. Slowly it turned its face, bloody, torn and abused, seeking the source. Almost instantly its milky gaze fell upon the man standing behind it; the life force radiating from this living being calling out to it, almost demanding it be consumed.
‘Cut him to shreds!’ hissed Tom’s wife, as thick bloody spittle dripped slowly from the mouth of Brother Christopher’s corpse. ‘Do it! Do it now!’
With almost an animalistic grunt, the Dead man suddenly threw itself away from the door, its bloody hands outstretched and eager to rip into Tom’s flesh. However no sooner had the Dead Brother left Kevin’s slower moving corpse behind him, than Tom was darting forward to greet him. With a flash of blood-smeared silver, his blades whistled through the air, severing Dead flesh and bone; removing first hand from wrist and then arm from shoulder. But this did not deter the ravenous cadaver and if the loss of his limbs had even registered within the decaying brain it showed little sign of it, preferring to continue its ferocious yet doomed attack. Spinning, Tom deftly ducked under the reach of the Dead man’s remaining arm and lashed out at his legs, severing the vital tendons in its ankles to send it crashing to the floor. Disorientated by it abrupt change in perspective, the Dead man twisted his head left and right, desperate to relocate the living flesh that had only moments ago been so tantalisingly close. 
‘Kill it!’ screamed his wife, her shrieking voice filled with manic glee.
Happy to oblige, Tom stamped down onto the cadaver’s back with as much force as he could muster; the cracking of vertebrae beneath his foot giving him some sick satisfaction. Then after swiftly slipping the sickle from his left hand back into its holster, he grabbed a fist-full of the Dead Brother’s blood splattered ginger hair. With his fingers tightening about the thick red curls in his grasp, he pulled the head sharply back to expose what was left of the Dead man’s savaged neck. Yet no sooner had the corpse become aware of Tom’s grip than it fought in vain to steal a tasty chunk out of his hand and wrist, all the while desperately trying to claw back at him with his one remaining arm. But Tom knew the time left to the unnatural existence forced upon Brother Christopher could be counted in mere seconds and even as he felt the Dead man’s scalp tearing beneath his grasp his second blade was falling through the air again; finishing the job he had started.       
***
Fran felt the soft click of the mechanism turning in her hand and as the lock finally sprung open, revealing a thin sliver of shadowy darkness, she hoped the uncomfortable gnawing in the pit of her stomach was nothing more than a misplaced worry. She glanced briefly over to Kai, receiving a sharp nod in unspoken reply, letting her know that he too was ready and then, after taking a quick steadying intake of breath, she forcibly yanked open the door. Instinctively Fran jumped back as the door flew open and banged loudly against the opposite wall; the contents of the cupboard finally revealed to them.
‘Thank God!’ she sighed, letting go of her breath in one relief fuelled puff.
Sat hunched on the floor of the cupboard with is eyes scrunched firmly shut, his face wet with tears and his arms wrapped tightly round Bella for comfort, was Peter. Fran could only imagine what the poor man-child had gone through in the last few hours but as she knelt down, placing her hand gently on his shoulder he opened his eyes and she felt the tension leave him. In his mind an adult was with him now, a friend had found him and they would keep him and Bella safe once again.
‘I was very quiet,’ he whispered, a shaky smile on his lips as he used the back of his sleeve to wipe away his tears, ‘and a stayed hidden like Mr Dave told me to…Bella was a bit scared but I wasn’t… I was brave wasn’t I?’
‘Oh dear, poor old Bella,’ smiled Fran, giving the Alsatian’s head a friendly pat and receiving an equally friendly lick of her hand for her troubles. ‘And, yes Peter, you were very brave.’
‘Where’s Mr Dave?’ asked Peter, nigh on falling out of the cupboard as he awkwardly unravelled himself from Bella. ‘Mr Dave said he was coming back for me… did the bad people hurt him?’
‘Oh, no… at least, I don’t think so,’ she replied, helping Peter to his feet while Bella gave the thick blood splattered across the floor and walls a suspicious and disapproving sniff. ‘He went to make sure Riley and Jane were safe.’
‘I like Riley,’ Peter said matter-of-factly, his previous fear seemingly already forgotten.
‘Fran,’ urged Kai, nervously looking back along the corridor the way they had come.
‘That’s nice,’ continued Fran, discretely waving away Kai’s concern so not to alarm Peter. ‘But I think we need to get you somewhere safe… just while we deal with the bad people. Is that okay?’
For a while Peter looked at Fran, his mind and thought processes a mystery to her as he chewed his lip and tugged nervously at his ear.
‘Okay,’ he eventually said with a nod, his free hand instinctively reaching down to reassure himself of Bella’s presence.  
‘Good,’ said Fran, positioning Peter between Kai and herself. ‘Now, we need to move quickly but as quietly as we can… can you do that?’
‘Like mice,’ beamed Peter, grinning at his own inspiration.
‘Yes, Peter,’ she replied, smiling back at him, ‘just like mice.’
It was only as they started walking again that Fran realised that neither Brother Mark nor Graham had doubled back to see why they had stopped. If this hadn’t irked her enough, when they turned the corner and saw that the pair hadn’t exactly waited for them either, she felt her anger start to rise.
‘Fucking
idiots!’ she thought, surprised that Brother Mark had been so stupid as to go ahead without them. 
But then she saw Graham standing on his own at the far end of the hallway, his attention nervously torn between them and whatever lay just round the next turning.
‘Crap! What now?’ she said, knowing something was wrong. ‘Peter, stay close to Kai,’ she continued, just before she broke into a sprint leaving the pair behind her.
***
Barely a minute earlier and Tom’s curved blade had been slicing through what was left of the tendons, cartilage, clogged arteries and the veins that had made up Brother Christopher’s neck. Using his grasp on the Dead man’s scalp, he ripped free the final ligaments and bits of sinewy flesh holding the head in place; the small vertebrae of the neck audibly popping as they separated, decapitating Brother Christopher at last. 
‘And the other one, Daddy,’ reminded his oldest daughter. ‘Cut him up too.’
Tossing Brother Christopher’s head aside, its film covered eyes still following his every movement when it came to land under a small hall table, Tom turned his attention to the second cadaver. 
With his slightly more stilted movements, Kevin’s corpse pushed itself awkwardly away from the door and took an unsteady step toward Tom. Clearly oblivious to the fate that had befallen its more spritely comrade, Kevin’s cadaver advanced; it’s mouth already opening and closing as if in anticipation of the bloody flesh it was surely about to feast upon. But as Tom looked at the blood-drenched thing in front of him he knew there was only one way this was going to end. So, spurring himself into action before his wife could berate him again, he darted forward to duck under the Dead man’s out-stretched arms. Just as before, Tom twisted and slashed out with his blade, this time catching the cadaver across the back of its knees to send him collapsing to the floor.
‘Look at him, Tom,’ his wife hissed, her hatred and disgust palpable. ‘This is what killed our babies, this is what took us from you… Never forget that, never!’
‘Never,’ he whispered, watching as the cadaver in front of him pathetically struggled to push itself back to its feet and only just about managing a clumsy kneeling position.
Tom looked down at the creature kneeling before him and he hated it. He loathed its very existence and in that instant the moaning corpse, looking hungrily back up at him, was no longer poor departed Kevin Harrison, the fifty year old ex-social worker who loved to play chess and had married a young woman in his twenties called Sarah with dark raven hair and sparkling mischievous eyes; no, who he had once been was gone forever, his death transforming him into yet another ‘poster boy’ for the Dead.
‘Never,’ Tom repeated, his lips barely moving as his blade slashed through the air.
Feeling only the slightest of resistance when the razor-sharp edge first struck the cadaver’s neck, Tom knew his attack was to be forceful and absolute. This cadaver’s ‘life’ was at an end, his grief demanded it and as the sickle continued its journey through the neck, ripping cleanly out through the other side, he delivered on his promise; the severed head momentarily spinning mid-air before landing with a bounce back by the base of the chapel door.
‘Jesus!’ gasped a voice behind him, causing Tom to spin.
‘Kevin and… Oh, no… Brother Christopher,’ Brother Mark continued, looking from the two headless corpses, first to one monstrous severed head and then over to the other; crossing himself as he met their intensely hungry gaze. ‘Lost to God forever… but…but at least they’re beyond causing others more pain. They would thank you for that, Tom.’
Tom heard the words the man said, saw his chest rise and fall as he spoke and watched the sorrow as it etched its way across his face but none of this mattered; all Tom saw was the red smeared across the man’s face and matted within his beard
‘Blood,’ his wife whispered. ‘The blood, Tom. You can see the blood on him. He’s one of them now… you know what you have to do… you know what needs to be done.’
Slowly he accepted her truth, knowing there was nothing to be done for this man; ‘No,
creature,’ he corrected, nodding to himself as he stepped over Kevin’s headless body and reached his left hand back to retrieve the second sickle from his back.
‘Tom? Tom can you hear me?’ asked Brother Mark, his eyes flicking nervously to the bloody twin blades he now held in each fist. ‘Tom, it’s Brother Mark, I’m still Brother Mark… Tom can you hear me? Tom!’
Yet none of the man’s words could change what Tom now saw before him. For all he saw was a corpse, unaware of its own true state and unaware that it was already doomed; still clinging to its life, a life already forfeit.
Tom took another step closer and instantly Brother Mark knew none of his pleading or words would stop this man. He wondered just how far he could get if he turned and made a run for it but with Graham only a few paces behind him he knew even this option was to be denied him; he at least only hoped the boy had the sense to run this time. So with this hand tightening about the handle of his woefully inadequate knife, Brother Mark waited for Tom to attack.
Tom advanced, idly letting his blades slide back and forth across each other, the singing of the metal an aria of impending death to his ears. And then the moment had come to truly let them sing but suddenly there was another voice weaving about his song, a woman’s voice; a woman screaming at him, screaming his name.
‘Tom!’ cried Fran, knowing at any moment the blades he held aloft would fall and she would be forced to do something terrible to protect Brother Mark and Graham. ‘Snap out of it, Tom! For fuck’s sake, wake up!’
And then something was flying past her shoulder, something small and oddly shaped. It was only as it struck Tom’s chest and fell to the floor, shattering, that Fran could see it had been a small porcelain figurine. Tom instinctively glanced down at the object that had struck him, a hint of confusion suddenly dancing ghost-like across his eyes and in that moment Fran saw her chance.
‘Tom!’ she shouted, ‘Tom, look at me!’
Slowly the shattered figurine gave up its hold on him and as he lifted his gaze once more, Tom at last saw her.
‘Fran?’ he said, his eyes flicking to Brother Mark stood in front of him, clutching a knife defensively. ‘I… I guess we have a problem,’ he continued, glancing down at the two headless corpses at his feet.
‘You could say that, yes,’ she replied, deftly closing the gap between them and purposefully putting herself between him and Brother Mark. ‘The Dead are on the island, we don’t know how many more survivors there are and have no idea how it all started.’
As she made the last statement she gave him a look, a look unseen by Brother Mark but whose meaning was quite clear to Tom; it said ‘I hope to God you didn’t cause this!’. Tom opened his mouth as if to reply but no words came. He knew no matter what he said it would be a lie, just what had happened over the last few hours was a mystery locked within his mind and if he had actually caused all this or not, he simply had no idea.
Turning away from Tom, Fran looked back at Brother Mark and Graham. She was about to speak when she noticed a second painted figurine clutched tightly in Graham’s hand. Throwing something at Tom had been a simple idea to distract him but it had worked and may have just saved a few lives; she would have to thank him when she got the chance.
‘I think we should get in the Chapel,’ she said, as if Tom’s episode hadn’t been worth commenting on. ‘Oh, Graham, go back and tell Kai it’s safe to bring Peter round, will you,’ she continued, slipping a knife from the sheath on her calf as she walked over to Brother Christopher’s detached head.
Replacing the figurine back on the hall table, Graham nodded and disappeared back the way they had come.
‘Can it be fixed?’ Fran asked, noticing Brother Mark was collecting up the shattered pieces of porcelain.
‘Stupid really, I know,’ he replied, looking over at her just as she plunged her knife though Brother Christopher’s ear canal and into his brain, his words faltering slightly, ‘what with everything that’s going on but…’
‘But we’ve probably lost the know-how to ever make it again’ suggested Tom, bending down to pick up a piece that looked like it had been part of a shepherdess.
‘Yes,’ said Brother Mark, slowly taking the offered piece from Tom, ‘something like that.’
‘Tom,’ said Fran, simply speaking to fill the awkward silence, ‘try and get whoever’s in the Chapel to open up will you. And I’ll finish up here,’ she continued, stepping over Kevin’s body to grant his head the oblivion of true death.
‘Sure,’ Tom replied, leaving Brother Mark to sort through the bits of porcelain.
Tom had just started to bang on the heavy door, trying to assure them he wasn’t one of the Dead, when Fran heard Graham returning with Kai, Peter and Bella.
‘And he cut Kevin’s head off with one blow,’ he was saying to Kai, just as she was gingerly positioning it to look away from her.
‘Sorry,’ she whispered, pushing down hard on the hilt of her blade, stilling the corpse’s head forever.
With a tug and a ‘crack’, Fran pulled free her blade and was about to turn to clean the gore from it on one of Brother Christopher’s nearby sleeves when something about Kevin’s head made her pause. Just what about it had piqued her curiosity she had no idea and even as she tilted his face to take a second look, nothing obvious came to her.
‘Fran,’ said Tom, breaking her thoughts as he nodding towards the Chapel door, ‘they’re opening up.’
Sure enough she could hear the sound of heavy furniture scraping across a stone floor while those inside removed their barricade and as she rose, her niggling concerns already forgotten, the door at last sprung open.
***
‘Two guesses,’ sneered Max, looking down at a pair of roaming eyes as he nudge Kasey’s severed head with his foot.
‘Show some respect,’ warned Fran, the anger flaring in the depths of her eyes causing Max to pause.
‘Just saying,’ he continued, holding his hands up defensively as he stepped away from the head, ‘it’s clear your mate was here sometime today… that’s all. Now, whether he remembers it or not, well…’
Allowing his statement to hang unanswered, Max was making a point and she knew it. Tom was an unknown, a dangerous variable that they could never be sure of and if Tom himself was unsure of his own actions that day, what was to say he hadn’t started all this after all.
‘It’s Kasey and poor Beth Keys… Scott’s going to be devastated,’ sighed Brother Sam, shaking his head as he stepped around the old woman’s body, crossing himself once he met the hungry glare from the old woman’s head.
‘Show the lost no pity or remorse,’ demanded Father Matthew, barely sparing the two corpses a second glance. ‘God has found them wanting, they have befallen the Corruption and are no longer worthy of our grief or concern.’
‘That’s a bit harsh,’ said Fran, meeting the man’s cold stare as she stepped past him, determined to give the two woman the eternal rest they deserved. ‘What happened to a loving and forgiving God?’
‘The moment they succumbed to the Corruption they were beyond His grace, lost to Him for ever,’ he replied, so matter-of-factly that Fran knew better than to push her luck with more questions to his ideology.  
‘Someone’s locked this door,’ interrupted Brother John, looking back at Father Matthew. ‘Perhaps there’s someone inside?’
‘Or something,’ they all thought, though no one said it. 
When they had finally got into the Chapel ten minutes earlier, Fran had been relieved to find the seven survivors awaiting them; although of course not nearly as relieved as Graham had been to find that his mother was among them. As they hurried in, closing the door behind them, it was clear a strange atmosphere of tension hovered within the small Chapel, almost as if Fran and the others had arrived right in the middle of an argument; certainly some of the looks that were being thrown about suggested this was the case. Emily glared tearfully at Ryanne, Ryanne scowled hatefully back and all while Father Matthew simply frowned, lost deep in his own thoughts.
It had quickly been decided that she, Tom, Father Matthew and Brother’s Sam and John would form a search party, leaving the others holed up in the chapel while they sought out more survivors. Kai had protested a little about Fran leaving him behind but she knew it came more from his concern for her safety than any wounded male pride, so after only a few words of reassurance, he had seen the sense of her reasoning and agreed to stay. With Brother Mark staying behind with Graham, Emily, Odelia and Ryanne, that just left them with Max to deal with. Simply to save on any arguments, Fran had hoped he would stay behind but for some reason, known only to him and quite out of character, he had insisted he came along.
So far their methodical room by room search hadn’t found anyone else within the castle, living or Dead; that was until they got to the locked library door with the decapitated bodies of Kasey and old Beth Keys lying in front of it.
‘Only one way to find out,’ suggested Tom, stepping past Brother John to knock three times with the handle of one of his sickles. ‘Hello, anyone home?’
‘Little pig, little pig, come let us in,’ mumbled Max sarcastically, standing with his arms folded at the back of the group, his chin resting nonchalantly on top of the crowbar he held.
‘Careful, you might just be looking down the snout of a wolf yourself, someday,’ said Fran, shooting Max a dirty look, hoping to shut him up. 
Staring blankly back at her, Max, opened his mouth to say something but then, with a ‘click’, the door was unlocked and suddenly pulled open.
‘You!’ declared Brother Gregory, appearing in the open doorway, his face twisted with hate and rage as he pointed to Tom. ‘You did this to us! You’re tainted, tainted with darkness and sin… and it is you who have brought the Corruption of Man to this island. You!’ 
‘Brother Gregory, what do you…’ Father Matthew stared to say.
‘Their blood is on your hands!’ Brother Gregory continued, glaring at Tom as he stabbed a righteous finger towards the two headless corpses. ‘You did this! I should have known, I should have seen you would do this, I…’
‘Brother Gregory!’ Father Matthew shouted, his booming voice shocking his subordinate into silence. ‘Now,’ he continued, ‘explain yourself, what do you mean?’
‘He spoke of demons, Father,’ spat Brother Gregory, crossing himself. ‘I heard him… I heard him converse with them.’
‘Look, I…’ Tom started to say.
‘No, you’ve got it wrong, Tom he…’ Fran tried to interject, her words cut short as Father Matthew raised his hand, clearly signalling she should not speak.
‘They demanded death!’ Brother Gregory finally said, his words carrying the weight of a thousand gravestones.
‘I’ve heard him too,’ added Max, barely hiding his glee at this sudden turn of events. ‘Talking, having conversations with people, with things that weren’t there.’
‘Max, you bastard!’ growled Fran, the panic already building in her chest, fearful the way things were spiralling out of control. ‘Father Matthew, please, he…’
But Father Matthew would not listen to her pleas, he simply glared at Tom, his fists shaking as fought to control his anger. Even without Max’s confirmation, he had no reason to doubt Brother Gregory’s words; the man clearly had nothing to gain by blaming Tom for what had happened. For a moment no one spoke, and to Fran it felt like the eye of a nightmarish storm was passing over them; the inevitable and terrible maelstrom to come barely but a breath away.  
‘He cut down Beth as she pleaded for her life,’ said Brother Gregory, his cold words daring Tom to contradict him. ‘I saw him, Father. I saw him do it.’
‘Tom, say something!’ Fran cried, astounded he was just standing there, that he wasn’t even defending himself; horrific images of medieval witch burnings flashing fearfully through her mind. ‘Tell them this wasn’t you… for fuck’s sake, tell them, Tom. Tell them!’
‘Fran, I…’ Tom started to say and then a blinding light exploded behind his eyes.
Crumpling to his knees, the pain overwhelmed him, his vision swam and darkness quickly bloomed around him. He could hear raised voices, sensed people jostling about the small corridor and all the while Fran’s muffled yelling. She was shouting something, something he couldn’t quite understand. He tried to hold onto her voice, like she was a tether in a swimming and churning world but she slipped from his grasp, her voice drifting like smoke upon the wind; and then as the blackness finally claimed him, he fell forward.
‘You fucking bastards!’ Fran shouted, stepping over Max as she shoved her way past a stunned Brother Sam, desperate to get to Tom. ‘Get away from him! Get your fucking hands off him!’
Fran hadn’t seen the sharp nod from Father Matthew telling Brother John to act, so when the length of pipe came crashing down across the back of Tom’s head she had been caught totally by surprise. For a moment no one moved, all of them simply watching Tom swaying slightly on his feet and then as he fell to his knees the realisation of what was happening struck her. Darting forward she found herself suddenly being grabbed by Max, his large hands squeezing her upper arms with more than enough force to leave bruises.
‘Bad move, arsehole!’ she thought to herself, her martial arts training instantly flooding back to her.
Within seconds Max was on the floor in front of her, nursing a bloody nose. She shot him a look that warned him to stay down, whether he took her advice she didn’t care; she had restrained herself this time, he wouldn’t be getting off so lightly if he tried it again.
‘Tom! Tom, can you hear me!’ she said, pushing Brother John out of her way, to kneel beside him. 
Her fingers gingerly touched the back of his head, the tips coming away wet with blood.
‘What the fuck have you done!’ she spat glaring up at Brother John.
‘He is a servant of the Corruption,’ said Father Matthew, his tall bulky frame suddenly looming over. ‘He has tainted us with his demon worship, he has brought death to our island and because of it many have fallen, never to feel God’s grace again… this cannot be tolerated.’
‘But you don’t know what happened,’ she begged, terrified of what was going to happen at the hands of this religious maniac. ‘You can’t know for sure… and you can’t just blame him because he’s an easy target, because he hears voices in his head!’
‘The decision has already been made,’ he replied, looking down at Fran before glancing across at Tom’s unconscious form. ‘It was made the moment you came to our door and sought refuge. As I said then, I say now, those unwelcome to remain may stay until the turning of the tide and with that tide you will leave us.’
Father Matthew paused briefly, his cold gaze drifting back to Fran.
‘Tom will be taken to Smugglers Cove and with the turning of the spring tide he will no longer be our problem,’ he continued, slowly crossing himself.
With a gnawing sensation in her gut, Fran knew this could not be as simple as Father Matthew was making out; there was more to what he said than she knew.
‘And then what?’ she prompted, fearful of what he may say next.
‘And then?’ he repeated, unsure of her question. ‘Why, then he will be dead, Fran.’
‘What!’ she gasped, shaking her head as the madness of the whole situation threatened to overwhelm her.
‘The cove will be four metres under seawater at the high tide,’ Father Matthew informed her, saying the words as if imparting simple tourist information. ‘A metal grate across the mouth of the cove prevents any of the Corrupt gaining access to the island, Tom will be padlocked to it and as the high tide fills the cavern God’s just vengeance will be reaped.’
‘No!’ gasped Fran, the image of Tom bound and drowning flashed in her mind. ‘You can’t… you just can’t, it’s not fair!’
‘Fair?’ said Father Matthew, somewhat bewildered by her choice of words. ‘Fair had nothing to do with it, Fran. This is God’s word, His Commandment. He has told us how to choose who can stay and how we are to live here… we must obey. I am but His servant doing His bidding.’
‘Take me!’ she suddenly blurted, seeing the smallest chink of hope for Tom and making a grab for it. ‘I’ll stay. You said before you hoped I’d stay. I’ll stay. You just have to give me a chance…’ she continued her words urgently running over each other as she saw the look of surprise on Father Matthew’s face, ‘a chance to prove Tom didn’t do this, to prove he’s not to blame for all this. Let me prove Tom’s innocence and I’ll stay.’
‘And if you cannot prove this?’ asked Father Matthew, toying with the crucifix about his neck, his eyes narrowing as he considered her offer.
‘I’ll stay anyway,’ she replied, thankful that Father Matthew was clearly taking her offer seriously. ‘It’s a win-win situation. He’s guilty, you get your vengeance and I stay. I prove he’s innocent, he goes free and I still stay. You want this place to survive,’ she continued, a flash of inspiration giving her just what she needed, ‘you’re going to need babies sooner or later…. how many of the woman here can still bear children?’
With that last teaser sweetening the pot, she saw in his eyes the decision was made; he knew a deal when he saw it, but he could not just come right out and say so, after all he needed to paint this with divine approval first.
‘Even amid the darkness He provides,’ boomed Father Matthew, his palms raised dramatically in thanks before looking back down at Fran. ‘You have your deal, Fran, though in reality it was never your deal to make. God brought you to us for a reason and perhaps this is it. You will have until the turning of the tide to prove the innocence of your friend but no matter what you find… you will stay.’
‘Yes,’ she replied, nodding. ‘I will stay. But nowhere and no one can be off limits,’ she continued, the phrase ‘the devil is in the details’ suddenly popping into her mind. ‘Everyone must answer my questions… I must be given a fair chance.’
‘You will have your chance, Fran,’ he agreed, fixing her with his unwavering and slightly challenging stare, ‘the deal will be kept… I will make sure of it.’
‘Crap,’ she thought. ‘Now, how in the hell am I going to get out of this?’
***
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 4: A tangled web.
Fran sat slumped against the wall, her knees drawn up and her head resting forlornly in her hands.
‘Christ,’ she thought, wearily tilting her head to look over her knees at the fourteen sheet-covered corpses, ‘what a waste!’
‘Fran?’ said Kai, his head suddenly appearing round the door of the quarantine room where they had decided to store the bodies.
‘Here,’ she sighed, already calmed by his presence.
Without moving from her spot, she reached out a hand to him, her fingers wiggling as if to entice him closer.
‘You okay?’ he asked, walking over to take her hand as he slid down the wall next to her.
‘Yeah…’ she started to say, a sad smile on her lips. ‘Wait, no, no I’m not. The shit’s hit the fan here and it seems I’m the only one looking to find out what happened, what really happened.’
‘Not th…the only one,’ Kai reminded her, giving her hand a gentle squeeze.
‘Sorry, you know what I mean,’ she replied, gently kissing the fingers now entwined in her own. ‘These people!’ she continued, her frustration suddenly erupting as she gestured to some point beyond the walls of the building. ‘What’s wrong with them? Why can’t they think for themselves? Why are they such sheep?’
‘Th…they’re scared, Fran,’ he offered, with a brief shrug of his broad shoulders, ‘and Father Matthew gives them something to hope for, to b…believe in.’
‘Hmm,’ she simply replied, turning her head so she could rest it against him. ‘I suppose so… and how’s Tom?’
‘Aw…wake and pissed off,’ he chuckled, kissing the top of her head. ‘Very pissed off… Oh and I t…told him about your d…deal.’
‘Oh yeah, and how did that go down?’ she asked, idly picking at something encrusted on her jeans.
‘You don’t w…want to know,’ he replied.
For a moment the pair simply sat in silence, taking comfort from each other until Kai spoke.
‘Are we r…really staying?’ he asked, his whispered words only just loud enough for her to hear.
‘What do you think?’ she said, raising an eyebrow, a mischievous smile twitching at her lips.
***
‘That leaves the cottages, gardens, woodland and the harbour,’ said Father Matthew finally pulling a heavy oak door closed behind him. ‘The cottages are closest and probably our best bet for finding survivors.’
‘Well, come on then,’ sighed Fran, stretching her neck to relieve some of the built up tension, ‘we might as well get on with it.’
After Fran and Father Matthew had struck their deal, Tom’s unconscious form had been restrained and left under Brother Gregory’s watchful eye while the rest of the group continued their quest. In the end it had taken them almost two painstaking and stressful hours to thoroughly search the castle, making their way from room to room, top to bottom, systematically checking each room for the survivors, the Dead or the dying; but despite the bloody tragedies that had already occurred within the castle that day, they thankfully found themselves being met with nothing more than one empty room after another.
‘Ladies first,’ said Max, sarcastically waving Fran forward, his swollen bloody nose distorting his words.
Fran started to open her mouth to speak, the fatigue and tension of the previous two hours having shortened her temper to little more than a frazzled stump but then she noticed the strange look Max was giving her. Behind his blood smeared face and bruised nose, he was strangely confrontational and almost smug like. It was if he knew something, something that would affect her; perhaps not immediately, but definitely at some point in the future and it made her uneasy.
‘How’s your nose?’ she simply asked, unwilling to let him know she was unnerved. 
‘Fine,’ he replied, the faintest smile twitching at his lips promising cruel retribution.
‘Well perhaps you’ll think twice about putting your hands on me next time,’ she continued, striding away before she could hear his mumbled reply.
She would have to watch Max Harper, he had already helped drop Tom in a barrel load of trouble and given half the chance she knew he would be happy to see her follow; whatever was going on here, one thing was certain, she couldn’t count on him volunteering any help to clear Tom’s name. Far from it.
‘How many are we expecting to find,’ she whispered to Brother Sam, as they eventually edged round the corner of the first cottage.
‘Oh, erm… hopefully around twenty,’ he whispered in reply, mentally removing those he knew to be left in the castle from his calculation. ‘Oh, dear God!’ he suddenly gasped, crossing himself as he unexpectedly confronted with the bloody corpses of the Dead woman and young boy that Fran had dispatched earlier; a pair of seagulls happily gulping down gobbets of their flesh while another three circled above them about to come into land. ‘Looks like you’d better make that eighteen.’ He continued, covering his mouth with the back of his hand.
‘Sorry,’ said Fran, glancing over at Father Matthew as he looked a little more disapprovingly over at the two bodies; somewhere a dog was barking, ‘I forgot… I should have warned you, I…’
‘No matter,’ Father Matthew interrupted, barely giving the brutalised child at his feet a second glance, ‘it is the living we concern ourselves with.’
‘Hmm,’ she softly replied, her mind reluctant to marry the image of the cocky young child she had briefly met earlier that day with the blood splattered corpse she had consigned to the oblivion of true death, ‘yeah, I know, you said.’
If Father Matthew was aware of the disdain in her voice he gave no of show it and instead he moved to stand in middle of the cobbled lane, looking along the row of small cottages either side of him.
‘Hello!’ he shouted, his booming voice startling the gulls into screeching flight to join their equally put out friends.
‘Father Matthew!’ Fran hissed, noticing out the corner of her eye that even Max balked at the man’s recklessness; after all they still had at least eighteen people unaccounted for and that could mean a lot of hungry corpses about to come their way.
Waving away her concern, he called again.
‘In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, come out… come out and be saved!’ his bellowing almost drowning out the displeasure of the swooping gulls overhead. 
No sooner had the words left his lips than the click of latches and bolts being drawn across could be heard. First one door was opened, and then another and another. Tentative at first, the frightened and hesitant occupants only risked the smallest of chinks in their defences. Uneasy and unwilling to be the first to venture forth they held back, peering out through the narrowest of cracks, too fearful of what lie beyond the safety of their homes to leave. But then a middle aged woman, scared and alone in one of the cottages furthest from the group, caught sight of Father Matthew and with his very presence giving her the courage she needed, she flung open her door and rushed out.
‘Father!’ she wailed, running towards the group, her face wet with frantic tears. ‘The Corrupt Father… I saw them… Dear God, Father, I saw them claim some of our own. How can this be?’ she continued, weeping as she clung onto his robe, almost collapsing under the weight of her own hysteria. ‘How… how have we failed Him?’
Like a dam breaking, the other survivors took strength from the woman’s courage and one by one the doors began to be pulled open, spilling forth the frightened occupants, eager to bathe in the glory of their messiah-like leader.
‘Catherine… Catherine,’ soothed Father Matthew, holding the woman up by her elbows, trying to calm her down. ‘We have not failed Him… You have not failed Him, you are still held within His heart.’
‘Truly?’ the woman begged, a shaking hand covering her mouth.
‘Truly,’ he confirmed, the strength of his conviction visibly calming her.
By now the other survivors had started to crowd around Father Matthew, jostling and pressing against each other, keen to get as close to the man as they could; each determined to have his gaze fall upon them to quell their fears.
‘Jesus!’ thought Fran, when she saw one of them actually fall to their knees and reverently kiss the hem of his robe. ‘What’s wrong with them?’  
And with that she knew no matter what deal she had made, she could not stay here, not with these people.
‘Father Matthew!’ she prompted, having to raise her voice over the weeping and worried chatter of the crowd. ‘Father, we need to move on… we need to check the rest of the island.’
Glancing at her, Father Matthew nodded but then was almost immediately drawn back again by another of his community hoping to have a brief audience with their ‘rock star’ like saviour.
‘People, People!’ said Father Matthew, holding his arms open as he tried to hush the jostling crowd around him. ‘Please, the newest addition to our family is correct, there are still others to check on, others that may need our help…’ at this a few of the women and children cried out, begging him not to leave them but he continued. ‘Fear not, God’s grace is with you and let His love be as your shield against the damned. I assure you, once we are certain none of the Corrupt still walk upon our sacred isle, we shall gather and offer up our prayers to Him… but for now I ask you to return to your homes and wait for our word. So, please…’
With his hands he encouraged them to move and just like the dutiful acolytes they were, they did as requested; if a little reluctantly. Fran watched them slowly begin to depart and it occurred to her that even though they had sprung forth from their cottages in ones and twos, they now returned in larger groups; joining together only now when they were absolutely sure their friends and neighbours were free of the Corruption.
‘So much for community spirit,’ she thought watching the last of the crowd disappear behind a peeling front door.
‘Shall we?’ said Father Matthew, gesturing with his hand, offering her to lead them.
‘Thanks,’ she muttered, giving him a wary sideways glance as she stepped past him, her crowbar resting against her shoulder.
Unlike her journey to the castle earlier, this time as they walked to the end of the cobbled lane she saw the wooden shutters had been flung open, revealing devotional faces squashing themselves up against the small panes of glass; each eager to catch one final glimpse of their spiritual leader as he passed by. 
‘Father,’ said Brother Sam, an anxious look on his face as he abruptly paused by the door of the one of the cottages towards the end of the lane.
‘Brother?’ he replied, turning to the devout young man with dark brooding features.
It was only as he spoke that he noticed the sound of a dog barking coming from the other side of the closed door; the dog did not sound happy.
‘Ah,’ Father Matthew continued, glancing at Fran, ‘I think not everyone here has been left untouched by the passing of darkness.’
‘What do you mean?’ asked Fran, stepping around Brother Sam to press her face against the small gap between the closed shutters, hoping to see something of the building’s shadowy interior. 
‘Frank White,’ sighed Father Matthew, shaking his head like he was chastising a naughty child. ‘I prayed he would accept the Lord as his savour.’
‘The Lord or you?’ Fran instantly thought to herself but made sure she said nothing and kept her face neutral.
‘And now, from the sound old Jack is making,’ he continued, the fingertips of his hand resting gingerly on the peeling surface of the closed door, ‘I fear it is too late… he is lost to us and to God.’
‘He may have just fallen down,’ suggested Fran, remembering the friendly but somewhat frail looking old man and his dog from earlier in the day. ‘Perhaps he’s just hurt and the dog is raising the alarm?’
Although she hoped it to be the case, Fran knew she was clutching at straws and the look Father Matthew gave her told her as much. It was far more likely that the old man had been bitten, somehow escaped his attacker and then had managed to get back home, shutting himself inside.
‘Well, we need to check, either way,’ continued Fran, allowing her crowbar to slip from her shoulder as she studied the outside of the cottage for a way in.
‘Why can’t we just leave him in there?’ offered Max, with a shrug. ‘If he could’ve got out, he would’ve by now… I say we leave him. He’ll be too fresh right now, anyway, far too frisky… let him wind down a bit, wait until he becomes slower and we can deal with him then.’
‘And what if he does get free?’ said Fran. ‘What then? No I think we should deal with him now... it’s not right, anyway, we need to put the old man out of his misery.’
‘What an odd thing to say,’ mused Father Matthew, looking quizzically at Fran; clearly bemused by her sympathy for the Corrupt. ‘But I agree, this stain on St Michael’s Mount cannot be condoned to remain, not even for a few hours… we must deal with it now. Brother John, Brother Sam,’ he continued, drawing the two men over with a flick of his fingers, ‘charge the door… break it down.’
‘Yes, Father,’ the two men replied, although Brother John seem decidedly less keen to oblige than his fellow acolyte.
‘No, wait!’ said Max, grabbing hold of Brother John’s elbow to pull him back. ‘I’ll do it. I…,’ he continued, seemingly rushing to explain himself. ‘I’ve got more weight behind me than you… we don’t want to be here all day, now do we?’
Brother John, looked at the hand latched onto his arm and then with the smallest of nods, stepped aside allowing Max to take his place by Brother Sam. 
‘Make sure you brace yourself,’ said Brother John, his words somewhat distant and confused. ‘You don’t want to put your shoulder out.’
‘No, you’re right, I don’t,’ Max replied, a smile momentarily twitching at his lips. ‘You ready?’ he continued, looking back at Fran to make sure she would follow close on their heels.
‘Yeah… let’s get this done,’ she slowly said, her eyes narrowing, a little unsure of what had just happened but ready nonetheless.
‘One, two…’ Max counted aloud, as he and Brother Sam stood next to each other preparing to shoulder the door down.
On the count of three the two men rushed forward, smashing into it with such force that the old wood literally splintered off around the hinges, causing the door to collapse inward. With their momentum carrying them both onward into the cottage, Max and Brother Sam tumbled in after the door; collapsing in a tangle of limbs on the tiled kitchen floor.
‘Heads up!’ called Fran, leaping over the two men as they scrambled to get to their feet, fearful one of the Dead was about to attack.
Almost immediately the sound of Jack’s barking stopping and as she moved, out of the corner of her eye, Fran saw a black and white shadow speeding past her, making a beeline for the now open doorway. 
‘Oh, great,’ she thought, her head turning to look in the direction the scared animal had fled from. ‘That doesn’t bode well.’
Sure enough, standing by the kitchen range and already reaching out for her, begging for a taste of flesh, was Frank White; he was dead. 
‘Damn,’ she thought, swinging the crowbar behind her, ready to strike the killing blow.
But then she noticed something, something just didn’t look right in the kitchen and whatever it was it irritated her enough to pause.
‘What the fuck are you doing!’ hissed Max, looking incredulously from Fran to Frank White’s growling corpse.
And then in an instant she knew what was wrong. It was Frank, or rather his cadaver, despite its arms reaching out to them, it hadn’t actually moved from its original spot by the stove.
‘Hang on a minute,’ she said, ignoring Max’s agitation to slowly edge around the small room, keeping the kitchen table between her and the Dead man at all times. ‘I just want to check something.’
With a sudden abundance of flesh to choose from, Frank’s corpse didn’t know which way to turn. In fact, if the whole situation hadn’t been so tragic it may have been comical; the way it first reached for Fran, only to then change its mind and go for Max and Sam, and then finally return its hungry attention back to Fran again.
‘Thought so,’ she at last said, dropping down into a crouch and seeing a rope; one end having been threaded through part of the heavy range while the other was wrapped tightly around one of the corpse’s ankles. ‘Looks like Frank tied himself to the range before he died so he couldn’t hurt anyone else… But… I… I can’t see any bites or wounds on him,’ she continued, studying the agitated cadaver, looking for the source of his demise, ‘I can only guess he must have been having a heart attack or something and rather than risk it he sacrificed himself… the poor man.’
‘Yeah, well, now he’s just another corpse waiting to be put down,’ grumbled Max, pushing past a forlorn looking Brother Sam, to go back outside.
‘You’re all heart,’ called Fran, knowing that despite his phrasing, Max was essentially right; whatever had made up Frank White as a person was no longer there in the room with them.
‘Will you help me move this table over,’ she said to Brother Sam, placing her crowbar down, taking one end and gesturing with a nod to the other. 
‘Sure… yes, of course,’ Brother Sam Corrupt quickly replied, eager to focus his attention on something other than Frank’s shell.
‘I just need to get a bit more room in front of him,’ she continued, grunting from the effort as the two of them lifted the heavy kitchen table and with shuffling steps moved it out of the way.
Once she was satisfied there was ample room for her to do what needed to be done, she indicated for Brother Sam to drop his end of the table.
‘You can go outside if you like,’ she suggested, noticing the way the young man’s dark eyes kept returning to Frank. ‘You knew Frank, you don’t need to see this.’
‘Father Matthew says the Corrupt brought their fate upon them with their own failings,’ he said, nervously looking over at the growling corpse, straining against its self-imposed restraints. ‘It is God’s will.’
‘Look,’ she continued, retrieving her crowbar from the table top, ‘what you believe is your business, I’m just saying you don’t need to be here if you don’t want to.’
Brother Sam looked at her, his large dark eyes holding a strange sadness in them. She knew he had seen and done terrible things in the name of his God and despite his belief that it had been divinely commanded, she could see it haunted him.
‘Just go,’ she finally said, sparing him one more horror to stalk his dreams. ‘I’ll be done with Frank in a moment… go and see if Jack’s okay.’
‘Thank you,’ he replied, the words barely a whisper as he glanced one final time at Frank’s cadaver, reverently crossed himself and then left; gingerly clambering over the fallen and splintered door on his way out.
‘Just you and me now,’ she thought, a sad smile on her lips as she stepped closer to the growling creature. ‘You knew you were dying but you sacrificed yourself,’ she continued, this time speaking aloud. ‘You put others first. You know, you’re a rare breed Mr White… and it’s a pity there aren’t more like you left.’
As those words fell from her lips, she darted under his out stretched arms, the crowbar already swinging, her exact point of attack instinctively chosen. With a nauseating ‘snap’, the left kneecap shattered under the impact of the metal bar, sending Frank’s cadaver tumbling to the floor and then, seeing an opportunity to end it quickly, Fran used the momentum of her initial swing to twist and slam the other end into the side of the Dead man’s skull. With a judder reverberating through the metal in her hands, she felt the tip scrape past broken bone until the tension subsided and it was ripping its way through the softer and more vital tissue of the brain.
‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbled, looking down at Frank’s motionless body, the crowbar still lodged in his skull distorting the side of his face.
After a sharp tug and a rather unpleasant sucking sound, Fran pulled the bar free; sending a spray of brain matter and gore splashing across the back of her hands.
‘Great!’ she thought, reaching for a somewhat grubby looking tea towel looped over the oven door to wipe herself and then her weapon clean.
‘Are you done?’ said Father Matthew, suddenly appearing in the doorway and seemingly making a point to barely spare a glance at the old man’s body. 
Fran inwardly bristled at the man’s irritated tone and looking at him, she purposefully waited until she was satisfied that she had removed all of the gore from her hands and respectfully placed the towel over Frank’s ruined face until she spoke.
‘Yes, Father Matthew,’ she said, pushing herself up from her knees to walk to the doorway, ‘I’m done.’
Once Father Matthew had stepped aside to let her pass, she noticed Jack lying at Brother Sam’s feet, his head resting on his paws as he looked forlornly up at her.
‘Do you know if he follows commands well? I mean, from one of us…’ she asked Brother Sam, about to bend down to give the sad dog a reassuring pat until she realised her hands would still smell of his former owner’s blood. ‘If not we’ll have to find him a lead or shut him in somewhere.’
‘Oh, old Jack’s okay,’ said Brother Sam, the dog at his feet lifting his head slightly at the sound of his name. ‘He’ll do as we say… we won’t need a lead. He was just spooked by…’ he continued, feeling as though he had to justify the animal’s previous behaviour. ‘Well, you know.’
‘Okay… well that’s good then,’ said Fran with a gentle smile, realising it was not only Jack who was in need of some reassuring. ‘So where now?’ she continued, turning to Father Matthew. ‘Where else can we expect to find more survivors?’
‘That’ll be the harbour,’ he replied. ‘There’s a row of fisherman’s cottages. Emily said Rod should be home but if we’re lucky, Scott could’ve got him, Lucy and the others safely into one of the fishing boats.’
‘Others?’ asked Fran, as they started to make their way to the harbour. ‘What others? I mean apart from the rest of Max’s family? Oh, and Roy,’ she continued almost forgetting the old gardener they had left holed in the cart.
‘I noticed a few faces missing back there,’ Father Matthew replied, thumbing back the way they had come. ‘At least five, so...’
‘So if we’re really unlucky we could be about to walk into the arms of… what? Eleven hungry corpses?’ Fran grumbled, the grip on her crowbar instinctively tightening as she finished his thought. ‘Great!’
‘We walk with the Lord,’ said Father Matthew with certainty, as if Divine intervention was a common occurrence for him. ‘There is nothing to fear.’
‘Well, that’s as maybe,’ Fran began, dropping her voice in volume, ‘but I’d try to keep Brother Sam at the back if I were you, I don’t think he has the stomach for this sort of thing.’
‘He has dealt with the Corrupt before,’ Father Matthew replied, almost dismissing Fran’s suggestion.
‘But he probably didn’t know them before they…’ she started to say.
‘Before they fell from grace?’ he offered, looking over at her. ‘I do not see how that would make any difference. The Corrupt are an abomination and should be treated as such.’
‘Oh, forget it, never mind!’ snapped Fran in return, angrily waving away her own words to swiftly end the conversation; clearly Father Matthew was so totally blinded by the very dogma he had constructed that there was no way he could comprehend anything else beyond it. ‘I’ll keep an eye on him.’
***
As it turned out she needn’t have worried, for as they reached the harbour, the dipping sun already starting to bathe everything in a soft orange glow, there was Dave and Jane dragging the battered corpse of a man out of a cottage while Rod stood by leaning heavily on Riley’s shoulder.
‘It appears you have everything under control already, Mr and Mrs Harper,’ said Father Matthew, his booming voice startling the small group.
‘Oh my God, Father Matthew, Emily and Graham!’ babbled Rod before anything else could be said. ‘Have you seen them? Are they…’
‘Rod, Rod, they are fine,’ Father Matthew assured. ‘They are both fine… safely barricaded in the chapel… Riley is with his mother…but-’
‘But! But what?’ asked Rod, his face visibly paling as horrific images flashed through his mind, ‘What? What is it?’
‘Talk to your wife,’ Father Matthew flatly replied, his features briefly clouding with a dark anger.
‘Talk to Emily, what about?’ Rod started to ask but it was clear Father Matthew would say no more about it. ‘What’s going on?’
‘So, Kathy, her father, Bill and Henry have fallen…’ tutted Father Matthew, clearly changing the subject as he turned his attention back to Dave and the corpses that he and Jane had just pulled out of the cottage. ‘Is it just these three?’ 
‘No, there’s two more over there,’ puffed Jane, using a clean part of one of the corpse’s sleeves to wipe a splatter of gore from her hands. ‘Rod and I dealt with those two before we holed ourselves up in his hidden room… and these three, well, Dave...’
‘Hidden room?’ said Father Matthew, his eyes flitting from the two corpses Jane had just pointed out to him briefly back to Rod. ‘Well, Dave, Jane,’ he continued, making a mental note to question Rod about this hidden room later, ‘it appears you and your family have proven yourselves worthy additions to our little family. You have dealt with the Corrupt quickly and without false mercy.’
‘Glad to see you’re okay, had me worried for a bit there,’ said Max quietly to his brother, before simply nodding a rather noncommittal ‘hello’ to his sister-in-law. ‘Jane.’
‘Max,’ Jane flatly replied, a somewhat unconvincing smile on her lips; her eyes momentarily flicking questioningly to the figure of Brother John stood silently behind him.    
‘You should’ve have seen Dad, Uncle Max,’ Riley suddenly blurted out, his excitement and pride clearly evident. ‘They didn’t know what hit them. We heard him downstairs and when we came out he… ’
‘Riley,’ said Jane, giving her son a warning look that told him to be quiet.
‘No, no,’ chuckled Father Matthew, walking over to ruffle Riley’s hair, ‘the boy is rightly proud of his father, Jane, nothing wrong with that.’
Father Matthew was about to continue when Brother John interrupted him.
‘Father,’ he said, nodding out across the rolling water to a small fishing boat just passing the curved harbour wall, its grubby sails snapping in the wind. ‘Looks like Scott made it.’
‘And if Lucy is with him, then we are all accounted for,’ added Brother Sam, reverently crossing himself. ‘God willing, this nightmare is at an end.’
‘Yes,’ Father Matthew slowly agreed, taking note of the identities of the newly found bodies while they watched the small boat at last draw up along the quayside. ‘God willing,’ he continued, suddenly striding off to greet the returning fisherman.
‘Beth Keys, she was his mother wasn’t she?’ said Fran, rushing to keep pace with Father Matthew’s broad strides, ‘Scott will need to be told that…’
‘That she was found wanting in the eyes of our Saviour,’ interrupted Father Matthew, pausing to look down at Fran. ‘That the taint of Corruption was upon her soul and that she…’
‘That his mother has just died, you f…’ Fran snapped, cutting off the man’s words; her anger making her reckless. 
‘You will watch your tone!’ Father Matthew bristled, his cold interruption saving Fran from saying something she would regret.
‘I,’ began Fran, visibly trying to restrain herself as she went on to speak through gritted teeth. ‘I’m sorry… I… I guess it will take me a while to get used to the way you do things around here.’
‘Yes,’ Father Matthew replied, his cold glare judging her and weighing her response, ‘it will take a while,’ he at last continued, mistaking her self-control for an acceptance of his just authority, ‘but you will adjust.’
‘Yes,’ she simply replied, while the phrase ‘Fuck you!’ shouted through her thoughts.
Deciding to wait on the quayside in silence, Fran watched Scott’s small sailboat slowly come alongside the only other vessel berthed in the harbour, Rod’s larger and slightly more impressive ‘Black Princess’. With a flurry of activity on deck, Scott darted from one part of the boat to the next; cogs were turned, ropes pulled and finally the anchor allowed to drop. Scott appeared to be in his late twenties, had close cropped dark hair, his jawline was shadowed with dark stubble and, quite incongruously for someone who spent much of their time out at sea, he also wore a pair of small, black-rimmed glasses.
‘Evening Father!’ Scott called, with a brief wave, ducking under the boom as he started to lower the sail. ‘What is this, a welcome home party? We’ve only been gone a couple of hours’
‘We? So Lucy is with you then?’ asked Father Matthew, as Scott tossed him a thick rope so the boat could be tied to one of the bollards to prevent it from drifting.
‘Yeah,’ he replied, warily, taking Father Matthew’s hand to pull himself up onto the quayside. ‘Why?’
 ‘Oh crap, he doesn’t know!’ thought Fran, noticing the confused look on the young man’s face. 
‘How long have you been out?’ Father Matthew asked, ignoring the young man’s question. 
‘Erm… well, I went out to Foster’s Rock earlier to collect the mussel crop and then when I got back, Lucy was here waiting for me, she was upset… so we went back out again, just the two of us, for a bit of privacy... you know,’ he replied, bending down to check Father Matthew had secured the boat correctly. 
‘And you haven’t been back since?’ said Father Matthew looking down at the young man.
‘Lucy, come up here, will you!’ called Scott, before replying to Father Matthew’s question. ‘No,’ he continued, nervously looking away to double check the rope again. ‘No, we didn’t come back. Why? What’s happened?’
‘He’s lying,’ thought Fran, and from the look on Father Matthew’s face, he thought so too.
‘The Corrupt,’ Father Matthew simply replied, his cold expression telling Fran he was about to rip this young man’s heart out and stomp on it for good measure.
Almost at the same time, Scott took a sharp intake of breath while Lucy, who had just appeared from the boat’s small cabin, gasped in shock.
‘No,’ whispered Lucy, raising her shaking fingers to cover her mouth, ‘not here!’
‘Yes, here,’ sneered Father Matthew, somehow taking the very presence of the Corrupt on the island as a personal insult, ‘and our Lord has found many souls to be wanting… and as such they have been cast into the darkness.’
‘Oh, my God, Mum!’ whispered Scott, a horrific realisation slowly dawning on him.
‘I’m… I’m so sorry,’ Fran said softly, cutting off Father Matthew’s insensitive diatribe before it could begin.
‘No!’ shouted Scott, shaking his head in denial, looking from Fran to Father Matthew and back again; while, choking back a sob of her own, Lucy clambered across the small deck of the boat to comfort her lover. ‘No, you’re lying, you’re lying,’ Scott continued, the heavy tears already filling his eyes belittling his accusation. ‘Why are you lying? My mum’s okay, she’s okay, she’s got be okay, my mum… she’s…she’s….’
But even as he railed against this horrific reality he felt his world crumbling about him. He knew it was true, he knew his mother was gone and had been ripped from his world in the most traumatic manner and as Lucy’s arms wrapped about him, his knees collapsed beneath him and he knew nothing would be the same again.
‘But... but how did this happen?’ asked Lucy, cradling Scott to her chest as his grief overwhelmed him, ‘How?’
‘I don’t know,’ said Fran, Scott’s raw grief bringing tears to her own eyes, ‘but I intend to find out… I promise.’   
‘I will be conducting a service, shortly,’ Father Matthew interrupted, seemingly oblivious to the young man’s heart wrenching sobs. ‘We shall put this day of testing to rest with the setting of the sun.’
For a moment Father Matthew just looked at the two weeping figures, slumped to their knees, almost as if he was waiting for one of them to speak.
‘All are expected to attend,’ he finally said, prompting a nod of understanding from Lucy, before turning and striding back to the others still stood outside Rod’s cottage.
‘I’m sorry,’ Fran repeated again, her soft words lost amid Scott’s sobbing and Lucy’s heartfelt consolation. 
For a second she simply stood there, feeling awkward and adrift; after all, these two people were virtual strangers to her and to be in the presence of such an outpouring of loss seemed both wrong and somewhat intrusive.
‘So sorry,’ she whispered again for a third time, before slowly turning to follow Father Matthew; leaving Scott and Lucy behind her to deal with their pain and grief as best they could.
She was half way back to the others, the sound of Scott’s weeping receding behind her, when she noticed Brother John and Brother Sam each dragging one of the corpses by its feet over to the edge of the Quayside.
‘What are you doing?’ she asked, watching as Brother John let the feet of his corpse drop and moved to roll the body over the edge into the lapping water below.
‘Getting rid of the stiffs,’ he simply relied, placing his boot against the hip of the corpse lying at his feet. 
‘No, wait! Don’t!’ she cried, rushing forward to stop him.
‘Hey!’ he said, as Fran jumped in front of him, her feet precariously close to the edge of the quayside. ‘What’s your problem? Crabs have to eat too…’
‘No, please wait,’ she continued, her words already causing a nauseated looking Brother Sam to happily let go of the corpse he was dragging. ‘Father Matthew!’ she continued, calling the man back over. ‘Father Matthew, please tell them to stop... they… they can’t just dispose of the bodies, not yet.’
‘And why not?’ he asked, sparing a disapproving glance down at one of the brutalised bodies.
‘Please, if I’m going to prove Tom isn’t to blame, I need the bodies… all of them,’ she began, hoping he was going to be more accommodating than his blank expression promised. ‘Perhaps I can piece together what happened, perhaps not… who knows? But please, I… I need to try.’
‘Following the trail back to its source?’ he pondered, tapping his entwined fingers against his chin; the fact that he hadn’t outright denied her request, giving her some hope. 
‘Yes,’ she rushed on, hoping a thin ray of sense and rationale was about to pierce the insanity of his dogma. ‘Hopefully.’
‘Okay,’ he finally agreed, after a few moments of agonising silence, ‘but I will not have Corrupt corpses littering up the place, they are an affront to the Lord,’ he continued, turning to Brother John. ‘Brother, after the service I want you, Brother Sam and Brother Mark to organise a clean-up crew…’
‘And what are we supposed to do with them…’ asked Brother John, giving the body at his feet an annoyed kick. ‘Father?’ he quickly added as an afterthought, the flash of anger in Father Matthew’s eyes telling him his tone had not been appreciated.
‘How about the building where we were quarantined in last night?’ suggested Fran, rubbing her arms to warm them up as a chill ocean breeze blew across the harbour. ‘Take out the beds and it’ll work as a temporary morgue.’
‘Perfect,’ Father Matthew nodded, the wind ruffling his thick hair. ‘Brother John, see to it later, will you.’
‘Yes, Father,’ Brother John replied, giving Fran a look that practically screamed, ‘thanks for nothing, Bitch!’
Satisfied she would now have a chance to examine each of those who had died, Fran trailed behind Father Matthew back to join the others, leaving Brother John moaning under his breath about the extra work her request had just landed him with. But Fran didn’t care, after all Tom’s life was on the line and no amount of petty grumbling was going to deter her from finding out the truth of what had happened here; she just prayed that when she found it, it was the truth she was hoping for. 
***
Within half an hour everyone still left alive on the island, barring the one obvious exception, was gathered around the Purity Arch awaiting Father Matthew’s words. Words of comfort, consolation or simply of remembrance, Fran did not know but as she stood with Kai amid the rest of the congregation, the growing wind snapping at the multitude of red ribbons, she could feel the expectant tension in the air growing around her. One thing was certain though, whatever Father Matthew was about to say, she was pretty sure ‘God’s love and forgiving mercy’ would be playing no part in it. To complete the scene, the sun, that only a while ago had bathed everything a warm orange hue, had now began its final decent to the horizon; and as if its passing had left a vacuum in the vast expense of sky behind it, deep bruise like clouds rushed in to fill the void.
‘Rejoice!’ Father Matthew suddenly bellowed, the single word silencing a dozen murmured conversations. ‘Rejoice, my children, for you are the chosen. The Lord has looked upon your soul,’ he continued, opening his arms wide to encompass all those present, ‘and He was pleased with what He saw within you. For you are the righteous, you are the pure of spirit, untainted and without flaw.’
Like all true showmen, Father Matthew paused, making sure to make eye contact with each and every one of those around him; making his message all the more personal to them as he began to speak again.
‘Remember this, you have been spared. The Corruption that has swept across our home and stalked our hallways has left you untainted for a reason… and that reason? Simply to serve Him,’ he continued, pointing a stabbing finger to the darkening heavens. ‘To serve our Lord so that we may prosper here in our new Eden.’
Fran heard a few heartfelt ‘Halleluiah’ and ‘Praise Him’ calls from somewhere in the crowd. From whom she could not tell but one thing was certain, it certainly wasn’t from Scott; who even now seemed only able to stay upright thanks to Lucy’s shouldering support.
‘Now, what of those… those who have been found wanting… those who have fallen?’ boomed Father Matthew, his gaze drifting to Scott’s almost catatonic form.
‘Please don’t be a complete heartless shit! Not now, ’ thought Fran, the silent squeeze of Kai’s hand in hers letting her know he was thinking along the very same lines.
‘We draw a line, we leave them in our past!’ stated Father Matthew, pulling from an unseen pocket in his robe a fistful of long red ribbons. ‘We forget them, as we forget their failing.’
Walking forward he selected a ribbon and held out his hand, the ribbon fluttering back and forth in the growing wind.
‘And we get on with our lives,’ he said,  his voice lowering as if his words were meant only for Scott, ‘God has seen fit in His grace to spare us… it is not our place to question Him or rile against what is.’
Slowly Scott tilted his head up, his red eyes finally meeting Father Matthew’s imposing gaze head on and as his hand shakily reached out to take the ribbon from him, his head bobbed ever so slightly in mute understanding. As their hands finally touched and the long strand of ribbon slipped from his fingers, Father Matthew nodded in return.
‘Scot,’ whispered Lucy, as the man she loved found enough inner strength to stand on his own two feet again. ‘Shall I?’
‘No,’ he replied, his voice hoarse and brittle. ‘It’s alright, I… I need to do this… for Mum.’
‘Okay,’ she murmured, her hand slipping slowly from his back as he took a step away from her.
With achingly slow progress, Scott made his way to the Purity Arch; the length of ribbon in his hand snapping and dancing in the wind while behind him Father Matthew moved deliberately amongst the crowd. As he came upon a chosen individual he would pause, giving each of them their own strip of fluttering red cloth and then, with it clutched tightly in their hands, they would follow Scott’s lead and approach the Arch that had become a symbol for the lost. 
‘As we tie the names to the Arch, we tie the fallen to our past,’ boomed Father Matthew, his hands finally empty as the last ribbon was taken from him.
Turning he watched as Scott shakily knotted one end of his ribbon to the scaffolding Archway, the multitude of ribbons already there seeming to caressing him as they were caught by the buffeting wind.
‘Mum,’ Fran heard Scott say, the word choking and heavy with emotion as the end of his ribbon trickled from his grasp to join the hundreds of other flapping markers.
For a moment he stood motionless, his slumped shoulders shaking as a fresh wave of grief overwhelmed him but then as Father Matthew spoke again he turned and returned to Lucy’s comforting embrace. 
‘Elizabeth Keys,’ stated Father Matthew, consigning the woman and memories of her to their past. ‘Kasey Henson,’ he continued after a pause as Roy, mirroring Scott’s actions, tied a ribbon bearing the young woman’s name to the Archway.
And so it continued, someone approached the Purity Arch, their red ribbons bearing witness to those that had been taken from them, and then Father Matthew would call out the name, identifying those who had fallen to those that still remained.
‘And finally… Brother Alex Winks,’ said Father Matthew, as Brother Sam tied the last of the markers to the Archway. 
With the last name pronounced to them, an eerie silence descended upon those present; a silence that whispered of words yet to be said and truths left unspoken. The very air around them was pregnant with the need to understand how this had happened, how the Corrupt had breached their defences, both spiritual and physical, and as Father Matthew turned his gaze upon her, Fran knew that her time had come.
‘Children!’ began Father Matthew, his booming voice drowning out the cry of gulls riding the currents overhead. ‘Our faith has been tested this day and we have each come through to the other side still bathed in the grace of the Almighty; but remember this, it is not our place to question why the Corruption took those that it did, only He,’ he continued, stabbing to the heavens once again, ‘can know this... but each and every one of you has the right to ask how. How did this putrid stain creep upon our shores and who welcomed death to walk among us… and who is to be blamed.’
‘Who! Yes, tell us, who did this!’ various people called out from the crowd, almost revelling in the undercurrent of hysteria bubbling through this words. ‘Who!’
‘It is not I that will tell you this,’ he replied, beaconing Fran to step forward. ‘This young woman… it is she that will route out this evil. One way or another she will find out who caused this and who is to be blamed… a life depends on it. And you will allow her to go where she wishes, to see what she wants… and you will answer her questions, all of you,’ he continued, looking about the gathered crowd, his eyes blazing, challenging anyone to defy him, ‘for it is God’s will and my commandment that the guilty be brought to brook for what they have done here today.’
Realising from the mournful silence that had suddenly settled on them again that Father Matthew was done speaking and now expected her speak up, Fran cleared her throat and tried to think of what to say.
‘Hi,’ she began and instantly kicked herself for saying something so inane. ‘Erm… some of you don’t know me yet but my name’s Fran, I arrived yesterday with my friends… one of whom at the moment is being blamed for all this. Look,’ she continued, ignoring the gasps and angry mutterings that rippled through the throng, ‘enough innocent people have died because of all this, I… I just don’t want there to be one more.’ Even as she said this she knew she had just contradicted Father Matthew’s teachings, after all in his eyes the dead were far from innocent; this was not going well, not at all. ‘So anyway, even though I’ll be talking to all of you at some point, please, if any of you know anything or even if you think you do, then please come to me and tell me… anything, even the smallest detail could be the key we’re looking for, so please, don’t hold back, a man’s life is at stake… thank you.’
With that, she hurried back to Kai, a knot tightening in her stomach that she may have just made matters worse.
‘Well done,’ he whispered, pulling her close to him to kiss the top of her head. ‘I g…guess now we w…wait?’
‘Yeah, I guess so,’ she mumbled into his chest, allowing the comforting warmth of his body to chase away her unease. ‘Christ! What a nightmare,’ she continued, tilting her head to the side to watch as the crowd began to slowly disperse. ‘Tom’s only got two days. How the hell am I going to prove he didn’t cause all this in two fucking days? Shit! What if I can’t even get these people to talk?’
‘I d…don’t think that’ll be a p…problem,’ he replied, squeezing her arm as he nodded to a figure making a beeline through the thinning crowd right for them; it was Ryanne.
***
‘Well it doesn’t sit right with me,’ said Fran the next day sitting on the quarantine-cum-morgue, floor next to Kai. ‘I just don’t think Rod could’ve done it, I don’t care what Ryanne says.’
When the mousy woman had hurried up to them the previous evening she had been all too willing to tell them about the sordid affair Emily Adams had been having with Brother Christopher. Of course she had painted that horrific day’s events were the result of divine retribution but with one of the fallen being Brother Christopher she subtly suggested perhaps someone on the island had been a willing extension of God’s hand; namely Rod. 
‘Even if Rod had found out about Emily and Christopher,’ Fran began again, pushing herself up and away from the wall to walk around the room, weaving in and out of the covered corpses, ‘and let’s say for the sake of argument that he had somehow managed to get in and out of the castle, knock off Brother Christopher and then get back to his cottage… all this, unseen and on a badly twisted ankle… wouldn’t he have made sure Graham had been safely out of the way before it all kicked off?’
‘Hmm,’ offered Kai noncommittally, his eyes following her as she paced back and forth. ‘P... perhaps it wasn’t R…Rod at all. From what Jane t…told me he was p…pretty desperate to f…find Emily and Graham. Could it have been Graham?’ Kai continued, noticing the way Fran paused in her walkabout, as if contemplating the suggestion. ‘P…perhaps he knew and wasn’t keen on Brother Christopher breaking up the happy home?’
‘Seems a little drastic,’ she replied, absentmindedly chewing a finger nail as she turned to look at him. ‘The way things work around here, surely he would’ve just gone to Father Matthew and had a word.’
‘And potentially p…put his mother to the flames?’ Kai pointed out, shaking his head, ‘I doubt it.’
‘Yeah, I get your point,’ Fran agreed, forcibly pushing her hands in her pockets to stop her biting her nails, ‘and anyway from what I saw yesterday, I don’t think he has it in him.’
‘What about R…Ryanne?’ Kai suggested, with a shrug.
‘What, you think she pointed the finger at Rod to divert attention from herself?’ said Fran, seeing there could be some merit to it; she knew the woman was certainly committed to her faith enough to become the proverbial ‘hand of God’. ‘Well, we’ll have to ask her where she was earlier during the day… but I know she ended up in the Chapel with Brother Sam, Brother John, Max… and Oh, and Emily… Ah!’
‘What?’ asked Kai.
‘Well, firstly I seriously doubt Ryanne could have overpowered Brother Christopher to kill him,’ she began, ‘and secondly from the way she was talking yesterday, I think Emily would’ve been her victim of choice, especially if she was going to reap out some good old fashion Godly retribution… you know, the harlot paying for tempting the holy man type of thing.’
‘So, not Ryanne then?’ said Kai, 
‘Yeah, I doubt it…’ mumbled Fran, her hand slipping free of her pocket to subconsciously place a fingernail between her teeth again. ‘Look,’ she continued, tutting at her own lack of willpower as she purposefully folded her arms, ‘I think we’re just clutching at straws here, if we say it’s not Rod, Graham or Ryanne then perhaps Brother Christopher wasn’t the intended victim at all… No, we need to work out who killed who, if we can… hopefully that will lead us back the original victim…’
‘And then we just have to w…work out who k...killed them and why,’ sighed Kai, shaking his head as he realised it may prove to be a hopeless task, ‘and all by t…tomorrow evening.’
Fran looked at Kai and knew he was right, they had a monumental task ahead of them and with the high tide only thirty-six hours away; it didn’t look good for Tom, not by a long shot.
‘So we better get cracking then,’ she replied, forcibly shaking herself free of her doubts.
‘Where?’ asked Kai, standing up, ready to do whatever he was commanded.
‘Well, we can start with the only hard evidence we have,’ she said, nodding towards the corpses laid out in rows on the floor, ‘let’s see what they can tell us.’
Bending down, Fran moved to the obvious ‘head’ end of the nearest body and slowly pulled back the blanket to reveal Kevin’s blood drenched corpse. Her gaze flitted briefly over the ragged wounds that had separated head from torso and then with a sorrowful yet resigned sigh escaping her lips, she moved onto the next and then the next; pulling back sheets and blankets as she went. Approaching the final covered body, its shape slightly disjointed and malformed, she knew simply by elimination what she would find beneath the blood soaked blanket but this did little to lessen the shock as she pulled back the sheet to reveal the bloodlessly pale and pieced together shell of Kasey.
‘Christ,’ muttered Kai, taking in the poor young woman’s brutalised form, ‘T…tom really did a number on her.’
‘Yeah,’ Fran slowly replied, noticing the young girl’s severed hands had foolishly been placed next to the wrong wrists. ‘But… I know Father Matthew witnessed her initial attack, it was from Brandon, so I think we can count her out… And the same goes for… Henry Frith,’ she continued, moving to another of the corpses, ‘because Roy said he saw the teenage girl, Kathy? Yes that’s it, Kathy and her dad, Bill, eating him, so he’s out too.’
‘And F…Frank White,’ Kai suggested, knowing Fran thought he had actually died of a heart attack, possibly brought on by the overwhelming panic.
‘Yes, I think we can cross him off the list too,’ she agreed. ‘And if we’re to believe Brother Gregory, Tom killed Beth Keys but look, see…’ she paused, pointing a bloody bite mark on Beth’s shoulder. ‘She had already been bitten at some point… probably by Kasey, as their bodies were found together, so that’s her off the hook too.’
‘And him,’ said Kai, nodding to the young ‘apple’ boy that Fran shamefully realised she didn’t even know the name of.
‘Yes,’ she whispered, walking over to cover his face with the sheet again. ‘Yes, he’s clear too.’
After a brief pause, her gaze transfixed by a spreading red stain in one of the few clean areas of the sheet that had newly come into contact with the boy’s congealed blood, Fran heard Kai move to stand behind her.
‘You couldn’t have saved him,’ he whispered, wrapping his arms gently around her, ‘you know that d…don’t you?’
With his arms encircling her, she leant back, drawing comfort from the feeling of his solid body behind her.
‘Yeah… yeah, I know,’ she replied with a sigh, her head tilting back to rest against him while she closed her eyes, ‘but... well, you know.’
‘Yeah,’ he replied, softly kissing the side of her head. ‘I know.’
For a few minutes they ignored the horrors of the world around them, allowing the comfort they found in each other’s arms to banish the childhood monsters back to shadows once more; but reality would not be ignored and no sooner had Fran opened her eyes again than it all came flooding back again with a vengeance.
‘Right,’ said Fran, gently tapping Kai’s hand to signal him to finally let go. ‘Come on, this isn’t going to save Tom from a watery grave… So, any ideas?’
‘I g…guess we could start going through their s…stuff,’ suggested Kai. ‘We might find a clue or something?’
‘A clue!’ snorted Fran, the absurdity of the whole situation suddenly striking her as funny. ‘Fuck, I feel like Velma out of Scooby-Doo… let’s save some time and just say it was old Mr Johnson the janitor. It usually was.’
‘Nah, you’re much m…more of a Daphne,’ smiled Kai, waggling his eyebrows jokingly. ‘And anyway, the person who used to be the janitor here was F…Father Matthew, remember?’
‘Oh, yeah,’ she replied, returning Kai’s smile, theatrically snapping her fingers in an exasperated ‘drat’-like movement. ‘I guess it wasn’t him after all… back to the drawing board, Freddy.’ 
‘Clues?’ Kai suggested again.
‘Yeah, okay, okay,’ she relented with a smile, ‘come on then, Sherlock, let’s go routing through peoples underwear drawers looking for your clues…. and after that we’ll start talking to everyone one on one… perhaps something will come up, you never know.’
As Fran made her way to the door, exposed corpses all around her, she happened to glance down at the last body in the line; it had been Brother Alex. As her eyes flitted across his blood splattered tabard and up to his face, something made her pause; stopping her in her tracks.
‘What?’ asked Kai, as he wondered what had caught her eye. ‘What is it, Fran?’
‘Look at him,’ she replied, nodding to Bother Alex’s body, ‘what do you see?’
‘A c…corpse?’ he suggested, with a shrug.
‘Yeah, we can all see that, smart arse,’ she said, giving Kai a somewhat disapproving sideways glance, ‘No, what I mean is, look at his face.’
‘What about it?’ Kai continued, still a little bemused as he crouched down to get a closer look.
‘Well,’ began Fran, bobbing down to join him, ‘look, here and here… and here,’ she continued, pointing to different parts of Brother Alex’s face. ‘I know it’s hard to tell but to me that looks all swollen and bruised… so.’
‘So he w…was in a fight with someone yesterday before he died,’ concluded Kai, at last nodding in understanding. ‘B…but with who? One of the D…dead? His killer?’
‘Would bruising have time to develop if it was done while he was fighting off one of the Dead?’ asked Fran, shrugging her shoulders. ‘Does your heart even need to be pumping for that sort of thing to show… I’ve no idea, have you? Or perhaps,’ she continued, pushing herself back up, ‘he was beaten so badly by somebody that he was the first one that died and then his death caused all this.’
‘No,’ said Kai, lifting one of the dead man’s arms and pushing back part of his blood caked sleeve to expose his wrist and forearm, it was missing large bite sized chunks of flesh, ‘I n…noticed this when I was carrying him in with B…Brother Mark… I think he b…bled to death.’
‘Okay, so…’ mused Fran, an idea slowly forming. ‘He has a fight with someone, and let’s face it, from what we saw of Brother Alex here he wasn’t exactly a charmer, so it could’ve been with anyone… anyway, so he has this punch up while at the same time the Dead just happen to be traipsing about the island or just about to. So the question is, was he conscious or unconscious when he was bitten?’
‘W…what does it matter?’ asked Kai, letting Brother Alex’s arm drop.
‘Because it may mean he had been left that way on purpose,’ she replied, looking down at Brother Alex’s bruised face and wondering if the man she suspected of doing this could’ve left him to be eaten alive. ‘Come on,’ she at last continued, shaking herself of her thoughts, ‘let’s go get these clues of yours… and then I want to find Scott and Lucy.’
‘Scott and Lucy, why them?’ asked Kai, following Fran out of the quarantine room.
‘Because he lied about not coming back to shore yesterday,’ she replied, waiting for Kai to close the barred door behind him, ‘and I think Brother Alex’s corpse just told us why.’
***
‘Well I don’t know if I’d risk my life for a bottle of vodka and a bit of out of date chocolate,’ said Fran, dropping the small bar of milk chocolate back into one of the boxes they had found under Brother Alex’s bed.
Purely by chance, when they had arrived at the castle they had bumped into Odelia and the first bedroom she had shown them to had just happened to have been Brother Alex’s. It was only when Kai thought to abandon the meagrely stocked wardrobe and chest of drawers to look under the bed that they had found anything of interest at all. There were bottles of alcohol to suit any and every palette, confectionary, a jumble of tins containing everything from Irish stew to lobster bisque as well as other items; items which Fran was more than tempted to help herself to; sanitary towels, packets of the contraceptive pill and boxes of condoms being the most interesting to her. Fran thought the last two items in particular were probably considered illegal contraband in Father Matthew’s eyes, what with all the God fearing babies that needed to be born, but a child was the last thing she needed right now, so she slipped a few packets in her jacket pocket and then after a moment’s hesitation, tossed a few in Kai’s direction as well.
‘Here,’ she whispered, glancing towards the doorway to make sure Odelia had actually moved on. ‘I wonder if Father Matthew knew about Brother Sam’s little black market enterprise?’  
‘Ouch!’ said Kai, when one of the small boxes Fran had thrown ricocheted of his forehead and skittered under the bed. ‘How do you know it’s b…black market, anyway?’
‘I doubt he had much use for these,’ she replied holding up a hand full of tampons. ‘My guess is that he creamed off what he wanted from foraging trips on the mainland and then sold it on for whatever he wanted.’
‘But what would they use as c…currency?’ asked Kai, still rubbing the patch where the box had struck him.
‘Oh, don’t be such a baby,’ smiled Fran, smirking to herself as she dropped to her knees beside him and went to reach under the bed to retrieve the errant box of condoms. ‘I don’t know,’ she continued, finally answering his question. ‘Sex?’ 
‘Now, where the…’ she started to say, before ducking down to actually look at something that had caught her interest under the bed. ‘Kai, help me pull the bed away from the wall, will you,’ she went on to say, realising whatever it was it was lying just beyond her reach.
‘Sure’ he said, grabbing hold of the wooden frame and starting to pull.
With a screech the bed started to move, until with grunt, Kai lost his grip on the bedframe and he fell noisily backwards.
‘Butterfingers,’ said Fran, rolling her eyes sarcastically before noticing the gap between the bed and the wall was now probably wide enough for her to force her arm through. ‘Oh, it’s alright… don’t get up,’ she continued, clambering across the bed, ‘this’ll do.’ 
‘No, I’m fine,’ grumbled Kai, watching as Fran lost her arm up to the shoulder down the other side of the bed, ‘thanks for asking!’
‘Got it!’ cried Fran, triumphantly pulling out her prize.
‘What is it?’ asked Kai, pushing himself upright.
‘It’s….’ Fran started to say just as her hand popped out clutching a wodge of magazines. ‘Oh… it’s just porn, how disappointing.’ 
Tossing the magazines disinterestedly onto the bed beside her, Fran idly wondered if the busty woman on the top cover was still alive, she severely doubted it and somewhere in the back of her mind she wondered if Brother Alex would have found her so attractive now even if she had been.
‘Come on, let’s try the next room,’ she at last said, realising there was nothing more they could learn from Brother Alex’s belongings. ‘Who did Odelia say had the room next to this one?’
‘K…Kevin Harrison,’ Kai replied.
‘Kevin Harrison? Oh, the chess bloke,’ nodded Fran, using the only point of reference she had for the man. ‘Well let’s go see what secrets Mr Harrison’s been hiding.’
***
As it turned out Kevin Harrison had very little to hide at all. Apart from his clothes, a few books and a wallet containing a few well-thumbed photographs, his proverbial cupboard was very bare indeed. 
‘Well, there’s nothing here,’ sighed Fran, glancing briefly at the a picture of a slightly younger and healthier looking Kevin on his defunct photo ID pass for Cornwall County Council social services; the dark stain of dried blood that had seeped under the plastic lamination in one corner a testament to his terrifying exodus from the mainland. ‘Who’s next?’
‘B…Brandon Arkwright,’ Kai replied, as she walked past him. ‘Ch…chess man number two. He’s d…down the corridor and just round the corner.’
‘Oh yeah, the bloke with the jumper, I remember him now,’ said Fran, picturing the tall man with his receding hairline dressed in his strangely Christmassy knitwear. ‘Wasn’t he also the only person here with any medical training? I wonder what they’ll do now…’
‘Not our p…problem,’ shrugged Kai, as they followed the dim hallway round to another set of doors.
‘Yes, but for the moment we pretend it is,’ she whispered in reply, glancing back the way they had come. ‘So, until we work out who really caused all this and they release Tom, we just play along.’
‘And then w…what?’ asked Kai, really wanting to ask what they would do if they couldn’t prove Tom’s innocence but knew that was a bridge best crossed when they came to it.
‘And then we figure a way to get the hell out of here,’ she said pointing to a door for confirmation that this was the one Odelia had indicated was Brandon’s room.
‘Easier said than d…done,’ said Kai, the irony of the statement not lost on him as he nodded that the room had indeed been Brandon’s bedroom.
Compared to Kevin’s bedroom Brandon’s was overflowing with his belongings. Boxes, suitcases, piles of books and magazines littered every flat surface and as she opened the door the very sight of the amount of stuff they would have to go through made her heart sink.
‘Oh, crap!’ sighed Fran, realising it could take them the rest of the morning just to search this one room. 
‘Start here and w…work our way round?’  suggested Kai, pointing to a pile of medical books stacked on top of two suitcases.
‘As good a place as any,’ she muttered, picking up the nearest medical text book, holding it upside down and shaking it loosely to see if anything fell out. ‘Book number one,’ she continued, giving the pages a cursory flick though before dropping the book to the floor and reaching for the next in the pile, ‘checked.’
Fran had been right about the amount of time it would take them to search the room but only when Ryanne arrived an hour and a half later carrying two bowls of steaming soup did she realise how tiring the process was too.
‘Thank you, Ryanne,’ said Fran, stretching her back before taking one bowl to pass to Kai, ‘it’s much appreciated.’
‘And have you found anything?’ sniffed Ryanne, peering disapprovingly into the untidy room while hovering in the doorway as if reticent to cross the threshold.
Fran thought for a second about how to answer Ryanne’s question and then with a shake of her head, decided it was unnecessary to sully the woman’s memories of a dead man. After all, Ryanne didn’t need to know the type of magazines Kai had found stuffed at the back of Brandon’s wardrobe; fetish magazines, dark and disturbing, that made Brother Alex’s stash of pornography seem positively pedestrian by comparison.
‘No, nothing yet,’ she replied, taking a mouthful of the thick vegetable soup and guessing from the woman’s pinched expression that she felt slighted that they hadn’t immediately believed Emily’s infidelity was to blame, ‘it’s proving to be a longer job than we first thought.’
‘Hmm,’ mused Ryanne, pulling her cardigan closer about her. ‘Well, Brandon wasn’t the tidiest of men.’
‘Clearly,’ agreed Fran, gulping down her soup, not only eager to get back to the task at hand but also keen to be rid of Ryanne’s watchful presence. ‘Thanks, again,’ she finally went on to say, handing back the bowl once it was empty. ‘My compliments to the chef, that was very tasty.’
With a rather strained smile, Ryanne took the bowl from her and waited for Kai to hand her his.
‘Thanks,’ he at last said, smiling as he dropped his spoon noisily into the bowl with a clatter, ‘that was nice, really hit the sp…spot.’
‘Yes, thanks again,’ said Fran, trying not to appear rude as she handed back Kai’s bowl. ‘Now don’t let us keep you… I’m sure you’re rushed off your feet as it is.’
‘What? Oh, yes… yes, I am busy,’ Ryanne replied, realising she was being dismissed. ‘There’s even more to do since…’ 
‘Yes, I’m sure there is,’ interrupted Fran, trying to look sympathetic about the increase in Ryanne’s workload despite the fact it was because people had died.
For a few awkward seconds Ryanne just stood there in the doorway holding the tray with the two empty bowls, saying nothing. In fact Fran was just contemplating if it was at all possible to tactfully close the door in someone’s face, when Ryanne turned and walked off down the hallway.
‘God, she’s an odd one,’ whispered Fran, moving to shut the door behind her.
The door was just about to close when Fran stopped; further down the dimly light hall a door opened, the soft murmuring of an unseen conversation coming from within. Although she couldn’t quite make out what was being said in the room, she instantly recognised the man that suddenly stepped out into the hallway; it was Max.
‘What?’ Kai started to ask, wondering what had caught her attention only to have his question silenced by a wave of her hand.
Holding the door as close to closing as she could and yet still able to see down the hallway, Fran watched Max start to walk away. He was just about to turn the corner when Fran saw a second figure, another man, appear though the same open door; it was Brother John.
‘Now what are those two up to?’ thought Fran, quickly closing the door as silently as she could as Brother John started heading in their direction.
Glancing at Kai, she held a silencing finger to her lips and listened to the sound of Brother John’s approaching footsteps. It was only when they began to recede again that she dared venture another tentative peek out into the empty hallway.
‘He’s gone,’ whispered Fran, looking back at Kai.
‘Who has?’ asked Kai, still oblivious to what had just happened.
‘Brother John,’ Fran replied, sticking her head out into the hallway to look in both directions, ‘and he was with Max.’
‘Max?’ Kai repeated. ‘Why w…would he be with Max?’
‘I don’t know,’ said Fran, chewing on her lip as the possibilities raced through her mind, ‘but I intend to find out. You keep watch, see if anyone comes... I’m going to check out that room they came out of.’
‘Fran, wait!’ warned Kai, but he knew it was useless to try to stop her and even before he could say anything else she was already creeping off down the hallway. ‘Fran!’ he hissed after her as he stood in the doorway, only to have her shoo away his concern and mouthed ‘keep watch’ back at him.
Stopping in front of the room Max and Brother John had emerged from, Fran gave the hallway either side of her a quick glance, making a point to ignore Kai’s look of exasperation when she briefly locked eyes with him, and then softly pressed her ear to the door. When she was sure no sound was coming from within the room, she twisted the handle, the clicking of the lock mechanism turning sounding alarmingly loud in the dim hallway, and pushed open the door.
‘Right,’ she said to herself, stepping into the small bedroom that looked very much like Brother Alex’s. ‘Let’s see what you’re hiding.’
Just like in Brother Alex’s room there was a freestanding cupboard, a small chest of drawers that had been placed under the room’s only window, an uncomfortable looking chair and a single bed above which three shelves had been attached to the wall. Taking a cursory look under the bed, Fran was rewarded with yet more boxes of goods purloined during scavenging trips to the mainland.
‘So you and Brother Alex were business partners,’ Fran thought to herself, idly picking up a tin of custard. ‘Bet you had a very profitable racket going on here…’
Suddenly something on one of the shelves above the bed happened to catch her eye and as she stared at it, trying to process what she was seeing, the tin slipped, forgotten, from her fingers tips. 
‘What the?’ she mumbled, slightly stunned as she scrambled across the bed to get a better look at the small framed photograph.
Gingerly she reached forward to pick up the small silver plated frame, still not truly believing what she was seeing. 
‘It… can’t be,’ she said, looking down at the tiny framed photograph, its silver plating mostly worn away by years of handling.
But sure enough, no matter how much she doubted what she saw, the man in the photo was Max, a lot younger but definitely him; and more shocking was that of the two smiling children he held in his arms, the little boy bore a remarkable resemblance to Brother John.
***
‘And w…why aren’t we going straight to F…Father Matthew?’ asked Kai, pushing open the heavy door that opened out into the jerry rigged, yet surprisingly warm, polythene greenhouse.
For a moment Fran said nothing, holding a finger to her lips as she listened for the sound of anyone that could overhear their conversation.
‘Because we don’t know anything yet... not for certain,’ she replied, once she was sure they were alone, ‘and anyway, even if by some miracle Max and Brother John are related, how does that help us? I mean, why would they go on a killing spree when they’ve just found each other again? No, there are too many questions here and not enough answers.’
‘And you think J...Jane will be able to help us?’ said Kai, not looking too convinced with Fran’s plan.
‘Well, we don’t want to play our hand too soon,’ she replied, as they followed the winding pathway through the lush greenery, ‘and asking Dave is a non-starter, he’s hardly going to tell us anything that will incriminate his brother.’
‘And J…Jane will?’ wondered Kai, pausing briefly to pull a fat pea pod free from a nearby plant.
‘Oh, trust me,’ said Fran, reaching for a pod of her own as they carried on walking, ‘I doubt Max and Jane are best buddies... she’ll tell us whatever she knows.’
‘L…let’s hope so,’ sighed Kai, splitting the pod with his thumb to reveal the fat peas within.
As the two of them tossed back the contents of their pods, savouring the brief sweet taste of the peas, they arrived at the outside door and through its slightly rippled thick polythene covering Fran could see Rod sat on a stone bench under a nearby tree poking at the ground with the end of a walking stick.
‘There’s Rod,’ she quietly muttered, pushing open the door and instantly regretting it as a rush of cold sea breeze swept past her, ‘come on, we might as well tie up that loose end while he’s here.’
Waving to the man as they slowly walked over; she received a half-hearted welcome nod in response.
‘Erm… Rod,’ she began, unsure just how to tell the man his wife had been cheating on him. 
‘Save your breath, girl,’ he wearily replied, as he lent back against the tree, ‘I already know, she’s told me.’
‘Emily?’ said Fran, just to clarify.
‘Yep,’ he nodded, the look of thunder that danced across his face doing little to hide the obvious hurt that flooded in in its wake. ‘She told me about her and that Brother Christopher.’
‘Oh… and… and you didn’t know before?’ she tentatively asked, at least grateful Emily had already come clean, if only because Father Matthew had prompted Rod to talk to her.
No sooner had the question fallen from her lips than the look of total desolation on Rod’s face gave her the answer she sought. No, he clearly had had no idea of what had been going on. 
‘I’m sorry… I,’ she rushed in to say, her hand reaching out, wanting to comfort him but holding back in case a floodgate was opened, ‘I had to ask…you under…’
‘Understand, yeah… yeah, I understand,’ he interrupted, his words almost breaking. ‘She was crying when she told me,’ he went on to say after a pause, looking up at Fran with sorrowful eyes. ‘The only other time I’ve ever seen that woman cry like that was when Graham was born and when her dad died... it tore me up to seeing her like that… Guess that makes me a bit of a mug, doesn’t it? She cheats on me and I feel sorry for her.’
‘It’s your life, Rod,’ said Fran quietly, knowing she had no easy answers to give him. ‘Only you can decide if you still want Emily in it.’
‘Christ!’ he sighed, wiping away a single errant tear. ‘It’s not as if either of us can even move away and get on with our lives… we’re sort of stuck here together, regardless.’
‘No, I guess you can’t,’ she agreed, a sad sympathetic smile ghosting across her lips. ‘Erm…’ she continued, knowing she had one more question she needed to ask him, ‘Rod, I need to ask you something else…do… do you think Graham knew… about Emily and Brother Christopher, could he have known about their affair?’
‘No, what you’re asking me, Fran, is do I think Graham killed Brother Christopher and got all this horror show rolling?’ he replied, his eyes daring her to contradict him.
‘Okay, yeah, I guess I am,’ she replied, folding her arms defensively. ‘Well?’ she continued, still waiting for his answer. ‘He’s your son… what do you think?’
‘Please,’ Rod barked incredulously, ‘that boy wouldn’t say boo to a goose… he acts tough but that’s all it is, an act. He’s just a fifteen year old boy that’s been forced to grow up too quickly.’
‘Yeah, an apocalypse can do that to a person,’ sighed Fran, knowing from what she had seen of Graham in action, Rod was probably right, he didn’t have it in him.
‘But whether he knew or not?’ Rod continued, with a sad shrug of his shoulders. ‘I don’t know… I hope not… a boy doesn’t need to be carrying round that sort of secret about his mother.’
‘No, I guess he doesn’t,’ mumbled Fran as she watched Rod use his walking stick to take out his frustrations on a stubborn tuft of grass. ‘And how’s the ankle, by the way?’ she went on to ask, feeling he needed a change of topic.
‘It’s been better,’ he grumbled, giving the grass another sharp jab. ‘Of course running from hungry corpses yesterday didn’t help.’
‘No,’ said Fran, smiling sympathetically, ‘I’m sure it didn’t. Oh, by the way,’ she continued, realising she was probably done here, ‘I’m looking for Jane, I don’t suppose you’ve seen her, have you?’
‘Yeah…’ Rod replied, pointing down the lane toward the cottages with his walking stick. ‘Last I saw of her, she was with her son. What’s his name? Riley, yeah Riley… anyway she’s with him and that slow bloke with the Alsatian, I think they’re planning on moving into old Frank’s place…now that it’s empty.’
‘Thanks… but what about the door?’ asked Fran as an afterthought, remembering the way it had been ripped from its hinges.
‘Oh, Father Matthew saw to it that someone fixed it this morning,’ Rod replied. ‘He’s keen on getting them settled… putting all this behind us and getting life round here back to normal… well his version of normal anyway.’
‘Ha!’ Fran chuckled. ‘Yeah, I know what you mean. Anyway, thanks again,’ she went on to say with a smile, as she signalled to Kai that they were leaving. ‘See you around, Rod…and try to keep the weight of that ankle. It’ll heal quicker.’
‘Yes, Doctor,’ Rod replied with a nod, his own smile a little too brittle and strained to be truly convincing.
As Fran and Kai walked off, leaving Rod behind them, she hoped he would find some way to forgive Emily’s betrayal and move forward with her still by his side; after all there was enough heartache and sadness in the world at the moment as it was, they didn’t need more.
***
‘Knock, knock!’ said Fran, poking her head round the open doorway. ‘Anyone home?’
‘Down here!’ grunted Jane, from somewhere under the kitchen table. ‘Oh, move out of the way, Jack... stupid dog,’ she went on to mutter, clearly not talking to Fran anymore.
‘Oh,’ said Fran, ducking down to look under the table where Jane’s scrubbing of the floor was being hampered by a forlorn looking Jack, ‘there you are…. Having a spring clean?’
‘Something like that,’ said Jane, dropping a worn scrubbing brush into a bucket of water as she leant back to sit on her heels, ‘you know, trying to make it a home… our home.’
‘I know,’ Fran agreed, taking something from her pocket. ‘Look,’ she continued, gesturing for Jane to get up off the floor, ‘we need to ask you about something.’
‘Sounds serious,’ said Jane, looking from Fran to Kai as she got to her feet and began to roll down her damp sleeves. ‘What’s up?’
‘This,’ Fran simply replied, reaching forward to place the small silver frame on the table in front of Jane.
‘What the?’ Jane started to say, leaning forward to take the framed photograph.
‘What can you tell us about Max... his past, I mean,’ said Fran, wanting to get right to the point.
‘God, he looks so much younger…’ Jane began, tilting the photo to catch the light, ‘and it’s probably only been what? Ten… no, twelve years ago. I guess we’ve all aged a bit in the last five years.’
‘Jane,’ Fran prompted, nodding for her to actually reply.
‘Oh, sorry, yes…’ she started to say, placing the frame back on the table in front of her. ‘Well, let’s see… it must have been about thirteen or so years ago when Max’s wife, Elaine, was diagnosed with cancer… they tried all they could to save her but it was too late, it had already spread. Apparently she had a pretty hard time of it, what with the twins and all... and when she finally died… well, Max, he just went to pieces.’
‘Sorry,’ interrupted Fran, ‘twins? So Max has two children?’
‘No… not anymore,’ Jane replied, glancing down at the photo again. ‘As hard a time as Elaine had with her terminal diagnosis, Max had it twice as bad when she finally died… He had always liked a drink but with his life falling apart around him, he let it take over and soon he was downing bottles of vodka like there was no tomorrow… which I suppose for him he thought there wasn’t. Anyway, social services got involved and of course the kids were eventually taken into care. I don’t know what happened to them after that, if they were fostered out or anything. I guess they’re both dead now anyway,’ she continued, picking up the frame again, clearly unaware of the similarity between the young boy in the photo and Brother John. ‘Course Dave blamed himself, thought he should have done more…. But then that’s Dave all over, always wanting to save people. He was the same when we met at Bournemouth University. I was a mature student there and still getting over… Anyway,’ she rushed on to say, suddenly dismissing her train of thought, with an irritated wave, ‘that’s what he does, he saves people and it killed him to let Max down when he needed him most but what could he do? Social services were hardly going to give two six year old children to a single bloke, no matter how well meaning he was.’
‘Thanks,’ said Fran, realising Max’s story, such as it was, ended there. ‘Can… can I ask you not to say anything about the photo,’ she went on to say, holding out her hand waiting for the frame to be returned, ‘not even to Dave, not yet.’
‘Sure,’ said Jane, handing the frame back, the look on her face showing she was clearly bemused by the request, ‘whatever you say.’
With a smile of gratitude, Fran slipped the framed photograph back in her pocket and turned to leave.
‘Well, see you later,’ said Fran, as Kai held the door open for them both.
‘I don’t think they’re right you know,’ Jane suddenly called after them. ‘About Tom, I mean. I don’t think he’s to blame.’
‘Thanks,’ said Fran, before turning away, ‘and no, neither do we.’
***
As luck should have it, Fran and Kai got to fill in another piece of their puzzle within moments of leaving Jane. No sooner had they started walking towards the harbour than they ran into Lucy carrying a large wicker basket of mussels and crabs.
‘Hi, Lucy, how’s Scott?’ asked Fran, remembering how devastated he been at the loss of his mother.
‘He went out this early this morning,’ Lucy replied, gesturing to the basket in her arms. ‘He was quiet when he got back but I think being out on the water helped him a bit… it always calms him down, being out there with just the gulls and the waves to keep his thoughts company.’
Fran and Kai both nodded as if they understood.   
‘Anyway, I’m glad I found you,’ Lucy continued, slowly lowering the basket to the ground to momentarily rest her tired arms. ‘I wanted to talk to you both.’
‘Is this anything to do with why Scott lied about not coming back to the island yesterday?’ asked Fran, getting right to the point.
‘What? How… how did you know?’ flustered Lucy, taken aback that Fran had already guessed the truth. ‘Anyway, yes… yes, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.’
‘Go on,’ prompted Fran, knowing in her heart that Scott was innocent of the causing the mayhem that had occurred but still curious of his reasons to lie nonetheless.
‘Well,’ said Lucy, discretely glancing around her to see if anyone else was within earshot, ‘yes, you’re right, he did come back to the island yesterday afternoon… but it’s not what you think. You were there by the greenhouse yesterday, you saw what sort of man Brother Alex is… was… well, Scott had just had enough and when I finally told him what had happened, he went ballistic and brought the boat straight back to port… I begged him not to cause trouble, I told him it wasn’t worth it… but he wouldn’t listen… I’ve never seen him so mad… anyway, I waited on the boat and later when he comes back his knuckles are red and bleeding and he tells me he’s sorted it with Brother Alex… but he didn’t kill him, he couldn’t have… he just couldn’t.’
‘I know, Lucy,’ said Fran, reaching out to calm the tearful young woman, ‘he had a bite mark… Brother Alex had been bitten. Scott may have beaten him up but he didn’t kill him.’
‘Oh, thank God!’ choked Lucy, relief flooding through her as her belief in Scott’s innocence was justified by Fran’s words. ‘But you… you won’t tell Father Matthew, will you?’ she continued to say, her relief suddenly tinged with fear. ‘About Scott I mean… I don’t think Father Matthew would…’
‘Don’t worry,’ interrupted Fran, knowing exactly what Lucy was thinking; after all, who knew just how Father Matthew would react to one of his previously chosen acolytes being beaten to a pulp, ‘I don’t see any reason why he needs to know.’
‘Oh, thank you,’ gushed Lucy, a fresh wave of tears threatening to fall, ‘I’ve been so worried… you wouldn’t believe.’
‘Yeah, I think I would,’ Fran muttered, knowing exactly how bad things could get on St Michael’s Mount if Father Matthew took a mind to reap out some Divine justice. ‘I really would.’
***
‘I knew there was something wrong when I was looking at the bodies,’ said Fran a few hours later, watching Father Matthew pace back and forth in his office while he tapped the crucifix about his neck thoughtfully against his lower lip, ‘I just couldn’t put my finger on it… it was driving me crazy… and then I remembered what Graham had said about Tom dispatching Kevin in one blow and that was it, I realised what had been wrong.’
Father Matthew paused in his pacing to look expectantly at her. 
‘There was another cut on his neck, a cut where there shouldn’t have been one,’ she continued, using her finger to indicate on her own neck where Kevin’s wound had been, ‘from here to here. So you see…’
‘Someone had already slit Kevin’s throat,’ concluded Father Matthew, lowering himself wearily into his seat. ‘Killing him and bringing the Corrupt among us.’
‘Exactly,’ agreed Fran, with a sharp nod.
‘And… and have you worked out who did this?’ asked Father Matthew, looking over at Fran.
Fran glanced over at Kai, his brief nod for her to continue giving her the resolve she needed. They both knew their theory was based more on coincidence than any solid evidence but as circumstantial as it was, they hoped it would be enough to, if not totally convince Father Matthew that Max or Brother John were somehow involved, it would at least cast some doubt over Tom’s guilt. 
‘Sort of,’ she at last said, reaching into her pocket for the framed photo of Max and his two children. ‘We found this.’
‘And what is…’ Father Matthew started to say, picking up the small tarnished frame.
‘It’s too much of a coincidence,’ Fran blurted out, seeing the realisation of what he was looking at dawn on Father Matthew’s face. 
‘There are no coincidences… and no such thing as chance,’ mumbled Father Matthew, slowly looking up from the photograph, ‘this… this was God’s plan.’
‘But surely you can see there must be a connection somehow?’ said Fran, rushing in before Father Matthew could lose himself to thoughts of Divine plots and plans. ‘Max meets his son, Brother John, against impossible odds and after all this time… and then all of a sudden the Dead, I mean the Corrupt, are here and all hell breaks loose.’
‘Hmm,’ said Father Matthew, his eyes narrowing as strange fanatical thoughts, alien to the likes of Fran and Kai, whirled about his mind; at last coalescing into a sense of normality and reason only he could fathom, ‘I need to talk to Brother John.’
‘But he’s not going to just admit it,’ said Fran, incredulous as Father Matthew, stood and walked past her, heading for the door. ‘Father, Father Matthew!’
‘I will talk to Brother John,’ Father Matthew repeated, as he stepped out into the hallway. ‘He will not deceive me.’
‘Wouldn’t bet on it!’ muttered Fran, jumping up to follow him; Kai following closely behind her.
***
Rushing to keep up with the taller man’s strides, Kai only just managed to catch the refectory door as it started to swing shut after Father Matthew.
‘Brother John!’ Fran and Kai heard Father Matthew bellow as they stepped into the room, just a few steps behind him.
Sat together at one of the long tables was Brother Gregory, Brother Mark, Brother Sam and a slightly stunned looking Brother John twisting in his seat to look behind him, his spoonful of soup still paused midway to his mouth.
‘Father Matthew?’ asked Brother John, his eyes flitting from the imposing man striding towards him over to Fran and Kai, unsure what was about to unfold. ‘What... what is it?’
‘Would you care to explain this!’ said Father Matthew, his words cold and forceful, as he tossed the small frame onto the table in front of Brother John.
With a clatter, the tarnished frame ricocheted against a cup and came to rest face up in the middle of the table. For a moment no one at the table moved, each looking in surprise at the small photograph showing Brother John as a child and then with his hand shaking from barely contained rage or perhaps fear, Brother John reached out and closed his fist over it.
‘You had no right.’ he whispered, his fingers tightening about the frame still further as he drew it to his chest.
‘Brother John!’ prompted Father Matthew, his tone telling him an answer was expected.
‘You had no right,’ Brother John repeated, slowly turning in his chair, his face dark and foreboding.
‘Brother…’ warned Father Matthew, his patience visibly about to snap.
‘You had no right!’ Brother John suddenly shouted, his chair screeching across the floor behind him as he shot to his feet. ‘Who the fuck do you think you are!’
A sharp intake of breath from the other Brothers told Fran, no one spoke like this to Father Matthew, not if they wanted to see another day and then suddenly, so fast that she barely saw him move, Father Matthew darted forward; his large hand grabbing the younger man under his chin.
‘You will show some respect, boy!’ Father Matthew growled, his strangle hold almost lifting Brother John off his feet before releasing him again.
Dropping to his knees, Brother John coughed and spluttered, sucking in air as a red mark from Father Matthew’s grip began to colour his neck.
‘Now… speak, explain yourself,’ demanded Father Matthew, looking down at the Brother John.
‘Fuck!’ coughed Brother John, massaging his red neck. ‘I…’
‘Max is your father, isn’t he?’ Fran quickly offered, noticing the vein in Father Matthew’s neck throbbing angrily while he waited for Brother John to reply. ‘What happened?’
‘What happened?’ barked Brother John, glaring at Fran as he rose to his feet again. ‘I’ll tell you what happened, that old Pisshead drank himself into oblivion… never mind that he had two kids to look after. Never mind that he wasn’t the only person who had lost someone… Dawn and I lost our mum but did he care, did he fuck! He just drank his pain away,’ 
At the mention of his sister, Brother John’s words faltered and Fran genuinely felt a twinge of pity for him.
‘We… we didn’t know what had happened,’ he continued, coughing away the emotional lump that had formed in his throat. ‘We weren’t told why she got sick, why she died. We were just left to fend for ourselves… we were six years old and we were left to look after ourselves. Sure, Uncle Dave would come over now and then with bags of shopping for Dad but it wasn’t enough… certainly not enough to stop us being taken into care… I can remember we were so scared when the social worker finally came to take us, and all good old Dad could do was sit in the kitchen and wait for it to be over… that bastard couldn’t even bring himself to say goodbye.’
‘It was Kevin, wasn’t it?’ Fran interrupted. ‘He was the social worker in charge of your case… and Max recognised him, didn’t he... just like you recognised Max?’
‘Yeah, I recognised Max alright… but that old soak,’ laughed Brother John, the sound full of brittle past resentment, ‘he wouldn’t have recognised his own reflection from back then... No, it was Dave, Uncle Dave… he’s the one that recognised Kevin Harrison… knew him as soon as he clapped eyes on him that first day. Fuck, can you imagine my face when I finally do the big reveal of who I am to Max and he turns round and tells me the bastard that put me into foster care was right under my nose all this time.’
‘But… but you were rescued from a neglectful home,’ said Fran, a little at a loss as to why he seemed to harbour such anger toward Kevin. ‘Surely you should have thanked Kevin?’
‘Thanked him!’ balked Brother John. ‘He split us up, me and Dawn, we were sent to different foster homes. I’d lost my Mum, my Dad and then Daw… then when I’m thirteen someone from Social Services sends me a letter telling me she’s been killed in a car crash... just like that… she’s gone. No comforting words, no a hug, no nothing… just a fucking letter telling me my sister’s dead.’
‘I’m sorry,’ Fran found herself saying, realising her words sounded empty and hollow.
‘Sorry?’ said Brother John, shaking his head. ‘You’re sorry! Well don’t trouble yourself, darling, there’s a lot of it going round these days…’ 
‘Did you and Max kill Kevin?’ interrupted Father Matthew, his words as heavy and as cold as stone. ‘Did your actions bring the Corruption among us?’
‘What?’ said Brother John, sounding genuinely surprised by Father Matthew’s accusation. ‘Fuck, no, no way, it wasn’t me. I…’
He was about to say more when Father Matthew lashed out, striking him with the back of his clenched fist.
‘Liar!’ he roared, his blow sending Brother John flying backwards, smashing him into the heavy wooden table behind him and then tumbling onto the floor on the other side.
With a hard sickening thud, they heard Brother John’s head connect with the stone floor, inevitably causing him some damage, and then after a few indefinable mumbled words, unconsciousness claimed him and there was silence. Fran was about to charge around the table to help him when she felt Kai’s hand latch about her elbow, holding her in place.
‘No, stay out of it!’ he signalled, with the smallest shake of his head.
‘Brothers!’ Father Matthew barked. ‘We have harboured a viper among us, a servant of evil!’
‘I knew it!’ hissed Brother Gregory, theatrically crossing himself as he looked down at Brother John’s motionless body on the floor.
‘Brother Gregory, round up the others,’ Father Matthew continued, rubbing the back of his hand. ‘Tell them they shall know who brought this evil among them… tell them they shall truly have their retribution.’
‘Yes, Father,’ he replied, eagerly scurrying past him.
‘And Brother Mark, Brother Sam, bind this… man,’ sneered Father Matthew, gesturing towards Brother John, ‘and then find Max Harper… he has many sins to pay for.’
‘Yes, Father Matthew,’ nodded Brother Mark, ‘and what shall we do with them?’  
‘God’s will shall be done this day,’ boomed Father Matthew, holding his open palm aloft in righteous indignation, ‘and I shall see to it! St Michael’s Mount will be pure and untainted once more…. The sins of these men shall be washed from our shores… washed and cleansed in His righteous fire.’
‘No!’ gasped Fran, the horrific realisation of what he had planned for Max and Brother John hitting her like a punch in the stomach. 
***
‘Right, so which one of you is Sherlock and which one’s Dr Watson?’ asked Tom, smiling as he stepped into the refectory.
‘Oh, Tom, thank God!’ cried Fran, rushing over to wrap her arms around him. ‘Are you alright? How’s your head?’
‘I’m fine, I’m fine,’ he laughed, gently pushing her slightly away from him to look at her, ‘I’ve still got one hell of a headache and I think I may have got trench foot from being stood knee deep in sea water all this time, but apart from that I’m okay. Promise.’
‘Good, I’m so glad,’ she replied, at last feeling a sense of relief creeping over her. ‘I mean about you being okay obviously, not the headache and trench foot thing.’
‘Thanks,’ smiled Tom, after nodding a ‘manly’ hello to Kai. ‘So come on, spill the beans, who did it and how did you work it out?’
‘M…Max and B…Brother John,’ said Kai, pulling out one of the chairs tucked under the small chess table; as he sat down he moved a small book someone had dropped on the board and was about to instinctively reset the chessboard when he noticed some of the pieces were missing, presumably lost during the bloody attacks.
‘Those two?’ said Tom, a look of surprise and confusion on his face. ‘Why on earth those two? Surely they can’t have known each other for more than a few hours. Do we know why?’
‘Well that’s the point,’ replied Fran, walking over to one of the tables to pull out two more seats, all the while making sure not to glance out of any of the windows; fearful of witnessing the medieval justice soon to be executed, ‘they did know each other… years ago I mean. Turns out Brother John is Max’s son.’
‘Fuck me!’ whistled Tom, lowering himself slowly into one of the chairs. ‘What are the chances of that happening… after all these years too.’
‘I know,’ said Fran, noticing that despite spending time knee deep in water, Tom’s sleeves and chest were still caked in dried on blood and gore, ‘and that’s not the best part, the social worker that took Brother John and his sister into care was here all the while too, he just didn’t know it.’
‘Social worker?’ asked Tom, ‘Who?’
‘Kevin, Kevin Harrison,’ she replied. ‘We met him just as we were finishing our meal… He arrived with that bloke with the Christmas jumper on. Father Matthew had a conversation about chess with them, remember? Anyway,’ she continued, as Tom gave a brief noncommittal nod, ‘Dave recognised Kevin and later told Max.’
‘Oh right, yeah I do remember them now,’ said Tom, scratching at the stubble on his chin. ‘And I take it Jane recognised him too, right? That’s why she dropped those plates and acted all weird when they came in.’
‘Erm… no,’ said Fran, looking over to Kai, a little confused Tom would make that assumption. ‘No, Jane didn’t know Kevin. It all happened long before she met Dave.’
‘Funny… I would’ve sworn that’s what happened,’ said Tom, with a shrug of his shoulders.
‘Shit!’ Kai suddenly gasped, staring at the small leather bound book he held open in his hand.
‘What? What’s the matter?’ asked Fran, the look of shock on Kai’s face sending a chill of concern creeping up her spine.
‘J…Jane, she may not have known K…Kevin but… but I think Tom’s right, she may have r…recognised someone… Brandon,’ he replied, looking from Fran to Tom as he twisted the book in his hands to show them something. ‘Look.’
‘What? Am I missing something?’ asked Tom, while beside him Fran gasped as she read the words printed on the inside cover.
‘Oh…. fuck!’ she spat, as she walked over to Kai and took the book from him. ‘She did know him… Jane did know Brandon.’
‘Sorry, how?’ asked Tom, knowing he was missing some vital piece of information.
‘Bournemouth University library,’ said Fran, reading the words printed on the inside sleeve of the book. ‘Jane said earlier that she met Dave while she was at Bournemouth University. She must have known Brandon from back then… and from the reaction she had to seeing him, I don’t think the memories were good ones.’
As she turned back to look at Tom, her eyes flicked once again to his sleeves, stiff with dried blood, and then in an instant a horrifying flash of clarity hit her, causing the book to slip her grasp.
‘Oh, God, no!’ she whispered, the image of Dave flashing through her mind, his sleeves wet with bright red blood. ‘It was Dave… it was Dave all along.’
‘Fran?’ asked Kai, taking her shaking hands in his, as he turned her back to look at him. ‘What do you mean it was D…Dave?’
‘The bodies,’ she began, shaking her head at her own stupidity, ‘I knew there was something wrong, I knew something was out of place. Christ, I’ve been such an idiot!’
‘Yeah, the extra cut on K…Kevin’s neck…’ Kai began to say before she shook her head correcting him.
‘No,’ she continued, ‘I mean, yes that was wrong too but it wasn’t what was wrong with the bodies that was niggling me… I know that now… it was the amount of them.’
‘What, all those corpses not enough for you?’ asked Tom, still a little lost as to where Fran was taking them.
‘Yes, precisely that!’ she replied. ‘We were one short, or least we should have been if we were to believe what Dave told us. Don’t you remember,’ she continued, looking back at Kai, ‘when we met him at the cart he was covered in blood and he said he’d had to put one down … well, which one, who? There wasn’t anyone unaccounted for. So where did the blood come from?
‘But why w...would he want to kill Kevin?’ asked Kai.
‘He didn’t, not really,’ Fran replied. ‘Don’t you see, it was Brandon, he was the one he wanted to kill… Kevin was… was…’
‘A handy weapon,’ suggested Tom.
‘Yep,’ nodded Fran, everything suddenly slotting into place. ‘We were all here, we all heard Father Matthew telling Kai that Brandon and Kevin met every evening to play chess. Jane must have told Dave about Brandon or perhaps he just guessed from her reaction to him, anyway, later on he made up some excuse to come into the castle and then, once he had made sure Peter was safely out of harm’s way, he came here to kill Kevin, knowing his corpse would attack Brandon as soon as he walked through the door… and the best part is that if anyone looked into it, it would all point the blame to someone else.’
‘Max,’ stated Kai.
‘Exactly,’ said Fran, nodding as she nervously chewed on her fingernail.
‘Well, as much as I think it couldn’t have happened to a more deserving wanker than Max,’ commented Tom, reaching behind him to retrieve his two curved blades, ‘I guess we should do something.’
‘I just hope Father Matthew will listen to us,’ said Fran, pulling the hunting knife from the sheath on her thigh and praying it wasn’t already too late.
***
Bursting through a heavy oak door, its old weather-worn surface dotted with dark metal studs, they found themselves outside on a narrow gravel path lined with tall bushy shrubs and large pots full of what looked to be herbs of some kind.
‘Damn!’ said Fran, realising they had come out of the castle into an area that hadn’t been part of Father Matthew’s tour, ‘Which way now?’
‘Does it matter?’ asked Tom, already darting ahead of her along the path. ‘This place isn’t that big... come on.’
‘I hope he’s right,’ Fran muttered to Kai, as they broke into a run to catch up with Tom. ‘Tom! Tom, wait up!’ she called as he disappeared around a curve in the path. ‘Wait for us!’
Luckily, as they too took the curve the tall shrubs fell away and the path opened up onto a small vegetable patch, across from which they could see the back of one of the cottages. Fran could see Tom was clambering awkwardly through what appeared to be a marrow and pumpkin patch; he was treading lightly so not to damage any of the precious gourds.
‘Tom, wait!’ she called, hoping the prospect of violence hadn’t brought forth his inner demons again.
But she needn’t have worried for Tom turned at the sound of her voice, an exasperated look on his face.
‘Move it, you two,’ he urged, with a flick of his head. ‘Something tells me we’ve haven’t got time to dawdle.’
‘What do you…’ Fran started to say and then she heard it, the sombre and chilling sound of singing drifting on the breeze; it seemed that whatever Father Matthew had planned for Max and Brother John, the ball was already rolling. ‘Oh, crap!’
With an increased sense of urgency Fran and Kai sprinted to catch up with Tom, the unwanted images of the two men being burned alive making their passing through the vegetable patch certainly a lot less measured than his.
‘Down here!’ cried Tom, running down the side of the cottage, his cry sending a startled cat darting for cover.
Running through what at best could be described as a narrow gap between this cottage and the one next to it, Kai found himself having to twist his broad shoulders sideways just to be able to pass through but as they finally broke through to the front they were rewarded with the recognisable cobbled road surface beneath their feet. 
‘Oh, my God, look!’ gasped Fran, pointing to a wispy trial of white smoke already rising into the evening sky tinted pink and gold from the setting sun.
‘Look like it’s c…coming from the harbour,’ suggested Kai, urging Fran to move with a tug of her sleeve.
Running to the end of the cobbled lane, cottages either side of them standing empty and momentarily abandoned, Fran tried to blot out the sound of dirgeful hymn being carried to them on the wind, but with each step she found herself praying it would continue, fearful of what its end may signify. They were just passing the final cottage and were about to take the small lane that led to the harbour when Fran noticed Peter sat slumped against a wall, his head in his hands with Bella and Jack sat either side of him like furry sentinels. As he heard them approach he looked up and something about his tearful eyes made Fran’s steps falter.
‘Wait!’ she called to the other two, changing direction and running over to Peter.
‘I’ve been bad,’ sniffed Peter, wiping his running nose against his sleeve as she ran up to him.
‘Oh, I’m sure you haven’t, Peter,’ panted Fran, dropping down to look at him while Bella moved in to give her hand a friendly lick. ‘Why do you say that?’
‘Fran!’ cried Tom, from behind her.
‘I know!’ she shouted in reply, not even turning to look at him; she knew well enough that time was running out but something told her that Peter knew something. ‘Why do you think you’ve been bad?’ she repeated, her tone soft and encouraging as she pushed her urgency aside.
‘Everyone else has gone to the harbour,’ he began, his hand instinctively burying itself in Bella’s thick fur, ‘but Father Matthew said I couldn’t come… he said I had to stay here and wait for him.’
‘But that doesn’t mean you’ve been bad, Peter,’ she replied, thinking she may be wasting precious seconds after all.
‘But then Mr Dave said the same thing,’ added Peter, his large dark eyes full of hurt and innocence. ‘He wouldn’t let me go with him and Riley… and Riley’s my friend.’ 
‘Mr Dave?’ she said, her interest suddenly piqued again. ‘Mr Dave said you couldn’t go where, Peter? Where did he go with Riley?’
‘There,’ Peter replied, pointing to the path leading into the patch of woodland opposite them.
‘Thank you, Peter,’ she said, cupping the young man’s face in her hand. ‘You’ve not been bad... not by a long shot.’
As she expected, it didn’t take much to lighten his mood and as a big smile spread across his snot and tear streaked face, she turned to wave to Tom and Kai.
‘You two need to stop what’s going on at the harbour,’ she began.
‘F…Fran what?’ asked Kai, unsure why she was talking as if she wasn’t coming.
‘There’s no time,’ she butted in, abruptly cutting off his words. ‘You need to get down there and tell Father Matthew what we know before it’s too late... I’m going after Dave.’
‘Fran, he can wait, he’s not going anywhere,’ said Tom, suggesting she should perhaps leave his apprehension to Father Matthew and his minions.
‘I know,’ she said, standing, her worried gaze flicking to the rising smoke trail and hoping it was still only damp wood they were burning. ‘Look we haven’t got time for this,’ she continued, ‘I can handle Dave, you know I can… you just save Max and Brother John. Okay!’
Before they could protest further, she sprinted away from them, the weight of the hunting knife in her hand giving her a touch of the confidence her words had implied. She was but a few strides from the small path leading into the woodland when she glanced behind her; sure enough Tom was already running towards Harbour Walk, while a few steps behind him Kai was holding out his hand urging a despondent looking Peter to stay where he was.
No sooner had she started along the path, its stones jutting at odd angles as weeds and tufts of grass forced them apart, than the effect of the tall trees around her noticeably dampened the sound of the singing to little more than an unsettling murmur. 
‘Where the fuck are you?’ she thought to herself, as she silently made her way along the overgrown pathway, deeper into the wood.
As she walked, beams of golden light tinged with the faintest hint of rose, would break through the canopy above, dappling the path ahead of her and highlighting a myriad of tiny flying insects and unnameable floating motes. Yet not even these merry pools of light could dispel the sense of foreboding that crept slowly up her spine and as she came to a split in the path, the faint sound of a man’s voice beckoning her to the right, she felt whatever happened in the next few minutes was doomed to end badly.
‘You’re all that’s left.’ She heard Dave say, as she edged toward the very same clearing that she and Kai had made love in the previous afternoon. ‘Once you’re gone, she can put this behind her… don’t you see, you’re holding her back, you’re stopping her from being happy.’
Without making a sound, Fran stepped out into the tiny cliff-top glade and saw Dave. He was kneeling with his back to her, close to the cliff edge and lying in the grass in front of him was Riley, looking pale and still. She thought to rush him but with Riley so close to the edge she daren’t risk it, after all from the way he was talking it was clear Dave meant him harm.
‘Dave,’ she softly said, her tone neutral and nonthreatening as she hid the knife in her hand behind her. ‘What are you doing, Dave?’
At the sound of her voice, Dave slowly turned his head and as their eyes met, she instantly knew he was lost to reason.
‘Dave?’ she repeated, unsure whether he was even registering her presence. ‘Dave, it’s me, Fran.’
‘Fran?’ he murmured, her name sounding distant and vague on his tongue. ‘She was so unhappy,’ he continued to mumble, his mind seemingly dancing from one internal monologue to the next as he slowly got to his feet. ‘I hated to see her unhappy… because I loved her, I loved her so much, you see.’
‘I know,’ whispered Fran, wondering how she was going to coax Dave away from Riley.
‘I promised to protect her... to keep her safe,’ he continued, looking down at the long knife in his hand. ‘But he was here… why was he here? After all this time… why did he survive the Dead? When… when so many died, so many innocents and he was here all along, he survived… it wasn’t right… not after what he did to her… to Jane, to my Jane.’
‘No,’ said Fran, risking a single step towards him.
‘She didn’t think I knew, but I did…’ he continued, wiping the sweat from his face with a shaking hand, ‘I saw it in her eyes when she looked at him, I knew he was the one that did it… the one that hurt her all those years ago.’
‘What… what did Brandon do?’ she asked, taking another small step closer.
‘He broke her,’ Dave replied, his words faint and tearful as images only he could see played across his mind. ‘He forced his way inside her and she broke… she broke apart. He was evil!’ he snapped, suddenly drawn back to the here and now. ‘The things he did to her, he deserved all he got and more… he was a monster!’
‘Dave,’ she started to say, wondering dare she risk another step. ‘Dave, let me take Riley and we’ll talk about this…’
‘And then there was this,’ Dave sneered gesturing dismissively to Riley with his knife.  ‘With him around, that bastard, Brandon, never left her, never let her forget… right from the time he was born he looked at her with his eyes, with Brandon’s eyes and… and I knew it tore her up… I knew.’
‘No, Dave,’ said Fran, gently shaking her head, ‘no, Jane… she loves Riley. He’s her son and she loves him… she knows he’s not to blame for what Brandon did to her.’
‘No!’ he cried, stepping over Riley’s prone body. ‘He’s the last of him, don’t you see, we need to get rid of him so she can be free, so Jane can finally be free of Brandon and what he did.’ 
‘Dave,’ she repeated, glancing down and relieved to see the slow rise and fall of Riley’s chest. ‘Dave, what… what have you given him, what have you given Riley?’
‘More than he deserves,’ spat Dave, looking down at the boy he had called his son.
‘Dave?’ Fran prompted.
‘He even labelled it,’ Dave replied, pulling a bottle of milky liquid from his jacket. ‘Sleep of the Righteous,’ he read aloud, the chuckle bubbling across his lips edging him further into madness. ‘Very thoughtful of Brandon to label it, don’t you think. Anyway, that’s done with now,’ he continued, tossing the nearly full bottle aside as he dropped to knees again. ‘Time to finish this.’
‘No, Dave, please,’ begged Fran, knowing she had no hope of getting to Dave in time to save Riley.
Yet even as she said the words she saw the muscles in Dave’s hand were tensing, tightening his grip on the knife in preparation.
‘Please,’ she managed to say once more before Dave sharply drew his hand back to plunge the knife into Riley’s chest.
‘No, Mr Dave!’ screamed Peter unexpectedly from behind her, the fear in his voice causing Dave suddenly to falter.
It was the chance Fran had been praying for and as Dave looked at Peter, confusion shaking the conviction of his mania, she darted forward. Yet she was not the only one to be moving, not the only creature trying to save a young boy’s life and before she had barely taken two steps something sped past her, something low, fast moving and determined.
With a fierce growl Bella leapt at Dave, her snapping jaws latching onto his arm.
‘Bella!’ shouted Peter, rushing forward, his cries battling with Dave’s, but Fran knew it was already too late.
For as Dave reacted to the large Alsatian barrelling into him, he was knocked backwards and the pair suddenly vanished from sight in a tumble of snapping fur and waving limbs.
‘No!’ cried Fran, as Dave and Bella disappeared over the edge of the cliff.
Stunned by the sudden turn of events, Fran simply stood her mouth agape and stared at the empty spot where Dave had stood moments ago. It was only when she registered the pitiful high pitched wailing coming from behind her that her attention snapped back to what was happening and as she turned her head to look, she was shocked to see Peter was still running forward.
‘Peter, no!’ she screamed, throwing herself in his path before he could follow Bella and Dave over the edge of the cliff to the wave beaten rocks below.
‘Bella!’ yelled Peter, his pain, sorrow and loss almost more than Fran could bear as she struggled to pull him to the ground. ‘I want Bella! Save her Fran, save Bella. Please! I’ll be good, please save her, please! I promise… Please!’
‘Oh, Peter,’ said Fran, her heart breaking for the man with the innocence and mind of a child while he continued to fight to get to the cliff edge and the dog he loved. ‘I can’t, she’s gone… I’m sorry, Peter, I’m so sorry.’
‘No, it’s not fair, I want Bella,’ he repeated, his heavy tears falling as his struggling continued, ‘I want her… please, it’s not fair, Bella, it’s not fair.’
‘I know, Peter, I know,’ soothed Fran, pulling him to her in a fierce hug as his words broke and deteriorated into full on weeping, ‘shush, shush… I know… I know.’
And as Peter gave himself over to his loss, finally accepting it for what it was, Fran felt his struggling against her slowly begin to wane and then within moments he was actively clinging to her for support; weeping with the pure heart-wrenching expression of pain and grief that only a child can show.
Just then a mound of black and white fur appeared through the tall grass and plonked itself wearily down beside Peter, resting its snout on his hip to look up at him with sad ice blue eyes.
‘It’s alright, Peter, it’s okay,’ she whispered, gently stroking the back of his head, a sad smile at her lips as she saw one of his hands instinctively reach out to bury itself in Jack’s thick fur. ‘Everything’s going to be alright.’  
When eventually Peter’s sobbing became little more than silent tears punctuated with sharp ragged breaths, Fran released herself from his arms and went to check on Riley. Apart from being a little pale, his pulse was reassuringly steady and he appeared, to all intense and purposes, to be in a very deep sleep. But then as her gaze flitted over to the bottle marked ‘Sleep of the Righteous’ she found herself looking back at him, her brow suddenly creasing with sympathy and she found herself thinking, 
‘The real world’s waiting for you, Riley, I’m sorry but you’ll have to wake up to it soon enough… we all do.’
***
‘It truly was a blessing that God sent you to us,’ said Father Matthew, taking the bowl of steaming soup from Fran. ‘You have reminded me there is honour in humility… for I was wrong about Brother John and Max but my pride wouldn’t let me see it… not until you routed out the true harbinger of evil… I would have done God a great disservice by wrongly punishing these two men and I thank you for stopping me.’
‘A disservice!’ Fran thought to herself but simply nodded her appreciation of his strangely worded thanks and handed the next bowl on her tray to Brother Gregory. ‘I doubt Max and his son would have dismissed it so flippantly.’
Thinking of the recently reacquainted father and son, Fran looked towards the end of the long refectory table where the two men sat together in quiet conversation. It seemed that although Brother John had harboured years of built up resentment for his father, being nearly burned alive with him had given him a new perspective on the whole sorry affair and it appeared he was at least trying to meet Max half way; especially now that Father Matthew had given Max leave to stay on the island with his son. Of course both Max and Jane had been shocked to learn that it was in fact Dave that had orchestrated the killings on St Michael’s Mount; although Fran suspected each of them was appalled for quite different reasons. Jane had admitted to Fran that Brandon had indeed raped her while she had been doing a night course at Bournemouth University and that yes, Riley was born as a result of the attack. Apparently she had planned to give him up for adoption but no sooner had she given birth and seen him than she knew she could no more give up breathing than part with her baby. As for Dave, they had met four months into her pregnancy and not only had he always assured her that he supported her decision to keep the child but for the last nine years he had played the role of a loving father with such conviction that she had believed that’s what he was. Just what had caused Dave to snap, they would never know for sure. Perhaps it was meeting his wife’s attacker face to face after all these years or living among death and the Dead for the last five years had simply eroded his sanity piece by piece until there was nothing left; but no matter the reason, one thing was certain, he had loved Jane, love her with such totality that when the situation arose, he had lost all reason to it.  
‘And you’re sure Tom still can’t stay?’ she asked Father Matthew, placing another bowl on the table. ‘You’re going to need strong men… men that can help you rebuild, men that can fight when needed to.’
‘Father Matthew has already told you…’ Brother Gregory started to say until Father Matthew held up his hand silencing him.
‘I’m sorry, Fran,’ he said, taking a mouthful of his soup, ‘it is not in my power to grant permission or deny it… God has decreed it so.’
‘But…’ Fran started to say, until Father Matthew spoke over her.
‘As I said from the beginning, he arrived with the tide, he shall leave with it,’ he continued, shaking his head sympathetically as if he understood her disappointment but could do nothing about it. ‘I believe he is seeing to the horse right now… after the meal you will have about an hour to say your goodbyes… and then he must leave.’
Fran solemnly placed the last bowl on the table in front of Brother Sam and after he nodded to her in thanks, she walked over to place the empty tray on the sideboard, ready to take the bowls back to the kitchen when they were empty.  
‘And Kai, you will be staying with us too?’ asked Father Matthew, looking over at Kai poking disinterestedly at the mound of scrambled eggs on his plate.
‘Y… Yes, Father Matthew,’ he replied, with a resigned nod, at last taking an unenthusiastic mouthful of the food.
‘Good, good,’ smiled Father Matthew, spooning up more of the soup from his bowl. ‘Very good indeed.’
***
 
 



 
Epilogue:
Father Matthew’s hand twitched, the fingers slowly flexing independently but then as one they encircled about the handle of spoon, tightening in on themselves until his hand shook and his knuckles turned white from the effort; and then they relaxed. 
Somewhere something was banging and the sound of muffled voices danced in and out of his consciousness, demanding an understanding or recognition that Father Matthew was simply unable to give. And then his darkness was broken, a shard of light showing figures moving back and forth briefly appearing only to disappear again as blackness claimed him once more; and still the banging continued.
Time passed and all he knew was the darkness, smothering his thoughts with its icy coldness as he fought to remember who he was.
And then the light returned, dim but definable against what had come before and again it brought with it the sound. The rhythmic pounding was with him once more, crashing like a sledgehammer through his fragile mind and with each blow his mind shook. Yet he endured the pain, endured the sharp stab between his temples that came with each low resonating thud; for with the pain came the realisation that he was alive. Soon shapes and sounds slowly regained their clarity, their edges and definition emerging forth from a blurred reality, piece by piece and then with his eyes blinking he was back. Father Matthew knew he who was, he could feel the cool wood of the refectory tabletop beneath his cheek and even the sticky drool that had pooled there.   
‘W…what…’ he heard himself rasp, his voice dry and fragile.
‘He’s awake,’ said a voice.
‘Oh, thank God,’ said another voice, as a face loomed in Father Matthew’s field of vision, a face he recognised.
‘Brother…’ he croaked, blinking away the last of his confusion. ‘Brother Gregory… what…what’s happened.’
As he spoke he went to lift his face from the table and immediately regretted it.
‘Arrghh,’ he groaned, his hand going to his pounding forehead, as if simply holding his head still would ease the shooting pain. 
It was then that he realised that the pounding wasn’t confined to inside his head, someone was banging loudly against the door.
‘She drugged us, Father,’ Brother Gregory replied, guiding Father Matthew’s free hand to a cup of water. ‘Here, drink this.’
‘Drugged us?’ said Father Matthew, slowly moving the cup to his lips to moisten his dry mouth. ‘What are you talking about Gregory… who drugged us?’
‘Fran,’ Brother Gregory, simply replied. ‘It was Fran, she drugged the soup.’
‘Fran?’ said Father Matthew, downing the cup of water in one go, his anger beginning to rise. ‘What do you mean Fran drugged the soup? And if whoever’s making that noise doesn’t stop…’ he suddenly shouted, the flare of pain in his temples making him instantly regret it. ‘I’m going to rip their bloody arms off!’
‘Sorry, Father,’ said Brother Mark, immediately stopping his attack on the door. ‘They’ve barricaded this door and the door to the kitchens… we’re trying to get out.’
Father Matthew looked over at Brother Mark, his gaze moving to the tall candle stick he was using as a club to break through the heavy oak door and then he slowly turned to look around the rest of the room. Brother Sam still seemed to be asleep, his face only just free of an upturned soup bowl, while further down the table Max stood protectively behind Brother John who was slumped with his head tilted back, mouth agape, in a similar state of unconsciousness.
‘Are you telling me Fran has drugged us?’ growled Father Matthew, his voice suddenly harsh, clearly on the verge of exploding into pure rage, ‘she drugged us… and fled!’ 
Brother Gregory silently nodded and he involuntarily took a small step back.
‘That she has broken her bargain with me?’ Father Matthew continued, slowly pushing his chair behind him as he rose to his feet. ‘That she has reneged on her promise to stay?’
‘Yes, Father,’ said Brother Gregory, his words barely a whisperd.
For the length of a heart beat Father Matthew simply looked at Brother Gregory and then the cup was flying from his hand, smashing against the wall.
‘How dare she!’ he bellowed, his rage blinding him to the exploding pain in his head. ‘She has made a deal before witnesses and the Almighty, how dare she spit in His face…how dare she go against her word!’
‘Father…’ Brother Mark started to say.
‘Bring her back,’ Father Matthew growled, spinning turning to look at Max. ‘Bring that treacherous bitch back to me… she will pay for her falsehood… I will make her will pay.’
‘And what about the other two?’ asked Max.
‘I don’t care!’ shouted Father Matthew. ‘Kill them, whatever, I don’t care… but bring that bitch to me!’
***
A few miles away Fran looked over at Kai sat opposite her in the shadows. His eyes were closed, his mouth hung agape and his head lolled in gentle rhythm to the steady rocking of the cart and as she watched him she knew that she loved him. She knew this was not the basic solace that many found in each other’s arms when horrors came-a-calling and she knew this was more than mere gratification or a release of tension through intimacy. No, she knew she loved him and although it was the best feeling in the world, it simply terrified her. She had assumed since the loss of her father and sister that that part of her had been closed off for good and no longer would she have to worry about the gut-wrenching fear that griped you every time someone you loved put themselves in danger but with each second she spent with Kai she knew her assumption was wrong. For here she was opening herself up again, almost welcoming back the fear, the pain and the worry all over again; and even though she felt a small knot twisting in her stomach each time she looked at him, she truly loved him nonetheless.
‘It’s r…rude to stare,’ mumbled Kai, his voice soft and lazy from sleep as he cracked open an eye just wide enough to look at her.
‘Really?’ said Fran, raising an eyebrow as a cheeky smile twitched at her lips.
‘Yes, really,’ he smiled, his words distorted as he stretched and yawned away the last remnants of sleep. ‘So, have w…we decided where w…we’re going yet?’
‘No,’ said Tom, glancing over his shoulder at Kai, ‘we thought we’d wait for sleeping beauty to wake up first.’
‘Well, y…you should have said it was in the eggs too,’ Kai grumbled in reply, his complaint met with only amused but silent smiles. ‘How w…was I to know.’
‘I stopped you after a few mouthfuls, didn’t I?’ Fran replied, smiling as she remembered the look of surprise on his face when she had discretely whisked away his plate mid-mouthful.
‘Anyway,’ said Tom, taking note of the positions of the Dead on the road ahead before bringing Star to a halt and turning in his seat. ‘So, now you’re awake’ he continued, his voice low and measured in volume, ‘and now that we know St Michael’s Mount is a no-no, we’ve got two options that I know Charlie discussed he might head to.’
‘And they are?’ asked Fran, glancing at Kai.
‘Well,’ Tom began, carefully opening up a large map and pointing to a specific point once he had found the right section, ‘we’ve got a convent… here… it’s near a few villages so there’s good and bad points there.’
‘Namely, the Dead versus places to scavenge,’ muttered Fran, looking intently at the map and the position of other buildings relative to the convent.
‘Exactly,’ Tom agreed, unfolding the map again to highlight a different section. ‘And then there’s… this,’ he went on to say, looking at his two travelling companions as he pointed to a second point on the map.
‘Well?’ Tom eventually asked, watching Fran trail her fingers along a convoluted route on the map. ‘What do you both think?’
‘Well,’ said Fran, leaning forward and tilting her head to one side to re-read the words by Tom’s finger, ‘I don’t know about you two… but I think I’ve had enough of religious communities for a while.’
‘Me too,’ the two men replied almost simultaneously and with shared smiles their fate was chosen. For good, bad, right or wrong, Tom slowly gathered Star’s reins in his hands again and with a sharp snap of the leather they were on the road again meeting their unknown future one step at a time.
The End…
 
 
 
 
If you enjoyed ‘Death among the Dead’, you can follow these and many other characters in their battle to survive among the Dead in the prequel novel ‘To Escape the Dead’.
Also available by Stephen Charlick, published by Severed Press, is the sister series: 
‘The Lanherne Chronicles’ 
Book 1: Six days with the Dead
Book 2: Five more days with the Dead
Book 3: Last days with the Dead 
 



Table of Contents
Chapter 1: Another day of the usual.
Chapter 2: A New Beginning.
Chapter 3: Back to the daily grind.
Chapter 4: A tangled web.


cover.jpeg
ﬂ* DEATH =
= AMONG THE

|-
4
P N ¥y
THE RIGHTEOUS SHALL I T FEED






