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Chapter 1 - Ryan

The ice cold waters of the Irish Sea, pressed against my legs as the waves pushed in towards the shore. A fitting counterpoint to the searing rage that I carried within me.

I held tight to Lily’s far too limp body and held her above the waves as I waded ashore without a backwards glance to the inflatable dinghy that had carried us out from the battered old fishing boat. I could taste the salt water on my tongue.

Excited chatter rose from my friends as they waded along and the sleek black form of Jinx as she paddled through the water beside me was somehow comforting. She’d glance up to me and my burden as she kept pace with me and would let out a whine. One of the first sounds I’d heard from her.

“Here now lass,” Gabe called to Becky as she stumbled. He reached out to take her arm in his and flashed a grin her way. “There’s lots of rocks to catch your feet on. Hold on to me and I’ll see you safely to shore.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes, just barely, as she blushed and battered her eyelashes back at him. She was clearly besotted with my brother and had even ceased her endless demands to make haste to the far north of Scotland to the fabled naval landing force that awaited us.

My grip tightened on my burden as a strong wave pushed at my back and I turned my attention back to getting her still form to the shore. I glanced down to her pale face and quickly away again, the urge to kill someone, anyone, grew stronger with every look.

The distant drone of the inflatables engine as it made its way back to the fishing boat faded away as I climbed the pebbled shore, each step accompanied by the crunching of stone rubbing together and despite the sun high in the sky above us, I couldn’t hold back the shiver.

“Mate,” Pat said in his usual quiet tones as he came up beside me. “I’ll take her.”

I shook my head and saw him glance at Cass. She sucked in a deep breath and laid a gentle hand against his arm as she moved past him to stand before me.

“Ryan,” she said in a voice kept carefully low. “Let Pat take her. You’ve had little rest and if we meet any of the undead, you’ll be more use to us with your hands-free.”

“She needs me,” I said in a voice as cold as the sea we had just left behind. Tight control was all I had left to me and if I let it slip, someone would die.

“Then let Pat carry her,” Cass insisted. “You’ll not be helping her if you can’t protect her properly.”

I glanced down at Lily once more, indecision no doubt plain for all to see, my control was slipping. Finally, I nodded and carefully passed her across to his waiting arms.

He shifted her weight and nodded once he had her securely held. I tried to offer a smile of thanks but it came across as more of a grimace. They seemed to understand anyway.

“Which way?” Gregg asked my brother as he joined the rest of us. He was shivering from the cold, the jeans he wore were a poor choice for wading through the cold seas.

“Head this way,” Gabe said as he pointed north. “Across the mudflats and salt marsh towards that treeline. Straight through those trees and our destination is on the other side.”

“Anything we should worry about?” Cass asked with a glance to me as I drew my combat knife from its sheath on my belt.

“Nah lass.” He shook his head and flashed another grin her way. “Might be a few of those undead creatures wandering about but they can be easily avoided.”

“You don’t kill them?” she asked, eyebrows raised in surprise.

“Not if we can help it. Do no harm is our motto,” he replied with a quick look to me. His expression turned sorrowful as he saw the knife and he shook his head. No doubt imagining the conversation he would soon be having with our parents.

The first stirrings of amusement at his obvious discomfort faded as I saw her, cowering behind him and Becky. A slight young girl, barely sixteen with her dark hair in a ponytail and looking everywhere but at me.

Gregg caught my arm as I took a step towards her and I glanced at him to see him shake his head warningly. “Come on mate, we’ll scout ahead.”

My knuckles whitened as I gripped the handle of my knife but I nodded and followed him, away from the others, Jinx, the dark-furred Alsatian close to my heels.

We were soon a good fifty metres or so ahead of the main group and I had to resist the urge to keep looking back to them and to her. It would do no good. She would still be slowly dying.

In short time we were striding through the stinking mudflats of the Caerlaverock nature reserve. A wide stretch of desolate land that was more mud than sand with an irritating number of shallow streams cutting through towards the sea.

Seagulls scattered at our approach only to settle down behind us once we had passed. Every time they did so, I glared at them, irritated beyond measure that I had no way of actually reaching and killing them before they flew away. It brought attention to us for anyone who may be watching.

We headed upwards, away from the mud and stench behind us, away from the cold sea breeze and raucous calls of the gulls. Towards the clumped green and yellow grasses and the waiting treeline.

I scanned the horizon as I walked, alert and hopeful for some form of danger to us but as the morning wore on and nothing presented itself, I could feel my frustration growing. It wasn’t a good sign.

“You need to do something for me,” I said to Gregg in a low voice so that there was no chance of it carrying on the wind to our friends behind us.

“Whatever you need mate.”

“When she dies…”

“She’s not going to mate, have a little faith,” he said as he looked over to me. His dark eyes glistened. “We’ll get her fixed up, you’ll see.”

My jaw clenched and I tightened my grip on the knife as I fought for control. “Fine. If she dies…”

“She won’t.”

“Just shut up and listen,” I said with a snarl that caused his eyes to widen in alarm. I followed his gaze to see I had half raised my arm, the knife blade gleaming as it pointed towards him. I carefully lowered it back down.

“Ok mate.” His tone was placating, soft as though trying to calm a wild animal.

“If she dies. I want you to make sure you gather the others together and get as far from me as you can. Promise me that you will.”

A line appeared between his brows and his eyes shone with tears. His mouth moved but no words came as he seemed to struggle with what to say. I could see in his eyes that he understood though, that he knew why they needed to leave. He nodded.

“I promise.”

When… no, if, she died, then the only thing I could offer her would be to allow the people she cared about to live. Everyone else though…

In silence, we passed beneath the first broadleaved trees. Their branches beginning to show colour after the winter. Spring was here and with it had come the new growth and annoying insects. I wondered briefly, as I swatted at a gnat, whether the hordes of undead would bring with them an overabundance of vermin and insect life. If they did, it would make an unpleasant situation all the more so.

Jinx trotted ahead a short way and then stopped, her head raised as she sniffed at the air. She glanced back to me and seemed to be wanting some kind of response. I nodded once, a tilt of the head, and she set off through the trees. I glanced at Gregg who gave a half shrug before we followed.

Our friends were still behind us with a healthy distance to allow us to deal with any threats that appeared. I was pleased to see that Cass and Becky had taken up positions on either side of Pat, their clubs held ready to defend him and the still form he carried.

A growl sounded, low and insistent and I stepped around a tree to see three zombies crouched over the body of a young woman. They were tearing at her flesh, fingers digging in and pulling out thick chunks that they stuffed into their mouths. They hadn’t noticed us.

I waved Gregg away and saw him step back from the corner of my eye as I moved forward. Jinx glanced at me as I passed her and I paused, before gesturing her to stay. She settled onto her haunches, eyes fixed on the three undead.

The first died without knowing I was there, my knife buried almost to the hilt in its skull. I yanked it out as the next closest rose to its feet, arms reaching out towards me. It was pathetically easy to brush aside the clumsy lunge and drive my blade through its eye socket.

As the third zombie approached me, stumbling over the dead girl's body, I released my hold on the knife, leaving it embedded in the eye socket.

“What’re you doing?” Gregg let out a yelp as I stepped forward into the zombie's embrace.

I gripped the zombie's throat with one hand as it flailed ineffectually at me. My thick coat was more than enough to block its attempts to reach my flesh and it didn’t have the sense to go for my exposed skin.

Its eyes were covered with a pale white film and I saw no signs of intelligence lurking in them. Its teeth snapped together as it strained to move closer to me but I had no problem holding its emaciated form at bay.

“Ryan!” Cass snapped and I looked back to see the rest of our group had arrived. Pat had a frown on his face and he was sweating despite the chill in the air. Cass wore an expression of irritation that I had seen all too often on Lily’s face. Becky just shook her head and looked away while Gabe was staring wide-eyed at me.

“These are weak,” I said quietly. “Turned long ago and left without food for some time. They were already dying slowly. This meal,” I nodded towards the dead girl. “Would have slowed the decay but not for long.”

“What’re you trying to say mate?” Pat asked as I batted away an arm that came close to my face.

“I’m saying these Shamblers are dying,” I said with a thoughtful look at the undead I held easily at arm's length. “We’ve been seeing it for a while now. When this first started, any one of these would have been a threat. Now… they’re barely an irritant.”

My booted foot swept out and the zombie's legs were brushed aside easily. It dropped to the ground as I released my grip on its throat and before it could even try to rise back to its feet, I stamped down hard on its skull.

“Good lord man, what’ve you become?” Gabe asked with a shake of his head.

“What was your point?” Cass asked before I could answer him. I shrugged.

“Once the summer begins and the weather heats up, with little food left for them and the heat helping the decay along, I could well imagine that most of the zombies will die out.”

“Really?” she said as she pressed one hand against her stomach. She wore such an expression of hope that I almost felt bad about dashing it.

“The Ferals won’t,” I said and her nose wrinkled as she considered that. “In fact, I could well imagine that those types will become more common. Then we will have problems again.”

“Something to think about later,” Pat said. He grunted as he shifted his weight and nodded towards the north. “We need to keep going.”

“It’s just a short way now,” Gabe said as he looked at the dead girl, his face contorting with sorrow.

“You knew her?” Becky asked, her hand reaching for his.

“Aye lass, that I did.”

I pulled the knife from the zombie's skull and wiped it clean on the tattered scraps of clothing it wore. “Let's get moving then.”

“We can’t just leave her here,” Gabe protested.

“Do what you want, but I’m not waiting.”

He glowered at me with little effect as I gestured for Jinx to follow and set off once more through the trees. I spared a moment to glance once more at the zombies I’d just killed. They’d done nothing to appease the rage inside of me and the thought that they were dying out brought no real joy.

At least if the Shamblers died out and we had more of the Ferals, it would be once again a bit of a challenge.
      

      
      
      
      
      
****

We came out of the woods and stopped to stare at the sanctuary my brother had spoken of. Even I could admit it was fairly impressive and not a terrible place to hole up during the apocalypse.

“Holy shit,” Gregg said with his usual eloquence as he stared at the ruined castle.

“This is Sanctuary?” Becky asked with a low laugh of pure delight.

“Aye lass, that it is.”

“Take her inside,” I said to Pat before anyone else could ask stupid questions that could wait.

He nodded once and shrugged his wide shoulders to better settle her weight in his arms. Despite the obvious strain carrying her was placing on him, he hadn’t once complained or asked for someone else to take her. I respected that.
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