
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
 
 
 
 
I will not come again to you, and risk the help I fled– 
the doctors and darkness and dogs, 
the hide and seek for me- “Cuckoo, cuckoo. Here I am...” 
Robert Lowell, Suicide 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



And in the end, she will be with him. If you were to tell him that now, he would not comprehend, would not be able to comprehend. Not because his thoughts have become a mush, chaotic, inhuman - although they have become all of those things - but rather because, in all of his years alone, he has forgotten that to be alone, together, can be a beautiful thing. 
*****
“I’ve been thinking a little bit about a man I once knew. Paul something… I want to say Wilkins? Wilson? Something like that anyway. I never knew him really, just another guy in the factory, worked on some menial job, polishing metal parts or drilling ‘em or cutting maybe. First time I really noticed him was the day I came across him, him leaning over, with one hand resting on the workbench, and looking awful pale on account of the twelve-odd inches of metal poking out of his hand spearing him right there in place. I don’t remember much more than that, I just stared at him for a few seconds, and he looked right back mutely at me. In his eyes there was no pleading for help, rather a deep confusion, that a task he had done again and again, a thousand times a day, could suddenly go so unexpectedly awry. Then someone else walked by, saw what had happened, and in a second reacted as I surely should and all hell broke loose. I never saw him again; I guess he was fixing up ready to come back and never made it. The reason I’ve been thinking about him is I saw a man the other day skewered in much the same way, except on a piece of jagged fence post. He didn’t make it either. I guess that he’d probably walked by that fence a thousand times and never given it a second thought. He wasn’t alone though. Untold millions walked past their eventual killers back then without any idea of what was to come, that boy and his mother for instance...” 



 
 
Chapter One
 
The trees extend in precise, machine-planted rows as far as the eye can see in every direction. They are all conifers - some genetically modified strain of Scotch pine - and all clones. Once, the plan would have been to fell them as soon as they reached maturity, but in the absence of the machines and the operators they have continued to climb upwards and outwards - each tree straining with frail limbs to meet its nearest neighbor. The dank taste of mold hangs in the undisturbed air, and apart from an occasional low whumph as a rotted bough falls to the mat of pine needles underfoot, an oppressive silence reigns throughout the plantation; the absence of birdsong further betraying an unnatural realm. Without its creators, the forest is sick, and dying. With so many trees in such close proximity, a pestilence has run riot. Sawyer and bark beetles, and with them the pine nematode, have brought pine wilt disease, and many of the trees are in the final fatal stages of infestation. With the trees spread very little sunlight penetrates below the canopy, and the forest floor is a thick carpet of pine needles, piling year upon year with few of the natural processes one would find in ancient woodland to quickly break them down. Here and there a tree has succumbed and fallen, often taking one or more of his brothers with him. In one such place five trees have fallen together, two from one side and three crossing against them from the other. Against this accidental framework more boughs are piled on the open side. A stretch of bare dirt extends for several meters in every direction, and the sodden pine needles that have been removed are piled against the outside of the makeshift shelter. The slow-rotting mat of needles has been removed from the inside also, and used to further fortify the outer wall. In the bare earth outside the entrance a shallow trench steams, emitting a noxious cloud of ammonia and wet smoke. 
The tree nearest to the hide has strengthened in the absence of its neighbors. This tree is the only one that displays some sign of recent pruning, all of the smaller branches having been removed from its near side. The thicker limbs have been left alone, and extend upwards some twenty feet to where the agent of this activity now clings, precariously braced against the trunk. At a glance, it would be possible to miss him entirely; as the muted tones of his filthy clothing, his unkempt dark brown hair, and a liberal covering of dirt serve to effectively camouflage him from view. While he is still, he is almost invisible: almost, all apart from his teeth which appear and then disappear with a rhythmic peekaboo of dull yellow ivory; a constant silent chattering motion of which the man seems quite unaware. In fact, he is not wholly silent, but rather emits a near constant, almost inaudible, babbling. A whispered, scratching, jabbering chatter that swings between sounds and mouth movements, occasionally settles on a sound close to a word and then wings and swings away again to a staccato nonsense far removed from language: “patapatapatapatapatapata” then a pause and “patapatapata…lo..lo..lo..lo…lolololo….patapatapata” and on without cease. All the while he moves with what seems a practiced motion; a glacial hypnotic wobble like a sloth, a mode of movement that values concealment over momentum. Slowly, two-inches up for one-inch down, he extends his right foot towards the branch jutting out below him and eases his weight onto it. Now he is able to relax his left side slightly, he grits his teeth as a lemony pain courses through his left leg. He lifts his foot and rolls his ankle to bring some life back into it. Now that he has relieved the pain in his leg, his right arm, still locked around the bough above him begins to petition for his attention. Ignoring this, he carefully watches the row of trees before him. As the wind catches the furthest tree he makes ready and observes as each tree sways in turn. He adjusts his balance again and waits, conserving his strength until the moment before the Mexican wave reaches his position and only then does he brace as his fir swayed violently forward, and then spring back. As he rides out the turbulence, he keeps one eye on the boy laid out in the dirt at the foot of the tree. The longer he stares at the body on the ground, the more agitated become the noiseless but constant muttering motion of his lips, accompanied now by a regular tick that closes one eye and jerks his head off to the left, as the man tries to stifle the uncharitable half-hope that the fall might already have killed the boy. 



 
Chapter Two 
He had first seen the boy several weeks earlier, whilst washing his clothes in the lake beyond the forest, far across the valley. It was a fine day, and so he stashed his boots and leather jacket in his pack, dove in and struck out to the far bank. There he settled in to his familiar routine: strip off, weigh his clothes down with rocks in the shallows and lay down to bathe. He knew the terrain well, and picked a spot with his back to a steep incline of rocks, which curve all the way around to the waterfall that feeds the lake. In the beginning, long ago, he had washed in the waterfall, but he learnt early on that dogs and black bears would often use the beach there as a watering hole and so he now avoided it completely. After a long soak, he took his shirt and washed it out, wringing and soaking repeatedly until he was satisfied. Then, using it as a washcloth, he scrubbed his blackened skin, avoiding the fresher of the cuts and scratches that almost covered his emaciated body. Once this was done, he re-soaked and wrung out his shirt and the rest of his clothes and laid them on the side of a boulder facing away from the lake. The sun wouldn’t completely reach them there but they wouldn’t be seen from the far bank, and he had time enough to wait. As he waited for them to dry, he took the last of the dried meat from his knapsack and eased himself back into the water, concealing all but his lank-bearded head and one skeletal arm from view. As he bathed he let his mind wander until it fixed on a mental exercise; to remember the fifteen items he needed to buy from the store. First he segregated them by use: eight edible items, three others for the kitchen, two for the bathroom, then smokes and beers. As he recalled each item he imagined its place in the store, lifting it from the shelf and placing it into his basket. He lingered over the smokes and beers; his fingers unconsciously twitching in the water as his forefinger ran a line through the condensation of an imaginary can, then rushed through the inedible items before slowing down once more to savor the thought of each food item in turn.  He had been resting there for some time, and had just reached the tinned food section in his mind when, noticing a movement in the copse across the water, he quickly bobbed lower into the lake and waited, holding himself still in the water. After a few moments a young woman stepped out cautiously and crouched down, her eyes darting warily around the waters edge. The woman was waif-thin, obesity no longer being too much of an issue these days, and barefoot, and had long matted hair that hung low to her breasts. She wore a thin, shapeless dress of faded green and a makeshift woolen shawl that may have once been a pullover tied around her shoulders. As he watched, she crawled slowly to the lake and drank, cupping the water to her mouth with both hands. As she slurped, she looked all around her again and again and then, when seemingly satisfied, raised her hand towards the copse. After a moment, the boy stepped out and joined the woman at the water. He was young – he looked no older than ten - but was likely stunted by malnutrition and so older than he appeared. Like the woman, he was poorly dressed in thin, shabby clothes and had the same ever-roaming, cautious eyes. He bent his head low to the water to drink, like an animal, and then drank desperately, as if it was his first water for some time. Once they had both had their fill, the woman called softly and the boy ran obediently back to her and stood, swaying slightly, eyes lifted towards the sky, as she stripped him and gave him a brisk, cursory wash; throwing handfuls of water onto his skin with one hand, rubbing him quickly, and then drying almost simultaneously with a rag held in the other. This done, she dismissed the child with a nod of her head, removed her own clothes and began to give herself a more thorough bath. Watching on the far shore, the man was entranced. Although the woman was plain, and her body bruised, covered in scars, and wracked by starvation, he had not seen a female form for a long time, and was taken aback the strength of his desire. He was also surprised that although this was partly a sexual attraction – the evidence for which was now bobbing merrily in the surface of the water in front of him – predominately he longed to be held and mothered by the woman; to be washed as he had watched her cleaned her son. So engrossed in the spectacle was he, that it was not until the woman had gathered her clothes to dress some time later that he finally noticed the boys absence.
Whilst the man was distracted, the boy had walked around the rocks that encircled the lake, and was now stood stock still some twenty feet away from his position. He was relieved to note that the boy had still not spotted him, but rather had his gaze fixed on a rock, almost within leaping distance, upon which sat lazily sunning itself a fat freshwater turtle. For a minute or more the boy remained motionless, staring at the animal before he began to inch painstakingly forward, whilst simultaneously easing himself round to its rear, and then dropped down onto all fours. Once behind his prey, the boy proceeded to edge forwards, one hand, then one foot, then pause, hand, foot, pause, each movement of the smallest possible distance until he had finally moved to within striking distance. Turtle and boy remained frozen, each on their respective rocks, for perhaps a minute before the boy pounced. Whilst the boy was still in midair the turtle suddenly sprang to life, its head twitched round to regard the boy, and then it pushed forward, slipped languidly off of the rock and flopped into the water. The boy was deceptively fast though, and barely grazed the surface of the rock upon landing before he too propelled himself in to the water and after the turtle. As soon as he hit the water, he began to push out towards his quarry, but the turtle was in its element now and darted out of reach with a mocking, graceful ease. Try as the boy might, he never stood a chance of winning the pursuit and as the turtle shot away he slapped the water in frustration, kicked out to the waters edge and stepped out of the lake directly in front of where the man bathed. 
If the boy was surprised to see the man there, he did not show it. The look of frustration at a meal lost was still seared into his face as he stared at the man. Though he was surely also frightened he barely betrayed this either, but merely stared into the man’s eyes for a long moment, as if appraising whether he represented a threat, a renewed chance for a meal, or merely a curiosity. The boy stepped forward slightly and made as if to speak, but at just that moment, the mother realized that her child was out of sight, spied him on the other side of the water, and let out a low, cautious whistle to call him back to her. The spell had been broken, and the boy turned away from the man and swam back to his mother without a backward glance. It appeared that the mother had not seen the man, and for the boy’s part it was as if once his mother called him back that for him the man had ceased to exist. By the time the boy reached the beach, his mother had collected together their meager possessions and, without a word, the boy followed her into the woods and away. For the man’s part, he was intrigued by the boy’s boldness, and as he lay back into the water he pondered whether it were born of a natural courage, or an unnatural hunger. 
*****
“Of all the people I’ve encountered in the wild, they had just about the biggest impact on me. I wondered for the longest time after that meeting what would have happened if I had revealed myself to them, and subsequently often fantasized about the three of us living a simple life of tranquil contentment together. In these daydreams I would employ skills I had never possessed to hunt, to construct fort after fort of ever-increasing grandeur, to grow crops of a mouth-watering variety. I imagined survivors stumbling into my realm, and the humble yet imperious fashion in which I would receive them. I invented complex systems of defense – wooden palisades and huge lines of sharpened stakes, ditches and cunningly planted rows of impenetrable buckthorn.  I could see myself eventually settling into a life of dotage, as my ever-burgeoning family took care of my every wont and need. Though always bucolic at first, these dreams had a habit of rapidly deteriorating into furious epics of conquest and war, my self-sufficient family morphing into a personal army, with which I would do battle with my foes to reclaim our lost civilization. I see the irony now. That I could ever have thought myself capable of achieving any of this!”



 
Chapter Three 
Now, he as he holds tight to the tree, he recalls the cocktail of emotion he had seen in the boy’s eyes that day. Though there had been fear there, it had been a familiar alarm, born of a lifetime’s experience of the unsympathetic rules of nature. That of an animal ruled by instinct, and used to playing the role of prey. While he does not doubt that the boy will try to put up a fight when the time comes, he nonetheless knows well how the scene before him will likely play out. 
He had heard them coming, left his shelter, and made for the tree, long before he saw the boy. At first he assumed that they had caught his scent, and briefly wondered about bolting, but as he knew how swiftly they ran he dismissed the idea. Then, he had considered laying in wait, and attempting to take at least one down before he was discovered. He had acknowledged though, that the chances of them scenting him before he could spring his ambush were too high, and so he made for the tree instead. About halfway up he spotted the boy. He was moving fast, but with the exhausted, staggering gait of a long-distance runner at the end of his race. The boy spied the shelter at about five hundred yards and had just started for it when the man observed a movement in the trees beyond him. As rapidly as the hope that it might be the boy’s mother had come to his mind it was dashed, as he saw the seven long dark shapes materialize behind the boy that would signal his extinction. The boy heard them approaching also and increased his pace, throwing aside a leather holdall he was carrying in one hand as he ran. The man could soon see the lead dog clearly, it was of the same sturdy build that so many of the surviving dogs seemed to take these days; tall, long-legged and powerfully framed, with well- defined muscles clearly visible beneath a glistening jet-black coat, set atop with a ferocious, lupine head. A few seconds after the lead dog had appeared, the man saw the others emerging just behind him. They were a mixture of breeds; all formidable, if for the most part smaller than the leader, and were ranged out in an uneven line cantering swiftly through the forest. It was clear that the dogs were not running at full pace, but moving languorously, waiting for the boy to use the last of his energy before they attacked. As the boy made it to the shelter, limping slightly, the dogs on each side of the line increased their pace, and drew out on each side. The boy sensed that they had seen him and kept sprinting on, passing the shelter by. As he passed, he saw the manicured tree and made straight for it. In his haste, he stumbled over a root as he approached the tree and half fell, but managed to regain his footing at the last moment. If the man had entertained any brief thoughts of saving the boy, they had then left him as quickly. As the boy faltered he saw why the boy had been limping - a small, vivid-red slash running across his left ankle, indicating a bite. As the boy recovered his balance, the lead dog seemed to sense that the boy would make the tree before he would, and leapt forward, taking off anew with a snarl of frustration. The boy reached the tree and climbed the first few feet before he looked up and saw the man. Unlike when they first met, this time the man could see both surprise and fear writ large in the child’s eyes. As the boy saw the man he froze for a split-second, his hand wavering on the branch above his head, suspended a step below salvation. In that instant, needing only to reach out an arms length to pull him to safety, the man no longer saw the boy at all. Rather, he found himself transported to a decade earlier. He no longer felt the tree against his back, but rather the hard edge of the davenport in his former home, his eyes fixed on those of a girl staring back at him through his letterbox. He saw again her pleading expression as it was replaced by one of horror, and once more heard her tormented wail cut short as she was wrenched from view. This brief moment of remembrance passed swiftly, and the man now saw that his indecision had been enough to settle the boy’s fate. As he watched, the lead dog jumped high, gripping the boy’s ankle, and hauled him back towards the ground. The boy held on for another instant, fingers grasping for a hold, before he crashed to the forest floor. 



 
Chapter Four 
*****
“Up until just before my tenth birthday I had always wanted a dog. I asked my dad in the lead up to every birthday, Christmas, and even Easter just for the hell of it, and he always said no. I asked my mother and she would say they’d think about it, and then she’d wait a while, and then she’d say no. I always held out hope that they would give in, right up until the Thursday two days before that birthday, when I was walking home from school and got chased for three blocks by a Dalmatian and bitten badly on my left leg. Thirteen stitches and a new phobia. I wasn’t so keen on getting a dog after that. For a good few years afterwards I even wondered if my dad had set the whole thing up. For my birthday I got some Sea Monkeys, they never bit me, and I loved them as much as anyone could love a Sea Monkey, or at least I did for about three weeks, then I accidentally knocked them off a shelf and cried my eyes out as I watched them wriggle and die in the carpet of my bedroom floor. I remember my dad hearing the crash, and coming in to my room. He surveyed the wreckage, and my obvious distress calmly, without comment, and then raised his eyebrows, turned, and left the room.” 
*****
As the boy hits the floor, both of the dogs that had been holding the flank surge forward intuitively. As they close on the boy, the leader pounces, snapping his jaws on the flank of one before whirling to confront the other. Both dogs instantly slink back, chastened, and the five dogs form a circle around the unconscious child. The alpha settles onto its haunches, and the rest of the pack quickly follows his lead, fighting against their instincts to obey the instincts of the top dog. It isn’t only a superior size that sets the lead dog apart from the others. Whilst each dog bears a multitude of battle scars - a legacy of life amongst the pack – the leader alone displays evidence of a greater confrontation; a raised, jagged mutilation running from the corner of his mouth on one side, lifting his lip into a permanent, ugly sneer, and continuing to the very tip of his skull. Another wound runs parallel to the first, from the crown of his great head all the way down towards his flank, where it disappears among his course black fur. Whether he had won the conflict that bestowed these injuries is unknowable, but that he had survived such a trauma speaks volumes to his comrades. His keen intelligence, allied to a vast combat experience would have been enough to gain their submission, even without his considerable advantage in size and strength. The best guess as to his ancestry would have to be a combination of German Shepherd, to which there is a considerable resemblance in the shape of his skull, and of a pit bull fighting dog or similar, bestowing his considerable bulk and savage instincts. Of the other four dogs, three are bitches. The fourth takes his position, as always, to the right of the leader. An ugly combination of Shih Tzu and uncertain other small breed is the smallest of the pack by a distance, but by the far the most vicious. Unlike his superior, this dog’s ferocity is born out of an intense, inbred feeble-mindedness, and what could be taken for bravery is in fact merely a complete inability to recognize any personal vulnerability. The second takes all cues from his scarred general, and backs all of his decisions with a mindless thuggery. On his own, the small dog would surely be dead within a day, but the larger dog has come to recognize the advantage in having him on his side; in having a tiny but savage whirlwind that will nip and tear at the flank and bellies of his enemies while he faces them head on. 
To the alpha’s left sits his favored bitch, a beautiful Bernese mountain dog of an impressively pure pedigree. She is the only dog in the pack larger than he, and his only true blindness. Alone in the pack, she possesses an intelligence that matches that of her leader, and with which she early identified his weakness for her. She keeps him in thrall by withholding her favor often, and her instincts allow her to tell exactly how far she can push him, and rather when she must submit to the his demands. Just behind the Bernese sit two slightly smaller bitches in many ways similar to their mother; the shape of their heads, the patchy, multi-colored markings, but with a somewhat leaner, more muscular physique that they have inherited from their father. Two-years-old now, they had originally formed part of a litter of six, but the four males were dispatched by their father, the alpha, a few weeks after birth, or rather were dispatched by the Shi Tzu as the alpha squared off against the desperate mother. After that she withheld her affections until the remaining pups reached adulthood, and had retained a hatred of the smaller dog ever since. 
The last two in the pack, a pair of nearly identical black Labrador Retrievers, also play their games of social progression. One concentrates her energies on usurping the position of the lead bitch. Whenever the leader is alone, she will crawl up to him and offer herself openly. The other focuses on the stupid dog, offering herself as an ally to him in a mutiny for the alpha position. The response to both of these acts is always swift and often brutal, and rarely involves the leader. The Shih Tzu cross and the Bernese pounce on the attempted insurrection, their private struggles set aside in favor of the good of the pack, and mete out a vicious punishment. As a result, more often than not the lowest two expend the majority of their energies on fighting between themselves, all to gain a notional position above the other in the pecking order. In truth, there is no way for them to achieve any promotion, the current status quo suiting the three dogs at the top of the hierarchy to the satisfaction of their ambitions, and now, as the boy lies still in the midst of the pack, that hierarchy asserts itself. The alpha has indicated that they should wait, and has backed this assertion with force, so the others wait. They lay, tails twitching, steadily shifting their gaze between their prey and their leader, and occasionally licking their lips to still the thick drool that oozes in anticipation. 
The man strains to hold still on his perch. He has seen this behavior before, and knows well that the fate of the boy is sealed. His sole focus now is on ensuring his own safety, and he knows that to do so he must climb higher. He doesn’t dare try whilst the dogs are lying in wait, whilst the slightest movement from him runs the risk of attracting their attention. Rather, he has to wait patiently until the boy regains consciousness and their focus is fixed away before he makes his move. For now, he permits himself only the occasional minute shifting of weight from one side to the other as a dangerous numbness and sapping weakness plagues his muscles. He wonders again about the boy’s age, and whether he has ever known another life. If, as the man has guessed, he were indeed around ten he would not have, but rather would have emerged straight from an infant cocoon into this harsh under-populated world, learning to fear but not to laugh, to hide but never in play, to eat but never be sated. If he were older then he may have held on to some vague memory of the time beforehand, but by no doubt would have lost such a remembrance by now. For how could he hold on to it when it would bear so little resemblance to the world he knew, and had always known? 
The boy shifts slightly on the floor and at once the dogs stir. Still lying on her belly, one of the low ranked females begins to keen, and simultaneously ease forward on her belly. At once, the leader lets out a low growl. The bitch freezes, and sinks back onto her haunches, and the dogs continue to wait. After a spell the boy begins to move more regularly, his legs and arms twitching as consciousness returns to him, and the dogs’ agitation returns with it. The youth’s eyes flutter briefly and then open, a look of abject confusion registers as he realizes his whereabouts. He attempts a stretch and yelps as he feels a sharp sprain in his shoulder, and as the fog of his heavy fall begins to clear from his head, he sits up groggily. Rubbing his eyes, he suddenly makes out the shape of two dogs in front of him and instinctively rears backwards, raising himself to his knees. Seeing another animal blocking his path in that direction too, he stumbles again. He places a hand on the ground to steady his fall, wavers for a moment, and then the pain in his shoulder proves too much and he pitches forward, landing with his elbows in the dirt directly in front of the alpha. Anticipating that the dominant dog will attack, the other dogs bristle menacingly, and inch forward. Instead, the leader merely moves his head forward to within an inch of the boy’s own and snorts deeply, his huge nose twitching and quivering, as he inhales the smell of the boy’s terror with a palpable satisfaction. 
Sensing a chance to escape yet, the boy hauls himself painfully to his feet, and backs away from the leader. Behind him, the lead bitch growls and makes as if to move in, but a single soft bark from the alpha stands her down and, with a swift shake to signal her reproach, she stands aside. The boy keeps his eyes on the alpha, tested the weight on his foot, and then limps unsteadily away and, to the man’s horror, makes straight for his tree. The scarred dog, expecting this, stalks steadily around to his side and waits until the boy is within two feet of the trunk before springing forward to block his path, nipping painfully at the boy’s good arm as he lands. The boy recoils in pain, spins around again, and makes to stagger away once more in the opposite direction. Again, the alpha tails him steadily, always keeping within an easy bound of his prey. The pack quickly pick up on the game, and form a ragged semi-circle around their quarry, each time allowing a small gap for the boy to drift towards. On every occasion, the boy advances a small distance, and then the leader leaps forward and delivers a painful bite, altering his course once more. Again and again the boy is driven, first one-way and then another. Occasionally, he falls to the ground exhausted, at which point the whole pack surge forward, and rain small bites across the length of his body, until he forces himself to drag his tired frame upwards and onwards. 



 
Chapter Five 
In the tree, the man senses his opportunity to climb higher whilst the dogs are distracted. He has now been holding on for upwards of an hour and the muscles in his arms and legs are numb, and at first refuse to respond. Glancing down, he is spurred on by the horror of the spectacle unfolding below him. With his last reserves of strength he manages to stretch one arm aloft and strain to lift himself upwards and onto the bough above. Twice he tries and fails, before he designs to ease one foot into the crook of a branch and use the extra leverage to force his body upwards. Once there, he lies still for a moment, panting with exertion, and employs the rest time to work out his route further up into the tree’s upper reaches. Thanks to his work in clearing many of the smaller twigs, a path of larger branches now extends another ten feet up the tree, ending in an inviting nest of three crossed limbs. As quietly as possible, the man makes his way unsteadily up this path, before gratefully collapsing onto the natural latticework. A screen of leaves now spreads below him, effectively camouflaging him from those on the ground. 
As he lies there, he curses himself for assuming that he could remain safe within these woods indefinitely. It was true that he had never seen the dogs come inside before, and so he had decided that they must feel the same sense of disquiet in these dead woods that he did, and so avoided it as he originally had. He had stayed within the woods for around three months now, with no sign of another living thing, but now he knows that if he is able to make it away from the pack he will have to move on. They are creatures of habit, and now that the dogs have come in this far there can be no guarantee that they will not return. 
He watches as the dogs pursue the boy back and forth between the trees and around the man’s shelter. The child is moving more and more slowly now, but still has enough presence of mind to sense that his continued movement is the only thing standing between him and the dogs attacking. In addition to his other more recent injuries, it is evident that the sickness indicated by the wound on his ankle is now beginning to take effect at last. His face exhibits a rapidly increasing swelling, his already exhausted breathing has acquired an overlaying rattle and his limbs have begun to display a definite lack of coordination. As the man looks on the boy makes one desperate last lunge towards the shelter, and, as he reaches it, he summons the last of his strength and leaps, straining to reach the felled tree that runs across the top of the hide. His reserves of energy finally spent, he barely grazes the underside of the tree with his fingertips before crashing back to the ground, catching the underside of his jaw a painful blow on an outstretched branch as he falls. A pitiful whine of terror and frustration escapes him, ending in a choking sob, and then he lies motionless for a few more seconds before reaching out one arm, as if to make one last try to get away and then stops, the last of his will to live coursing away as he collapses still sobbing into the dirt. 
At once the dogs move in with a new sense of purpose. The rest of the pack stays back respectfully behind the alpha as he approaches the boy. When he reached the child, he moves straight in and bites hard on the top of his thigh. The boy cries out, and looks up towards the dog, and then past him. His eyes lock accusingly onto the man, safe in the tree, and he holds his gaze for a few seconds before letting his head hang low, and then sink one final time to the earth. As soon as he does the scarred dog moves in again. There is no messing around now, as he clamps his jaws hard around the boys arm and wrenches a mouthful of flesh free. The boy’s scream this time reached a new, inhuman pitch, but still he makes no effort to move. The instant that the other dogs see this they leap in, and begin to tear at the boy, ripping meat from all over his body. To the man’s relief, he sees the boy pass out from the pain within a few seconds of the attack; the last of his pained howls dying on his lips. Almost as soon as he has done so the smallest dog moves in to the boy’s head and reaches round to his jugular, tenses, and then rips the larynx clean from his throat with what appears a practiced flourish. The dogs continue their savage orgy of feeding for perhaps fifteen minutes without respite, until they are all sated, and, once they have left no more than a pile of bloodstained clothes and bones of what was once the boy, the dogs settle down. At once, the lead bitch sets to cleaning the alpha, delicately licking the last of the boy’s blood from around his cranium, before prostrating herself in front of him for reciprocation. The other dogs clean themselves and sleep, occasionally moving in to scavenge the odd scrap left on the boy’s carcass. 
Up above, the man watches the boy’s final moments dispassionately. He is not unmoved by the child’s plight, merely desensitized by the unremitting cavalcade of horror he has witnessed in the times that have followed the ruin of the civilization he once knew. Now though, to his surprise, he finds himself crying. Not just the odd tear, but streams of heartfelt lament that pool in the cavernous eye sockets that sink deep into his malnourished head and then roll down his cheeks leaving lighter lines in the thick grime that coats his skin as they go, and huge gut-wrenching sobs that force one hand over his mouth for fear of alerting the beasts below to his presence. In small part he weeps for the boy, but mostly he weeps for the countless lost others he has known whom have passed in a way identical to that he has just witnessed. He sobs also for the boy’s mother, as he imagines her out there now searching for the boy, and finds himself hoping that she might already be dead; to save her the trauma of encountering the grisly tableau at the foot of the tree that lays bare the horrific nature of his killing. As he contemplates the mother, his sadness transforms into a familiar burning hatred for the dogs below, and for all of their kind. He assures himself that, had he but a weapon greater than the notched and well-worn machete tucked into his belt, then he would leap down onto their backs and enact a terrible vengeance upon them. If this is true, there is no evidence of it now. The man merely lets a succession of violent fantasies play out in his mind as he observes the dogs below, all the while cowering and shaking with fear as now and again one of them ventures too close to his hiding place for comfort or directly approaches the tree to sniff and then relieve themselves onto its trunk.
The dogs lounge for most of the rest of the day, sleeping off their meal. Finally, as the sun begins its slow descent into the horizon, they rouse themselves, stretch extravagantly, and, pausing briefly for one final pick at the child’s body, pad off nonchalantly as one, back in the direction that they had come. 



 
Chapter Six 
The man waits anxiously until they have passed from sight before clambering down from the tree. Despite his exhaustion, and contrary to what might be expected from his half-starved appearance he moves swiftly and smoothly, without a sound, dropping gracefully from branch to branch, hand over hand, before hitting the ground with barely a noise and then padding softly away from the tree. He heads straight to his shelter - giving the ragged remains of the boy a wide berth – drops down onto all fours and crawls inside. Inside, he quickly gathers his few tins of food and the rest of his paltry possessions into his pack and then shuffles back over to the doorway and peers outside. The man is confused. He is sure that it had only been a few seconds since he entered his hide, but in that short time a thick mist has descended over the forest, obscuring all but the forest floor closest to him from view. As the mists shift, trees swam in and out of sight, like a legion of ghosts advancing through a wall of smoke towards him. Virtually blind, he tilts his head to one side to listen, and soon becomes aware of a noise in the distance: a rhythmic thud and crackle of twigs coming steadily closer to his position. Leaning inside the shelter, the man grasps hold of a machete and then waits, slowly sweeping his head back and forth, using his ear like radar dish to locate the source of the sound. Finally another sound – someone noisily clearing their throat – echoes out of the blankness and makes the man jump with fright. Peering ahead, he thinks he can make out a figure leaning against a tree a few meters in front of him. 
“Didn’t fancy saving the boy then Lowell?” The figure calls out.
At the sound of his father’s clipped British voice echoing through the woods, the man – Lowell - tenses, and then slowly lowers the machete, places it on the ground, and takes his head in his hands. In front of the shelter, his father pushes himself away from his tree, brushes the side of his jacket with one hand, walks over to the corpse of the boy, nudges it gently with his foot, and then shakes his head sadly.
“Real shame that, damned dogs. Don’t blame yourself. I totally understand son, it was either you or he - that old chestnut. Of course, if I was here sooner I might have done it differently, but that’s just the way you are.” He says.
Still, Lowell remains silent. As his father continues to harangue him in the background, he begins to rock gently back and forth, and then he again begins to mumble half-formed words under his breath, a constant stream of babble to block out his father’s jeremiad. 
“… The most mind-blowing fact of all is that I might have somehow produced such a pathetic wretch in the first place! God knows what your mother would have to say if she were here to see you now.” 
And still Lowell remains silent. His eyes are closed now, and his swaying is ever more pronounced. Suddenly, his eyes snap open, his right hand leaps to his side and seize the machete, and he leaps to his feet, and then stands still, breathing heavily, eyes scanning wildly from side to side. The mist is gone, his father is nowhere to be seen, and only the occasional damp thud as pieces of rotten wood dislodges from the trees and hits the ground somewhere in the forest breaks the silence. Lowell bends down, lifts his pack from the ground, and turns to leave. 
Just past the entrance of his hide, he happens to look down into the dirt and spots the holdall that the boy had thrown aside as he fled the dogs. He leans down to retrieve it, unbuttons the front flap and empties the contents onto the ground in front of him. A small leather bag tied with a scrap of string yields a single unripe apple and some scraps of dried meat. These he deposits into his own pack, along with a rusted steak knife, a pocket mirror, and a small foil packet of iodine tablets. The rest of the boy’s possessions amount to a grubby brown baseball cap, a small pair of mittens, and a handful of shards of broken china. Lowell picks up the two largest of the pieces and matches them together, revealing the front edge of a cheaply printed novelty mug. The image of an overweight, cheerful man in a chef’s hat beams out under the legend Gutbuster’s Employee of the month April ’18. The man tosses the fragments to the dirt along with the empty leather holdall and sets off again, grinding the image of the man’s face into the earth with his heel as he turns to go. 
*****
“My father and I used to go “camping” every so often. He got the bug as soon as we moved out from England, kept talking about how ‘this was God’s own country’. Never shut up about it. First thing I would know about it was when he’d shine a flashlight into my face at three AM, roll me out of bed and point urgently at his watch. Ten minutes later we would be outta the door. We’d drive fifty miles out of the city in his shitty old $200 RV and park up next to a lake. He would fish, while I would sit by, no rod of my own, just passing him whatever he asked for and yawning and shivering and cursing his name. After, we’d eat a cold pre-packed meal and then sit there while he drank three beers, never more, and then we’d return to the RV to sleep. I got the feeling that he thought that I secretly loved those outings - that I was just playing at being tired and grumpy and sullen. Christ. We’d barely speak on those trips; sometimes I’d try and talk, if only to complain, but the only words I’d hear out his mouth in return were “just savor the silence, Lowell”. Well, Christ, would he love it now.“
*****
Bent low, with his knife gripped tightly in one hand, Lowell cuts a cautious path through the woodland, scanning the way ahead, Argus-eyed, for any sign of the dogs. At any slight movement in the undergrowth or off sound he presses low to the ground, machete in hand, and then springs up again as soon as possible to press onwards. Despite his nervous hesitation he makes good time, and finds himself at the edge of the forest with a little light still left in the day. Out of the woodland the landscape transforms into a rocky valley, not quite five miles in length, dotted here and there with small copses of native pines. An old loggers road curves around the edge of the plantation, ascending along the upper brow of the valley and then dropping abruptly out of sight. The trees along the edge of the plantation have flourished with the extra sunlight that reaches them, and he lays low amongst the dense foliage, watching the road ahead for some time before scurrying out and onto the asphalt. He keeps to the edge all the way up, driven continually forward as much by a raging thirst as the need to find shelter by nightfall. Some time later, as he finally reaches the crest of the valley, he pauses once more to survey the route ahead and is just in time to make out seven black dots disappearing from view in the distance. An insistent, steady wind blows into his face, ensuring the dogs won’t pick up his scent, and he hugs close to the edge of the road as he edges cautiously forward. All the while that the terror of the dogs urges him back, his thirst propels him forward. He knows that reaching the lake will guarantee him both water and safety - at least for the night, and he can only hope that the dogs are not heading in the same direction. 
Later in the afternoon, as the sun’s descent into the horizon picks up pace, He leaves the road and picks his way over some rocks down a steep incline. He had last sighted the dogs over an hour earlier but still treads gingerly, hugging himself low to the ground as he reaches level ground and ducking through a screen of bushes that separate him from the waters edge. 
The man crawls forward on his elbows until he can see the far shore of the lake. There, the alpha lounges half asleep, his two deputies lying on either side, the two lowly-ranked bitches rolling in front of them, engaged in another futile power struggle. They circle one another, each occasionally springing forward to deliver a vicious bite before withdrawing to continue their furious hora. Eventually, one of the dogs delivers a particularly painful bite to the haunch of the other, who yelps and limps off, hunched low in submission. The other stalks proudly toward her leader, head held high. Upon her approach, he raises one eye from his slumber and briefly appraises the victor before looking away, laying his head upon one paw and returning to sleep. As the conquering bitch comes close, the alpha’s favorite lets out a low growl from her position on his right, forcing the other to continue around and away. Eventually she settles on a position behind the alpha, satisfied that she has earned an improved position, but ready to flee at the first signal of aggression from any of the three top dogs. 
Lowell watches this display of political infighting from his position on the other shore. He dozes in sync with the dogs for a while, his teeth chattering as dusk settles on the lake and the temperature plunges ever lower. Eventually, as night has almost fallen, and he strains to make out the dogs across the water, the alpha rises and stalks away into the woods, the others following in their allotted order. He stays in place for as long as he can bear until finally, his frigid limbs shutting down from the cold, he emerges from hiding and sashays around the rocks at the edge until he reaches his concealed beach and hunkers down for the night. 
The man remains at the lake for two days and three nights. Witnessing the death of the boy has taken a mental toll, and each night in his dreams he relives the moments of the infant’s demise with a lucid intensity. Interwoven with these nightmares is a more familiar one, in which he walks through his former neighborhood. In it, the streets are strewn with the bodies of the fallen, those in their death throws clutching at him with fingers curled by pain as he stumbles blindly towards his former home. Urged forward by the terrible sound of a constant barking and howling in the distance, he finally stumbles to his front door, and wrenches wildly at the handle, only to find the door is bolted fast. As he hears the dogs’ furious barking grow nearer he drops to his knees to stare through the letterbox, and makes out the dim shape of a man at the back of the vestibule. He shouts to the man to let him in, but the shadowy figure averts his eyes and places his hands over his ears. As the sound of the barking grows louder and louder behind him he bangs desperately on the door, he pleads over and over to be let in to no avail. Finally, with not a movement from the figure inside the house, he turns to see the dogs closing in - just a few meters now - he hits with a renewed intensity against the wood, his palms stinging with the effort. And then, just as he feels the jaws of the first dog closing against his flesh and he is wrenched downward, he finally sees the man inside look up, sees his own face looking back at him, weeping with a cowardly shame, and he wakes in a cold sweat, shivering violently with anger and fear. 



 
Chapter Seven 
In the morning, he breakfasts on his last remaining tin of peaches, before crossing the lake to the beach on the far side. There, he scours the surrounding woodland until he finds the dogs’ faint two-day old tracks. Machete in hand, he picks his way through the trees in the same direction they have travelled, a vague and ill-considered thirst for revenge both quickening his step and muddying his thoughts. Steadily he pushes forward, occasionally doubling back as he loses the tracks, searching over before picking up again on the rediscovered trail. Beyond the lakeside woodland, the tracks lead him through a vast wildflower meadow, populated with scores of fleabane, vetch, and asters beyond counting. Here, the earth is dry, and those plants that the dogs have trod underfoot have long since sprung back, and so the trail grows ever colder. Still Lowell presses on, hoping to providence that he might somehow stumble upon some small sign that will betray the dogs’ direction. 
*****
“It’s amazing how that silence can focus the mind, and what you notice when you’ve got nothing but time to look. From zero experience when I started, I can now tell you the size, species, direction of travel, and freshness of the trail all in a single glance at a good quality animal print. When the woods all around you are teeming with bears and boars and cougars you have quite the incentive to become a fast learner. It got to the stage where I could sometimes think I could smell a bear before I ever saw it: that musky odor the big males get when the season’s right. Never had a problem with one, mind. I’ve had a few posturing at me when I’ve got to close but that’s about it. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred I sense them and I’m outta there long before there’s a problem, all because of tracking and watching trails. Others might have wasted their time picking up combat skills, but I’ve got good at knowing when to run, when to chase, and when to hide. I’ve seen countless others set off on revenge missions, seen the blood rise in their cheeks, and seen it drain out soon after. It took me a while to accept that we are the prey now, others could not accept that fact, thought that they needed to learn how to be a better hunter, but I set myself to learning how to be the most difficult prey. Nothing I’ve seen so far has convinced me to try another way, at least not until now.”
*****
Deep into the afternoon he crisscrosses the meadow, searching for a new route to forge. Much later, as his shadow lengthens on the grass, he stops, drops his pack on the ground and wipes the sweat from his brow with his sleeve. His fury has by now begun to abate, and he at last questions his intentions in pursuing the pack at all. He knows that he will not stand a chance of defeating them, and asks himself what good can be done by laying his life down to settle a score with such an impulsive, unthinking foe. He has long since accepted that his role in life now is one of prey to the dogs. When he inevitably questions the worth of such a life, he then asks himself what the value is of any animals life, and is forced to admit that the wonder is not that humanity has fallen so low, but rather that it had, for a short spell at least managed to lift itself out of the natural order. In these moments of existential doubt, it is invariably his stubborn character that forces him to continue moving on - and so it is now. After his long day of fruitless and reckless pursuit, he is hungry and tired, and tells himself firmly that he is damned if he will surrender himself to a brutal death whilst there is still food in his possession. Thus resolved, and with a new lightness in his step, he hoists his pack, replaces his machete in his belt and starts out towards the far edge of the meadow. 
As he nears the edge of the field, he slows his pace and breathes in. A sharp, rancid smell fills his nostrils, one that he recognizes at once as the sickly-sweet odor of fermented death. Dropping down, he places one palm on the ground, lifts his head high and inhales deeply, noting the heading of the wind, and walks instinctively in the direction of the source. Before long the meadow grass thins out, and as Lowell cautiously approaches he makes out a small hut, built into a natural depression. The hut stands alone in a small clearing, almost completely obscured by a makeshift fence that encircles it. The fence looks as if it had been hastily constructed of whatever was to hand; assorted lengths of wood, branches, and sheet metal bound roughly together with rusted barbed wire, but it looks sturdy enough nonetheless. No attempt has been made to camouflage the enclosure, but none is needed: the meadow itself provides a natural screen that will surely keep out all but those who stumble mistakenly upon it, as he has done now. Cautiously, he circumnavigates the perimeter, searching fruitlessly for some way in. On his third orbit, he finally notices a wooden board that protrudes further than the others, and on closer inspection he sees that it is not attached to the rest of the materials, but instead is hooked in to a bracket on either side that allows it to slide up and down by means of a wire hook nailed to the foot of the panel. He drops to his knees and listens carefully for a moment. Hearing nothing, he grips the hook and carefully lifts the board up to its limit, wincing as the rusted metal squeals its resistance. At the top a nail has been hammered from which to hang the hook and secure the board in place. Before entering, he stays in place for another long moment, again listening for the slightest sound inside the enclosure until he is satisfied, and then he pulls his shoulders in close to his body and crawls stealthily through the narrow opening. 



 
Chapter Eight 
As soon as Lowell emerges into the enclosure, the smell intensifies to an unbearable degree, and he is instantly overcome by wave after wave of nausea that rock him backwards. Steadying himself with one hand against the fence, he lifts his shirt up to cover his nose and staggers to his feet. The source of the smell is not immediately apparent, but just around the corner of the hut he can see a thick cloud of flies humming in and out of view, and now he can hear their continuous drone filling the air. Steeling himself to what he might find, he edges unsteadily around, his back pressed against the fence.  At the scene that confronts him, he recoils, heaves forward again and finally gives in, lurches over and vomits copiously onto the ground. Propped against the wall of the hut, open eyes staring vacantly into space, sits the naked, mutilated body of the boy’s mother. Her ripped and bloodied clothes are haphazardly discarded around her corpse, her green dress lies closes to her body - now stained a muddy brown from the steady absorption of blood from a large puddle pooled to one side. Sinking to the floor, knees pressing fresh indentations into the blood soaked ground, he stares grimly at the woman’s bare and battered body. His mind casts back again to the day he saw her at the lake, and now in his remembrance she possesses a greater vitality and radiance than was ever the case in reality. His mind is once again churned into a lather of wrath and indignation, as his delusional fantasies are torn and trampled by the jaws and claws of his despised adversaries. 
He is consumed this way for several minutes before a semblance of logic manages at last to cut its way through the fog of his thoughts, clamoring for his acknowledgment. He clambers to his feet and, checking that his shirt completely covers his nose and mouth, approaches as close to the corpse as he dares. Scrutinizing the carnage in front of him more closely, he considers the cuts covering the woman’s clothes and flesh afresh. With a clearer head now, he reaches forward and lifts the woman’s head with the end of his machete, noting grimly the precise nature of the lacerations, and saw how little resemblance they bear to the ripping wounds he had witnessed the dogs inflicting on her boy days earlier. A new, chilling horror rises slowly in his gut, he retraces his steps to the entryway to the enclosure. On the inside of the hatch, he finds another board of the same design as the outer and unhooks it from the nail, lets it drop to the ground to close the hole, then stands up and begins a thorough investigation of the fence from the inside. After his first circuit he is convinced that no dogs could have broken through the closed barricade, but it is not until his second time around that he finds the clear evidence he seeks; pressed into the sodden earth next to the woman’s body is plainly visible the unmistakable tread of a man’s boot print. 
Lowell finds himself gripped by a terrible panic. His every instinct is to flee the scene, to return to his woodland shelter and hide away there for as long as he can remain. Despite his consuming urge to get away, he breathes deeply and forces himself to remain pragmatic. Night is drawing rapidly in, and he is in no way prepared to make the trip back to the plantation in the dark. Approaching the door of the hut, he notices for the first time clear evidence of forced entry. The foremost plank in the door has been smashed in from the outside and hangs limply to one side. The door is ajar, so he pushes it tentatively open, quickly appraises the interior, and steps inside. 
Within the hut he discovers a scene of utter devastation. Fragments of broken pottery and splinters of wood litter the floor nearest the door. Further in, a stool lies on its side, one leg has been broken off and tossed several feet away in a corner. The nearest wall is liberally splattered with dried blood, a trail of which extends to the floor before leading out to the door and beyond. If there had ever been any food or other possessions of value here they have now been removed. The only items still whole are a stained and grubby mattress and broom leant against one wall. With darkness falling, he does his best to sweep the worst of the detritus out of the door, arranges the mattress in the corner and lies down. He watches a fly on the wall opposite as it buzzes from dark brown stain to dark brown stain: pausing at each for a moment before launching away with what seems to the man to be a distastefully energetic and ecstatic display; a heady, spiraling victory lap after every feed that each time loops closer and closer to his makeshift bed, gloating and taunting him. But is it feeding? It occurs to the man then that the fly is actually laying eggs in the blood. Eggs that will hatch maggots whose first act will be to consume the blood of the woman. As he watches the fly bounce dumbly from food source to food source the man’s fingers close to a fist. Three times more it passes close to his head, and then on the fourth he lets out a half-cough, half-yell and jumps to his feet, grips one corner of the mattress and lifts it in fury toward the insect, but succeeds only in shifting the top side over by less than two feet before he falls backwards onto the mattress and lies there and watches once more as the fly continues on its way, quite oblivious of his wrath.  He remains still for only a moment and then stands up again, heads to his pack, and removes a thin sheet from within. Covering his mouth once more with his shirt, he heads back outside. Gingerly, he approaches the woman’s body, grips it lightly, and lays it gently to the ground. Taking his sheet in both hands, he drapes it over her and tucks it in, covering it completely from the flies and elements without. This done, he returns to the hut, uses the broom to chase the fly from within and then wedges shut the door from the inside, and lies down to a restless sleep. 
At nearly two am Lowell awakes in a panic, arms flailing with the terror that so often strikes him whenever he finds himself waking in a new and unfamiliar place. Sitting up in his makeshift bed he wipes the sweat from his brow and blinks as his eyes adapt to the dark of the hut, and then his heart lurches wildly as he sees a tall figure silhouetted in the doorway opposite him. Lowell holds his breath, and stifles the urge to cry out or reach for his machete that lies on the floor to his left hand side – he can’t be sure that the person has seen him yet in the darkness and is desperate to stay hidden if he can. Eventually, his eyes adapt enough that he can make out that the figure is a man, with fiery red hair and a piercing stare – which luckily for Lowell seems to be focused on the shelf above his head – strafing back and forth in search of something. Ever so slowly, Lowell’s left hand starts to move through the darkness towards his blade, and at the same time he tenses his right against the floor on the other side, ready to push himself up and towards the stranger if needed. Soon, the fingers of his left hand reach the floor, and he begins to move his hand back and forth, brushing gently against the surface in search of the knife in all directions with no success. As he fumbles blindly, sweat begins to drip from his brow once again, running down his face and dropping onto his already sodden sheet. He keeps his eyes fixed firmly on the man and continues to search back and forth until, eventually, he sees the figure turn in the doorway and at once Lowell leans over, spots the dark shape of his machete against the floor and scoops it up. Turning back around, he can just make out the figure of the man stepping gently out of the hut and away out of sight.
As soon as the man is gone, Lowell springs to his feet, and creeps over to the doorway. Outside, a full moon illuminates the perimeter of the fence and the patch of ground inside. Lowell slowly eases closer to the opening, leans out a few inches and glances quickly in both directions. There is no sign of the man anywhere, but the ramshackle construction of the fence casts irregular shadows of impenetrable gloom across the yard, patches of night that Lowell’s imagination populates with skulking enemies waiting to leap out at him at any moment. Hands shaking, and padding softly on bare feet, Lowell tiptoes towards the edge of the building and pauses as he hears the soft murmuring of several voices in urgent conversation just around the corner ahead of him. As he pulls himself closer and strains to listen the voices stop abruptly. Lowell waits and waits, glancing behind regularly in case the people should creep around behind him, but the voices remain silent. Eventually, he decides he can take no more and moves his head forward until one eye pokes around the side of the hut. Now the moon is directly behind him, casting one long deep shadow so that once again he has to wait for his eyes to adjust, and then eventually he sees the same dark figure standing stock still and alone just ahead of him in the darkness. As he watches, he sees the man stiffen and turn, and Lowell’s fingers curl around his knife as his whole body is wracked by a paralyzing fear. For several seconds Lowell and the man remain still, each watching the other through the blackness, and then all of a sudden Lowell sees something he has missed, he cannot put his finger on it, but it is something about the figure. The way it is standing, head tilted slightly to one side maybe, some softness in its aura perhaps, Lowell cannot explain it. Whatever it is, Lowell’s terror drains away and is replaced by an instant and equally stunning wonder and joy, a sudden and wonderful, stupefying sense of familiarity and love, and he realized that the figure is not a man, but is his wife, Beth. At once he steps forward and begins to reach out his hands toward her. As he comes closer, and makes out her face more clearly, a single tear of happiness rolls down his cheek and he sees her face light up with a smile of such astonished delight that he feels the hairs on his arms stand up. They stare at each other speechlessly, and then finally she opens her mouth to speak, and then, in that same moment, she frowns, her nose wrinkles with confusion and one hand shoots up from her side to her neck. Lowell stops and stares in surprise, and an anguished cry comes unbidden from his lips as he watches a torrent of blood gush from her neck, bubbling through her fingers and coursing down her slender white fingers. Their eyes meet, and in hers he sees a deep sadness, and then, before he can move to stop it she staggers backwards and slumps down to rest against the wall of the hut. Lowell rushes forward, falls to his knees, and reaches out to grab hold of her shoulders, and then recoils as his fingers are met with a terrible damp chill and he feels that her whole body is hard to the touch. Beth’s eyes are closed now, and her hand - which dropped from her neck to the ground as she fell - now lies lifeless in the dirt. Lowell takes hold of her once again, wrapping his arms around her and rocking her desperately in the hope he will feel some life and warmth within, but there is nothing there but a terrible icy stillness, and beneath that a smell – faint and musty at first but rising and strengthening by the second until it is all that Lowell can taste – putrid waves of mold and decay. As the odor washes over him Lowell falls backwards and gags, and all of a sudden it is as if a fog lifts and he can see clearly again, and finally he recognizes the long-dead body of the woman he discovered earlier sitting in front of him, still wrapped in the shroud he had given her and toppled over, lifeless against the wall. 
 
Lowell wakes in the low light of dawn with a new sense of purpose. After his terrible experience of the night before, his sleep had been understandably troubled, and he had woken repeatedly in the night, immediately looking towards the doorway and praying that he would see nothing or no one there. In one such spell of disquiet he had come to a firm decision that he would not return to his forest home. He had instead resolved to press on, and seek something, anything, more than he currently had. The events of the past few days have left him with a terrible sense of having lost something that he had never possessed. It is difficult for him to know how to process the grief he is now feeling, being as it is for people that he had never known. His life has for so long been that of a fugitive that he has never had time to process the intense loneliness that has lain dormant within him. Now that hibernation is over, he feels his isolation more acutely than ever. He eats slowly of the last of the dried meat he took from the boy’s pack, then stows his possessions and makes to leave. Pausing at the doorway as he removes the broom, he cast a final eye around the hut. As he does so, his gaze comes to rest on the back of a photograph on the sill that he had missed the night before. Approaching and turning it over, he sees gazing back at him the boy’s mother, dressed smartly in a light blue summer dress and smiling as she holds a young baby in her arms. Standing next to her, with one hand draped protectively over her shoulder stands a man that Lowell recognizes now from the broken cup that he had found in the boy’s pack. He stands, head bowed, staring at the photograph for some time, before tucking the now tear-stained picture in his jacket pocket and heading out the door with a determined stride. He is going to Newmarket. He is going home. 
*****
“Now I realize that there was at least some purpose to my misery. It was all leading somewhere, not where I thought, or hoped, but there was always a destination. There was a reason for all of the cold, a reason for all of the hunger, for all of the pain, for all of the fatigue and sleepless nights. My sleep is better now than it was, but still, after all this time I occasionally experience the same sense of confusion when I rise that I did in the days and weeks following the outbreak. I wake and turn over and still expect to see her there in the bed beside me. It sounds clichéd; it feels like I should follow it up by saying that I could still see her impression in the bed, still smell her scent on the sheets. But there are no sheets, no bed, and that surprises me also. Sometimes it isn’t until I look around me, and see that there is indeed no house even, just whichever shitty decaying bolt hole I crawled into the night before that it hits me anew. I wake and turn over and expect to see my life. But it’s gone. All there is now is existence itself.” 



 
 
Chapter Nine 
Out of the hut, Lowell takes one long, final look at the outline of the woman resting under her shroud, before heading to the loose post in the fence. Sliding the panel up, he remains motionless for a moment and scans his immediate surroundings for any movement. All is still, and so he crawls through the opening, replaces the board, hooks it closed, and slips swiftly into the long meadow grass and away. 
With a fixed destination in mind, he makes good time, and has crossed the meadow and started into the woodland beyond before the low sun has burnt the morning dew from the grass underfoot. Once in the forest, he travels more cautiously, constantly alert as he darts warily from the cover of one tree to the next. Whenever a suitable climb presents itself, he scales the tree, rests in the canopy, taking a moment to check the sun’s position in the sky, and rectifies his course. The most direct route to Newmarket is by the main road travelling south toward Hastings, but experience tells Lowell that this will not be the quickest. When he last passed this way, on his way out of town, the road had already been impassable in several places. Cars, laden with their owners’ worldly possessions, had savagely entwined as one or other of the drivers had succumbed to the fever whilst behind the wheel. In places, others had tried and failed to overtake these blockages off- road. Lowell had watched aghast as one man had left his car to winch away an obstruction, only to be taken down by a pack within seconds, whilst his family watched helpless and stranded in their car. Once the traffic had come to a standstill it had been easy pickings for the dogs, and the majority of the beasts had remained there for days, besieging whole families within their vehicles until starvation or dehydration forced them into a doomed last-stand bid for freedom. The dogs’ supply of food on the roads will have dried up some time ago, but still he doesn’t dare to travel that route. He will instead head northwest, pressing through the forest until he comes across the rail line to Feriton, and follow that all the way East. 
*****
“And in existence alone I can now, at long last, appreciate beauty as a value in and of itself. It used to be that I only ever thought of the landscape around these parts as scenery. As something that flashed past the window of my car, or the train. Something I appreciated in a vague sense as a picturesque perk of living in a nice commuter town outside of the city, and otherwise the reserve for outdoorsy types; lumberjacks I suppose, maybe the odd walker, who I had no compunction to join. If someone then had told me that humans had some deep, primal connection to nature, chances are I would have pretended not to hear them, and slowly shuffled as far away as I could get. But now I understand. There were times when I was stalking the woods, simply looking for something to eat and trying hard not to be eaten, that I operated purely on instinct, and all conscious thinking just shut down. In those moments, above all others, I was alive. Maybe that was the lesson my father wanted me to take away from our trips out here, maybe that was the ‘God’ he was meant all along. Or, maybe he just wanted to get away from my mother for a bit, and have an excuse to knock back a few cans. Our final trip out together came when I was seventeen years old. I gangly, grumpy and nihilistic, he retired, resentful and nihilistic. The trip was no better, or worse, than any before. Chances are that I would have forgotten it entirely, and never considered the point at which the outings finished were it not for our return home. As I unloaded the RV, I heard a single, troubled shout from within the house. I rushed inside, and was just in time to catch my father coming down the stairs toward me, one hand held out to stop me going any further. He had discovered my mother’s body in the bedroom; she had died from a heart attack in her sleep. He told me that she looked like she was at peace – that was one of the few kind things I can ever remember him telling me – although, actually, I don’t know if that was true, I never saw her body.“
*****
Just after midday, he passes through the tree line at the edge of the forest, and onto the sloped stone embankment that leads up and onto the tracks, and finds that he is unsure how to proceed. Hunger is beginning to scatter his thoughts now, and he longs to climb the mound and take the easier route directly along the line. Here he would have a line of sight ahead and to the rear, but would also be that much more visible to those who could be stalking the woodland to either side. He decides on a compromise, and so tracks carefully along the edge of the forest, occasionally breaking to crawl to the tracks and survey the way ahead. As he travels, his thoughts turn repeatedly to the boy, and he strains to recollect the wound on the child’s heel in detail. At the time he had been sure it was a bite, but now in his remembrance he is convinced that it is a straight laceration, a clear example of the clean wound inflicted by knife. He tortures himself by imagining a multitude of scenarios in which he gallantly hauls the boy to safety before effortlessly defeating or evading the ferocious pack waiting below. Absorbed in thought, he stumbles on toward his former town, lost in his reverie. Suddenly, hearing a piercing cry up ahead and over the other side of the embankment, he is shaken out of himself. In a second, he drops to the ground, and presses himself into the dirt. Several minutes pass and, having heard nothing further, he raises himself to his knees and creeps forward. Reaching the edge of the embankment, he wriggles up the slope on his elbows, and can now see that he is almost upon the station house on the outskirts of Newmarket. Inching further forward, he lifts his head until he can see over the far edge of tracks, and freezes. On the path at the bottom of the slope is a dog. He can see that it would at one time have been a fine Malamute, but now it is visibly emaciated, its ribs straining against skin apparent even from a distance. Even with its weight loss it is still a fine and athletic looking animal, stockily built, if smaller framed than the leader of the pack he had encountered two days earlier. Its fur is of a creamy off-white color on its flanks, set off by a deep crown of blue-black and a distinctive white half- collar, but patchy in places and showing dull and dry from malnourishment. The dog is hunched over, one snow-white paw pinning a young marmot by the neck, its muzzle buried deeply in the flesh of its flank. Lowell holds his breath, and scans the area directly surrounding the kill. All is still in the forest. He assumes that the rest of the dog’s pack must be nearby, but knows that they can’t be too close, or they would surely now be sharing in the spoils of its kill. He guesses that this dog could be the alpha of its own pack due to its size, and begins to violently shake as he imagines the others returning to find him in such a vulnerable position. 
Glancing nervously into the woods behind him, he forces his body to relax and then lets himself slide slowly back down the slope. As soon as he is out of sight of the dog he leaps into the forest and presses himself out of sight behind the first tree he comes to on the edge. Breathing deeply, he surveys the woods ahead. Seeing no movement, he forces himself to peer around the edge of the tree: all is still on the tracks also. Straining against all of his instincts which tell him to give up his quest and flee back the way that he has come, he stalks from tree to tree all the way along, until he has reached a position directly behind the station house. 
Crawling up the slope once again, he comes to a chain link fence that runs right round the back of the house and then across each side. On the corner nearest his position, the fence has been peeled back at the bottom, creating a gap, which appears to be just large enough for a man to squeeze through. Heel-to-toe, heel-to-toe, he sidles carefully across, until he once again has sight of the dog. He can see that it is now worrying the last few scraps of meat from the body of the marmot, shaking each scrap of fur from the bone and then gnawing the skin with a rhythmic vibration of its front teeth. The man lifts one hand slowly to the fence and begins to pull back the wire. As he does so, the fence rolls in a wave all along one side until it reaches a loose point on one post and bounces against it, a metallic percussion unbearably loud to Lowell’s ear. At once, the dog cocks one ear in his direction and bristles. Its eyes darting warily around and both paws locked on to its kill. Lowell freezes, breath caught in his throat. For an unbearable moment, neither move. Lowell’s hand is still clenched tight to the wire, wavering under the pressure to let go, and sending tremor after soft tremor pulsing along the screen. Coming to a decision at last, the dog rises to its feet. Casting one last distrustful eye in the direction of the station house and gripping its kill protectively in its jaws, it turns tail, scurried into the woods and disappears. 
The moment the dog is out of sight, Lowell reaches back, grabs hold of his pack and thrusts it through the hole, leaving the back edge close to hold the fence up. He quickly pushes himself through after it, leaps up and throws himself against the wall in front. Squatting down to catch his breathe, he watches the woodland ahead carefully, staying in position for a long moment, eyes darting furiously, building his courage, and then he stalks purposefully around to the door at the front of the station house. 



 
Chapter Ten 
As he approaches, he notices that the door to the station house is slightly ajar, and advances warily. Closer up, he can see a policeman, long deceased and decayed far beyond any hope of identification, laid out on the inside, one arm extended and wedged into the opening. The hand that had once protruded outside has been torn off. The wrist is all that remained, and even that has been worn down to a skeletal stump by the dogs, and the wood all around has been scratched and mauled repeatedly as they have attempted fruitlessly to get to the rest of the body which lies pressed against the glass on the other side, thwarting any attempt to push the door open. Pressing one shoulder against the door jam, he thrusts with all his might. Nothing moves. He tries again, heaving until sweat begins to drip from his brow, but still the door doesn’t shift. Taking his sleeve, he wipes some of the thick layer of grime from the top window, and peers into the gloomy interior. Looking down at the body, he can see now that a short wooden pole has been jammed from the edge of the door above the corpse down to a low step at the front of the lobby, wedging the door tightly in place. Cursing softly, he walks slowly along the outer wall, checking each window in sequence. Each is shut tight and barred. Returning to the main entrance, he happens to glance up, and sees that the window above the door is unbarred. Looking around, his eyes quickly light upon a steel dustbin lying on its side at the end of the platform. Rushing over to it, he hefts it into the air. Although it isn’t overly heavy, he is so weak through malnutrition that he reels backwards under the strain, then, catching himself just before he topples over the edge and onto the tracks, he leans forward and staggers towards the door. At the last moment, he throws the bin with all his might. It sails low through the air, hitting the bricks below the window before clattering back noisily in front of the door. Lowell looks around nervously, then grimaces, lifts it up again and tries a second time, with much the same results. His energy is fast depleting, but every time the bin strikes the ground with a terrible crash, terror drives him on. Finally, on the third attempt he strikes the window, a satisfying horizontal crack finally appearing as clear evidence of his success. Again and again, he launches the bin upward, until, with all of his strength nearly gone, it strikes decisively true and crashes clear through the window. Alarmed by the volume of noise he has made he wastes no time, and, lodging one foot against a railing, he helps himself onto the door handle with his other foot, reaches up to grip hold of the ledge above and pulls himself up and half into the building. Broken and almost spent, Lowell shuffles his body painfully forward, small shards of broken glass sticking into his torso with each movement. Straining, he shifts his weight again until, he reaches the counterpoint, and then he hangs in midair for a moment before tipping forward and plunging headfirst into the room. As he falls his foot catches briefly on the window frame toppling him over and then he is down, one arm striking painfully against the floor on his landing, the rest of his fall softened with a sickening squelch by the putrid body of the dead cop. 
*****
“In my entire life before the outbreak I never once saw a dead body in the flesh, or at least not a human one. I thought that I would have seen enough of them on TV though to be desensitized, but it turns out that that only really desensitizes you for watching TV, and not so much for the real deal. So much for the idea of TV warping the kids brains eh? The first one I saw was the old lady across the street. I’d watched from an upstairs window as she’d walked out of her house in a daze, looked all around in confusion and then just dropped down face first, never to rise again. For a long while I’d thought she’d got the virus, and maybe she had, but based on what I’ve seen since my money would be on a heart attack. Either way, that wasn’t the last body I saw that day, and for damned sure I’m desensitized now.” 
*****



 
Chapter Eleven 
Lowell rolls out of the rancid remains and lies wheezing and heaving on the wooden floor, clutching his arm tightly to still the pain. As the agony in his limb gradually diminishes, and his breathing returns to normal, he begins to laugh: a desperate, hysterical gurgling that catches him unawares as it rises unconsciously from his belly. For eighteen years, he had visited this station almost daily to commute to his former job as an executive at Advance Aerospace. Back then the slightest blemish on his smartly pressed suit would have sent him spiraling into a blind panic. Now here he is, wiping the slime of a dead policeman’s corpse from a ragged jacket, and his only concern is whether he has alerted a pack of rabid dogs to his whereabouts while breaking in. If only his fresh-laundered former self could see him now. 
Still chuckling, he clambers to his feet, wanders distractedly over to the back window and gazes out at the distant skyline of what remains of his former town. Many of the buildings that used to be are gone, razed to the ground by fire, often intentionally, in the blind panic and wanton vandalism that had spread swiftly after the downfall. Still others are crumbling slowly to an organic death, as materials gradually perish, and trees force themselves through roofs with an imperial, unstoppable resolve. In the distance, he can see the steeple of St Paul’s church marking the far end of his old neighborhood. He had been married there, in a simple ceremony markedly at odds with so much of his former flash, executive lifestyle. But Beth had insisted, two hometown childhood sweethearts getting married in the church they had both attended all their life. She had said it was romantic, he had readily agreed, even if he maintained inwardly that the location was beneath him. He remembers leaving the church that day, the long corridor of smiling faces, the rictus grin of his new father-in-law, the enthusiastic hollering of Carter and Dunne as they launch clouds of confetti into the air and into the faces of the happy couple; his joint best men the only two who know that same confetti is in fact made of shredded evidence from the latest environmental complaint against their company…  He stands staring into space for a long moment before his face suddenly darkens as other thoughts crowbar their way back in. The goofy, nostalgic smile that has stolen unbidden onto his face drops away as quickly, his mouth wavers briefly and then sets back into its familiar grim resolve. He clenches his fists hard, punches the wooden frame lightly and turns angrily from the window. 
Pacing away, he approaches the main door and quickly scans the surrounding area; still no sign of the dogs. Working quickly, he knocks the pole away from its position securing the door entrance. As soon as it’s off, he pulls open the door, rolls the cop’s body outside, slams the door fully closed and replaces the bar, driving it down tight with his heel, then tugs to test it is shut tight once again. Satisfied, he scans the room quickly. The main room is almost completely bare, save for a collection of faded timetables and two utilitarian steel benches screwed to one wall. The other wall is taken up with a row of ticketing booths, and a snack vending machine, the glass long since smashed and the contents removed. He approaches anyway - trying hard to keep his hopes in check - and then tentatively reaches in and feels around in the bottom of the machine – it’s empty. 
*****
“Adjusting mentally was difficult, and re-calibrating myself physically was just as tough. To adapt to a life of survivalism from a position of wealth and convenience is no mean feat. To begin with, as long as I was able to keep away from the dogs, feeding myself was as easy as processed pie. At first I gorged on the perishables in the houses and shops I visited on the road. When these went bad a few weeks in I switched to tinned food. For the first few years, this sustained me well. I had been living in a commune of twelve good people who had survived the downfall. Together we stockpiled a huge collection of cans, piled sky high in an abandoned merchants yard. Back then, it seemed as if there might have been a chance, some slim hope still remaining that we would be able to build something lasting from the wreckage. We had even sown crops: yams, tomatoes, eggplant, onion, raspberries and avocado. Whatever seeds we could find, all sown wildly without a clue as to proper care or techniques. The important thing was the dream itself, and I look back fondly on that short period of naïve delusion. In the end, of course the crops failed, none of us ever knew why; and perhaps if we did then things would have turned out differently. As it was, we were driven to travelling further and further on our scavenging runs. As our food supplies slowly dwindled, so did our numbers. Three I saw taken by the dogs, another three left on supply runs and never returned. We were down to the last few tins when one woman returned to camp with a concealed bite. Driven by the cold certainty of banishment, and perhaps delusional that she might somehow survive, she chose not to tell the rest of us. By chance, I had been out on a sortie and didn’t return until the dawn the next day. By then, two lay dead and bloated and the others were sprawled out, shivering and crying softly where they had fallen. Without a word, and keeping my distance, I just took the last of the food, and set out onto the road. Ever since, my life has been that of a lone nomad. Never settling, living meal to meal on the edge of starvation, and ghosting away at the first vague hint of any other being.” 
***** 
If there is one thing that Lowell possesses now though, it is an ability to survive against the odds. He forces himself slowly to his feet, and looks all around: only one place left. He approaches the door to the ticketing area and pulls it open. Sitting knees hunched together on the floor at the far end is another body. The remains of a conductor, half of his head slumped forward against his chest, and the remnants of the rest of him liberally arranged up the wall behind. Lowell can well imagine his final moments, fear and desperation no doubt clouding his judgment as the dogs hurled themselves at the hurriedly barricaded main door. He had taken the easy way out. Lowell initially feels only pity as he surveys the grizzly scene but then a shiver of delight runs up his back and just a moment later is smiling broadly, his eyes agleam. Lying next to the body the gun is laying where it had fallen and, beyond that, and piled neatly into one corner, are the entire contents of the vending machine. 



 
Chapter Twelve 
As he surveys the unexpected bounty in front of him, Lowell can scarcely believe his luck. The hoard of chocolate, chips and other snacks represents more food than he has eaten in the past month. It is all quite stale, and some way beyond safely edible, but he doesn’t care a bit. He sinks to his knees, crawls over and begins to gorge himself, ravenously tearing at packets and tipping the contents whole into his mouth. Some of the food here he hasn’t encountered at all in all his days on the road, and he almost cries as he comes across a stash of Reese’s peanut butter cups hidden toward the bottom of the pile. He eats three packets in a row without pause, a dementedly contented smile accompanying the chocolate smeared across his mouth. 
After a long while, and by now feeling quite unwell for all of his excess, some sense at last comes to him. He doesn’t know when, if ever, he will have such abundance again, and knows he must ration it carefully. Splitting the supplies down into their types, he takes a quick mental inventory. Even after his insatiable, stomach stretching gluttony, he is still left with twenty-six chocolate bars, thirty-two packs of chips, and thirty-eight packs of boiled sweets, gummy bears and other assorted sugary treats. Another eighteen packs of nuts haven’t kept well at all, and he puts these to one side with the other items no longer fit for human consumption. Looking around for something suitable to carry his cache, he comes across a door that he has overlooked, leading out into a small staff area. He quickly ransacks this room too, finding no more consumables, but adds to his collection a new rucksack, which he fills with all of the good food. In a locker he comes across a collection of unopened employee uniforms, and helps himself to a smart new conductor outfit, replete with shiny brass buttons that please him more than they rightly should, and stuffs another into the bag for luck. Visiting the main lobby again, he brings the rest of his supplies into the staff room, locks the door from the inside, and, after arranging the rest of the uniforms into a makeshift mattress lies down with a deeply satisfied sigh. It is only mid afternoon but he is fuller than he has been for a long time, has on the first set of new clothes he has owned in years, and soon finds himself drifting into a contented slumber. 
In the early morning, he wakes, sweating profusely from what had soon transformed into a tormented sleep, populated by bizarre, sugar-fueled nightmares. He had dreamt that he was back at work in the boardroom, pitching a new device, an incredibly high- pitched sonic wave that would destroy all of the dogs in the world by luring them to jump lemming-like into a deep, dark void plunging down into the earth. Try as he might, none of his colleagues could understand his plan, and merely stared, unspeaking and gradually shrinking into shriveled mummified corpses before his eyes. Backing out of the office-tomb, he fled to a vast, empty warehouse, and began to frantically assemble the weapon from a plethora of minute parts spread out on a workbench. Fingers shaking, sweating profusely, he worked furiously to complete the machine, and then, as the device neared completion, he heard a furious baying in the distance and a furious rolling tidal wave of dogs poured forth towards him from every entrance. Scrabbling desperately he strained to complete his work in time as the dogs surged ever nearer, until finally, with just one small pin left to fit into place, he slipped, and watched as it tumbled in slow motion into space. Grasping frantically, he came up empty-handed, raised his head just in time to see the snarling wave engulf him from all directions, then as he saw the head of the mighty alpha emerge from the crowd, jaws straining towards his throat, he awoke with a start and shaking with fear.
Struggling to his feet and staggering to the window, Lowell takes a deep draught from his canteen. His disturbed night has stripped him of the brief joie de vivre he had experienced the night before, and replaced it with customary dread. Outside, a thin drizzle now leaches from a leaden grey sky, obscuring all but the outer perimeter of Newmarket. Staring bitterly into the fog in the middle distance, he chews half-heartedly on a sullen breakfast of stale Onion Crunch chips that stick in his throat and set him furiously hacking and choking ‘til he is red in the face. Ten minutes later he readies his possessions, then spends a long time checking and rechecking that the coast is clear on all sides of the building. In truth, he is half hoping that he will see the dogs outside, so that he will have some excuse to stay where he is, if only for another day or two. To force himself to keep moving, he recites the list of requirements for his physical and mental survival over the winter; water, food, fuel, books. Of these he currently has one: food, and this hardly enough to last him even until the onset of the worst weather. He has to keep moving, and one significant new comfort to this end he now slips into his waistband in addition to his machete. The gun has five rounds left in the magazine. He has seen the dogs confronted by guns long ago, and at least then they had quickly learned to fear their retort. As he knocks the beam from its place securing the door, and eases himself outside, he has to hope that they have held on to that apprehension. As an afterthought, he reenters the station house, walks straight to the body in the ticket booth, and rifles through its pockets. His nose curls with disgust as he searches, but he quickly finds what he is looking for. Leaving once again, he locks the door, slips the key into his pocket, steps over the policeman’s body and sets off from the platform towards town. 
*****
“Early on I found a gun on the body of a man by the side of the road. Evidently the gun hadn’t helped him much, as it was clear that he had been on the losing side of a desperate fight for his life. He was covered in bites, including a deep wound to the throat that looked to be the fatal injury. Scattered around his corpse were dozens of spent bullet casings, but no dead dogs. Chances are that he was ambushed from out of the undergrowth, and had only had time for a desperate salvo as he was ripped to the ground. The gun was some big, assault rifle type thing, and I carried it around for several weeks trying to figure out how to use it. I never did though, figured it was jammed or something. I just ended up dumping it as dead weight when I got so weak that I could barely walk. I did go back for it later when I had got a bit of my strength back, and never could find it. Maybe that was for the best. Chances are if I could have found it - and got it working again - then I would have ended up using it on myself. One of those day would have come around, as they did so often, and I would get to thinking about that moment again - that day - and having a gun would have made it far too easy.”
*****



 
Chapter Thirteen 
As he follows the path around the side of the station and through the side gate, he finds himself slipping into autopilot. His feet carry him unconsciously in the direction of his former home, as his eyes mist over with happy remembrances of what once was. For this reason he doesn’t notice that the gate is rusting and hanging limply from one hinge. He fails to see the weed-filled cracks engulfing the pavement on Station Road, or the burnt-out car embedded in the front of the liquor store across the street. He would even have missed the multitude of human bones strewn across the street if he hadn’t caught a small pile with his outstep as he walked, sending them skittling across the street to clatter noisily against a store shutter. The unexpected sound jerks him immediately from his dangerous reverie, and he leaps impulsively into a shop doorway and stands stock still, eyes scanning nervously up and down the street. 
For the first time, he registers that he has reached the town’s Main Street, and gasps as he witnesses the scene of devastation. The last time he had seen the street had been during the first wave of the illness. He had been returning from a weeklong conference across the border that had been cut short after just three days due to the crackdown on public gatherings. It had been clear at the time that the situation was serious, but it had also seemed that it was gradually being brought under control. Returning on a near empty train to Newmarket, he found the shops shuttered and the streets almost completely uninhabited, but otherwise as pristine as usual. The only people he encountered were the paramedics, face masks strapped tight, who made the rounds of the houses of the infected, dropping medicines through the letter box before quickly returning to the safety of their vehicles. He attempted to engage one in conversation, and was shocked as the paramedic dropped the package he was carrying without delivering it and sprinted away from him, screaming for him to return to his home and stay inside. That had been his last memory of the street, and he is shocked at the complete annihilation now evident. He expected to find the shops looted, as indeed they have been, but was unable to comprehend the scale of gratuitous destruction that is now laid out before him, and struggles to imagine which of the residents of this sleepily affluent provincial town would have engaged in such wanton devastation. Main Street had once been the picturesque artery that separated the four distinct quarters of downtown Newmarket. Its combination of artisanal shops and independent retailers housed in smart pre-war brick buildings had attracted a core commuting class to the town, leading it to blossom into the community of discreet prosperity he once knew. 
Now, the street lies in ruins. Every unprotected window has been staved in, and unwanted merchandise lies discarded in all directions. Graffiti covers many of the walls, broadcasting messages of doom and declaring the end of days; a point amply emphasized by the skeletal remains dotted all along the avenue. Here and there stores have been set ablaze, and now remain only as burnt out shells. One such place is a small pet store that stood at the corner of 3rd and Main. Even amidst all of this chaos, it stands out as a recipient of a special level of furious obliteration. Its sign has been ripped off and discarded several meters away, smashed into pieces. All of the stock has been removed, piled high and burnt separately in a pyre before the shop itself has been razed. Outside of the shop, strung up on a curved iron lamppost, hang the remains of a body - a skeleton now - with a large notice board suspended on a rope around its neck. He cannot make out what is written on the sign from where he stands, but he recognizes the body from the distinctive green pinstripe suit it has on, now ragged and faded almost to white, as Frank, the elderly owner of the store. Lowell had not known him well, but had been aware that he was seen as a harmless sort, if somewhat senile and cantankerous, and can’t imagine what could possibly have earned him such a barbaric death. Transfixed, he edges away from the refuge of the doorway and drifts over, straining to read the lettering on the notice. As he gets closer, he can see that the man’s arms end in two bony stumps where his hands have been cut off at the wrists, the hands have been tied on separately with wire and one still accompanies the board around his neck. On the sign, in large, uneven black lettering are the words the hands that fed them. Lowell stands staring at the hanging figure for some time, trying to understand the rage that could lead people to mete out such brutality on an innocent old man. Staggering away, he shakes his head hard as if he is trying to physically work the image out of his brain. The further he ventures into the town, the more disturbed he becomes, and the more that he begins to question his decision to return in the first place. Looking up toward the far end of the street, he sets his sights on the church standing tall in the distance. He can’t see any damage to the structure from where he stands, and reasons that if he could gain access then the bell tower will grant him both the sanctuary he now seeks, as well as a birds eye view across what remains of the town. 
Tracking up the road toward the church, he surveys the rest of the damage with a heavy heart. It is much the same all of the way up, with the exception of the northwest quarter. Here, one of the fires has spread out of control and gutted almost every building. Very few are still standing, affording him a line of sight all the way out to the residential area on that side. From what he can see, the damage wrought there is substantial too, but it seems that Main Street has taken by far the brunt of the devastation. He considers taking a detour across the burnt quadrant to check out the situation a little more closely, but decides that it would be best to scope it out from the high vantage point of the church before rushing in to any new areas. As he walks, his mind goes back over the desolation he has seen. Something isn’t quite adding up, and after a moment he puts his finger on it. Much of the debris that has been looted and cast aside in the street looks old, and well weathered, but not all of it. He pauses as he comes level with a clothing store on the other side of the street. Hurrying over, he inspects some children’s t-shirts that have been left on the sidewalk. Picking one up, he inspects it carefully. It is a bright purple color, and as he turns it inside out and compares the pigment within to that on the surface, he notes that it is nearly identical. Although it was a bit dirty, it was obvious that there is no way that it has been lying there for more than a few days at the most. Has someone been through the store recently? All of a sudden Lowell feels extremely exposed out in the open. He doesn’t know if anyone is out there, but the terrible image of the storeowner swinging gently from the lamppost is imprinted on his mind, setting his gnarled and heavily calloused hands to shaking violently. He hurries on towards the church, eyes darting from window to window. As he goes, he tries hard to force himself to be rational, and tell himself that it could just as easily have been dogs picking through the empty store. For some reason that doesn’t put him at ease in the slightest.



 
Chapter Fourteen 
Lowell stares glumly out toward the town from his vantage point high up in the bell tower. Gaining access had been easy enough, he had just jimmied loose one of the boards, reached in and popped the latch, repairing the damage as well as he could once he was inside. Making it in to the main church hadn’t proved quite as simple though. The main doors were enormous - made of solid oak - and the side door was equally immovable. The only way in that he could think off was either through the stained glass windows at the front – which he had ruled out as unreachable from the ground even if he had managed to break them – or through the roof. He had considered the problem for some time, and at one stage even fixed a rope from the side of the tower with a mind to abseiling down to the roof, before he had noticed the discreet, unlocked inner door, leading straight in from the bottom of the stairwell. Once inside, he had found evidence that a number of people had at one time sought refuge here, and although there was no food to be found, he now had quite a collection of dusty and mouse-infested sleeping bags to choose from. The building looked to have been completely untouched by the mob, but whether this was through some collective sense of piety or merely the sense that there was little worth looting he didn’t know. He had never been a particularly religious man, attending service on special occasions for appearance sake but otherwise barely considering theological questions at all. Now he finds himself conflicted. On the one hand, the idea of some invisible other looking over him and watching his back holds obvious appeal in the desperate situation in which he now finds himself, but on the other, he can’t help but wonder what sort of a god would offer him salvation only to force him to watch a young boy torn apart by a pack of savage animals. In the end, he decides that his head isn’t in the right place for these kinds of questions, and settles for the compromise of not believing in God for the most part, but taking out his anger on Him whenever he found himself in one of his regular spells of intense loneliness and depression. One happy consequence of this spiritual viewpoint being that he now finds himself in possession of an almost inexhaustible supply of fuel for his fires courtesy of the assorted bibles, hymnbooks and prayer sheets he found in the side rooms off of the nave – a small pile of which are now merrily burning away in a corner of the rooftop. The other significant upshot is a considerable stockpile of consecrated wine – somehow overlooked by the mob - which consoles him greatly now as he scans the surrounding area from up high. 
After his first fill of pious consolation, he finds himself gripped by a flood of generous spirits quite unlike anything he has felt for a long time. A surge of optimism comes to him that companionship is waiting for him somewhere out there in Newmarket, and that he will find it, whatever it might take. These feelings last until some way into the bottle, by which point he has begun to feel, if anything, dangerously over-consoled. The wine has granted him a heady combination of anger blended with a hazardous, alcohol-fueled overconfidence, and so this is by far the worst time he could have spotted one of his foes, but as he leans unsteadily over the edge of the tower he sees the unmistakable shape of a lone dog weaving its way along the street far below him. Blinking to clear his vision and swaying slightly he stares vacantly at the creature, and then a violent fury rises up in his gut unchecked, and before he knows what is was doing, he has his gun in his hand and is rushing headlong down the steps toward the street. 
Reaching the exit, he clumsily unbolts the door and stumbles out towards the street. As he strides forward, he fumbles with the locking mechanism of his weapon, eventually managing to slide it free as he reaches the corner of the church and peers blurrily around the sidewall. The dog is twenty meters ahead of him standing on the corner of the road opposite with its back to him. It is noisily rooting through a pile of garbage, occasionally pausing to choke down some rotting morsel before continuing to poke around for anything else remotely edible. His breath quickens now and, struggling to keep down a series of bilious, acidic hiccoughs that risk giving him away, he steps out onto the street. Out in the open, the courage he had felt in the safety of the bell tower begins to diminish rapidly, but still the haze of alcohol-fueled anger drives him on. Picking his way unsteadily towards his target, he keeps his gaze fixed on the dog, gradually flanking round to its side as he goes. With ten meters left to go, the dog still hasn’t moved or looked up, as the noise of its scavenging drowns out that of Lowell’s clumsy footsteps until it is too late. He raises his gun, sighting through a haze, and aims it unsurely at the dog’s head, the barrel wavering unsteadily from side to side as he does so, then breaths deeply to hold his sight steady and squeezes the trigger. 
*****
Lowell isn’t able to make it out through the alcoholic fug that has muddled his mind, but the dog is one of the lowly ranked Labradors from the very same pack he had so recently encountered. As he approaches, she is completely engrossed in the half-rotted body of a large rat, which has become stuck and subsequently expired whilst doing some scavenging of its own. She is overjoyed at her find, so rare is it that she gets to have a meal to herself without ceding a share to her alpha, and chokes it down hurriedly, pausing halfway to regurgitate a morsel that won’t stay down and then quickly consume it once again. As soon as the meal is finished she allows herself a moment of contented respite - whilst busily extracting every last scrap from her teeth and reaching her long tongue out to remove any incriminating evidence from around her mouth. As she licks herself clean, she gradually becomes aware of the noise of someone approaching behind her. Expecting to find one of her pack, she spends a few seconds longer with her back turned, making sure every hint of her meal is gone before guiltily turning around, only to come face to face with Lowell, his gun pointed directly at her head. As soon as she sees him a red mist descends in front of her eyes. It is like an inner switch has been pressed that swept away all of her distracted thoughts of a moment earlier and fixes her mind solely on the destruction of the hated creature before her. Her instincts kick in a split second later, and with bared teeth and a savage snarl she leaps forward to strike. 
*****
As the dog rushes forward, Lowell stands stock still, staring uncertainly at the gun with a bemused expression on his face, then, as he realizes his mistake, he stumbles back, horrified, in the face of the onrushing beast. Survival instincts and a sudden rush of adrenaline combine to sharpen his mind and reactions, and his body works on its own to force him to cock the pistol that he had failed to load in his ill considered quest for revenge. As he lifts the gun once more, the dog hurtles through the air, crashing into the weapon and barreling forward to knock him off his feet. As he hits the ground hard the gun flies out of his hand and slides along the pavement, coming to rest well out of his reach. As he falls backwards, he manages to twist in the air, throwing the dog forward with its own momentum. She lands hard on her side, scrabbling for purchase for a second before forcing herself to her feet and charging towards him once more. Still on the ground, he swivels round desperately to face the dog. She comes to a halt a few feet in front of him, and stands still, appraising him, growling ferociously, her eyes fixed on Lowell’s jugular and her head weaving from side to side as she looks for the perfect moment to attack. He is in luck. Had it been the scarred leader of the pack in front of him then he would likely already have been mauled. As it is, the dog he now faces has spent so long in a lowly position in the pack hierarchy that it is momentarily stalled by an uncertainty as to how to attack without its allies. Sensing his enemy’s indecision, Lowell uses this momentary respite to his advantage, and begins to crawl to where the gun lies at the side of the road. Seeing this, the dog lets out a furious growl and leaps onto Lowell, pushing him away from the weapon and onto his back. Standing over him, she rages like she is possessed, snarling and snapping in all directions. Struggling desperately to free himself, he manages to catch one hand beneath each of her haunches and then strains frantically to hold her aloft as her jaws repeatedly close within inches of his face. He struggles to hold her clear, fighting wildly as the last of his strength gradually saps away. In desperation, he manages to force his feet up until they are wedged tight against the dog’s belly and with one last force of will he pushes as hard as he can, sending the animal sailing away to land stunned on the asphalt. She stays there gasping with effort for a moment before rising again, pressing off nimbly against the ground and then hurling her body forward for another attack. This time though, Lowell is ready, and as the dog springs upwards he waits for her to come onto him and then rolls to one side to reveal her belly and then launch forward, pulling his machete free from his belt and punching it home hard into her soft underside in one swift moment. The dog lets out a desperate yelp and drops backwards, the machete still protruding from between her ribs. Landing on her back, she lies still for a second and then twists round slowly, attempting to rise, her legs kicking and scrabbling for purchase. Her knees buckle under her, she drops down, and as she falls the machete handle came into contact with the ground and presses itself deeper into her wound. As the dog feels the long blade reaching up into her guts she lets out a long drawn out keening, made tremulous by the deep, difficult breaths now wracking her body, and returns to her supine position. Laying still, her head tilts slowly to one side, and her big, watery brown eyes lock on to his. In defeat, she is instantly transformed. There is no malice within her any more, but rather what appears to be an immense sadness, and Lowell feels for his part an unaccountably deep melancholy at the slow painful passing of his foe. Tentatively he crawls forward then reaches out one hand and placed it on to the wiry fur of her rear haunch and gently strokes her leg. He sits with her then for several minutes, his rage now thoroughly spent, their eyes locked together as her blood pools out beneath her and she grows ever weaker until, with a last shudder and a final beseeching whine, she slips quietly away. 



 
Chapter Fifteen 
As soon as the dog is lying completely still, Lowell pulls the machete free from her belly, regards the bloody blade sadly for a moment, then shrugs despondently, wipes it clean on her back, and slides it securely back in place in his belt. Retrieving the gun, then clambering to his feet, he glances nervously up the street in both directions and then hurries as fast as possible back towards the safety of the church. Once inside, he rushes to the top of the bell tower, and peers over the edge of the wall to where the body of the dog lies far below. Some time later, he sees what he has been waiting for. From around the corner at the far end of the street stalks the alpha, head held imperiously high, the remaining five of his pack following closely behind. As they approach, the alpha presses his nose to the ground and breathes deeply. Quickly picking up on the scent of their fallen companion, he lifts his head high once again and barks softly. He waits a moment for an answering call and then, hearing nothing in response, continues to stalk down the street in the direction she had travelled, the others following his lead. As soon as they spot the corpse of their pack mate, they set into a run. The leader approaches first, briefly nudging the prone form with his nose, walking quickly around the body before stalking away, nostrils fixed to the ground and sniffing deeply in all directions. The Bernese, Shi Tzu and his two pups take to his shadow at once, pacing close to his tail and bristling as the multitude of odors vividly recount the story of their companion’s demise. Only the other of the lowly ranked Labradors hangs back. When the others have each paid their respects, she approaches the corpse tentatively, inhales deeply, and then moves to the head, nudging it repeatedly with her nose and licking the muzzle gently. Receiving no response, she throws her head back, lets out a long, mournful howl, and lies down next to the body, resting her head tenderly on the neck of her dead sister. As the soulful, melancholic melody of her mourning fills the air, the other dogs quickly pick up on Lowell’s scent, and begin to follow their unerring noses all of the way across the road to the church door. They worry the door for a while and then, as the alpha lies in front of the entrance, the others sniff all around the perimeter searching for some way in. Finding none, they return to the alpha and lay down to wait. 
As Lowell watches anxiously from his roost, he thinks back to the first days of the outbreak. To begin with he had barely noticed what was happening, his position at the top of a major defense company having granted him a healthy disdain for issues that disproportionately affected the young, old or underprivileged who initially made up the majority of the casualties. It was only when the numbers of absentees on the factory floor began to skyrocket and to have a knock-on effect on production that he had started to realize that the epidemic might be a bit more serious than he had first thought. Soon, the curfews were put in place, and he was forced to return home to the deserted streets of Newmarket. Trapped in his home he was barely aware of the soaring body count, so focused was he on the terrible sight of the markets tumbling into free-fall. The global death toll from that initial wave had been terrible, but at around the million mark had finally begun to tail off, prompting a wave of online memes in bad taste at the expense of those predictors of apocalypse and hyperbolic prophets of doom that had consumed the internet. 
Then, just as governments began to relax their curfews, and it seemed that this outbreak would join the ranks of swine flu, avian flu, Ebola and all of the other pretenders to the apocalypse, something changed. The virus mutated. Twice. First, it passed to dogs; owners everywhere began reporting that erratic behavior and a general lethargy had possessed their pets. This continued for around a week. Just enough time had elapsed that nobody linked this strange new phenomenon to the epidemic that had so recently passed. Weeks went by, with drugs companies working around the clock to find a cure for this inexplicable canine malady, and then, suddenly, as quickly as it had begun, it seemed to end. The dogs’ sluggishness went away as quickly as it had appeared; an instantaneous, miracle cure that left the experts scratching their heads now, just as they had since the start of this curious outbreak. The news flew around the world, greeted everywhere by a collective sigh of relief, and a feeling that things would at last return to normality. And then, the very next day, they turned. 
It is often remarked as to how curious it is that the domestication of dogs happened all over the earth within such a very short space of time. After millennia of living as separate, often opposing species, diverse groups of people the world over suddenly decided at much the same instant to adopt dogs as their closest companions. What is notable about this is that when this story is told, it is nearly always the dogs that are domesticated, the humans taking the lead in the relationship. If the events of the downfall are any indication, then that story may have to be reconsidered. 
All of a sudden, it was as if an evolutionary rewind switch had been flicked; and they were no longer those same submissive creatures that slunk into the warmth of our campfires, bellies low to the ground and tails tucked between their legs. Now they were a much older beast: one that had prowled at the periphery and lurked in the shadows of those same fires, ever vigilant for an opportunity presented by an infant toddling carelessly out of the safety of the light, or a lone, weary hunter stumbling home in the low light of dusk. They had been suspicious of these new intelligent creatures that hunted with sticks and stones, thoroughly resented the fact that they had usurped their place as the top social hunters, and were quick to demonstrate their natural superiority in unarmed combat whenever possible. It was these wild animals that millions of people woke to find in their homes that terrible morning. Whatever the breed, however docile their erstwhile temperament, they hurled themselves unexpectedly and savagely at their masters, inflicting death and injury on scores, before escaping whenever possible, escaping to seek the bond of a pack in which to continue their hunt. Many of those that went off to sleep in the same bed as their dogs the night before never woke at all that day, and many of those that did survive found themselves stumbling physically and emotionally bloodied from their doors into a world that had been flipped on its axis. 
Those that were bitten soon found themselves gripped by the very same symptoms that had characterized the original epidemic; it would begin with a powerful headache, and vision interrupted by blinding, intense flashes of light. This would be accompanied by a clear lack of coordination, as the internal lightshow confused the victim’s ability to move fluently or think clearly. These symptoms would continue to worsen for a spell, in most cases lasting up to around fifteen minutes when a visible swelling would begin to affect the face and outer extremities, continuing to balloon outwards at an incredible rate until blood vessels began to burst with an agonizing, often audible popping. By this stage the victims found that walking was quite impossible, and very quickly the streets and homes were filled with scores of wailing, inflated casualties. Those dogs that had escaped roamed freely amongst them, rapidly increasing their taste for human flesh, unchallenged by none but the most foolhardy and by those already bitten who had seen their impending fate and had decided to go down fighting. 
Of those that had not been bitten, the vast majority discovered too late that the inflicted were now ultra-infectious, and died as a result of their attempts to repair their savage wounds. So it was that the survivors that day were overwhelmingly made up of a combination of the cowardly and the unsympathetic; those who had locked their doors and hidden, or watched either appalled or indifferent from their windows as their neighbors and acquaintances screamed desperately for salvation from the streets outside. 
One of those who watched, horrified, with his face pressed to the window that day was Lowell. His initial apathy was a result of his fixation on the bottom line: a characteristic that had given him a certain detachment from those issues that affected the majority of his fellow humans, as well as an entitled expectancy that others would clear up crises on his behalf; if a fire were to break out at one of his company’s factories he would be sure to initiate a cost-benefit analysis of the need for updated sprinkler systems in the others just as soon as was financially viable. And so his failure to act that day was not because he was in any way uncaring, but rather because he was in every way spineless – although he might prefer the term practical - and although he grabbed a fire poker and several kitchen knives and rushed to the door as if to fight he discovered that he could not force himself to open it, and so instead he sank to the floor, he placed his hands over his ears and he did his best to ignore the incessant wailing, and to pretend not to see those who reached their arms out towards him with the last of their rapidly fading strength. 



 
Chapter Sixteen 
Looking down from the bell tower, Lowell tries hard to still the anger percolating inside, and to instead focus his mind on finding a way to leave the church without drawing the dog’s attention. They had lain for two hours in front of the door before seemingly getting bored and leaving, and if he had not had such a good line of sight, then he might possibly have believed they were gone. As it were, he had watched from his high vantage point as they went to the other side of the street and disappeared straight into a looted convenience store within sight of the church. Occasionally he glimpses one of them pacing inside, but mostly all is still. He has dealt with the dogs for long enough to know that they are staking him out, but a big part of the reason he is still alive after all these years is that he has picked up a few tricks along the way to get himself out of just this kind of situation. 
Gazing far up the street, he set his sights on his old house. His most recent burst of nostalgia has given him a deep yearning to return home. He longs to revisit his former life: to dress in his own clothes, sleep in his own bed, and pretend just for a while that none of this terror had ever come to pass. He knows that to get that opportunity to make-believe, he will first need to get out of the tower, and so he takes one last long look at the building containing the dogs, and then turns away, tiptoes down to the bottom of the stairs and into the main church building and quickly gathers his few possessions together. Pausing momentarily, he gazes longingly at the stash of consecrated wine, wondering briefly if he can fit a few in if he jettisons some of his food. Frowning, he reaches out to grab a bottle, tucks it into his belt, and then digs into his pocket until he finds a spool of string and sets off back up the stairs. 
He knows he has to move quickly; the sun is setting, and if he is going to stand a chance of reaching his house at all, he will have to ensure that he can make it before nightfall. At the top of the stairs, he walks out to the wall overlooking the street and places the bottle of the wine on the edge. His tongue poking out of the corner of his mouth, he concentrates on making each movement as deliberate and measured as possible, carefully ties the string around the neck of the bottle, then gradually lets it play out as he walks back down again. Reaching the bottom, he hooks the string once around the handrail and then carefully ties off the other end to the bottom of the banisters, checking it is as taut as can be without disturbing the bottle. This done, he opens the inner door, breathing deeply to calm his nerves and still his thoughts, and moves to the outer exit. As he peeks outside, he is just able to make out the doorway of the shop that the dogs have taken refuge in. All looks still. Now he just has to hope that they are still inside, and that they are still watching him. Summoning all of his courage, he pushes open the outer door, and gazes anxiously towards the store on the far side of the street. For a minute he stands there waiting, with no sign of the dogs whatsoever. Before long he begins to sweat, perspiration dripping down his forehead as he weighs up the chances that the dogs have slipped out while he was engaged in preparation. With each passing minute he becomes more and more anxious that the dogs will appear around the wall closest to him and attack before he can make a move to defend himself. Eventually he slips his machete out of his belt and taps it against the rusty rail that runs along the path to the church door – producing a clear and high note that rings through the otherwise silent town - and then grips hold of the door handle, ready to leap inside at the first sign of the dogs. He lets the sound fade away, waits, and then knocks again even louder than the first time. Still nothing. Then, suddenly, he hears a warning bark from inside the store, and a second later the alpha appears at the doorway, bristling instantly at the sight of Lowell. Scrabbling for purchase in his haste, he set off, dust flying. The other dogs in the pack emerge a moment later and follow close to his tail with a cacophony of excited barking. On the other side of the street Lowell waits, taunting them by staring back unmoving with a false mask of defiance until they are halfway across the street, and then he ducks quickly back inside the church. 
A moment later the alpha bursts through the church doorway with the other dogs barreling in after him a split second later. From his hiding place Lowell watches carefully through a crack, holding his breath and gripping his hands together tightly, half in prayer and half to stop them from shaking as he sees the alpha looking around slowly and carefully appraising the new environment. Lowell’s plan relies on the dogs remaining in chase mode, and he can little afford them taking the time to sniff him out. As the leader snuffles cautiously around the lobby, the Shih Tzu heads straight towards the stairs. Lifting one leg, he steps over the string that stretches across the bottom riser, and goes to continue upwards. Seeing that the dog has missed the tripwire Lowell draws his breath in sharply in annoyance and the little dog’s head whips around towards the sound, it turns at once and trots straight back down. As it does so, its back leg catches on the line, pulling the string with it and dislodging the bottle balancing on the wall at the top of the tower. A second later, the sound of the glass smashing on the flagstones carried crisply down to the dogs waiting below, and immediately the pack turn as one and set off charging at full speed up the stairs, bowling the Shih Tzu over as they go. The alpha races to overtake them, desperate to ensure that his place at the top of the hierarchy will be respected in the kill. The smallest dog hurries behind, feet pattering desperately to keep up, the sound of a moment before instantly forgotten. A few meters away, Lowell waits a moment more for them to get out of sight, then slips open the side door as quietly as possible, tiptoes out of the front door, and sprints down the side of the church and away. 
Panting hard, and doubled over with stitch, Lowell stares anxiously back down the street. He isn’t used to running for any real distance, his survival up to this point having relied more on stealth and cunning than any particular physical proficiency. He is a good distance from the church – he had started to run the second he left the door and had not stopped for at least five minutes - but he knows only too well how much faster the dogs will travel. He guesses that they will pick up on his trail pretty quickly, and is surprised that he hasn’t seen them already. As he runs, he curses himself for not shutting the outer door as he left the church, but panic had taken over, concentrating all of his thoughts towards escape. 
Standing up straight, and inching out of the doorway he is hiding in, he fingers the gun nervously. Six bullets for six dogs. It doesn’t strike him as good odds, especially as it will be reliant on him being able to accurately pick off at least a couple from a distance, then reload instantly and quick draw all those remaining from close range. He curses himself for not taking more of the ample opportunities to learn about weapons and marksmanship that had come his way in his working days. With all the gun nuts that worked at that place, the fact that it was him that had survived strikes Lowell as faintly preposterous, he can so easily imagine that many of those same amateur Rambo’s had gone out in a blaze of glory that had never seemed at all likely to be his fate until now. 
He finds himself picturing the small, shrew like animal that survived the age of the dinosaurs, and the last great ice age, to continue the mammalian line against the odds. Like him, its trick was in hiding away, and in doing so it had outlasted countless other larger and more ferocious creatures in its family tree. That thought at least gives him some solace, that through his cowardice he might be the savior of humankind, or at least it does until he considers that even with the best will in the world he might not be able to manage the feat entirely on his own. A moment later he spots a movement in the distance, swiftly crystalizing into the familiar shape of the dogs, noses pressed to the ground, bearing down quickly on his position, and he reflects that the other advantage the shrew undoubtedly possessed over him was that it was unlikely to be distracted by absurd reveries in the midst of a desperate bid for safety from a pack of ferocious hounds hell bent on its blood. In a panic, he considers his situation. It is far too late to make a break for it, and they will be sure to discover him if he stays where he is. Praying deeply to the god that he had so recently dismissed, as well as any others that might fancy helping him out – he isn’t picky - he tries the handle of the door behind him. 



 
Chapter Seventeen 
With a deeply satisfying click the handle drops and the door swings open a fraction of the way, sending a flood of relief coursing through his body. He pushes forward, wincing as the well-rusted hinges let out a painful, high pitched screech, and jumps inside. Through the door, he is immediately assaulted by a wave of musty, stale air. Scoping quickly from left to right, he can see that he is in some kind of shop. Rows of steel racking extend forward from his position to the depths of the room and a dimly visible counter at the far end. Several of the shelving units have been knocked to the floor but most are still standing. Boxes of merchandise and small bottles are spread along the shelves and arranged liberally across the carpet, covered in a thick layer of dust that obscures their contents from view. The counter end of the shop is mostly invisible to him due to an impenetrable gloom created by a cloud of disturbed dust and a loose framework of planks that have been nailed across the front window. Seeing no immediate danger within, he dismisses thoughts of further exploration for the time being and drops to his knees in front of the entrance, pressing one eye to the crack running along the edge of the door to watch for the dogs beyond. 
Within a minute he hears the rhythmic pattering of the dogs approaching outside. Peering through the door, he is relieved to see one of the dogs moving steadily along the pavement across the other side of the street, and is comforted at least to reason that they must not have spotted him hiding in the doorway. He watches as the dog over the road slowly shuffles along, nose pressed to the ground, inhaling deeply. After a moment, it snorts its way towards a pile of garbage and assorted detritus, and with a quick glance over its shoulder at the other dogs, begins snuffling there instead, all of the concentration that had been fixed on picking up Lowell’s trail having been instantly transferred to the powerful impulses that the interesting and mixed smells of the trash inspire. A few seconds later the alpha appears, stalking in his typically domineering style squarely down the center of the road, scarred snout alternating between directing his path on the road and then lifting high up to sniff the air. Every few paces, he stops and casts a possessive eye over the rest of his troupe before lowering his head and continuing on his way. As he draws level with Lowell’s location he stops abruptly, and keeps his nose pressed to the ground for a fraction longer than before. Gradually but inexorably he follows the smell he has picked up, adjusting his course until he is facing straight in Lowell’s direction, and begins to slowly inch closer, constantly correcting his bearing whenever the strength of the scent lessens even slightly. From his position behind the door, Lowell holds his breath as he watches the alpha draw closer and closer towards him. His brain races rapidly through the options available to him, searching for some way to throw the dog off of its trail. It is too late to move further into the shop without making a noise that will surely alert the leader to his presence, and as no other plans spring to mind, he settles for remaining in place, concentrating instead on stilling the terrified shaking that convulse his body. The alpha has closed to within a few feet of the door when a sudden commotion arises across the street. One of the other dogs has disturbed a rat lurking in the rubbish, sending it tearing away to seek refuge further up the street. Immediately the dog sets off in hot pursuit barking savagely. Within a split second, the overwhelming urge to chase has consumed the other dogs lagging behind, and they set off as one, surging after the rodent and out of sight. The alpha watches them go for a second, seemingly torn between asserting his dominance and pursuing the trail, and then shoots off at high speed after them, issuing a piqued and irritable barking as he goes. Behind the door, Lowell lets a long-held breath drain free, wipes the sweat from his brow, and stands up to investigate his surroundings. 
Squinting hard as he tries to make out details in the murky interior of the shop, Lowell picks his way carefully forward through the piles of discarded merchandise littering the floor. Stopping at random, he picks a small box from a shelf and wipes away the thick layer of dust that obscures the top to reveal a black label advertising an upmarket men’s cologne. Lowell sighs and replaces the box on the ledge - at least that explains why this shop shows signs of only the most half-hearted looting. Continuing to the back of the room, he checks behind the counter for any of the staff’s personal effects, and then in a small store room that leads off the back of the store, and in both places he comes up empty. Returning to the front, he kneels down at the window, wipes a small square of grime away from the corner of the pane and settles down to watch for the dogs’ return. 
Some three hours later he can still be found in the same position. There has been no sign of the dogs, and he had continued to stare out until the sun had set, darkness had spread across the street, and his teeth had begun to chatter ceaselessly from the cold. Only then does he feel for his bag in the darkness, retrieve his blanket and sink down to the floor to sleep where he falls. 
In the morning, Lowell wakes with a start at first light and instantly resumes his vigil. He is unsure of how to play his position. After breakfasting he takes stock of his remaining small supply of water – one small plastic bottle with a dribble at the bottom, and a canteen half-full - and calculates that he has at best a twenty-four hour supply remaining, and whilst he is sure that there will be more clean-ish water to be found within the town, he has no way of knowing how far away the dogs will be by now, or if they are even still searching for him at all. At length he resigns himself to remaining for at least a further day before heading out, and settles in to wait. 
Before the outbreak, he had been the sort of person who was incapable of spending any amount of time without a distraction of some kind, be it work, TV, golf, golf on TV or as often as not glued to his computer screen watching for the slightest movements in the share price of his companies stock, and jumping on his telephone to berate those responsible as soon as there was the first sign of any activity that would upset the value of his personal portfolio. During the last few years however, he has developed the ability to sit and wait to an intense, almost Zen Master like state of meditation. Perhaps above all else this is the secret to his continued survival. He had come to learn very quickly that boredom is a construct of man, and a luxury that he and all of the other beasts engaged in the Darwinian fight for survival can ill afford. His days are spent doing his utmost to acquire those items necessary to the continuation of life, and when he has exhausted his ability to achieve that aim on any given day, he will eat, sleep or merely sit down and conserve his energy by doing nothing but living, or rather, not living so much as staying alive. 
He repeats that pattern now, seeing out the rest of the day and the next morning in a state of minimal consciousness before gathering his possessions together once more and then steeling himself to leave in search of food. Once prepared, he stands at the window for a final few moments, checking and rechecking in all directions, before heading to the door. There he eases back the bolt, depresses the handle and pulls the door open, screwing his face as the hinges let out another long painful whine. Shuffling forward to where he can see to the end of the street in both directions, he hesitates, and looks for the slightest movement: all is deathly quiet. After the third attempt to gather his courage he steps out into the street and immediately scuttles around to the alleyway at the rear of the shop that runs perpendicular to the main road. There he pauses for a moment, to get his bearings. By his calculation, he is about three blocks away from his old house, on Elizabeth Street, but to get there he will have to cross Main Street, and that is something he decides that he would rather avoid for as long as possible. Removing and cocking his gun, he holds it uncertainly at his side as he continues up the alleyway, ducking behind any obstacle at the slightest uncertain sound. In this way, he makes slow progress, stopping at each point where the alleyway leads back up to Main Street and occasionally sneaking up to check for any sign of the dogs. At length he makes it to the intersection of Elizabeth and Main. 
All of the way here he has been mentally running through a multitude of checks and precautions that he should adhere to before crossing Main Street, but at the sight of the first street sign for his old road these drift instantaneously from his mind. At the sight of the familiar, the dangerous nostalgia has returned to him at once, transforming him from a fine-tuned creature of instinct and survival into one of emotion and reflective sentiment. Without any caution whatsoever, he finds himself drifting away from the entrance to the alleyway and striding ever more misty-eyed down the center of the road towards his old neighborhood. The closer he gets, the more of the buildings he recognizes, and he finds himself running through a list of former residents as he goes; the Adams, the Renwicks, the Harpers, old Ma and Junior Braithwaite; their former windows still adorned with the various liberal political posters he had once so despised. Although there is peeled paint, wildlife encroachment, broken windows and other minor vandalism, the street seems to have avoided the wide-scale destruction and looting that has befallen the town center. He is so lost in reveries about the way things once were that he does not notice what slight damage there is, but rather stumbles along, a broad smile on his face, emitting small noises of nostalgic appreciation as he goes. A short while later he comes to with a start, and finds himself standing directly in front of his old house: no 26 Elizabeth Street. At once a new and far more painful flood of memories envelope him, a combination of happy times experienced while living there and the terrible events that forced him away, and he realizes how difficult it will be to undergo the homecoming that awaits him now. 



 
Chapter Eighteen 
The house is a handsome detached four bedroom built in the classic Victorian style, it is larger and stands alone with more space than the other houses surrounding it, and is also set back further from the street. Privet hedges further maintain the privacy, and line a garden that had once been a neat arrangement of hardy perennials maintained by a company staffed by a succession of anonymous minimum wagers, but has now been thoroughly consumed by nature. The gate hangs open on one hinge, and he steps quickly through and picks his way down the path, squeezing through two ornamental bushes that formerly flanked the path on either side but now almost meet in the middle. As he approaches the front door, Lowell instinctively thrusts his right hand into his trouser pocket for the key, feels into his left pocket and then pats both in consternation until he finally comes too and realized he had lost his key and all of his other possessions many years ago. He can see by the rough hole that has been struck just above the doorknob that he won’t need one anyway. For a moment he is mildly irritated by the damage that someone has done to his property, and then he remembers just how many houses he has broken into over the last few years without any thought for the former owners. With a rueful smile he reflects that the whole concept of property is pretty much done for given the whole downfall of society and everything. Not for the first time, he catches himself mid thought and realizes that he has been standing in front of his door for several minutes. Cursing himself for his lack of caution, he bends down and peers into the hallway, searching for any evidence of intruders. Seeing nothing obviously amiss, he reaches in and gropes around for a moment before he finds the latch, flicks it open and steps into the house. 
Inside, he is confronted by a state of disarray that had not been evident from the outside. It is clear that the entire house has been ransacked, many of his former possessions lay scattered across the hallway, intermingled with a profusion of waste, broken glass, and filth dragged in from outside. Water drips steadily from a gaping hole in the ceiling, steadily infusing the whole with the deep fungal odor of rampant damp, and even as he watches a chunk of plaster breaks free and drops with a dull thud onto the sodden carpet below. Skirting around the wall below the hole, and glancing up with some irritation into the second floor bathroom, he passes through the door leading away to the left of the hallway and into the living room. Whilst still a mess, it is clear that someone has at one stage attempted to instill some sense of order into the room, and the waste here has for the most part been piled into one corner, whilst in two of the others mattresses have been placed, covered over with an abundance of soiled and moldy bedding. All of the antique wooden furniture is gone - he assumes it has been broken down and fed into the fireplace - and many of the ornaments and curios that had formerly adorned shelves and mantelpieces can be seen lying here and there in the mass of junk heaped in the corner. Moving closer, he recognizes many of the minor trinkets that he and Beth had accumulated over the course of a lifetime, and that he had not missed for even a second in the new life that followed. As he turns away, a slender black, furry object poking out from the edge of the pile catches his attention. Crouching down, he grips hold and pulls it free, to reveal the sodden, half rotten remains of what was once a plush toy panda that he had purchased many years earlier on a business trip to China. He rocks backwards onto his heels, and his face wavers for a second as he battles with a surge of emotions that threaten to overcome him before he recovers himself, sets his jaw, bites his teeth together sternly, roughly wipes his eyes with pinched fingers and concentrates on submerging the memories he has for so long repressed. After a moment he straightens up and turns away, letting the toy drop from his hand, and strides stiffly out of the living room and into the large, open plan kitchen that adjoins it. 
He knows better than to open the fridge and risk unleashing the rancid smells within, and instead has a cursory look in the cupboards, despite knowing full well that any produce will have spoiled or been taken long ago. Coming up empty handed as expected, he has a quick rifle through the drawers for any other items of value, but is again disappointed. Just about the only items still in place are the appliances, which sit redundant in the same spots that they had been left all of those years before. Continuing through the doorway on the far side, he descends a short flight of steps and through the entrance to the garage. For a moment, he is surprised to see that his expensive coupe is still where he had left it, and then he realizes that the garage doors were electronic, thus scuppering anyone who had intended to take it. In truth, there is no shortage of cars to take in the new world anyway, and with the roads clogged with abandoned vehicles anything other than a motorbike will struggle to make much headway. He had briefly considered trying to find a bike himself at one point, and then figured that weaving slowly and noisily through the stilled traffic, vulnerable to attack from all sides would be sure to end in tears at the very least. Approaching the car, he runs one hand through the dust that covers the bonnet, revealing a metallic glint of racing green paint. Stepping around to the side, he notes that the fuel cap cover hangs open, probably siphoned long ago. He holds his hand for a few seconds on the car, allowing himself another brief burst of nostalgia and then continues towards the panel doors at the back of the garage. 
As he walks he slowly scans the room in all directions, absolutely nothing of survival value remains. Whilst there is nothing strange about any of these items having been taken, he is surprised as to just how thoroughly the house has been stripped, this indicates to him that whoever has been through the place has really taken their time. Whenever he searches a building he will first focus on food, water and medicine, and then look for weaponry, bedding and any other superfluous extras that might come in handy. No matter how many of the essentials he has found though, he is always limited by the amount that he can physically carry, and it is obvious that even a few people wouldn’t have been able to carry off so much from this house with ease. He reasons therefore that either they must have set up a base here, or somewhere nearby. Continuing to the rear, he notices that two water butts had been placed in one corner, one fed by a pipe that runs in through a hole cut into the top of the garage door, and another tube connecting this butt to the second. Checking the first, he discovers with joy that it is almost full, the water level just coming up short of the point at which the overflow pipe had been placed that feeds the second. Immediately, Lowell thrusts his face into the cool, clear water and drinks deeply. He feels that familiar, delicious moment of calm relief, as if his brain is physically soaking through like a sponge, restoring his mental faculty, bringing clarity of thought and sharpening the focus of the world. Looking into the other butt, he frowns as he notes that this second is almost empty. An arrangement like this is too complicated for anyone to set up in a temporary base, and the low level has to indicate that it has been used recently, or it would be close to overflowing itself. 
Passing back through the kitchen and into the living room, he now notices a succession of telling signs that he had missed on his initial, more distracted walkthrough. Firstly, he sees the state of the bedding; even in this new world, in which cleanliness and hygiene are both reasonably abstract and flexible concepts, these beds are in a particularly bad state, and are stained near black in places from continued use and little care over at the very least many months if not years of service. Casting his eye back over the rubbish piled in the corner, he notes that the vast majority of the empty food tins and packets there are nothing that he would have had in his larder, and so would have had to be brought in from elsewhere. Carrying on through to the hallway, he pauses to listen for any sounds that would indicate a presence within the house, but the silence is broken only by the occasional drip of water from the ceiling. Across the hall, a door leads through into another room for which he and Beth had had little need, and which had eventually been repurposed as a library of sorts, with a collection of expensive leather bound books lining the walls, which had been purchased as much for decoration as anything else. Now, to his considerable chagrin, the bookshelves are empty. He had came late to the joy of reading, as a result of his enforced years of solitude, and had been looking forward to at last having an opportunity to read the books that he had neglected in his former life. He tries to hope at least that someone else has enjoyed some of them, but inwardly resigns himself to the likelihood that they have gone the way of the furniture and merely provided fuel for the fire instead. Now, the room has been pressed into service as yet another bedroom, and three distinct piles of bedding are arranged in the room. It is clear that this house has once played host, and potentially still does so, to a not insubstantial group of people. He finds himself bristling, both with an increasing fear that the unknown people will return to discover him ostensibly trespassing on their property, and also with a continuing sense of propriety for this hulking ruin that was once his home. Daydreams are of great importance to Lowell, representing his only opportunity to escape the harsh reality of his existence, and one of his favorites has for many years been that of his eventual return to this place, and the reclamation of at least some small part of his erstwhile life. Only his fear, of the dogs that stalk the town, as well as the painful memories connected to the place, have kept him from returning sooner, and now that he finally has he faces the reality that he must leave so soon. He resolves that he will at the very least discover their food stores before he does so, and help himself to a considerable portion as a form of rent for their use of his property. 
Stalking cautiously up the stairs, he takes great care to place each foot to the very side of each step to reduce the chance of the boards creaking and advertising his presence to anyone who might yet be hiding in the house. At the top of the stairs, he takes stock of the situation. The doors to the master bedroom and the two spare rooms are open, and he carefully shifts his position to peer in to each until he is satisfied that they are presently unoccupied. The two spare bedrooms appear to still be employed as such, but the master seems to be in use as a store of some kind. Stepping inside, he finds a substantial hoard of weapons, including a decent selection of rifles, and he decides he will come back when he has found the food and select one or two to take with him as well. Aside from the weaponry, there is a pile of clothing in one corner, three drums in another containing more water, and a selection of useful tools and other odds and ends, but no food. Moving into the two open spare rooms, he finds several more piles of bedding but little else apart from a few personal effects hidden beneath one of the mattresses. He leaves it all there, with the exception of a silver-handled cut throat razor, which he slips into his pocket before returning to the hallway. The door to the upstairs bathroom he ignores. Situated as it is directly above the hole in the ceiling, he decides he would rather not know what has happened to cause such damage. On the other side of the passageway are two closed doors. He approaches the first, stops and reaches out slowly for the doorknob, and then pauses with one hand resting in place, not knowing if he is ready, even after all this time, to go inside. After a long moment, he shakes his head, then pulls his hand away and continues on to the other closed room. 
At the next doorway, he reaches for the handle and then waits and listens carefully for any sounds from within. He can hear nothing, but just to be safe he reaches back with his right hand, removes his gun and grips it tightly. He counts to three in his head and then swings the handle down, steps into the room and sweeps his gun from side to side, scanning quickly for any occupants. There are none, but he is surprised to see that his former study has been left relatively untouched. All of the furniture is still in position, and many of the ornaments and signed sports memorabilia that had been there long before still frame the walls. Moving further into the room, he notices that all of his files have been removed from the shelves, and have been replaced by neatly folded clothes, several good quality bottles of scotch and drinking glasses, and pictures of people he doesn’t recognize. On another shelf, a dozen or so of the books that had lined the bookshelves downstairs have been saved from the fire and are neatly lined up in a row. A bedroll has been placed below the window, and arranged in a tidy pile next to it is another book - bookmark visible poking out between the pages - a pair of reading glasses in a leather case, and a framed photograph. It is clear that not only is the person living in this room the leader of the group, but also that judging by the comparative squalor the others live in this is no egalitarian society that he has stumbled upon. Lowell kneels down, reaches out for the photograph next to the bedroll and tilts it close to the light streaming in from the window. The picture shows a happy family, a man, a woman and three children, all smiling broadly as they pose outside of the entrance to a Florida theme park. Lowell stares at the face of the man in the photograph; the man is not physically blessed – standing somewhere around five foot odd with a bulk that would average out more kindly on a man much taller – and not handsome: thinning hair, a horizontally-stretched and ill-proportioned face, but the faint accent of a rakish smile turning up the corner of his mouth and ruddy cheeks hints at a man of good humor. Lowell starts, startled. The hand that holds the photograph begins to shake. For a moment his expression is blank, and then he bites his bottom lip, and a range of emotions follow, flitting one after the other across his face. First comes a slack-jawed, blank-smiled confusion, then he shakes his head as if refusing to believe the image in front of his eyes and refocuses as best as he can through the film of moisture that suddenly clouds his vision. Finally his brow furrows and he begins to shake as a spark of remembrance surges through him, he staggers backwards in disbelief, his mouth opens and closes and he lets out a long, rasping croak of uncertain intent as he makes out the face of someone he had known long ago. 



 
Chapter Nineteen 
Lowell’s face, which has lately taken on a decidedly yellow and jaundiced quality, experiences a further series of color changes as he first blanches white with shock and then gradually turns red as the strange scratching growl continues to seep from his throat, pushing all of the air from his body until he is quite spent and almost purple from lack of air. He starts to shake violently, and the photograph slips from his fingers and lands with a crash onto the floor, the glass in the frame splintering instantly and cascading in slow motion in front of him. The noise startles an arrhythmic breathing back into him, but he continues to stare into space and slowly drops forward onto all fours. Even as the palms of his hands press painfully against the fragments of glass on the floor he fails to react, but merely glances down at them uncomprehendingly and leaves them in place, blood quickly pooling from the cuts in his heads and seeping into the carpet. 
******
If the opening stages of the outbreak had for Lowell been characterized by inaction, distraction, and a misplaced confidence in the authorities ability to find a cure, it had for Beth been a blur of selfless activity. She had been one of the first to volunteer to deliver vaccines as the health service had been overwhelmed, and had spent the majority of the rest of her time doing all that she could to help in the temporary hospital camp on the outskirts of town that was rapidly swelling with new admissions. One fortunate side effect of her condition had been that she was for the most part kept away from administering aid to those patients in the latest, and most infectious stages of illness, and she was also therefore one of the first to be sent home, against her wishes, as the government curfew became ever more restrictive. Her return home had coincided with the eventual, belated realization by Lowell of the severity of the situation, and on that night he had spent an anxious eight and a bit hours with his face pressed against the window, watching for Beth’s return, and witnessing as the scene outside became ever more desperate. 
As soon as he saw her car pull up outside the house, he raced to the door, waiting with one hand on the latch and the other on the door handle until he saw Beth’s shadow pass in front of the window, then relief surged through him and he snatched open the door and gestured inside, yelping for her to hurry. His cry died on his lips. Standing outside the door was not Beth, but rather a short fat man in a dark green suit, squinting nervously at Lowell over the top of his half-rim glasses. The small allowance of thin hair that framed his head was damp with perspiration, and the man self-consciously grabbed his tie with one hand and wiped it across his brow. Despite the situation, Lowell found himself groaning inwardly. During her pregnancy, Beth had grown very close with Lucy, the man’s wife, and by default Lowell had been expected to become friends with the husband – something that had never quite happened despite many long hours of painful small talk in Lamaze classes, hospital waiting rooms, and even – eventually – dinner parties, so many, many dinner parties. The fact that the man was also Beth’s boss at the hospital, and also was by all accounts a wonderful man, only made things more difficult.
“Walter?” Lowell began. The man attempted a smile – but managed only a grimace - snatched at Lowell’s hand and squeezed it reassuringly into his clammy palm. 
“It’s okay, Lowell. We need you to come to the hospital,” he said. Lowell stared in panic, and pulled his arm away from the sweaty fingers grabbing desperately at his sleeve. 
“She…” Lowell’s voice stuck in his throat. Walter pulled again, urging him forward toward the car. 
“She’s fine,” he replied, “everything else is fucked, as you may have noticed, we’re just going to grab Beth and then head back to mine for Lucy”. As Lowell continued to stand still, holding one hand on the edge of his door for support, Walter let go of his arm and ran halfway to the car, then turned and shouted back. “Now!” Lowell took one last look at the scene of despair along the street and then took a couple of faltering steps forward and ran towards the car, wrenching open the back door and jumping inside as Walter slammed into gear and accelerated away from the curb with a squeal of complaint from the rear tires and a wild swerve that sent Lowell sprawling across the back seats. 
On the road, Walter slalomed between already abandoned cars, veered in and out of the path of onrushing cars, horn blaring, never letting up on the accelerator for even a second. Despite everything, Lowell felt a mad thrill rush through him as adrenaline took over. His thoughts danced wildly between the scene outside the windows – where already fires had sprung up seemingly out of nowhere – to what lay ahead at the hospital, and then back to Walter, who kept up a staccato monologue of everything that had happened there over the past day. The increase in patients, the army moving in, the barricades they had set up at the front entrance, the sick, the wounded, the bitten. Lowell tried to listen but it was all too much. Instead, he stared at the fires blazing outside, distractedly wondering who in the hell had the time amidst all of the mayhem for a little light arson, or did it just strike people as necessary to achieve the full apocalyptic ambience? 
“… Dogs came from out of nowhere and ripped him to pieces. They shot them Lowell! In the hospital! But then the disease comes on and spreads so fast. We’re meeting at the residence and then moving on. You’ve not left your house until now?” Hey?” Lowell tore his attention away from the window and tried to concentrate on what Walter was saying. 
“Outside? No”. Lowell murmured. Walter stared up into the rearview mirror, watching Lowell intently, and Lowell looked back at him and held his gaze. “No!” he barked. Walter nodded curtly, hesitated, and then turned his attention back to the road. 
A block away from the hospital Walter swung the car down a side street and away from the main entrance. Sirens, gunshots, and the occasional scream mingled together into a discordant cacophony behind them, fading away as Walter pushed the car forward, swerving narrowly out of the way of an old lady wandering down the road in her nightgown as he took the corner at speed and swerved onto the ramp that led down to the entrance to the hospital’s staff residences. Suddenly, halfway down, he wrenched hard on the steering wheel, slammed on the breaks, and the car screeched to a halt, bucking wildly as the front wheel slammed up against the low wall that bordered the road. Confused, and a little sore, Lowell rubbed his neck, gripped the seat in front and pulled himself forward. Walter sat stock still, staring toward the building; all of the color seemed to have drained from his usually ruddy features. Lowell followed his gaze over to the plate glass windows of the housing block. Inside, a sea of concerned faces stared back at him. Some he recognized as Beth’s colleagues, a few soldiers were dotted about, as well as a dozen others he didn’t recognize. As he watched, he saw a little girl break through the crowd and run towards a man who had just entered from outside, jumping up into his arms with a cry of joyful relief. Looking over to the other corner he saw Beth smiling and waving at him and he breathed deeply with relief. Lowell glanced over to Walter, who was now staring off into the distance to their left, and felt a pang of sympathy. Placing his hand on Walter’s shoulder, Lowell spoke softly. 
“It’s going to be okay Walter, let’s just get in and out and we’ll be back to Lucy in no time, alright?” he said.
Walter gave no indication that he had heard a word Lowell had said. Instead, as he continued to stare off to the left, his eyes widened, he gasped, and a single tear rolled down his face. Lowell frowned, placed one hand on Walter’s shoulder, patted it vaguely and turned to leave, and then his stomach lurched as he finally saw what had Walter stricken: a huge pack of dogs – maybe twenty strong - surging down the road opposite toward the building, barking and baying ferociously as they caught the scent of their prey inside the hospital building. 
Everything began to move too quickly for Lowell to keep up. His first instinct was to leap out of the car, and then he remembered - just in time to stop himself - that the doors to the hospital building were closed and that the dogs would not be able to get inside. He watched them race closer, near enough now that he could make out the crazed expression on the faces of individual dogs. As they reached the building, the first – a stocky bull terrier – leapt up and slammed bodily into the thick glass. As the people inside turned to flee another dog took a running jump at the doors, and Lowell let out a shriek of horror as he saw the electronic doors part obligingly in front of it, and the dog, caught off balance, crash down awkwardly and slide smoothly inside the lobby. For several seconds, nobody moved, and then the dog clambered unsteadily to its feet, looked around wildly and leapt, biting savagely, into the groin of a young man in a blue gown too traumatized to make any move to escape. Immediately, panic took over, but too late: another dog had quickly repeated the first’s maneuver, and as soon as the doors opened again the rest of the pack had swarmed inside without hesitation, snapping and biting and ripping into anyone too low to move, and then moving on to the rest of the crowd that screamed and charged and fought to pile through the double doors at the far end of the lobby. Scanning desperately, Lowell just made out Beth’s back as she stumbled through the doors and away out of sight down the corridor. 
Inside the car, Lowell moved instinctively, leaping across the car to wrench the doors open, only to hear a thunk as the door locks clicked into place, locking him in. “Walter?!?”  He shouted.
Walter didn’t answer, but just sat still, eyes glazed, his right hand still resting on the car’s central locking panel. Lowell looked over to the hospital again, the lobby floor was slick with blood, but only a few dogs remained, the rest had pursued the others further into the building. Lowell pulled desperately at the door, beseeching Walter to move. 
“Walter, open the fucking door!” He cried. At first, Walter remained still, and then all of a sudden his right hand jerked up to the ignition switch and stabbed it on, and his left moved across to throw the car into drive. Immediately, Lowell through himself toward him, tried to grab at Walters arm, and then drew back his left hand and threw a feeble punch that scuffed off of the passenger headrest and then flapped weakly into Walter’s chin. Somehow this broke through to Walter, and he looked across at Lowell with a wild expression, as if he was only just seeing him now. At last, Walter stabbed at the door release, and Lowell rolled over, grabbed at the handle, half fell out of the car and then leapt to his feet. For a second he hesitated, as he saw that the front of the car was blocking the way ahead, and then he sprang into action, running around the rear of the vehicle. As he drew level, he heard the roar of the engine to his side, and half turned in surprise as Walter threw the car into reverse and the rear bumper slammed into his side, throwing him over the low wall and then down twelve feet onto the hard concrete of the parking lot below. 
*****
A sound somewhere in the house snaps Lowell’s attention back to the present, and he finds himself drenched in sweat and shaking violently. It takes another long moment before he acknowledges the sharp pain coursing through the palms of his hands and lifts them away from the glass on the floor, leaving two irregular stains pressed into the carpet. A fog of hatred and furious anger fogs his mind, and a slew of violent fantasies for revenge crow for his attention. Clambering to his feet, he staggers away, pressing one arm against the nearest wall for support and rubbing his eyes furiously with the other hand as he tries to resist the thoughts that assail him. After a long pause, he stands up straight, wavers as his knees threaten to buckle once again, but resists. Removing his arm from the wall, and leaving another streak of blood in its place, he takes a deep breath and quietly pads to the door, closing his eyes and concentrating to listen for any further sounds. All is still for a minute, and then he hears it again, a low moan, rising and falling, coming from the other side of the wall. Readying his gun once more, he steps out in to the hallway, briefly glances all around, and then peeks over the balustrade and down to the bottom of the stairs. The noise seems to be coming from the room next door, the same room that he had avoided a moment before. Approaching it again, he steadies his ragged breath as best as he can and prepares to enter. Adrenaline has focused his mind, bringing him rapidly back into the present, but anger still leads him, forcing him away from his instinct to flee and pushing him instead towards confrontation. 
Bursting into the room, he is instantly overcome by a terrible odor, a sickly sweet smell that is immediately familiar to him. Sweeping his gun in all directions, he is unable at first to identify where the noise had come from. He fights hard to keep his emotions in check as he is confronted by the half-completed décor in the room; a scene of once vibrant primary colors and cartoon motifs covering walls that are now faded with age. On the furthest wall, amazingly, a large studio portrait of Lowell and Beth is still hanging in place: she in the advanced stages of pregnancy. The wooden cot he had spent so long constructing - that he had completed just before the outbreak - is gone, replaced by yet another pile of old bedding in one corner, just visible to him now as a blur through the tears that stream down his face. 
All of a sudden, a slight movement in his peripheral vision catches his attention, and, wiping his eyes, he now makes out the figure of a woman lying prone within the grubby sheets in the corner. Leaping backwards in surprise, he raises his gun and trains it on to her head, his finger hovering over the trigger. A few seconds pass before, getting no reaction, he takes a tentative step forward, the barrel of his gun wavering as he struggles to maintain composure. A thousand disordered thoughts run through his head. It has been so very long since he has spoken to anyone that he doesn’t know where to begin. He clears his throat and makes as if to speak and then pauses, as he finally manages to focus properly on the woman and realizes that something is terribly wrong; her face is blotchy and unnaturally red, her eyes are almost completely closed tight with a rapidly increasing swelling, while her limbs hang limply to her sides. Pressing his shirt closer to his mouth he takes another faltering step forward. He can hear her ragged breathing now; coming in fits and starts, broken occasionally by the same low moan he had heard before. He has seen enough people to know that she is in the final stages of the sickness, and he feels a strong urge to flee, but something, possibly the novelty of seeing another human alive, keeps him rooted to the spot. 
He has been standing there for a few moments when the woman seems finally to realize that he is there, forces her eyes open as far as she is able and with a great effort tilts her head almost imperceptibly forward to look upon his face. As their eyes meet, a brief look of surprise registers on her face for a second followed a moment later by what seems to Lowell to be recognition. Leaning as close as he dares, he scrutinizes the woman’s puffy features. He wonders if perhaps he had known her once, but if so, there is no way he can be sure, with her face now so bloated and distorted by infection. Even so, there seems to be something else in her eyes. He has seen many people perish in this way, and there can be no doubting that it must be a terribly painful way to die, but this woman, who had seemed just a moment before to have given in, is now fighting for one last effort from her body. Keeping her eyes fixed on his face, she summons her very last reserves of strength and manages to lift one violently wavering hand a few inches from the bed. Slowly one finger uncurls and points towards the portrait of Lowell and Beth that hangs on the wall. Her eyes bore into his, willing him to acknowledge her in some way and, keeping his hand pressed against his mouth, he nods to confirm that it is he in the picture. Her eyes flicker briefly, and she strains to keep her hand in place, still pointing, for a few more seconds before her strength gives out and she sinks backwards, exhausted. Lowell stands still and watches her for any further movement for a few more moments as her breath grows ever more feeble, until finally, after one last grating wheeze, she lies still. 
Backing slowly out of the room, he hesitates at the door, and examines the woman’s face for a long moment, squinting to see if perhaps he can recognize her after all. If he had once known her, any chance of identification is now all but impossible from looking upon the grotesque, distorted, visage that her agonizing death has bestowed on her, and he rules out venturing any closer to the body to search for any possessions that might give him some other clue. Resigning himself to the fact that he will in all likelihood never know, he stares sadly for a few more moments and then paces thoughtfully out of the room, moves to the bottom of the wooden ladder that leads up into the attic, and begins to climb upwards, taking care to move as stealthily as possible in case there are any further surprises awaiting him up above. 



 
Chapter Twenty 
“Still, even now, my memories of that day remain so clear. I woke up with no idea how long I had been lying there. At first I was afraid to open my eyes. Afraid the dogs would still be waiting, afraid to move or open my eyes and discover the extent of my injuries, but mostly afraid at what I would find lying next to me. I knew at once that she wasn’t okay. The simple fact that I was still lying on the cold lobby floor told me that much, otherwise she would have already moved me somewhere comfortable, somewhere she could tend to my wounds. I had strained to hear anything that would indicate I was still in danger but could hear nothing inside the building, just an unbroken cacophony of barking, screaming and gunfire assaulting me from without. Eventually, I plucked up the courage to roll over on one side, only to roll straight back as a terrible pain in my right leg overwhelmed me, accompanied by the sudden realization that I was lying in a large pool of what could only be blood. It took me minutes to build up the courage to attempt to right myself again and to actually look down and see the extent of my injuries, but when I rolled myself again I soon discovered that the pain in my leg had subsided greatly. Gathering myself together I had counted down from ten and then lifted my head and opened my eyes. My first thought: the pool of liquid I am lying in is not blood. Second thought: how the fuck did I get outside? I cannot express the relief that I felt at that, instantly I assumed that it must have been her that moved me there. But then, as I jumped up to stare through the door into the lobby, and looked all around for her, it didn’t take long for that relief to turn back into a frantic panic. There were so many bodies. Maybe a half dozen bore signs of having gone down fighting the dogs - who would have thought a couple of poodles could do so much damage? The rest had evidently managed to overpower the animals, but now either lay bloated and already dead from the disease or else moaning and gradually inflating in its final stages. I scanned each body in turn if she wasn’t there then where the fuck was she? In the end, it didn’t take me too much longer to find out. I moved from window to window around the block three times looking for any trace of her before I had found myself outside of the lobby once again staring through at the scene of carnage and desolation inside. I had already looked repeatedly, and been relieved to see no sign of her out there when something caught my eye; a bright yellow piece of material lying sodden, draped along the floor outside of the elevator. The color was so distinctive that, even before I saw the indistinct shape lying half obscured in the gloom, I just knew. A moment later I found myself standing outside of the elevator door, my shirt folded up and over my mouth, my face reddening as I risked only the smallest breaths through my makeshift mask. As I hesitantly approached, I didn’t recognize – no, I refused to recognize – her. I dared to hope that it would be somebody, anybody, else, but then I saw her singular yellow scarf discarded in the blood to one side, I saw the section torn off by savage teeth, matching that which danced in the stream from the air conditioning unit on the wall. I saw the terrible injuries that the dogs had inflicted all over her body. I couldn’t bear to turn her over, to see her lifeless eyes or the damage they had done to her beautiful face. I had seen enough already to last me a thousand nightmares. Before I left I took the sheet from a hospital bed that lay on its side outside the door and carefully covered over what remained of her body, then turned and walked away from the hospital without looking back. I was in shock, my mind refused to focus, refused to confront whatever had just happened, all I knew was that I had to get away. Even with all of those emotions, all of that inner turmoil, my impulse was to get away from the dogs. The fear of them that I have always held has overridden everything else, every other urge or consideration, and I guess that’s the reason I’m still here today.” 
*****
Reaching the hatch at the top of the steps to the attic, Lowell slowly lifts the crown of his head over the edge and glances around the room, straining to see in the dim, dusty light, and remains in place until he is satisfied that there is no one else around. Climbing the final few steps, he braces his arms against the sides of the hatch and heaves himself up. Inside, wooden crates have been piled all around the sides of the room. Muttering a silent prayer, he approaches one at random and lifts the lid. Peering inside, he is confronted by countless carefully stacked tins of powdered milk. His first instinct is to tear one open and spoon the dry contents into his mouth, but instead he balances the lid back on top and moves onto the next box. Here, he finds a large quantity of canned fruit, the next holds tins of assorted vegetables, and the one after that dried pasta. He moves silently from crate to crate, his eyes open wide, taking stock of the enormous quantity of food that is stored here. It is clear that the group who lived in the house have been very busy, probably since the first days of the outbreak, and it seems likely that they have managed to stockpile the vast majority of edible food still left in the town; an industriousness that overwhelms Lowell with both admiration and trepidation at the thought of them returning to find him rifling through their treasured supplies. Walking over to the other side of the room, he begins to investigate the last remaining boxes, all but a couple of which are also filled to the brim with supplies. 
Each crate that he opens triggers a fresh exclamation of amazement, as well as an accompanying crescendo of stomach rumbling, but the last box but one causes him to freeze instantly in place. A long moment of strained stillness follows, eventually interrupted by a strained choking sound as he begins suddenly to break down and cry, huge teardrops cascading from his face and splashing into the box. With trembling hands, he reaches inside and with great reverence lifts free a tin of corned beef. In a trance, he drops to the floor, struggling to pull free the attached ring opener as he falls. At length he gets the can open and shakes it desperately until the large cube of processed meat slides out with a rasping sigh and quivers into his hand. Devouring it in seconds, he repeats the process four times in quick succession, throwing aside each empty can with an ecstatic abandon before reaching up to pluck out another and replicate the procedure. Eventually satisfied, Lowell lies on his back rapturously; flecks of meat and beef jelly liberally covering his mouth and shirt, and then stays there, burping softly with satisfaction for several minutes. Reclining supine, he finds that he is exhausted, as a combination of the stress of the day, the half-light of the attic, and a fuller stomach than he has experienced for months weighs heavily on his eyelids. Struggling to his knees, he strains to keep his eyes open, and reminds himself that he is in dangerous territory, to fall asleep here would be foolish, and much as he would like to rest he knows he must keep moving. 



 
Chapter Twenty-One 
He wakes with a start, and as he sits bolt upright the sound of the front door of the house slamming shut and the murmur of a multitude of voices fills him with an instantaneous sense of dread. He has no idea how long he has been asleep, but what light there had been in the loft is almost gone, and dwindling further by the moment. Moving as quietly as possible, he springs into action. First, he grabs the empty meat cans and piles them out of sight behind one of the rearmost crates, and then he stalks around the room, replacing the lids of each of the boxes in turn and wincing as each clicks shut. As he does so, he removes a couple of each of the tins from inside, placing them behind the box as he works. Once this is done, he recovers his bag from where he had left it near to the hatch and piles in as many of the tins that he has taken as possible. He manages to get all but a couple to fit, and he places those leftover alongside the empty tins he hidden behind the crate. 
With everything straightened out, he creeps to the edge of the hatch and strains to hear the people down below. By the sounds of it they are all still on the ground floor, and there seems to be an intense discussion underway about something, but try as he might he isn’t able to make out what they are saying at such a distance. After several minutes, the row rises in intensity, culminating with a bright flare from below, as a lantern is ignited that carries up the stairs and casts long shadows through the opening in front of him. This is followed a moment later by the sound of footsteps stomping closer and starting up the stairs as the sound of a woman’s voice shouts distinctly across those of the others; “I - we - need to know whether she is still alive, so I don’t really give a fuck what else there is to do, it can wait” Lowell hears the muffled tones of a man saying something in response and then the woman’s reply comes back loud and clear from the landing below the hatch; “No, if it was you I wouldn’t give a flying fuck, Walter, but she’s my fucking sister”. 
As the sound of the footsteps stomping angrily up the stairs grow ever louder, Lowell slowly lowers himself until he is pressed flat against the hard wooden floorboards and lays still, his breath caught in his throat. As the woman reaches the top of the stairs, her pace falters, and he hears her stop briefly before slowly walking forward toward the door in which the dead woman’s body lies. There is another long pause as she musters the strength of mind to enter the room, a knock, another pause, and then the sound of the handle depressing and the door swinging hesitantly open. Raising his head a fraction to peer down the ladder, Lowell is just in time to see the back of the woman’s heels disappear into the room. Almost immediately, he hears the first tentative sounds of grief from within the room; a series of stifled sobs and then a low, tortured moaning that rises in pitch and intensity to climax as a long, loud unbroken wail. After a few moments of this, the voice of the male interlocutor cuts in sharply with a harsh, hissed warning that carries up the stairs and briefly stills the sound of the woman’s mourning before it resumes at a slightly softer frequency. 
Lowell listens intently, trying to make out the substance of another stifled debate on the ground floor and then quickly drops his head out of sight as he hears incensed footsteps pacing from the living room, up the stairs, and on into the room containing the woman. After the door is closed, the sound of wailing is cut instantly short, a few sharp words are exchanged on both sides, and then a quiet sobbing resumes, accompanied by a more measured, consoling tone. This continues for a few moments before the door opens and he hears the pair return to the hallway. All is still for a moment, and, risking a quick glance, he sees them standing below, locked in an embrace, the woman’s shoulders shaking with the obvious distress that still convulses her body. Her face is only just visible, with the majority buried in her companion’s shoulder, and he feels a deep empathy for the familiar, agonizing sorrow seared into her expression, and feels ashamed to be spying on such a personal moment for these strangers. As he begins to lower his head out of sight the embrace ends, and the woman’s partner turns her gently away from the room, placing one arm around her shoulder to shepherd her towards the stairs. As they turn, Lowell peers down and freezes, his stomach leaps and twists and the blood drains from his face as he finds himself looking down upon the face of the man he had seen in the picture earlier that day; Walter, the man who had doomed Beth and all of the others by his cowardice. 
Every one of Lowell’s instincts scream at him to pull his gun free and shoot him where he stands, or to leap down and throttle him with his bare hands, but the murderous rage that envelopes him is overwhelming. As he watches his nemesis walk across the landing he wills his body to react, to seize this unexpected opportunity for revenge before it is too late, but his hatred has paralyzed him. Finally as he sees the pair reach the top of the stairs the sudden realization that he might never have this chance again sends his body into autopilot. Without any conscious effort, his arm reaches out, moves mechanically to his belt and yanks the gun free. He hoists himself up onto one knee and raises the weapon, leveling the sight onto the back of the retreating figure in front of him, draws his breath in and holds it as he carefully matches the rhythm of his foe as he descends the staircase. His finger eases onto the trigger and holds, waiting for the perfect moment. As he sees the man reach the middle of the staircase he begins to gently squeeze his finger, only to release a moment later as the man pauses halfway down. Through the sound of his heartbeat thundering in his ears, it takes Lowell a long moment to realize what has caused the delay, and then he hears it again; a child’s voice softly calling out to the woman on the stairs from the living room. He stays locked in position, the barrel of the gun still trained tightly on his enemy’s skull, but unsure now of how to proceed. Then, the sound of the child calling out again breaks his resolve completely. The woman fights back her tears and calls out a choked response; “stay where you are honey, we’re coming down”, and before he can react the pair have walked to the bottom of the stairs, turned the corner and in a moment are out of sight. 
Lowell stays as he is, gun pointed at the vacant staircase, silhouetted in the loft opening for several minutes whilst his brain struggles to come to terms with the events of the recent past and the surge of emotions that have accompanied them. His hatred has not dimmed, but the shock of hearing the child’s voice has jolted him back to consciousness, and returned to him some sense of the danger of the situation he is in, and of how reckless it will be to go charging in guns blazing. He will not risk a firefight with a child in the house, with no idea of how many others still remain downstairs, and also unaware of the character of the others. Instead, he consoles himself that, now he knows where to find Walter, he can take his time, formulate a plan, scope out the house and the group that lives within and return when the time is right to exact his revenge. 
Having settled on a plan of action, Lowell returns his gun to his belt, retrieves his bag filled with its bounty of canned food and settles in to wait until nighttime and a chance to slip away. He hears little more from the group downstairs for the next hour or so apart from a muted, respectful chatter as they mourn the passing of the infected woman. He tries to pick out individual voices, to get some idea of how many he is dealing with, but is unable to tell for certain. He guesses from the beds he has seen that there are no more than ten or so people living here at the most, but knows that is far too many for him to take on alone and unprepared. His mind returns to the wide array of weapons that he had seen in the armory, and he determines that he will grab himself a rifle with a scope on his way out if he gets the chance: perhaps that can be the way to get his revenge from a distance without risking his own life or that of the other innocents. 
For several hours Lowell stays in position just beyond the loft hatch, waiting for the household to retire. In the dim light of the roof space he soon finds that his eyes grow heavy once more, and his legs ache from pressing against the hard boards that line the floor. Eventually, as his eyelids begin to drift down for the hundredth time, and he feels sure that he will soon surrender to another dangerous slumber, he hears the muffled sounds of those on the ground floor shuffling about as they prepare their sleeping positions, and a chorus of yawning goodnights are exchanged with those heading up to the first floor. The realization that the moment of Lowell’s escape is nearly at hand snaps him back into a state of alert readiness, and he quietly begins rubbing his legs awake in preparation for his flight. A moment later, he spots a darting flash of light from a torch at the foot of the stairs, followed immediately by the sound of several heavy sets of footsteps ascending. He feels sure that one of those approaching will be his nemesis, Walter, and instantly his thoughts return to conjuring some way to dispose of him without any risk of alerting the others. He is in the process of imagining creeping silently into his bedroom in the night and throttling him in his sleep when he is hit by a recollection that sets his nerves on edge and panics him to his core, as he remembers the smashed photograph and pool of blood that he has left in Walter’s room. 
Peering over the edge of the hatch, Lowell sees that the group on the stairs is about halfway towards the top, and that he has at most about thirty seconds before the alarm is sounded and they will begin to search the house for the intruder. Casting his eyes around the loft space in a panic, his gaze falls onto one of the crates that he knows to be empty. Scared of wasting even a moment, he begins to crawl as softly as he is able towards it, and then stands up and grips hold of the lid. As he does so, he hears a loud exclamation from below, quickly followed by an urgent shouting as the bloody mess he had made earlier is discovered. He tugs urgently at the cover, wincing as it creaks and then comes free. As soon as it is off, he lowers his rucksack to the bottom and then hooks one leg over and lifts himself inside. There is just enough space for him to contort himself within with difficulty, with his knees pressed close to his chest and his head stooped downwards. As he lowers himself in he holds the lid aloft, resting it in place and then scrabbling for some place to grip it from the inside. Finding a crossbeam running across the center of the lid, he struggles for a purchase and then pulls as hard as he can, exhaling with relief as he is finally able to pull it all the way down until it secures tightly in place with a clunk. This complete, he holds his breath for a moment and strains to listen to the chaos unfolding within the house. Down below, it sounds like the search is in full swing; as footsteps pace urgently up and down the stairs and from room to room, accompanied by the ominous sound of a multitude of weapons being passed out from the arsenal, loaded and cocked ready for discharge. At this, Lowell reaches with difficulty down to his belt, retrieves his own gun, eases the safety free and lifts it upwards to rest gently on one knee. No sooner has he done so, than he hears the ladder to the loft begin to shake as someone tries, and fails, to ascend without detection. A second later, a flicker of light plays across Lowell’s crate, briefly illuminating several cracks down its side. Inside, he holds his breath, and resists the temptation to lean forward to attempt to peer through one of the narrow openings. After a few moments of silence, he hears a low murmur and then the sound of another person coming up the ladder. There is another pause, and then the sound of the two searchers cautiously padding around the room. After a minute, and seemingly satisfied, the two return to the middle of the room, and he strains to make out another low conversation that takes place; 
“Heather?”
“What?”
“You reckon someone’s been here?”
“Nope.”
“Well, what about the mess in Walter’s room?” 
There is a long pause, punctuated by an extravagant throat clearing and spitting before Heather responds. “That’s as likely Jo crashing about in her last fever as anythin’, we haven’t seen no one around here for months.” 
Her companion mulls on this for a moment. “Yeah, I guess you’re right, can’t see anyone coming in and not helping themselves to a few guns at least.” 
“That’s it Bill, plus a bite to eat too. How about you crack open one of these crates and double check, Walter’ll be spittin’ if we miss anythin’.” 
Inside of his crate, Lowell begins to sweat profusely as he hears Bill lumbering ponderously closer, followed quickly by a thud from above him and a creaking as the lid of his crate is pried loose. His hand wavers, he lifts his gun so it is pointing directly aloft and prepares to leap upwards at the first crack of light shows through. Almost immediately, a wave of relief passes through him as he hears the sound of the wooden top popping free from the container next to his own, and then the sound of Bill’s voice. 
“S’all here”.

Heather’s answer comes from over the other side of the room.

“What did I tell ya? Now come on, if he says we’re going to be setting guard I want to make sure I get in quick ‘n’ get mine over in time for a decent bit of shut eye”.

Bill grunts in agreement, and Lowell hears the lid being tapped back into place and then quick footsteps heading over to the ladder and ascending down towards the next floor. 
After the two searchers have left the loft, it is several minutes before his adrenaline begins to subside and Lowell’s hands finally stop shaking. He feels safe in his hiding place, but much as he wishes to remain inside for as long as he can, he quickly reasons that his best chance of escape lies with getting out whilst the sounds of the search have a chance of muffling any noises he might make. He leaves it a few more minutes just in case and then waits until he hears the masking sound of someone running down the stairs, quickly reaches up to pop the lid of his crate, and then stands up and carefully lowers it to the floor. Gripping both sides of the crate, he lifts himself free and swings his legs over the side before dropping down silently, crouching low and crawling on all fours over towards the hatch. He stays in place here for what feels like hours, listening to the search proceeding throughout the house, punctuated by urgent conversations held just below him on the landing. Through his eavesdropping, he discovers that the plan is to place guards on the front and back doors throughout the night, switching every hour according to some fixed schedule. Up above, Lowell chews his lower lip nervously. His chances of escape without detection seem slim. He knows that there are a few windows that he can slip out of, but to reach them he will have to either go into a room that he knows will be likely to be occupied or rather pass through the main living area to get to the rear of the house. And so, with no other option, he settles in to wait. 
As the hours pass, he watches with increasing agitation as a succession of guards take their place without leaving the front door unguarded for even a second. At each change, he raises his head just enough to see down to the bottom of the stairs, hopeful of some lapse that will allow him to flee, but is disappointed on each occasion. Finally, deep into the night, with four guard changes having been completed successfully, he scents an opportunity on the horizon. The guard on duty is a wiry looking old man with an extravagant handlebar moustache and a dirty grey beard that sweeps all the way to his belly. He spends the majority of his shift alternating between picking at his beard, yawning lavishly and rubbing warmth into his arms through his thin woolen pullover. With nobody else around, it almost appears to Lowell that this elaborate signaling that the old guard wants to get back to his bed as soon as possible is for his own benefit. As the hour slowly progresses the guard takes to pacing back and forth in front of the door, glancing at his watch every few moments. At length, it becomes obvious from his angry muttering and frequent sharp glances towards the living area that his replacement is overdue for the change of guard. Several times he coughs theatrically, pauses to listen for any response and then continues his irritated pacing and muttering afresh. He seems reluctant to leave his post, but as his pacing gives way to an increasingly frantic hopping from foot to foot it becomes clear that a need for another kind of relief has overtaken any thoughts of his bed. Eventually, with no sign of his replacement, the old man decides he has waited long enough, and strides quickly off down the hall, still muttering fiercely, and disappears off into the downstairs restroom. In the loft, Lowell doesn’t waste a second. No sooner has he heard the door closing below than is was shimmying down the ladder and onto the landing. He pauses for a second to cast an agonized glance towards the armory before forcing himself to the stairs, creeping downwards step-by-step to safety. Around half way down he hears the handle to the bathroom click down and he freezes in place, but by the time the door begins to open his mind is made up. Throwing caution to the wind, he hurdles the last few steps, throws open the front door and flies out into the night. As he reaches the gate at the end of the path he hears a commotion behind him at the door but knows better than to look back and merely increases his pace, skitters at high speed around the corner and runs for his life



. 
Chapter Twenty-Two 
Two blocks later, as he approaches Main Street once again, Lowell ducks into an alleyway and bends double, panting heavily from his exertions. Peering around the corner, he surveys the scene in the direction he has come from and is pleased to see that there is no sign of any pursuers, just an empty street illuminated by the eerie light of a waxing gibbous moon. Whilst fleeing from the house his full attention had been fixed on evading his fellow man, and it is only now that this danger had passed that he considers the more familiar dangers that now surround him, and feels the vulnerability of his situation. Hefting his backpack, he glances nervously around himself to get his bearings and considers his options. He knows that he must find somewhere to get inside quickly. The perfume shop is an option, but he quickly dismisses it, as he has no desire to travel down Main Street at this hour. He hasn’t been in town for long enough to know which areas, if any, are relatively safe so quickly determines that he just has to pick a road and hope he can find somewhere to rest up before he is discovered by either man or beast. Peering into the gloom of the alleyway behind him, he shudders, quickly discounted heading in that uncertain direction in favor of the moonlit street - far better to be seen from a distance than ambushed from close range. 
Scurrying out of the mouth of the alleyway, he adopts his customary wary darting from cover to cover; casting constant apprehensive glances all around him as he goes. Some way along, he finally spots what he is looking for: an open doorway at the far end of the street, leading to what looks like some small business or other. His pace quickens slightly but he forces himself to quell his instinct to run towards an uncertain sanctuary without scoping it out first and instead scurries across the street so that he will be approaching it from the far side. 
With around one hundred meters left to travel he crouches down behind a car at the side of the road for a brief respite and cocks his ear up to listen for any unfamiliar noises in the night. He is tired now, the effects of his long night spent watchful and on edge and the subsequent exertion are catching up with him, and he is once again struggling to keep his eyes open. All is quiet apart from the occasional mournful cry of an early-rising lone seagull somewhere in the distance. Squinting to scrutinize his destination, he can now just make out the sign above the door, which is advertising a variety of sports betting and what seems to Lowell to be the fairly unlikely chance of a ‘thrilling Las Vegas experience’. Nothing stirs in the immediate vicinity so he climbs warily to his feet, takes a step closer, and begins to move towards the shop. At that exact moment a noise off in the distance stops him in his tracks. Whipping his head around he turns to face the direction from which he had heard the high-pitched but indeterminate sound far behind him. For a moment he is unsure if it was the gull that he had heard circling before, but it seemed different - a lower pitch - and instantly set his nerves on edge. Turning fully around, he groggily scans the end of the street. At first there is nothing, and then, squinting in to the dusk he thinks he sees some movement. A moment later this is confirmed as first one and then another dark shape courses swiftly around the corner and into view. He can make out the sound now, the damned savage yapping and baying of the pack on the hunt. 
As the dogs surge closer to his position, he struggles to force himself into action, and then realizes with a start that his body has taken over and he is already running at full speed towards the haven of the betting shop ahead of him. As he reaches halfway he risks a glance over his shoulder and notes grimly just how much ground the pack have already gained on him. His energy is almost spent, and try as he might he is already flagging. Gritting his teeth, he slaloms around two burnt-out cars abandoned in the middle of the road and presses on. With twenty meters to go he looks back again, the dogs are about another fifty back now, but still gaining, and he can now make out the dog in the lead, maybe five meters ahead of it’s nearest ally, it’s eyes fixed intently on Lowell and a thick foam formed around it’s mouth that quivers and sprays in all directions as it surges forward. He recognizes the dog as the malamute he had seen at the station at once, and even as he runs he curses himself for not dealing with the dog then and there, rather than once again slinking away to hide as he so often does. Thrusting these thoughts to the back of his mind he presses on, straining to ignore the sharp pain rising rapidly in his side. As he closes to within the last few steps he can tell without looking back that the lead dog is almost within biting distance and imagines he can feel it’s hot breath on his back driving him forward. As soon as he is close enough he leaps the final distance to the shop doorway and drops instantly into a roll, coming up the other side of the entrance and then springing forward to barge the door closed with the last of his strength. As the door moves to just short of closing an immense crash on the other side throws him backwards as the malamute leaps through the air, batters its whole weight against the door and thrusts itself through the gap. He staggers forward just in time to see the remainder of the pack following up for entry and with an enormous effort throws out one arm and heaves the door closed in their faces, wincing as two of them slam bodily against the outside. The malamute has skidded into one corner, it’s momentum throwing it off balance, and Lowell doesn’t waste a moment. Casting an eye quickly around the room he spots an entrance leading to a side room a few paces away and throws himself upon it, tearing open the door and slamming it closed behind him. 
As Lowell stands with his back pressed against the door, panting heavily, he rapidly appraises his new environment, and is relieved to see that the room looks secure. It is a small staff area, with a plate glass window running across one side that would have let the attendant keep an eye on the small row of fruit machines that stand in a line against the opposite wall. A barred window to Lowell’s left gives him a view out on to the street in front of the store where the pack are racing up and down, sniffing frantically as they try to find some way into the building that both their prey and companion have disappeared into. The alpha stands apart from the others bristling intently, and as Lowell stares out it stiffens, slowly turns its great head, looks up deliberately and meets his eye, an enraged fury in its gaze that seems to go beyond any urge to feed and towards a primal hatred that makes Lowell shiver and duck out of sight. 
Moving over to the plate glass window, he wipes away a thick layer of dust that obscures the view and peers into the gloom beyond. It takes him a moment before he is able to locate the malamute, lying on one side in the far corner. He guesses that it has sustained an injury as it crashed into the door, as it is fervidly licking one leg and seems to be trembling lightly. Determining that this dog isn’t a threat for now at least, he sidles back to the other window and glanced out once more. The alpha is lying down in the same position that he had occupied a moment before, but at the sight of Lowell at the window instantly rises up and fixed him with the same intense, furious glowering. Feeling that this is a challenge, and with some vague memory surfacing that tells him that no dog is supposed to be able to out-stare a man, he meets the dog’s eyes and returns the glare. He lasts for about a minute before his eyes begin to water and he wilts from the penetrating loathing that bears into him, quickly turning his head to one side with an affected nonchalance he is sure will not fool the giant dog for an instant. At that moment, he hears a soft keening behind him in the room and, turning around, sees that the malamute is also looking at him intently. Like the alpha, this dog’s eyes seem to be full of a calculating intelligence, but that seems to be as far as the similarities go. Beyond that there is no apparent antipathy, but rather a suggestion of curiosity, its head tilted inquisitively to one side. There is something else there too; something that he struggles to put his finger on at first. But as the dog continues to meet his eyes and whimper softly, Lowell becomes gradually convinced that as much as he is appraising the Malamute’s intentions, the dog is sizing him up in return. 
END OF PART ONE 
 
PART TWO 
“So let’s go back to the beginning, to that first dog that seems now to have set my hold future in stone. I remember, when I had first spotted the Dalmatian, feeling thrilled. There I was looking for an opportunity to demonstrate how responsible I could be if I were allowed my own dog and, right on cue, here was one clearly lost on its own with no leash or owner, just sitting alone and whining mournfully outside the Minimart. A Dalmatian! Disney had taught me that these were the gentlest of dogs, so I felt no fear. Besides, I was too busy imagining the praise that would be showered upon me from my father, and the rewards that would be coming my way from the owner when I delivered it into their grateful arms. As I approached, I slipped my school tie from around my neck with one hand and did my best to fashion a makeshift noose on one end and then doubled the other around one hand, in my head looking every part the dusty cowpoke with a lasso. By now I was mentally adding at least one scout badge to my expected bounty for this selfless act, it really never occurred to me that the dog would or could be other than a mute and yielding accomplice. I approached within around a meter before the dog showed any signs of being aware of my presence. All the time I was approaching it just continued to stare intently into the shop, discharging the same high-pitched keening and shuffling it’s paws anxiously. Silly dog, I thought, you’re so busy looking for rescue inside the store that you’ve entirely missed your savior standing right behind you! Without pausing, I readied my makeshift leash, marched up behind it with a cool swagger, and confidently laid one hand on its neck.” 



 
Chapter Twenty-Three 
Lowell lies on his back on a desk within the partitioned off area of the shop that has become his prison. One hand taps out a distracted offbeat rhythm on the surface as his mind races through the options available to him. He had spent an uncomfortable and cold night in the room in the hope that the dogs outside would be gone in the morning, but from first light he could see their silhouettes ranged out across the sidewalk in front of the shop. He has no idea how long they could keep up their vigil, but deep down he is sure that after he has twice given them the slip this time they will not be so easily distracted. Every so often he has checked the window into the main area of the store, to see what the Malamute is up to, but in all that time it never once seemed to move from its position in the far corner. His earlier curiosity and uncertainty about this dog’s intentions had soon given way to a more familiar deep distrust for it. He has decided that any lack of open hostility on its part was more likely some combination of its being on its own, and the injury it had sustained during the chase providing some distraction. He remembers well the transformation that had seemed to come over the Labrador in the moment of its death, and is convinced that this dog would soon mutate into a ferocious foe were he to set foot though the door to the inside of the arcade. 
Having decided that he can probably ignore the Malamute for the time being, Lowell sets about establishing whether it might be possible for him to get out any other way. First he tests the external windows. They all open a short way, but even if it weren’t for the furiously baying dogs waiting below, the bars blocking them off from the inside are solid and immovable. Next, he turns his attention to the ceiling. It is made up of a series of soft foam panels held in position by a crisscrossing framework of aluminum, of the sort often encountered in public buildings. Clambering onto the desk, he finds he can just about reach up and touch them at a stretch, and so he strains upwards ‘til he manages to push one up and out of place, then pauses for a moment to sneeze extravagantly and then wipe away the lavish deposit of dust and scum that has come loose as he moved the tile. This complete, he looks about until he finds a sturdy wooden box over in one corner of the room and then places it on the desk to allow him to get higher up and see inside the roof cavity. From his new position balanced precariously atop the riser, he is able to see a short distance inside the dusty gloom of the roof space, and is disappointed to note that the arrangement of panels seem to extend all the way into the arcade, overlaid with a layer of foam sheet insulation, but without any sturdier beams to climb onto or any apparent access to other areas towards the rear of the shop. 
Clambering unsteadily from the box, he takes a moment to carefully look all around himself for any other possible way out. It doesn’t look good. In desperation, he lifts one corner of the faded thin blue carpet laid underfoot on the off chance that there is some sort of hatch hidden underneath. No such luck. All that greets him there is an unyielding, unfinished concrete floor. Sighing heavily, he replaces the carpet and returns to the desk. It seems that all of his escape routes are blocked, but Lowell learned long ago the effectiveness of the long game in survival situations. Staring grimly at the Malamute on the other side of the glass, he is comforted as he thinks that whilst he may not be able to fight his way out, he had at least taken plenty of food from the house, and will be sure to outlast the dog in any long siege, and with that uplifting thought, he returns to his bag and begins to rummage inside for his water bottle. 
A short few minutes later, Lowell sits on the floor, beads of sweat running freely down his forehead, his knees hugged tight to his chest. On the floor all around him and covering the desk above lay the evidence of an increasingly frantic search through his pack he had undertaken a moment before. All of his possessions have been hurriedly removed and are strewn in all directions. All, that is, apart from his water bottle, and with a sickening sense of rising panic he finally remembers with a grim certainty where he had left it - tucked securely out of sight behind the crate in the attic of his house. Suddenly, his situation has altered terribly. As soon as he is aware that he doesn’t have his water, a terrible thirst springs upon him. From his initial search of his surroundings he is sure that there is no water within the back room, but as he lies backwards with a deep and familiar sense of self-loathing, a thought occurs to him. Standing up and approaching the plate window once more he peers within the arcade and, as he had recalled, away in the far corner just beyond where the Malamute reclines, he soon spots the distinctive shape of a water cooler, just visible through the gloom. 



 
Chapter Twenty-Four 
“No sooner had I touched the back of the Dalmatians neck, than it leapt upwards as if it had been shot, twisting violently in mid air whilst simultaneously reaching out to snap violently at my hand. I stood there, mouth handing open, for several seconds in complete shock, this being so far away from how I had imagined the scenario playing out, whilst the dog slowly backed away against the wall behind it, all the while continuing to growl steadily at me and bare its teeth. If I had had any sense, I would have backed away myself, given the dog a wide berth, and carried on towards my home, but I guess I was too invested in my fantasy to give up so easily. My limited experience of dogs told me that, regardless of the terror I felt, and of the fact my knees were shaking from the shock, all I needed to do was to assert my natural dominance. And so, gathering up what remained of my confidence, as well as my makeshift leash, I determined to press on with my task. Staring the Dalmatian straight in the eyes, I shouted “NO” as commandingly as I was able; dashingly reinforcing the command with a firm finger pointed straight at its head. At the time, I was surprised by how effective this had been; as the dog instantly ceased it’s growling and looked at me with what seemed a newly found sense of respect. Triumphant, I leant forward to tie the noose around its neck, at which point the dog decided it had had enough. In an instant it exploded with rage, leaping forward and ripping the tie from my hands. I staggered backwards, at that moment ready to submit as fast as it would allow me, but it wasn’t willing to give me that chance. Before I could react it dropped the tie and grabbed hold of my sleeves, wrenching me down toward its jaws. Pulling desperately, I eventually managed to tear free my sleeve, and then turned tail and ran as hard as I could. I got about half a block before I turned around and realized it wasn’t following me but was instead just standing by the store panting angrily, but no sooner had I slowed down though than it set off after me again. About another two blocks further on it caught me, sinking its teeth into my left leg and holding on tightly enough to whiplash me forward face first into the street. At that point I blacked out for a moment, how long exactly I don’t know, only coming to a moment later as I was lifted off the ground by an old man who had managed to the get the dog off me before it could finish me off. Later, as the old man walked me home, I sadly cast my mind back to the mental picture of my triumphant return home that I had imagined earlier, and compared it to the state that I was in now. My shirt and trousers were badly ripped. My tie was lost. I had a nasty cut on my head from the fall, and a large open wound on my leg from the bite. On top of all that, a long dark stain had spread liberally from my groin down to my shoes, which proceeded to squelch shamefully with every step I took. I never did get my scout badge, although on reflection I’m not sure how much help that badge would have been on the day that the world fell.” 
*****
As Lowell stares at the Malamute, the memory of his  encounter with the Dalmatian long ago swirls round and round in his head, his historical defeat continuing to feed the cowardice and deep-rooted fear that has served him so well in recent times. Whilst he had fought the Labrador at the church, that battle had been the result of intoxication rather than of any particular desire to take the fight to the dogs. Since the outbreak, he has operated almost exclusively from the shadows, and from that position he has seen many a braver man cut down all too easily by the dogs, each one reinforcing his determination to stay out of the fight altogether. Now, it seems that any chance of doing so has been taken out of his hands. He is uncomfortably aware of his growing thirst, having realized with dismay that he hasn’t drunk a thing since he first got to the attic nearly twenty-four hours earlier. His best hope now is that perhaps the Malamute’s injury is worse than he had first calculated. Aside from moving its head to continue staring at Lowell as he moves around the office, it has barely shifted position since getting inside, and even from his position ten or so meters away he can see its leg shaking - he assumes from the trauma of its injury. Taking a deep breath and cracking his fingers nervously, he casts an eye around the office until his gaze comes to rest on what is left of the ball of string that he keeps in his pack. Wandering over to the table he picks it up thoughtfully, and then looks up at the foam panels that cover the ceiling. 
The best part of an hour later, Lowell stands uncertainly in front of the door to the arcade. Although it is impossible to tell by looking at him, he is biting his lip nervously, and sweat is streaming down his forehead. He desperately wishes he would stop perspiring so much, as he is really starting to feel his dehydration now; his mouth is dry, he has a terrible headache, he is feeling increasingly lethargic, and he has begun to experience regular spells of intense dizziness in which static dances wildly in front of his eyes and he is forced to lean forward and place his hands on his knees to maintain his balance. His choice of attire is not helping matters. The entirety of his body from head to toes is wrapped in a swaddling layer of insulation he has ripped from the roof; with only two small gaps left free for his eyes and mouth. To hold the insulation in place, he has managed to squeeze on top of all this the largest t-shirt and trousers he possesses. He has completed the outfit by using his spool of string to tie several ceiling tiles to his chest and back, with broken-off half sections attached to his arms and legs, the whole neatly reproducing the effect of a cut-price samurai in some very low-budget high school stage production. One hand he has bound with insulation, and then used the last of the string to tie his knife in place, and the other he has left unencumbered to hold his gun. This he hefts awkwardly as he stares at the Malamute on the other side of the glass. The dog seems to be asleep now, lying heavily on one side, with three of its legs extended straight out in front and one lifted rudder-like straight up in the air. He could almost have thought it were already dead, if it weren’t for the fact that every now and again its legs begin to paddle energetically in mid-air whilst it emits a series of small, distant yaps. It is the first time that it has stopped staring intently at him since they entered the shop, and although his original plan had been to attempt to retrieve the water without confronting the animal if possible, he now feels that this is too good an opportunity to remove such a threat and deal with the animal for good than he can reasonably pass up. 
Moving as slowly and carefully as he can manage in his cumbersome ensemble, Lowell slowly lowers the handle and eases the door open, all the while keeping one eye on the dog, and pausing with baited breath whenever it stirs even slightly in its sleep. With the door open – and left ajar to allow a quick retreat if needed – he maneuvers himself around to the right of the opening and begins to shuffle cautiously along the wall, slowly advancing until he is nearly at the far corner of the shop and the dog’s back is facing toward him. From here, he begins to shuffle glacially towards the Malamute, taking care to lift each foot well clear of the ground before placing it cautiously forward, and stopping several times on route to lean forward and rest as bouts of dizziness rise up to almost overwhelm him, and then fall away again like the constant heavy drops of sweat raining from his brow. He waits until he has got to within two feet of the dog, and he can hear its regular wheezing snore even through the thick padding covering his ears and then lifts his gun unsteadily and points it squarely at the back of the dog’s skull. As he prepares to fire, he feels a deep shame at himself for killing this animal that has not demonstrated any aggression towards him since they entered the building. Despite this, he knows what he has to do, and he takes a moment to remind himself of all those people that he has seen killed by the dogs since the outbreak, and then he inhales deeply and pulls the trigger. 



 
Chapter Twenty-Five 
Lowell continues to stand in the middle of the room for several seconds, gun still pointed at the Malamute, as his brain clicks slowly through the gears. All the while he continues to pull impotently on the trigger. After his mistake outside the church, he had this time made sure to load and cock the gun before leaving the office, and so he feels a bitter rising frustration at the gun’s repeated refusal to do his bidding. A long moment later, as he finally realizes what he has done, or rather has failed to do; he panics. Lifting the gun upwards, he swings his other hand over to release the safety, only to succeed in delivering instead a nasty cut to the thumb of his gun hand; courtesy of the knife he has attached to his other limb. 
For several confused seconds he engages in a complicated juggling act in which he struggles to keep the gun in his possession before, with one final misjudged act, he sweeps it clear, sending it soaring through the air where it lands with a crash a meter or so beyond the dog and then slides noisily toward the far corner of the room. Instantly, the dog wakes with a loud bark and a wild flailing of its limbs and lunges towards Lowell with an instinctive and immediate horror, snapping its jaws closed just shy of his groin before backing away, growling fiercely and bristling all over. Lowell stands uncertainly for a few more seconds, all the while waving his knife-hand vaguely in the direction of the dog. The sudden escalation of the situation has shocked him hugely, and on top of this his sight is blurring, his head is pounding and he has begun to feel decidedly unwell. Wavering slightly, and still swiping imprecisely towards the dog with his knife-hand, he stares wistfully back in the direction of the door to the back room and takes one half step toward it before pausing and reaching indecisively back towards the water cooler. In front of him, the dog continues its slow retreat, keeping up a continuous snarling as it goes. Lowell shakes his head groggily to still his thoughts and then, as his body finally gives up the fight, looks up abruptly at the dog, fixes it with a final sad helpless smile, and topples straight over to one side. As he falls, his heavily bound head thunks brutally on the edge of the nearest fruit machine before he lands a second later - spread-eagled, limp and out cold on the hard floor. 
Lowell wakes slowly and painfully, as if surfacing from deep underwater into a cold, harsh light. It takes him a long time to piece together the events of the night before. At first, he wonders why his right hand is so numb with cold, whilst the rest of his body feels so unusually warm, and it isn’t until he reaches up to lay one hand gingerly on his throbbing head that he encounters the thick layers of insulation and remembers his dangerous plight. At once he reaches out to one side and groans with effort as he pushes himself up, only just managing to avoid delivering himself a fresh wound with his knife-hand as he does so. At the sight of the makeshift weapon the remainder of the nights events swim blearily into focus and he at once panics, struggling for breath and darting his eyes warily all around before he finally locates the Malamute, sitting bolt upright and alert and staring at him from its position backed up as far as can be away from him in the furthest corner of the room. Confused, Lowell turns his attention to himself again; a quick scan of his body shows no fresh wounds, but a pool of blood stretches away on the floor from the injury his knife had inflicted to his right hand; a deep gash running along the back of his thumb that stings and oozes anew as he now attempts to gently flex his hand. 
He looks again at the dog. It hasn’t moved since he has awoken, but continues to fix him with an intense stare, only breaking it off and gazing instead at a fixed position just of to the left of Lowell’s head whenever their eyes meet. Thrusting a finger into the insulation around his forehead to itch his scalp thoughtfully, Lowell pushes all thoughts of the Malamute to one side for a moment. For whatever reason, it has left him alone, and his craving for water has to take precedence over everything else for now. Pushing down hard on the floor, he attempts to rise to his feet, straining against all of the extra weight from his bulky costume and only managing to make it half way before his left leg, numb from a night bearing his weight on the stone floor, gives way beneath him and sends him crashing back to the ground. Pushing himself back up to his hands and knees, he crawls painfully the few feet to the water cooler and rises up, immediately flipping the plastic tap upwards and then gratefully lifting his parched mouth forward and wide open to meet the flood of water that cascades down upon him. The relief of getting some water at last is instantaneous, and he stays in this position for some time, quenching his thirst whilst his head covering and the insulation around his front become heavy and sodden from the downpour. 
As soon as his thirst is quenched, he reaches up and flicks the tap into the off position, simultaneously noticing a strange coloration to the remainder of the water left in the tank. He stares at it in confusion for a few seconds before realizing what it is, some strange green algae-like organism that has formed a thick film up the sides of the cooler, and bloomed across the surface of the water itself. He gags at the sight, as a previously unnoticed bitter taste floods his taste buds, but he manages to hold the rancid water down nonetheless – he will worry about that later, and will just have to hope to avoid any ill effects. 
After resting for a few more minutes, and as his headache gradually begins to subside at least slightly, he manages at last to clamber to his feet. Walking slowly and unsteadily, he toddles back towards the room at the rear of the shop, his path taking him nearer to the Malamute still pressed into the corner. As he passes, he gets a closer look at the animal, and sees the wound to its back paw closely for the first time. Pausing, he squints to make out more detail. From where he stands now it is obvious that this was not after all an injury it had sustained whilst entering the shop, but is rather a bite; the familiar ugly pattern of puncture marks combined with a tearing gash where a canine has gripped and ripped open the flesh as the dog had attempted to run away. The implication is astounding, and causes Lowell to stop dead for a second in his tracks: does this mean that the Malamute had been fleeing from the rest of the pack? If so, had its instinctive urge to attack Lowell overtaken its flight or had it rather followed him looking for sanctuary for itself? He has no way of knowing the answer to either question for sure, but is just thankful that for whatever reason the dog seems happy to keep to itself for now and not seek any conflict with Lowell. 
Backing off steadily, Lowell carefully retreats away from the dog and continues withdrawing slowly towards the door, waiting until he is within a few steps before turning and darting within the back office and shutting the door behind him. Breathing deeply, he looks around as his eyes gradually adjust to the dimmer light within, before blinking with surprise at the sight that greets him. He has no idea for how long he had been unconscious, but it appears now that the dog had not been as inactive as he had first thought during his convalescence. His pack is lying open, and a new large tear now runs across the front, exposing the inner, and the rest of his belongings that had been either within the pack or arranged upon the table are now spread liberally around it on the floor. Several of the tins show evidence of dents and teeth marks where the dog has attempted to get to the food inside and the plastic wrapper that had held his last piece of candy has been ripped to shreds; the food itself long gone and the majority of the packaging also eaten. Finally, the small leather pouch he had taken from the boy’s holdall has been removed and well chewed, a large portion of the leather missing and the rest discarded in pieces on the floor. Lowell looks out towards the dog. He isn’t angry; in fact it is quite the opposite. The pressing matter isn’t that the dog had attempted to get his food, but that if it were so hungry as to attempt to eat leather, why hadn’t it taken the opportunity to attack him as he laid defenseless and bleeding profusely in the other room? Whatever the reason, Lowell feels deeply thankful. 
He stares at the dog for several more minutes, deep in thought, before seemingly reaching a conclusion. Recovering one of the dented tins of corned beef, he prizes it open and then looks around for a moment before his gaze falls on the small tin dish he carries in his pack, and which is now lying away in the corner of the office. Retrieving it, he takes out a fork from a side pocket of his pack, portions out half of the can into the dish and mashes it thoroughly into a fine paste. Moving steadily, he opens the door to the shop and slowly approaches the dog. As he comes nearer, the Malamute clambers to its feet, tries to back away and yelps softly as its injured paw takes the weight and then just as quickly began to salivate as it smells the meat that Lowell carries; an abundant stream of glutinous dribble that pores instantly from both sides of its mouth. Lowell approaches as close as he dares - to within a couple of feet - and then places the dish on the ground in front of the dog before immediately backing away again. In spite of its evidently ravenous hunger, the dog waits until Lowell has moved back almost to the office door, limps towards the bowl, and then falls upon its meal with an obvious and grateful delight - finishing it all within a few seconds and then at once looking shyly up towards Lowell with wide, begging eyes and an entreating expression. 



 
Chapter Twenty-Six 
Over the next few days, Lowell and the Malamute fall into a routine of sorts. For the most part, they keep out of each other’s way, but whenever Lowell prepares himself some food he makes sure to portion off a small amount for the dog. These gifts are not born out of any kind of a growing affection for the Malamute, but are rather a practical measure; he has established a precedent now, and doesn’t want to test their cautious truce by withholding food, however precious to him it is. In truth, Lowell is not convinced as to how much of a threat the dog would be if they were to fight. He has noted the condition of its injury each day and can tell that it is worsening; a visible swelling has appeared around the wound, and the dog seems to be moving less and less, barely stirring at all apart from to lick its wound, on which it spends the majority of each day, and otherwise only budging to limp painfully towards the food Lowell offers. For the most part, it has also stopped staring at Lowell, and instead rests its head heavily on the floor, regularly drifting off to doze for a spell before awakening with a distressing whine if it has involuntarily flexed its hurt paw in its sleep. For water they are now well fixed; Lowell had investigated the other backroom that had previously been off limits to him and discovered another two large bottles of water meant for the cooler; these thankfully sealed and untouched by the organic pollutant that has spoiled the other. This too he shares with the dog; decanting a small amount into a plastic bowl that he presents to the Malamute and takes care to top up before each meal. 
The rest of the time Lowell spends staring out of the window, keeping tabs on the pack that still besieges him from their positions ranged along the pavement. As at the church, these dogs have soon found themselves a base from which to rest and continue their vigil; this time they have retreated to the doorway of the store next door, and on each occasion that Lowell looks out and finds them missing his hopes rise and are then dashed just as swiftly as before long one or other of them appears in view; barking and snarling with an undiminished loathing as soon as they spot his face at the window. In addition to finding the water in the backroom, he has found something else; a heavy steel back door and another barred window, both leading out onto an alleyway that runs along the shop’s south side. Watching from the window, he soon establishes that members of the pack will often appear here also, taking turns in scavenging and hunting for rats in the piles of filth and detritus that cover the ground. Here, he has watched as long as he dares, careful to ensure that they never spot him at the back window, and then returning thoughtfully to the front of the shop. 
From here, he gazes out at the pavement in front once more, to where the alpha dozes. For once he hasn’t spotted Lowell, giving him a rare chance to study the great beast without having to tolerate the pure hatred of his stare; a phenomenon that causes Lowell’s eyes to water and invariably ends with Lowell turning away and retreating to the safety of the office. Inspecting the slumbering animal now, it is hard not to feel a grudging respect. Clearly its life of fighting, scavenging, and hunting have agreed with him as he is a picture of health; his fur glossy, his skin stretched taut over a mass of lean muscles, all without even the slightest deposit of fat visible on his entire frame. Even in sleep he radiates a terrifying menace; with every other rasping snore succeeded by a guttural growl that strikes Lowell deep down in some primal area of his brain, immediately priming his whole body for flight. As Lowell watches, all of a sudden, a change comes over the Alpha, and seemingly without any intermediate stage he transforms from asleep to alert. His ears prick up and his head lifts, eyes straining to see some point at the far end of the street. Another growl issues forth, to Lowell no different from his slumbering complaints, but clearly his followers can detect some change in his tone as they instantly respond, darting out from their hiding places within the shop next door and taking position flanking their leader on both sides. Intrigued, Lowell presses his face to the glass and peers up the street. 
It takes him a long moment before he can make out anything that can have alarmed the dogs, and then he sees it: over on the far side and approaching cautiously is another group of three dogs. As they draw closer, Lowell can see that they are all some sort of Doberman Pinscher type breed; tall, muscular dogs with wickedly pointed features, sharp, calculating eyes, and razor- sharp teeth visible now through panting mouths that emit regular traces of mist into the bitterly cold air. They are all large dogs, but one is noticeable larger still, and this is the dog that leads them now, exuding that familiar aura of power that Lowell has come to recognize at a glance as indicating the dominant dog. The pack watches them come to within ten meters without any attempt to stall their approach before the Alpha decides he had had enough and steps forward to bark out a savage greeting; some measured combination of warning, threat, and provocation that the opposing dogs clearly understand, as immediately they respond in kind, the lead Doberman lifting its upper lip up in a hideous sneer before barking once with a wracking throaty venom that makes the hair on Lowell’s neck stand to attention. 
*****
“In those first, dark days, it had seemed to me that the world was composed of nothing but dogs. I knew there were a lot of them around, but I never knew just how many; and as someone with a phobia, I tended to notice them more than the average person. There didn’t seem to be packs back then, just one mass of dogs. The fear of the virus drove people away from their dying loved ones indoors and straight out of their houses, and then a moment later a surging mass of fur and teeth would overwhelm them from all directions. Several times on such occasions I saw overexcitement boil over into confrontation; two dogs turning on each other as one inadvertently blocked another from their quarry, but for the most part the flow of fresh victims ensured they were too distracted to fight much amongst themselves. I have wondered what might have become of me if I were not knocked unconscious that day; if I had not been lying comatose for who knows how long as the most intense part of the struggle raged outside. When I eventually came to, and looked again at the scene outside, the scores of human dead had been joined by a good number of fallen dogs, sparking some hope of a human fight back in my mind. Alas, I soon had the opportunity to see for myself how it really happened; as a door across the way inched cautiously open, and my neighbors over the street, a young couple, sidled out warily and then darted towards their car parked out on the street. For a moment it actually looked like they were going to make it, and then I saw the panic on the man’s face as he fumbled with his keys to unlock the car, his terrified glances in one direction, as the woman froze whilst looking in the other, and twin packs of dogs closed with matched swiftness from each bearing. As they met, the wave of dogs engulfed and slaughtered the couple in a heartbeat, and then continued to fight with the same murderous intensity over the spoils. 
It was then that I began to understand the workings of the pack a little better. In the midst of the battle, two of the largest dogs clashed with a greater intensity, and were afforded a little more space, in a battle that seemed just a little more fierce than the rest. Whilst some of the other battles seemed guarded, with much posturing and false lunges, these two fought with a savagery that ensured only one would survive. And so it was that after a minute one lay dead, its rival’s teeth buried fully into its jugular and ripped free; releasing an eruption of blood visible even from my position fifty meters distant. As soon as that battle was done, the fight amongst the rest seemed to subside, the odd struggle continued here and there between pairs of animals, but otherwise it struck me as like the moment that a king is killed in battle; a trumpet rings out, a cautious truce, and then a herald; “the king is dead, long live the king.” After the couple’s bones had been picked over, the dogs left, but as one new pack. Their former companions, dead and dying, were left where they had fallen, that was the first time I remember feeling thankful I had never got the dog that I wanted.” 
*****
As Lowell stares out at the confrontation between the two small packs now, he witnesses the same complicated dance that he has seen repeated several times over play out before his eyes. First there is a stand off. This is the posturing phase; a cacophony of growling and barking as each side attempts to cow the other. Hair bristling, and teeth bared, the dogs pace slowly up and down an imagined semi-circular dividing line; each daring their opposite number to cross the boundary that will signal open conflict. After a while, the dogs begin to test the limits of their foes restraint; first one will edge out to bark just a little closer than before, then one from the other side will counter closer still and so on until, with a short stride forward and strained neck, one of the dogs will decide enough is enough and strike; teeth snapping shut just close enough to cause the interloper to hurriedly retreat to the protection of their comrades. Amidst all this, only the two dominant dogs remain still. Growling fiercely, eyes locked together, they ignore the growing bravado of the others and save their energy for what they know must come. As so often is the case, it is the Shih Tzu that finally oversteps the mark. Piqued that the Doberman across from its position has completely ignored what it considered to be several particularly daring incursions, it lunges ever closer, testing the Doberman’s patience to breaking point, until eventually it does break. As the Shih Tzu charges to within an inch of its enemy, and its teeth brush close to the bare skin on its belly, the other dog springs into action, whipping its head down low and tearing into the Shih Tzu’s ear with its razor sharp teeth. 
No sooner has first blood been spilled than the Alpha erupts, leaping forward with a terrible snarl and barreling into the Doberman with enough force to send it spiraling away, and following up with a quick bite to its rear as the Shih Tzu flees whimpering behind its leader and back to the protection of the rest of its pack. As the Alpha turns to retreat, the other, dominant Doberman sees its exposed flank and seizes its opportunity, leaping forward to straddle the Alpha with a paw either side of its great head and sinking its teeth into the soft folds of skin that cover the top of its neck. At once, the Alpha lets out a great roar, brimming with indignity at the underhanded manner of this attack. The Doberman strains desperately to clamp its teeth down further, and make the most of its advantage, but the Alpha is too experienced a fighter to yield so easily. Dropping his front leg, he rolls to one side to shake free his attacker. As the Alpha struggles over and back to his feet the gambit has failed and still the Doberman clings on, so the Alpha repeats the trick, again rolling to the side but this time craning his neck around to clamp his jaws shut on the Doberman’s soft underbelly. In a flash, both dogs let up, each spinning away in opposite directions before leaping to their feet to face each other anew. No sooner have the two dominant dogs begun to fight, than the others stop their posturing at once, each retreating behind their champion and watching intently for the outcome of the desperate battle that is unfolding before them. 
The Doberman had clearly been in a few of these battles before, and was evidently a fearsome competitor, but whichever dogs it has defeated in the past, they can not have been nearly as experienced as the Alpha. As the two break off, the Doberman instantly takes a step backwards, ready to resume another tense standoff and lick its wounds before the resumption of hostilities, but the Alpha has other ideas. No sooner has it got back to its feet, than it is charging back in the direction of its opponent. The Doberman is caught on the back foot; as it retreats desperately from this unexpected assault it is caught full in the head and chest by the weight of the Alpha; its great forehead smashing into the smaller dog’s skull with a resounding crack and a force that flips it over onto its back. Following on mercilessly, the Alpha crunches his huge jaws closed on the Dobermans snout with a savagery that splinters the terrified dog’s bones. In a blind fury, the Alpha continues to rain down bite after bite as the Doberman whines frantically and feebly flaps its broken jaws towards its attacker. Within an instant it is over; as soon as the Alpha feels no further resistance it breaks off the attack. Only a few seconds have passed but in the short, brutal assault, the Doberman has been a left with a shocking mass of terrible injuries; a huge flap of skin lies open at its chest, exposing the bone below, one eye is cleaved in two, and its splintered jaw wavers weakly as it struggles to breathe through the flow of blood pouring into its throat. The Alpha stares down, seemingly considering whether to finish off the pathetic creature, then nonchalantly leans closer to sniff his foe, turns dismissively and trots away. 
Taking a position just beyond the stricken dog, he lies down on the pavement amidst the rest of the pack. The other two Dobermans stand stock still, remaining uncertainly where they are for another moment, before one of them makes up its mind and then slowly approaches the Alpha. Head bowed low, it shuffles carefully forward, its tail pressed between its legs. The Alpha raises its great head to watch the dog approach, and then lifts its snout into the air. As the Doberman reaches his position it cautiously raised its head up at an angle and carefully licks the Alphas exposed throat, continuing until the dominant dog signals with a low growl that it is satisfied. No sooner has that Doberman slunk away, than the other takes its place, mirroring its submissive stance and receiving the same measured acceptance from the Alpha. Taking position on the outside of the pack the new dogs begin the slow process of incorporating themselves into their new pack, as on the ground ahead their vanquished leader struggles to cling vainly to life for a few desperate minutes and then its eyes roll back into its head and it lies still. 



 
Chapter Twenty-Seven 
Inside the store, Lowell wills himself to make a move. It has been so long since the dogs have been at all distracted that he had almost given up any hope that he would have a chance to slip away undetected, rather than fight it out, and he knows that this must be the best chance he will have. Ducking down before they spot him, he creeps away from the window and quietly gathers his possessions into his pack, being especially careful to make sure that this time his gun is loaded and cocked. Nevertheless, he keeps the safety on, figuring it will be better to take a second longer in preparing to shoot than to risk blowing his balls off whilst drawing the weapon. Moving through into the main room, he fills up his water bottle from the larger container, staring at it wistfully and hoping that at some point he will be able to return to the store to reclaim the rest. Once he has all of his belongings together he moves towards the back door. 
All the while he is getting ready to move out, the Malamute stares at him quizzically, as if somehow aware that he is getting ready to leave, and now it strains to rise to its feet and stands, swaying slightly from the effort. It is in a bad way; its paw has continued to worsen and Lowell has found himself wishing he possessed either the knowledge or supplies to help it out somehow. Now, as he slides back the bolt and undoes the latch on the exit to the alleyway, Lowell pauses, returns to the room and stares long and hard at the dog. Try as he might to tell himself that he owes the dog nothing, he knows it wouldn’t be right to leave it in the shop. The only two options are either to leave it alone with the door open, and certain to fall prey to the pack, or to shut it in and let it starve to death. Sighing heavily, Lowell waves his hand urgently, and the dog seems somehow to understand and begins to limp unsteadily towards him. As the dog approaches, Lowell moves to the back window and takes a moment to look long and hard along the alleyway in both directions. Seeing that the way is clear, he eases the door open, glances around again and steps outwards. The Malamute follows close behind him, letting out a brief pained cry as it steps down into the alleyway that sets Lowell’s nerves on edge and his ears to straining. In case he should return, Lowell closes the door gently behind them and instantly set off up the alleyway, looking nervously and often over his shoulder as he goes. 
Reaching the end of the alleyway, Lowell glances out and up the adjoining road that runs on towards Main Street. He stays in position for a moment as he scouts the way ahead; there are no dogs in sight, but in the center of the road a large rat sits in plain view, chewing on some rotting morsel. The sight of the rat calms Lowell; as he reasons that it would have drawn out any dogs if they were lurking nearby. As he starts to cross to the alleyway opposite, he looks back briefly to where the Malamute is struggling along. It has barely made it halfway to where Lowell stands and is clearly struggling to continue. Lowell truly hopes the dog will make it, but he can’t help but reflect that at the very least the Malamute will help to slow down any of the pack that should venture in his direction, even if the injured Malamute is unlikely to hold them up for long. Pushing this unworthy thought to the back of his mind, he pushes on, scurrying quickly cross the road and on up the adjoining alleyway. Around halfway up, he ducks behind a wheelie bin and takes a few minutes to watch the way that he has come. Still there is no sight of any pursuers, and none of the sounds of baying and howling he would expect if the pack were on his trail. He remains in position for as long as he can, hoping to see the Malamute emerge safely into the alleyway, but first one minute passes, and then another with no sign of the dog. After two minutes are up, he sighs, shakes his head sadly and continues on his way. 
Ten minutes later, Lowell begins to relax somewhat as he reasons he has now put a decent distance between himself and the pack, and so he slows his pace somewhat to conserve his energy. By his calculation he should now be approaching the far end of Main Street, and he takes another quick break to allow himself a drop of water and then carries on. A little way further, Lowell comes to the back of another shop. The windows on his side are missing, having expanded and popped outwards under the heat of the fire that has gutted the interior of the building. Peering inside, Lowell recognizes the shell as the remains of the destroyed pet store he had noticed on his way into town. Up close, he can see how ferociously the fire must have raged within; the entirety of the stock and fittings are gone, and halfway in the celling and roof above have given way and crashed down onto the shop floor. From where he stands, it doesn’t appear that the fire has spread into the adjoining building to the right; the wall closest to his position having been burnt clean away to reveal a firebreak that the owners would have been incredibly thankful for, were they still around to appreciate it. With nothing of value likely to be left in the store, Lowell continues on his way. The next building in line is shuttered up tightly; the rear door made of the same impenetrable thick steel as all the rest and locked up tight. As he makes to move on, Lowell spots a sign bolted to the wall next to the door, the wording obscured by filth and dust. He runs his hand over the sign to reveal the text below: Please ring bell for deliveries to H. Warren’s. Lowell knows the name. It takes him a moment to place before a mental image of the independent pharmacy on Main Street pops in to his head and gives him pause. It seems likely that anything in the shop of value will have been looted long ago, but he reasons that with the fire raging next door there is at least a chance that the initial wave of looters will have given the place a wide berth. 
Moving back to the pet store, he stares in thoughtfully. Despite the distance he has put between himself and the dogs, he still doesn’t dare head to the front of the pharmacy to attempt entry that way, and so he instead places his hands gingerly on the empty and scorched frame, carefully avoiding the few fragments of glass that remain, and lifts himself up and into the pet shop interior. Inside, he moves quickly, not wanting to hang around in such an unstable building, and heads straight over to the exposed section of wall. Gripping hold of a of soot-covered iron bar that extends out of the rubble, he eases his weight forward, gives the wall a tentative tap with his right foot, and then grins as a small section instantly gives way and falls to the floor. Leaning forward again, he draws back his foot and repeats the action, but with a harder kick, this time the majority of the exposed wall holds for a second, and then crumbles to dust to create a decent sized hole. Lowell lets go of the pole and steps forward. Dropping down onto his hands and knees, he crawls up to the hole, taps away the last few remaining pieces of plaster that are in his way, and eases through into the pharmacy. Feeling smugly satisfied, he stands up, dusts himself down, and then lets out a strangled yelp as he looks up straight into the barrel of the gun pointed directly at his face. 



 
Chapter Twenty-Eight 
“For some time after the incident with the Dalmatian, I had a hard time of it at school. Before that, I had never been either picked-on or particularly popular. I was just a normal kid. Maybe if it had been a Rottweiler I could have got away with it, but when a boy gets chased and attacked by a Dalmatian, and then lavishly wets himself, its hard for kids to let that one lie. At first I tried to just laugh it off, but despite that I found that pretty soon I couldn’t walk down a corridor between lessons without some joker lunging at me as I passed and barking in my face. If I winced even slightly someone else would chip in with “he’s going to piss his pants!” Hilarious. 
After that it escalated quickly. I was okay when I was with my friends, but there was always a part of my walk home after school when I’d be alone, and then I was in trouble. It was usually in a lane near my house where they’d get me, this group of older kids who’d hang out there most days to smoke and mess about. When I could, I’d wait until an adult was walking through and then cling to their heels until I got past, hurrying home as soon as I was in the clear. That tactic worked fine, but looking back I think it just showed I was scared, and put a target on my head. Pretty soon it escalated from verbal abuse to physical. Nothing serious, just pushing me around, kicking my heels to make me fall over, putting me in a headlock, throwing me head first down the dirt bank. After a few weeks of that I was at breaking point though, and that was when that little shit Chris Fenton made an appearance. He didn’t even do much, just caught me at the wrong time, at the end of a bad day, and thought he could get a few cheap laughs at my expense, like everyone else. He was much smaller than me, and two years younger, and I guess that put me off my guard. As he and his mates walked down the hallway towards me I was lost in my own world, and so when he suddenly veered off and shouted “woof!” as loudly as he could, I jumped out of my skin and let out a startled squeak. And then I just lost it. As soon as I heard his mates starting to laugh I grabbed him by the throat and shook him like a rag doll and then, before I could stop myself, had spun him around and slammed him against the wall, throwing the back of his head backwards to strike against it with a sickening crack. I knew straight away that I was fucked. He didn’t even have to say anything, I knew who his brother was; once upon a time Luke Fenton had even been a sort-of friend of mine, we would muck around together in drama class, but not lately. Either way I didn’t hang around, I just bolted away from them down the corridor as Chris’s sobbing threats cascaded after me.” 
I took the next three days off school “sick”, hoping that somehow it would just blow over, that they would just forget about it. On the Monday after, I kept my head down, expecting at every moment out of class that I would turn round to see Luke looming up behind me, but nothing happened. I didn’t hear a single word about it. By the end of the day I felt great, I was even beginning to think that maybe all I had needed to do all along was get physical with someone and it would have all been fine. And, who knows, maybe if that someone had been someone else it would have been. As I walked home I felt on top of the world. I had stood up to a bully (albeit a very small, weak bully) and won, I had overcome the abuse, and had finally put an end to the days of me taking shit about the Dalmatian. I was so wrapped up in my thoughts that I didn’t even notice when I reached the lane, and when I eventually looked up and saw the massive group of kids blocking my way I instinctively stepped to one side to walk round them. It was only as several of them moved across to block my path that I finally grasped what was going on, and then looked across to see Luke and Chris Fenton standing out in front of the rest. Instantly my knees buckled, I wanted to turn and run by my feet refused to move. Immediately Luke began to walk towards me, Chris following close on his heels. I did the only thing I could do; I dropped to the floor and begged Luke’s forgiveness, telling him over and over that I didn’t want to fight him. He just looked at me with disdain, leant close to me and almost whispered, “I’m not going to fight you, piss-pants, you’re going to fight my brother”, and then stepped to one side. Before I knew what was what, the rest of the kids had gathered round, enclosing Chris and me in a tight, baying circle. 
For a long time nothing happened, Chris just stood there in front of me uncertainly, until finally he turned to his brother and said in a small voice, “I can’t punch him Luke, he’ll just hit me back”. Luke snorted derisively “if he touches you, I’ll deck him”, and immediately several of his mates chipped in to say they would follow his lead. Chris looked unconvinced, but after a bit more encouragement he finally found the courage, stepped close to me, reached up and thumped me in the face; an inexperienced blow that was more of a sideswipe than a punch but stung my check nonetheless. I just stood there, powerless to stop him, and so he carried on, emboldened by my passivity. The blows didn’t hurt, really, but the sheer helplessness did. My cheeks gradually reddened, partly from the impacts but mostly from a familiar feeling rising from my gut. I struggled for as long as I could to keep my face neutral and just put up with the beating, but eventually I had had enough. First a single frustrated tear ran down my face, and then another, and I let out a small choked whimper, the shame of crying just increasing my feelings of misery and completing a vicious cycle. As soon as the other boys noticed my tears it was all over, I could no longer repel the tide of pathetic choked sobs that wracked my body. My wretched display signaled the end of the fight, as Chris was born away as the hero who had reduced a boy two years older than him to tears, and I was left crouched crying and alone in the dirt, condemned to spend the rest of my time at school as an outcast and a joke.” 



 
Chapter Twenty-Nine 
Now, so many years later, Lowell feels the same, bitter feelings of hot, frustrated helplessness that he had felt at the hands of the Fenton brothers all of those years before, and recognizes the same curious expression in front of him; the same combination of pity, hatred, and disgust on the face of his captors that Luke had given him as he had left Lowell sitting on the ground in tears that day. The one compensation for Lowell, is that he is at least sure that, however powerless he feels, he isn’t going to cry this time. He knows that he might still be as much of a coward as ever, but the difference now is that these days that is by choice; he has seen and experienced far too much to be reduced to tears just because he has been tied to a chair and gagged by a couple of thugs. His immediate concern after he had emerged from the pet store and into the pharmacy, apart of course from the gun pointed straight at his head, was that the man and woman in front of him had been hunting him down, intent on exacting some revenge for the food he had taken from them at the house. Soon though, he realized that although he knew who they were, Heather and Bill had no idea who he was, and that despite how it felt to him their tying him up was in fact nothing personal. Indeed, as they discuss what to do with their prisoner now, they seem to be mostly concerned by the mistaken belief that they might have inadvertently stumbled on to the territory of some other gang. 
“Well why don’t we just leave him here then?” That is Bill’s suggestion. 
Heather looks at him incredulously. “Oh, and let his pals find him here so he can tell them all about us?” 
Bill’s brow furrows. “How do we know he’s even with anyone else?”
Heather sighs in response. As usual, her patience with Bill is teetering on the edge, and as she replies she does so slowly and deliberately, in a voice better suited to explaining something very simple to a child.
“Well, for one thing, he’s alive, Bill.” She says, “You can’t survive in this world on your own Bill. There’ll be others beside him, and close by too.”
Bill nods. 
“Alright, so we let him go then”. He says.
In response, Heather taps her head theatrically. 
“Just think would you, Bill? That’s gonna get us the same response, only quicker”.

Bill considers this at length, pursing his lips together and whistling his breath in thoughtfully. 
“Well if we aint leaving him, and we aint lettin’ him go either, then I guess that don’t leave us too many options”. 
Heather looks over at Lowell and shakes her head sadly. 
“No, I guess not”.

Taking a step closer she motioned to where Lowell is sitting. 
“Well why don’t you ge....”.

Breaking off mid sentence, she looks at Lowell for a long moment and then paces over to the corner of the shop furthest from where Lowell sits and gestures for Bill to follow. Once Bill has joined her, the pair continued their conversation, their voices now dropped to a whisper, so that Lowell is unable to catch a word. At length, he sees Bill reluctantly nod his head before turning away and heading over to the door where he stands staring out. Heather remains in position for a moment, cracking her knuckles and then straightens up to look at Lowell, only catching his eye for a split second before hurriedly looking away again. 
As Lowell watches Heather walking slowly over towards him, a small part of him screams inwardly, telling him to make some effort to talk to Heather, to get her to remove the gag so he can explain that he is not part of some larger group, and is not a threat. The larger part of him, though, knows that this is pointless. Even if he were given the chance to explain himself, the chances of his managing to convince them that he has survived alone for so long will be laughably slim. On top of this realization, the truth is that Lowell is tired. He is tired of a life that involves nothing but a constant scrabble for safety, food and water. He is tired of the constant loneliness. Above all, he is tired of being hunted. And so, he makes no complaint, and merely sits still and quietly watches as Heather approaches. 
As soon as Heather reaches her captive's position, she slips her gun from its holster, and cocks it; but even as Lowell hears the sound of the agent of his impending death sliding into place in the chamber, he still feels no great sadness that it has come to this. If anything, the sense of calm acceptance comes even greater upon him, and he lifts his head up high to indicate to Heather that she should not delay the inevitable any longer. For Heather though, the act she is preparing for is not so easy. She has killed men before, but only ever in defense of her loved ones, and then only from afar. Even though she is sure that she has to follow through with it now, the disquiet she feels at the barbaric act of killing an unarmed hostage gives her pause, and it is that pause that gives Lowell a reprieve, for it is at that moment that Bill turns and frantically signals at Heather, and then a second later a tall woman – Susan, he seems to remember, the very same woman that Lowell had witnessed grieving in his hallway a few days earlier – walks through the door. 
As soon as the woman enters, a subtle change comes over the occupants of the room, and it is immediately evident that she is in charge. Bill and Heather stiffen to attention at once, and then have the sense to hang their heads somewhat as a look of displeasure spread over their leader’s face. In a few seconds, Susan has scanned the room and worked out exactly what is going on, and in that short time her gaze has taken in every person, resting only briefly on Lowell before looking away again. But in that instant, Lowell knows his fate has been sealed. As he had looked into the woman’s eyes, he had seen no anger, no hatred, but merely a cool calculation, a basic assessment of how far things had already progressed and the few options available to her, followed by a fleeting look of sympathy that Lowell recognized as a downturned thumb from Caesar. Before the others can notice this look though Susan has rearranged her face into an emotionless mask, and now she raises one eyebrow questioningly as she turns to face Heather, and then in a low, monotone voice asks, 
“What the fuck’s going on here?” 
Heather’s face flushes a bright red, and Lowell thinks he detects a slight nervous stutter as Heather replies. 
“Bill “n” me found this one snooping in the back, thought we could ask him a few questions, aint that right Bill.” 
Away in the corner, Bill stays quiet, and just glances up briefly before dropping his eyes back to the ground. 
Susan takes a step towards Heather, casually places one hand on the holster set on the side of her belt and taps the leather thoughtfully, all the while continuing to fix her with a penetrating stare. 
“So perhaps you wouldn’t mind telling me exactly how you were planning on questioning this guy while he had a gag on?” 
Heather laughs nervously. 
“Yeah, we were just getting to take it off him now, y’know?” 
Susan continues to stare at Heather for a moment, and then turns to look at Bill instead, fixing him with the same piercing glare and then addressing Heather out of the corner of her mouth while watching carefully for Bill’s reaction. 
“Funny. It looked to me that you were getting to execute him gangland style.” 
Bill’s eyes dart up and around nervously, as he and Heather share a despairing look, and then, head bowed, he clears his throat and finally plucks up the courage to speak. 
”Sorry Sue, we should have fetched you when we found him, but we didn’t know where you’d got to, and we thought you was in a hurry to get off, we can take the gag off now though if you wanna question him?” 
Susan pauses, she takes a long look at Lowell and then waves a dismissive hand in the air. 
“Nah, look at him, he’s all skin and bones, this guy isn’t going to tell us much. Tell you what, I’ll finish him off myself while you two go and finish off loading the van.” 
Heather looks up at Susan, relief etched across her face. 
“No, don’t worry Sue, I can do –“ 
“I said. That I will do it”.

She barks. Neither Bill nor Heather misinterprets the dismissal concealed within Susan’s last, tense words. Heather instantly steps to the door, holding it open for Bill who nods at Sue and quickly paces towards the door after him. 
As soon as Lowell sees Bill and Heather begin to head out of the door, he begins to inwardly panic. Many times over the intervening years he has imagined his death, often in his darkest moments he has longed for it, and as recently as a few minutes before he had consoled himself to the fact that it were at hand, but suddenly he feels that animal urge to survive rising in him again. Maybe it is the fact that he is finally so close to Walter, finally within reach of some sort of resolution. He has always imagined that if they were to meet again, then the man might show some contrition for his cowardice that day, but now it seems to him that Walter will instead live on in total ignorance of the fact that Lowell had even survived – his death will mean nothing. Through his confusion and rage Lowell is certain of one thing; that as soon as the door closes behind Bill he will be in deep trouble. He watches the door close slowly, his breath quickening, and then lifts his eyes to meet those of Susan. For a moment they stare at each other, and once again that look of sympathetic but ruthless determination flashes in Susan’s eyes, sending a shiver down his spine, and then she steps forward slowly. As she opened her mouth to speak, she is interrupted by the sound of running footsteps hurriedly approaching from outside, and then a girl’s voice sounded close to the door 
“Where is she?” 
“Sue’s inside, she’ll be out soon honey,”

That sounded like Bill. There is a pause and then the sound of a quick scuffle outside before Bill shouts again. 
“Wait!”

The door is wrenched open, the harsh light stinging Lowell’s eyes as he tries to focus on the short figure in pigtails silhouetted in the doorway. Susan whirls around, a look of panic on her face, and rushes towards the door gesturing for the person to leave, but it is too late, the girl is inside, and is glaring furiously at Susan.



 
Chapter Thirty 
As she stands there, trying to make sense of the scene in the room, the girl puffs out her cheeks, purses her lips and then frowns angrily, and looks from Lowell to Susan for some explanation as to what the hell is going on. Seeing her reaction, and the look of shame on Susan’s face, Lowell feels the first tentative shoots of a new hope begin to rise inside – either he is going to live, or at the very least he will be in for some interesting drama before he dies. The door opens again, and Bill slips quietly in behind the girl and grips her arm, gently tugging to indicate that she should come back outside and then whispers softly 
“Come on Bea.” 
The girl pulls her arm free, shoots Bill a scathing look, and then turns to Susan 
“What’s going on?”

She demands. 
It is evident that the tables have been turned. Susan now wears the same sheepish look that Bill and Heather had demonstrated a minute beforehand. 
“Nothing, honey, we’re just talking to the gentleman.” 
Bea turns to look at Lowell incredulously, before turning back to Sue with a sarcastic expression. 
“So how are you going to talk to him if he’s got a gag on then?” 
She asks.
Susan blows out her cheeks with a wry smile, raises her hands up in a defeated gesture and looks at Bill helplessly. For a moment she looks lost for words, and then finally she drops her hands, lets out a long sigh and walks over to where Bill and the girl are standing. She has just reached them and begun to speak when she looks over to Lowell once more and her expression changes; her mouth drops open, her eyes widen, and she thrusts out an arm protectively in front of Bea. As Lowell stares at her quizzically, he sees her reach down and pull out her gun, raising it up to point the muzzle towards Lowell’s head. Seeing the gun pointed towards him Lowell flinches, throwing his head to the left. As he does so, a slight movement in his peripheral vision catches his attention; something is coming through the gap in the wall behind him. As he strains his head around to see better, he hears the first low terrifying notes sound behind him; the same primal, paralyzing growl he had heard the Alpha make outside of the store. At once he whips his head around, eyes widened, beseeching his captors to let him free, as all the while he struggles desperately to break his bonds. Ahead, Susan and the others back out slowly. At the rear, Bill quickly breaks away, turning tail and leaping clear of the door, the sound of his steps across the street echoing clearly above the savage snarl rising ever closer to Lowell’s back. As Susan shepherds the girl steadily back toward the door she seems caught in two minds. Slowly, she lifts her thumb and cocks the hammer of her revolver. Holding her arm steady, she carefully sights down the barrel away to the side of Lowell’s head. As her finger slowly begin to depress the trigger, the girl reaches the door, looking back with a final terrified glance before exiting, then holding the door open for Susan as she goes and tugging wildly on her arm. As she does so the gun jerks off to the side, sending a bullet slamming through the wall to Lowell’s left. 
“Aunt Sue! Come on!”

She screams. Susan begins at once to fumble to reload the weapon, and then glances over as she sees the girl leave. As soon as she is out the door, she lets the gun fall to his side, her eyes locked onto Lowell’s and her mouth adopting an apologetic, helpless smile. Sidestepping neatly, she pauses at the doorway to raise one hand upwards to give Lowell a final beseeching wave and then steps out of the door, slamming it shut to seal Lowell’s fate. 
As soon as the door closes behind him, Lowell lets out a deep breath, grins broadly and looks over at the Malamute. It continues to growl for a while longer; fangs bared and hair standing on end until the sound of footsteps outside die away, soon followed by the thud of a car door closing and then an extended screech as the vehicle speeds away on up the street. As soon as all is silent, the Malamute stops snarling and turns to look at Lowell, panting with exertion, takes a step towards him and then crumples forward with a distressing whimper as its bad leg gives way beneath it. At the sight of the dog’s collapse, Lowell’s triumphant grin transforms into a look of concern. He pulls his hands free from behind his back, having easily slipped out of the inexpertly tied ropes that had secured him soon after he had recognized the Malamute some minutes beforehand, and then stoops low to untangle the knots that secure his legs. As soon as he is free, he bends down in front of the dog, hesitates, and then reaches out and tousles the matted fur on its head gently. Feeling his caress, the Malamute opens its eyes and lifts them up to stare despondently into his for a moment, and then strains to move its head slowly forward until it is resting on Lowell’s knee. Lowell continues to gently stroke the dog’s head, he is no expert, but it feels far hotter that he would have thought possible, and he now notices a constant tremor and heavy pained breathing that he knows must bode badly for the dog. He leans over to inspect the wound on its paw. It is in even worse shape now, with foul smelling pus oozing freely from the swollen section that he is sure has bloated rapidly since he saw it last. Setting his jaw firmly, Lowell eases the dog’s head off of his knee and stands up. Although he knows deep down that there is likely nothing he can do to save the animal, he also knows that the dog didn’t have to come back for him, and he is damned if he is going to let it die in a pharmacy without trying his best to at least ease its suffering. 
Moving over to the racks of shelving towards the rear of the shop, Lowell gazes sadly at the pathetic selection of products that have survived the waves of looters that must have scoured clean the shop over the years. He picks up a few packets at random, tossing them back one by one as he swiftly realizes they are all beauty products of one sort or another. It doesn’t help that he has no idea what he should look for. He has some vague idea that he should find some pain relief, but doesn’t have a clue which ones will work on dogs. It doesn’t really matter anyway as he quickly established that these have all been taken. A few minutes later he finds the first thing that might be of some use; a packet of triangular bandages trapped beneath an overturned shelving unit behind the counter. Slipping the bandages in his pocket, he clambers up onto the unit and checks a series of high shelves that he hopes might have escaped the attention of previous plunderers. No such luck. Clicking his tongue irritably, he spins around slowly, surveying the full length of the shop for any areas that might have escaped attention. Spotting a likely section, he moves in for a closer look. Here, three display cases have collapsed in on each other, scattering products across the floor in all directions. Clearly whatever had been on the top, accessible, unit had been of some value, as this has been picked clean. Leaning forward he is able to see that the next case had contained a mixture of shampoos and shower gels, many of which have burst and spread down to combine into a multi-colored mess pooling on the floor below the unit. 
Picking his way carefully between the cases, he cranes his neck around to try and see what is on the third set of shelves. Whatever it is, the majority has already been removed, but he can just see a few packages trapped midway along near the bottom of the lowest shelf. Reaching his arm in he strains to grasp hold of one of the packets, but they are just out of reach. Pulling his arm back out, he takes his knife, then pushes his shoulder as far as he can into the gap and reaches out again, flailed blindly with his knife until he feels it make contact with one of the packages, and then flicks it towards him until he has dislodged the item and moved it close enough for him to stretch out and grip it tentatively between two fingers. Once he has a firm grasp of it, he carefully pulls it closer until he is able at last to lift it free, and holds it up to the dim light for a better look. Wiping the thick layer of accumulated dust from the packet he reads the words imprinted on the side; Neomize: Neomycin Antibacterial Ointment, and then just underneath that For treating and preventing infection due to minor cuts, scrapes, and burns. Lowell gazes over at the stricken Malamute doubtfully, he feels pretty sure that the dog’s wound cannot be described as minor, and has no idea if the medicine will help at all. Nevertheless, he is pretty sure that it can’t make things any worse than they are now, so he gathers together his few supplies and walks over to where the dog is lying and breathing fitfully on the floor. 
Lowell takes a deep breath and squats down in front of the injured animal, tenderly stroking its head before running one hand along its flank and down one leg until it is resting just above the injured paw. Watching the animal carefully, he gingerly lifts the paw in his hand. As he touches the area around the wound he feels the paw spasm slightly as the dog tries to draw it back, but other than a slight fluttering of the eyelids there is no further reaction. Laying the paw back down, Lowell opens the bottle of ointment and places it off to one side before splitting the packet of bandages, removing a couple and setting these down next to it. This done, he sits quietly for several minutes, not moving a muscle but simply staring at the dog. In truth, he has no idea what to do next. His instincts tell him that he should attempt to remove some of the pus from the wound, but the only way he can think to do so would be to squeeze it, the idea of which makes him feel too dizzy to contemplate. Eventually, he plucks up his courage, reaches out and grips the wound on both sides and presses gently. Immediately, the Malamute opens its eyes and growls softly, weakly twisting its head around to locate the source of the pain. Lowell tenses, but this seems to be the extent of the complaint, so he turns his attention back to the wound. A moment later, when he has at last overcome the feeling that he is going to faint, he looks again. Even with the mild pressure he has exerted, the amount of grim yellow discharge that has seeped clear from the injury is incredible. Taking one of the bandages, Lowell dabs a small amount of the ointment onto one edge, carefully wipes the wound clean and then repeats the action. At first, each time he squeezes a seemingly never ending, nausea-inducing flow of rancid matter bursts free, but before long he becomes desensitized and he is soon bent low, absorbed in the task of removing every last bit of the foul liquid. When at last he is satisfied that he has got as much as he is able out, he smears a final, liberal layer of ointment all over the wound and then quickly wraps a bandage around as tightly as he dares, hooks the loose end underneath the previous flap and then sits back to proudly inspect his handiwork. Apart from the occasional brief whine, the Malamute has seemed mostly oblivious to his actions, and Lowell now finds himself once again stroking the dog’s head and making soothing noises as he does so. 
Having completed his work, Lowell is at a loss as to what else, if anything, he can do for the animal. Looking around for a moment, he soon comes across a half-piece of plastic packaging that will serve as a water bowl and fills it up before leaving it close to the comatose dog’s head. Rising to his feet, he yawns extravagantly. The day has taken it out of him, and he realizes with a start that he can’t remember the last time he has eaten anything. Looking around for his pack, he experiences a long, rising note of panic as he is unable to find it before eventually he locates it leant snugly against the other side of the hole in the wall. Reaching inside, he extracts a tin of corned beef, wrenches it open, and quickly gulps down half of the contents, and then approaches the Malamute to hold the can under its nose. No sooner has the dog sniffed the meat than it opens one eye and gazes for a moment at the can. Its tail wags limply for a second and then it is out cold once more, too far gone to even salivate this time. 
As Lowell tucks in to the rest of the tin he watches the dog sadly, and then when he is finished he returns to his pack. Pulling out one of the sheets he carries with him he wanders back over to the dog and gently lowers the sheet over it, tucks it in snugly and then tousles its head once more. As an afterthought, he heads back to the hole in the wall, drags one of the shelving units in front, and then walks to the other side of the store and flips the latch shut to secure the front door. With the place fortified, he stands in the middle of the shop for a moment, sighs heavily and then shuffles over to the far corner. There, he constructs a quick nest for himself out of the remainder of his bedding and then lays down to sleep. 



 
Chapter Thirty-One 
For three days, the Malamute barely eats or drinks a thing. Lowell continues to offer it small morsels whenever he eats but the dog merely stares at him dolefully and then drifts back to sleep. Occasionally it struggles to raise itself to reach the water bowl, at which point Lowell leaps forward to assist, holding the container close to its nose so it can lap up a small amount before again slumping back to the ground. On two occasions he leaves small bites of food lying close to its nose, and eventually he checks to find that they are gone, but he soon stops this after an incident where soon after eating he hears the dog begin to hack and heave painfully for a long while before it returns the food to the floor along with the small amount of water it had managed that day. Each morning Lowell removes the bandage, drains the wound as before, and then reapplies a covering of ointment and a fresh dressing. He can’t be sure whether his efforts are helping or not. On the one hand, it appears that the amount of pus is gradually decreasing, along with the redness; which has shrunk to a small halo around the edge of the injury. On the other, the dog’s fever doesn’t seem to be reducing at all; its whole body is still worryingly hot to the touch. He has looked all around the pharmacy for anything else that might help the dog, but apart from a roll of gauze and another bottle of the same ointment he has turned up nothing new. 
The rest of the time Lowell spends in the familiar pattern of eating, sleeping and staring out of the window, but with the additional concern that he is now looking out for two sets of enemies instead on one. The dog pack concerns him, but it is his human foes that give him the bigger anxiety. His only hope is that their assumption will surely be that he will be long dead by now, and they are unlikely to readily return to a place in which they have encountered a dog after all. Nevertheless, his concern is such that he takes the time to erect a formidable barricade across the front of the store; with shelving units stacked four deep barring the door and windows, and a similar arrangement blocking the hole in the wall at the back of the shop. He had been disappointed to discover early on that the heavy security door at the back of the store is double-locked, and has searched long and hard for the key, but without success. He is uncomfortably aware that his heavy barricade has the unwanted additional effect of preventing any quick escape on his part, but on balance he decides he would rather take that risk. Besides, he has eventually come to accept the fact that, having started, he is now obligated to do his utmost to nurse the dog back to health. 
*****
“So I’m still an outcast, still a joke, but at least I finally have my dog! After putting the matter off for some time, I eventually came to the decision that I had to give the Malamute a name. For obvious reasons, my first choice was Wilson, however, after I had begun to attend to the dog’s injuries I couldn’t help but notice that this name was quite inappropriate, so, something more feminine, perhaps? That also ruled out Jock, my original choice (pre-Dalmatian) for a dog when I was a lad. Some might have thought me stupid to give a dog a name, when it’s in the middle of fighting for its life, and my inclination to agree made me hold off for some time. It didn’t take me long to realize that I was emotionally invested. I had no idea what would happen when, or if, she recovered, but I enjoyed the sense of purpose that caring for her gave me, so if I wanted to give her a name, then I was going to give her a fucking name, okay?” 
I’m not ashamed to admit that in the end, picking the name took up a hell of a lot of time, I mean, what the hell else did I have to do? I immediately ruled out anything too feminine, although the idea of wandering around the apocalyptic wastelands calling out Princess or Angel or something did make me smile. After a lot of back and forth, I got it down to two main contenders: either Venus, or Marsha. Venus - firstly because it sounds nice, secondly because the whole goddess thing seemed apt (not the love part, a lot of people don’t know this but she was also the goddess of victory), and thirdly, just because I am or at least I was, a huge tennis fan. Marsha is less complicated, that was my mother’s name. It didn’t take me long to decide though that just about the last way she would like to be remembered would be through my naming a dog after her. I sincerely hope Venus Williams doesn’t feel the same way.” 
*****
On his fifth day of caring for the dog, Lowell wakes early, and yawns extravagantly. He feels as if his sleep has been disturbed, and his head takes longer than usual to clear as he becomes aware of his surroundings. As the cold autumn nights have gradually grown frostier, he has become accustomed to waking up numb and shivering beneath his thin covering of sheets, but today he feels a great warmth spreading through his body. It takes him a long while before he is aware of the cause, and then, with a start, he realizes that at some point in the night Venus has crept to where he sleeps and nuzzled in close to him, and now lies curled snugly and snoring fitfully in the natural curve at the front of his body. For a minute Lowell remains still, not daring to move, and then slowly he stretches out his free hand and lays it over the dog’s flank, ruffling the soft hair on her chest. Venus stirs briefly, lets out a long, contented sigh, and then wriggles herself closer still. Lowell watches the dog’s chest rise and fall slowly for a while until he hears a low snuffling snore once again accompany her breathing and then with a broad smile, he lowers his head and goes back to sleep. 



 
Chapter Thirty-Two 
The following day marks the beginning of a rapid and miraculous recovery for the Malamute. When Lowell wakes he finds Venus is sitting bolt upright next to the stock of food cans, tail wagging, watching him with an expectant intensity. Not wanting to appear to acquiesce to her demands too readily, he takes his time in getting out of bed, yawning theatrically and arranging himself unhurriedly until he sees out of the corner of his eye that the dog has returned to lying still. No sooner is he out of bed though and she is up again, and he can’t resist a wry smile as she jumps up in the air eagerly and completes a graceful spin in excitement – spoiled only slightly by a small pained squeal as she lands on her bad paw - as he moves towards his supply of food and grabs a can of spaghetti. Gathering her bowl, he ladles out a generous helping – slightly more than half this time - and lays it out before her, and then sits down to eat his own. A second later, as he raises his fork to his mouth, he noticed her once again sitting at his feet, her bowl empty and a look of desperate longing on her face as she stares at the spaghetti on his fork. For a moment, he is almost compelled to reach down and refill her bowl, until his own hunger wins out and he turns to one side so she can no longer make eye contact as he quickly shovels down the remainder of the tin. Once he has finished, she continues to watch him for another half an hour in the hope that he might produce something else before eventually she accepts breakfast is over, wanders grumpily over to the far side of the room, and lays down to fix him with a resentful stare out the corner of her eye. 
With two mouths to feed, Lowell is uncomfortably aware that the supply of food that he had taken from the house is dwindling fast, and so that day, as Venus sleeps, he eases back the barricade that covers the hole in the wall, crawls into the pet store next door, and then pulls the shelving back into place to conceal the opening behind him. He moves warily through the ash and rubble, stopping to brace and wait for the roof to collapse on his head whenever he hears a creak from above. It doesn’t take him long to find what he is looking for. The vast majority of stock is gone, burnt into dust, but in an area that would have once been a stockroom, he comes across a shelving unit covered entirely in blackened cans of dog food. Towards the end of the rack closest to the shop front many of the tins have burst in the heat, and the others closest to these let out a putrid spoilt smell when opened, but the others further down seem fine - slightly gamey perhaps, but better than nothing. Gathering up as many as he can carry, he heads back to the pharmacy. About halfway back, he pauses, as he hears a strange high-pitched sound coming from the entrance up ahead. Creeping forward slowly, it takes him several seconds before he realizes what it is. He quickly runs forward to the gap by which he had entered. Up close, he can hear the whining more clearly, and is now aware that it is accompanied by the sounds of a desperate scrabbling against the rear of the boards. Pulling back the shelving unit, he is instantly knocked off his feet as Venus hurls herself through the gap. Startled, Lowell cries out in alarm, and throws his hands up to protect his face, only to be overwhelmed by a wave of exuberant, loving licks that cover his head and hands. Laughing, he falls backwards, grabbing the dog’s head and scratching her ears in delight. It has been a long time since anyone has missed him. 
When he has finally managed to get her off him, wiped the slobber off of his face and hands, and brought his supplies into the pharmacy, he immediately pries open a can of dog food, deposits the entirety into her bowl, and then proudly stands back and watches as she devours the lot in a few seconds flat. He has no idea how he will manage to keep them both fed from now on, but that is a question for another day, for now Lowell just basks in the joyous feelings that this unexpected companionship has gifted him, and smiles dopily as he realizes that he feels far happier than he has in a long time. 
If there is one area of concern for Lowell - apart of course from the packs of wild dogs roaming the land that will tear him to pieces given half a chance, it is the weather. It has continued to grow steadily colder over the previous month, and he can now feel the constant aching numbness in the ends of his fingers and toes that tells him that the worst weather is close around the corner. He can’t be sure of the date, but he would estimate it is somewhere around late November or early December. The relative comfort of the routine that he and Venus have established in the pharmacy is a welcome relief from his life as a fugitive, but he knows it cannot last; eventually they will be have to either move on to find somewhere with better insulation, or gather sufficient supplies to hole up where they are for the winter. Several times, he wakes with a determination to take matters in hand and strike out while the going is relatively easy, but on each occasion his nerve fail him, and he decides to stay put for another day. And so it is that one morning a few weeks later, as he returns once more from the pet store next door with the last few tins of dog food - that have by now become his own food as well as Venus’s - that he glances out of the window and sees with dismay a light coating of white covering the street outside, rapidly thickening with every passing minute. 
*****
“Before long, I grew comfortable with the idea that Venus and I were a team, although my thoughts soon turned to how on earth I would find enough food to see us both through the long winter ahead. Last winter was by far the most difficult time I have experienced in all the years that have passed since the outbreak. The first three or four winters after the outbreak were a doddle. Food was easy to come by, snow afforded all the water you would need, and so it was just a case of stocking up and hunkering down until the snows passed. Two of those seasons I spent in groups, which made it all the more, bearable. After that though, they became harder each and every year. The supply of tinned food, or at least that which hadn’t been taken or hidden, rapidly dwindled, as did the supply of people to cooperate with.” 
“Up until last year, the sixth winter had been my toughest. That was the last time that I rode it out with another group - three American brothers, rednecks, who had saved my hide in a close run with a pack. To repay them, I invited them in to the place I was living; the basement of an army surplus store on the outskirts of Whitechapel. The place was a dream, all the survivalist equipment we could desire; clothing, sleeping bags, gas, and plenty enough freeze-dried food to see us through until spring, or so I thought. For the first month or so it was great, a warm convivial ambience inside buoyed by a large stash of good rum the brothers’ had brought to the party, but outside the snows lasted longer that year than any in recent memory. We stretched our supply of food as long as we could, but after about two and a half months we reached the bottom of the barrel while the snow was still piled high against our door. After three days with no food the companionable atmosphere had disappeared. After a week I noticed the first glances between the brothers. Around two weeks in I woke in the dead of night to see an urgent conversation, taking place between the brothers on the other side of the room, full of meaningful looks in my direction. I’d seen enough episodes of Bugs Bunny to convince myself that they were seeing a steaming roast dinner every time they glanced in my direction, and that I needed to check out as fast as possible. The next morning I volunteered to collect the snow for the day’s water, waited until I was out of sight and then ran as fast as my legs would carry me, taking the small stash of jerky that I had concealed from the brothers along with me. Actually, that’s not quite the truth. Before I ran, I locked the heavy basement door behind me, and as I ran, I could hear their panicked shouts pursuing me away from the tomb I had made for them. 
*****
For three more days they stay in the pharmacy, watching the snow pile up outside as Lowell bites his nails and procrastinates and their reserve of food continues to deplete rapidly. Much as he tries to ration what they eat, and put off the inevitable as long as possible, it is clear that before long they will be forced to leave in search of a supply that will see them through the colder months. His first instinct is to leave town, and attempt to make it across the valley to Fenton - he’s had good results scavenging there in the past - but as he inspects the few tins of cat food that now represent the entirety of their stockpile of food, he knows that it will not be nearly enough to see them through the dangerous voyage on foot. If they cannot make that journey, then they are left with two choices: either they can continue to scavenge in the town, and surely guarantee that they will run into the pack at some point, or they can return to his house, where he knows there will be food, and face the wrath of Walter and his cronies. 



 
Chapter Thirty-Three 
As they head through the backstreets and alleyways behind Main Street, the going is slow; those extra few days holed up in the pharmacy have made all the difference. Lowell had hoped that the snow would ease up enough to give them a window to move, but instead it had come ever harder, and now lies up to four feet deep in places. Lowell is finding it very difficult going, as the extra resistance on every step quickly saps his pathetic reserves of energy - but Venus is really struggling. Although she has healed well, her wound is still sore, and within five minutes she is once again walking with a pronounced limp. That morning before they set off Lowell had re-wrapped her bandage once again, and included an extra layer of padding for the journey, but already the whole has become saturated with icy cold water, and Lowell’s inexpert knot is quickly coming unraveled. Regardless, she shows no signs of straggling this time, but rather trots close behind Lowell, taking care to place her injured paw in Lowell’s compacted footsteps as she goes. She is clearly used to the snow, and if it weren’t for her injury she would be in her element. They would have made a strange sight, if anyone else had been around to see them. As every year, the bright, new snow has had a cleansing effect on the town, adorning each building with a twee, seasonal trim, and concealing the damage, dirt, debris, corpses and bones that litter the streets from view. Against this backdrop, Lowell and Venus could, at a glance, have passed for a man out walking his dog on a sleepy Sunday morning in winter, before the rest of the town has woken. Indeed, a very similar thought occurs to Lowell, and, though he strains to stay vigilant, he is fast dropping into just such a happy daydream. Some way on, he begins to whistle absent-mindedly and then, spotting a stick, he snatches it up, turns to Venus, proffers it for a second, and then tosses it away a few meters for her to chase. As the stick sails through the air, Venus watches it go for a second, and then turns back to Lowell with a mildly disdainful, curious expression. He stares at her for a moment, glances sadly at the stick laying several meters away, and then turns and pushes on through the snow. 
At the top of Main Street, they hunker down in the corner of a bicycle shelter for a quick breather and to scout out the way ahead. As Lowell drinks from his water bottle he eyes Venus warily. He is increasingly worried about her reopening her wound, as well as the question of what to do with her when they reach the house. There is no way that she is going to be much help to him in her current condition, but he is equally concerned about the amount of noise she will make if he is to leave her alone again. In truth, with or without her, he doesn’t really have a plan at all. He had only just made it out of the house alive the first time - what are the chances he can get in and out undetected now? As he considers his options, he scans the horizon in both directions. The one thing they really need now is a little bit more snow; not so much that it will make their way ahead even harder, but just enough to cover their tracks behind. On the plus side, any human that sees their footprints will likely assume they are the tracks of a single survivor who is being closely stalked by a dog, and will be unlikely to follow that trail for long. With that comforting thought, he hefts his pack onto his shoulder and sets off again, glancing briefly across to see Venus stop, mid mouthful of snow, and limp unsteadily after him. 
They have got one block further on when Lowell drops his pack on the pavement once more and lurches out into the middle of the road. Looking down, he approaches the object of his curiosity. Vehicle tracks. They extend from the intersection to his right all the way down the street towards his house. He has no doubt that Walter’s group must be responsible, but were they coming or going? He can’t believe that they will have all gone out and left their food unguarded yet again, but there has to be at least a slim hope. After all, as far as they know he is surely dead, and the chances of another random coming across their base is vanishingly small. Lowell does the mental arithmetic; it hasn’t snowed for hours, and there is only one set of tracks, so either they were already out when it snowed and have returned today, or at least some of them are still out now. If the second, then he knows he will stand a much better chance of getting in and out undetected. Grabbing his pack, he continues on in the center of the road, walking in the compressed tracks of the vehicles so that his footprints won’t show. 
As they approach the house, Lowell moves out of the road onto the pavement on the other side of the street, and gestures for Venus to follow. Ever defiant, she continues to stand out in the open, looking at him quizzically. Lowell waits a moment longer, until it is clear that she has no intention of following, and then frowns cantankerously and begins to crawl along on hands and knees behind the row of parked cars that will serve to block any view from the upper windows of the house. From his position, he can see that the vehicle tracks disappear somewhere over on the other side of the street, and a quick glance at the amount of snow on each of the cars on that curb tells him that they haven’t moved since the blizzard started. For the next fifteen minutes, he sits shivering behind the nearest car, watching the house keenly and attempting to formulate a plan. After racking his brain intently for some time, he is eventually forced to accept that he has no idea better than just sneaking up the path and entering through the front door as quietly as possible; it is after all the only entrance that is likely to be open, and the only one that will afford him a clear path up to the attic without passing through any other of the living areas. His success will all rest on whether they have continued to post a guard on the door since his escape. 
Pulling his gun from his belt, he flips the safety off, and then stands up and moved quickly in a low crouch towards the gate. No sooner has he got past the car, than Venus is up from her position in the center of the road and trotting silently along beside him. Reaching the gate, he pauses for a second behind the hedge and quickly glances at each window in turn and then sweeps swiftly on up the path. Halfway along he skids briefly as he steps on a patch of ice, but he manages to steady himself and then keeps on without slowing. A few steps later though he wishes he had heeded the warning as he encounters another patch and finds himself sailing along, his arms flailing, his feet skittering wildly, scrabbling desperately for any purchase on the slick ground, before he at last manages to arrest his progress by lurching forward and slamming himself head first into the front door. 



 
Chapter Thirty-Four 
Lowell lies on the front step groaning softly for a few moments while the pain in his head clears, all the while listening raptly for the slightest sound from inside the house. Reaching out to stroke Venus’s head gently, and to persuade her to stop licking his face quite so enthusiastically, he gingerly rolls over onto one side and then lifts himself up onto his knees. Raising his head up to the hole in the door, he peeps inside, quickly surveying the hallway and stairs for any of the occupants. It all seems clear. He can’t imagine for a second that anyone will have missed the sound of his ill-managed subtle entrance, but he has to reason that there is always the chance they are laying in wait for him inside. Reaching in to get to the latch, he eases the door open and quickly steps inside, gun raised. Inside, all is deathly quiet. The door to the right-hand sleeping area is open, so with his best impression of an FBI agent embarking on a house raid, Lowell hugs the right wall close, breathes deeply and then swings himself round the jam barrel-first. The room is empty, and not just of people, all of the blankets and assorted effects he had noticed on his first visit are gone, and now only the piles of junk heaped in the two furthest corners remained. Exiting the room, he continues down the hall, checking the two remaining open doors at the far end - the kitchen and WC - both also empty of people and possessions. As he backs up and out of the kitchen, he notices Venus, still at the end of the hall. She has her nose pressed tight to the gap at the bottom of the living room door, and is breathing in and out with a rasping snuffle at some intriguing, hidden smell within. Approaching, Lowell half-heartedly swings his gun up the stairs as a token gesture and then turns to investigate with her. The door opens outwards, and someone has nailed four stout lengths of two-by-four to the outside. Whatever is inside is fascinating the dog, she continues to range her head across the length of the gap, inhaling deeply, and has now also taken to a furious scratching at one corner as she attempts to bore herself in. Lowell is also interested, but decides whatever is in there can wait until he has checked out the attic. 
As he paces up the stairs, he fights the temptation to run straight up to the ladder leading up to the roof-space, and forces himself to continue in secret agent mode until he has checked each room. It doesn’t take long; as with downstairs, all of the doors on the second floor are wide open bar two; the room in which he had seen the dying woman, and one of the bedrooms on the other side, both of which have also been nailed shut with boards. As he reaches the former armory, his heart sinks; it too has been stripped clean. He stands still for a few moments, listening to the increasingly frantic scraping coming from downstairs as Venus desperately attempts to shred the living room door open, and endeavors to settle his breathing. Tucking his gun back into his belt, he walks slowly over to the ladder to the attic. As he reaches the top, he briefly considers taking his weapon back out of his belt, and then decides he can’t be bothered: the house is as silent as a grave. Lifting himself free, he sees at a glance that the room is clear. The crates still remain, but he knows before he reaches them what he will find; every one is empty. After checking each crate in turn within the attic and finding nothing, Lowell returns to the first floor and checks each of the open rooms in turn, and then repeats the search on the ground floor. Whilst all of the food and weapons, and the majority of the bedding and smaller possessions have been taken, several of the bulkier items remain, suggesting the former occupants have left in some haste. The valuable generator and water collection setup in the garage are still in place, as is the heavy cast iron wood burner and steel pan they had set up in the kitchen. 
Returning to the hallway, he discovers Venus, no longer worrying the door but lying still with her nose pressed to the gap. It is clear that whatever has caused the group to flee is shut inside these secured rooms, and Lowell knows without looking what he is likely to find. Nevertheless, he has to make sure, and so he leaves the house, edges around the perimeter and peers in through the window to the living room. It takes him a moment to locate what he is looking for as his eyes slowly adjust to the gloom, but then he sees them; two bodies, one concealed by a tarp in the far corner, the other by the door. The corpse on display is stretched out in an unnatural position, twisted backwards in the final agonizing moments of his death. The man’s body is too bloated for Lowell to be one hundred percent sure, but he is pretty certain it isn’t Walter, or any of the others he has encountered so far.
Returning to the house, Lowell is at a loss as to what to do next. He has no desire to go back to town and scavenge, and has little confidence that they will find enough food to see them through the winter even if they somehow manage to avoid the pack lurking within the ruins of the town. On the other hand, the only significant stockpile of food that he knows of is now gone, driven off to who knows where, along with his hated nemesis, the imagined vanquishing of whom was the only thing left that was keeping him going. Wandering back through to the garage, he eyes his car thoughtfully. He had always avoided driving in the past, but if Walter’s group has managed it, then surely he can go wherever they have? The first issue is clearly going to be fuel. With the group running both a vehicle and the generator, he guesses they will have already siphoned-off and used the majority that was to be found in any car within a decent radius of the house. Lowell himself used to keep a canister in the garage, as well as a smaller one in the boot of his car, but a quick check of both places confirms that, as expected, these are both now gone. He is about to give up and return to the main house when a thought occurs to him, and he walks back over to the boot of the car. Flipping open the concealed space that held the tire repair kit, he lifts out the box and then reaches into a concealed cavity off to one side. A moment later he lets out a satisfied snort, as he pulls out his winter emergency kit, still pristine and unopened from where he had stowed it all those years before. The contents: torch, hi-viz vest, shovel, foil-blanket and two self-heating emergency meal kits. 
A few minutes later, Lowell and Venus lay sprawled out upstairs in Walter’s former bedroom; Lowell using one finger to extract the last morsels of slightly funky tasting bean juice from the now empty packet of the first emergency meal, Venus chewing the corner of the plastic pot Lowell has used to portion out her share. Still he has no plan, and he has misgivings about spending a night in the house along with the infected bodies, but with the sun beginning to set they have little choice. He has managed to scrape together enough discarded bedding materials from around the house to ensure that at least they will be guaranteed a warm night, and with a small amount of food lining his belly, and another meager meal ready for the next day, they are now in at least slightly better shape than when they had arrived. With that moderately comforting thought, he turns over and lies his head down on the folded jacket that serves as his pillow. 
He is just about to close his eyes and go to sleep, when; off to one side, just visible poking out from underneath a small table by the window, he notices the corner of a book. Reaching over, he pulls it free, and glances at the cover - Kafka by the shore - one of Beth’s favorites. Sighing wistfully, he opens the book at random and then flips slowly through the pages, picking out passages here and there. At length, as he flicks to the end, he sees a photograph drop free and flutter to the floor. Reaching across, he retrieves it from the ground and turns it over. 
It is a polaroid, a family scene – mother, father and young child – the expressions on each are every bit as happy as those featured in the photograph taken outside Disneyland that Lowell had found months earlier, but the setting couldn’t have been any more different. The family are standing inside the wired fence of some compound or other in which they have taken refuge, through the fence behind them and off to one side is the entrance to a mall, half collapsed and burnt out, to the other is another wreck – a car that has been stripped of any usable parts and then burnt too, but then in the middle of this destruction and just off to the left of the family stands a huge stag, gazing at the camera with no fear. The father, Walter, is smiling proudly down at his daughter, and Bea – Lowell guesses she must have been no more than four or five when this was taken – is captured half turning and staring upwards, utterly captivated by the stag. 
Lowell is entranced, not by the people themselves – his eyes flicker only briefly to the peoples faces – but by the way that they fit into the background. He recognizes the place, it is an old mall over by Willoughby - The Argon Center he thinks - which he has visited himself over the years. He remembers the way he had skulked through the twisted wreckage of the mall, slipping unseen and alone in the shadows. Lowell leans in to get a closer look at the picture, and spots a dumpster over by a service door, a sanctuary in which he had hidden for hours to avoid a large male black bear that had been stalking him – cowering, shaking and praying that the smell of the putrid waste that engulfed him would throw the animal off his own equally repugnant scent. Finally, his eye is drawn to Lucy. Walter’s wife is staring straight at the camera. She is smiling too, but hers is a fixed grin, behind which she seems to be willing the person behind the camera to get a move on and take the picture. One arm is cupped protectively around her daughter’s shoulders, her other hand hovers over a holster at her waist. Lowell finds himself imagining that he is the one taking the photograph, his own family waiting patiently in turn for a Kodak moment of their own. 
There is something else though. Lowell can’t quite put his finger on it, but he finds his gaze drawn repeatedly back to Lucy, to her fixed, intense gaze that triggers a memory somewhere in Lowell’s mind, until suddenly it becomes clear, and he remembers the same glare, the same penetrating stare on the face of the grotesquely bloated face of the dying woman he had encountered in this same house weeks ago. Walter’s wife is dead. Lowell wonders how he has not until now questioned her absence. It occurs to Lowell, briefly, that this is some sort of justice, some resolution, and he tells himself that he should be satisfied that Walter will be feeling some measure of his own pain, but the feeling is hollow. With the picture staring him in the face he cannot stop the wave of sadness that engulfs him, overtaking him until he feels he can’t breathe and gasps for air, and all along another part of his brain screams at him to resist, to reject the grief and damn Walter all the more for forcing this undeserved sympathy onto him. It is too much. Lowell grips the photo violently and flings it to one side, and then hunches over to his knees, sobbing, and as he does so a small mouthful of rancid bean juice forces its way up his throat unexpectedly, catching him by surprise. Lowell blinks with surprise, spits the acidic liquid onto the carpet in disgust, and then falls forward onto his hands and vomits copiously onto the floor. 



 
Chapter Thirty-Five 
Lowell stays in the same position on his hands and knees until he has long exhausted the contents of his stomach and then continues to dry-heave for several more minutes, as all the while a series of animal wails and heaving sobs wrack his body. Unseen, Venus approaches cautiously, whimpering softly in distress at the sight of Lowell’s grief. As she draws nearer, she licks him gently on the nape of his neck, and then, receiving no response, she sidles off and proceeds to quickly hoover up the sick that Lowell has discharged onto the floor before settling down to watch him sadly from a few feet away on the floor. 
For the next half hour Lowell barely moves, as a maelstrom of conflicting emotions whirl through his mind, and then suddenly and without warning he stands up and strode decisively out into the hallway and down the stairs to come to a dead stop facing the front door. Behind him Venus pads hesitantly down the stairs and then she too comes to a nervous halt a few meters behind him. Several times over Lowell reaches out for the door handle, then fingers his gun, then grips his cheeks and strikes the sides of his head with balled up fists and bends over and dry-heaves. All he has possessed for the longest time is a thirst for revenge, but now that has been colored, tainted, first by this new knowledge of shared loss, and more practically by the realization that to kill him now will be to deprive Walter of the opportunity to experience the same despair that Lowell has lived with for so long. Still, the strength of his feelings continues to overwhelm any actions he determines to take. Again and again he retches, stumbles and mumbles incomprehensible ravings as the memories of his life with Beth, the memories of her death, the memories of Walter – his cowardice that has matured into innate malice in Lowell’s mind - all that has both sustained and tortured him for years shifts and whirls and fragments.
*****
 “During the last few months before the outbreak, when she was pregnant, I had thought that our relationship had turned a corner. We were happier than we had been at any time since we were first married. Or at least, that’s how I’ve chosen to remember it. Looking back now, she was happy, certainly, and she had stopped getting on my back about a lot of those little things that I did that used to bug her, and that made me happy, or at least less stressed. So many of those issues we had were my fault. If I were to say that I was often a bad husband that would be irrefutably true. I did so many of those clichéd things that executives are supposed to do; I worked long hours, I brought my work home with me. On the few occasions that I actually made it home for dinner, I droned on about business, because that’s all I had to talk about. In addition to those things, I had many other traits that were equally irritating, if perhaps less clichéd: firstly, my forgetfulness, a fault which would often drive her to distraction, on more than one occasion I can recall arriving home to an empty house and wondering vaguely where she was, only to remember an hour or so later that I was supposed to meet her at some social event or function or other, after a while her embarrassed calls home to beg me to come petered out. My selfishness; she was always trying to get me to use some of our money to help those less fortunate, I would always counter her with some facetious argument, with the sole intention of entering into a broader debate to distract her from her original request. My thoughtlessness; the most obvious example that springs to mind being the fact that, for three years running, I bought her the same present for her birthday, a gift that, in retrospect, breaks my heart; a spa day for one. On top of all of these faults, I could list, among many others, clumsiness, greed, petulance, excessive flatulence, irritability, intolerance and a habit of repeatedly using excessive amounts of her fancy shampoos and conditioners despite her repeated pleas that I should leave them alone. But then, that was always who I was, and Beth always thought she could change me. Maybe she thought that she could make me into something more until, one day, she just stopped trying, or even worse, stopped caring enough to try. 
I had thought that, maybe, pregnancy had changed her outlook, but I see now that something had changed well before that happened. I’m still angry, even now, but a small part of me is glad that she had those few months of happiness before the end. Then again, the bigger part of me was full of a murderous rage; I had grown, sure, but not that much. My emotions cam in waves: first rage, then a great sadness as I remembered all of those things I had looked forward to doing with out child. Those Hallmark moments – little league games, and Lego and driving lessons. Then, right on cue, the rage would build once again.” 



 
Chapter Thirty-Six 
The next morning, Lowell wakes cramped and shivering still curled up on the cold hallway floor. Only Venus’s warmth has ensured that he has not got dangerously cold, something that could very well have been fatal in his weakened state. She has spent most of the night snuggled up close to him and then, as is her habit, has crept away at his first stirring and is now lying regarding him with an unblinking stare a few feet away on the floor. At the sight of her, and in the few seconds before his memories from the night before come flooding back, his mouth twists into something vaguely approaching a half-smile; to have someone with him now feels good, even if he is still unsure as to the exact manner of their relationship. He is no master, not hers, nor anyone’s, and she in turn is certainly no pet. That same adaptability that has allowed dogs to slot so perfectly into all aspects of human society has worked just as well in allowing them to survive on their own. As he recalls his despair from the night before, his smile quickly fades, and is replaced by a bitter grimace before his jaw sets into a hard line, and he affects a determined expression. He has made a decision at last, flawed maybe, he knows, but a decision of sorts. He has decided that he cannot ignore the coincidences that have led him to this point, the random pinball of fate that have led him back to Walter. Lowell has no idea what he will do when he catches up with him again, but it is as good of a purpose as he is likely to find. He feels that he can be happy for now with not knowing, and so he leaps to his feet with a fresh sense of purpose; he is ready to hunt. 
Once he has determined that he and Venus will leave to follow the group, Lowell flies into a frenzy of preparation, desperate to get on the road quickly before another snowfall arrives to cover the vehicle tracks on the road. Although he is still tempted to attempt to ready his car to follow them, the realization that he has no idea where his keys are, and the fact that he is sure that hot-wiring the vehicle will not prove to be as easy as the movies have led him to believe forces him to reject the notion out of hand. Without a vehicle though, the going will be hard, and so he locates a small tarp in the garage to provide them with at least some shelter from the elements in case they are unable to find a place to stay while they are out on the road. This found - his next concern is food. After a thorough ransacking of the house he eventually turns up a single tub of dried milk powder; not nearly enough for the way ahead but at least it is something. Some further rummaging secures him a large jumper; thick with material as well as grime, and a pair of heavy work pants, both of which he puts on over his current outfit, as well as a long black trench coat which he feels is appropriate both for the weather, as well as his new role as man-hunter. 
An hour or so later he stands by the front door ready to go; his pack filled and hefted onto his back, Venus up, alert and eager to leave. As he lifts one hand up to open the door though, a thought suddenly occurs to him; he has no idea which members of the group have left the house, and which still remain, lifeless, within the locked rooms. He has to know, there is no way that he can allow himself to embark on such a perilous journey whilst for all he knows Walter’s body lies slowly putrefying, a few feet from where he now stands. After considering the problem for several minutes, he comes up with a solution as to how to enter the rooms, check the identity of the bodies, and get out without risking exposure to the virus. Returning to the kitchen, he soon finds what he is looking for - a packet of freezer-bags in various sizes. Tucking a few into the pockets of his coat, he moves from room to room, prying free the boards that secure each door before moving on to the next. With this complete, he returns to the living room door, and then stands outside, breathing deeply and psyching himself up, and then as a final thought he removes a few of the smaller bags and slipped one on to each of his hands, then tucks the ends into his sleeves to secure them in place. With his hands covered, he removes the largest bag in the pack, takes a few deep breaths, holds them in, and then jams it over his head and launches himself into the room. 
Moving quickly he heads straight over to the body that lies in the corner, concealed beneath a sheet. Bending down, he whips away the covering to reveal the inflated corpse of the elderly guard who had abandoned his post to allow Lowell to escape several weeks before. Not wanting to waste a second, Lowell races from the room, slams the door behind him, and rips the bag from his head to gasp for air - one down, and two to go. Not wasting any time, Lowell moves upstairs and tackles the next two rooms in quick succession. The first is the nursery. Lowell steels himself and then opens the door quickly, frowning sadly as he scans the room. Alongside Lucy, another woman has now been entombed. From the look of her, he guesses it is most likely that of her sister, now joining her in the afterlife. The last room holds the bodies of a man and a woman. Lowell can’t be sure, it is now impossible to tell for certain, but he feels there is a chance they had once been his two nemeses, Heather and Bill. Whatever the case, the man is not Walter; he has a full head of hair, not Walter’s distinctive encircled dome. Back out in the hallway, Lowell pauses for a moment, panting and recovering his breath. His emotions still rage back and forth, caught in a battle between sympathy for Walter’s loss, and the deeply engrained hatred for the man that feels like Lowell’s last link to Beth, and the man he used to be. Despite this internal battle, Lowell is thrilled that Walter has made it out. Whatever happens, Lowell needs it to be on his terms. In addition, one other thing has buoyed his spirits. Taking another bag from his pocket, he gulps another lungful of air, replaces the bag on his head and then dives back into the room for a moment before emerging triumphantly a moment later, with a smile on his face and three tins of corned beef secured in his sack. With the reassuring knowledge that Walter is likely still somewhere out there waiting for him, and some good food to sustain them for a day or so at least, Lowell skips quickly back down the stairs, whistles for Venus to follow, and then slips out of the front door and on into the cold. 



 
Chapter Thirty-Seven 
Following the tracks of the group’s vehicle leads them at first in a mazy dance across the residential areas of town, weaving through a warren of abandoned vehicles and other blockages, before continuing on a more direct route on the main road out towards the west of Newmarket, and on into the surrounding countryside. Here and there they come across cars that have been shifted to the side of the road, along with fresh tracks to indicate they have been moved recently. The extra day of rest has done wonders for Venus, who now no longer lags behind, but rather scurries industriously, ranging across the street ahead of Lowell with a practiced gait, always in motion, that seems to allow her to skip across the top of the snow with ease. Lowell is not finding it so easy. For him, even though he continues to follow the path of the snow compacted by the vehicle; it is all he can do to place one foot in front of the other. In the sub-zero conditions, it is not long before his lack of energy begins to catch up with him. With the exception of the one emergency meal that he managed to keep down, he has survived for over a week now on less than a can of food a day, and the folly of attempting such a journey in his condition is becoming rapidly clearer to him by the minute. Only the terrible thought of Walter steadily moving further and further away spurs him on, and allows him to continue in spite of his overwhelming exhaustion. 
It does not take long for him to realize that he might be in real trouble as, despite his exertion and his extra layers of clothing, his body temperature begins to drop alarmingly, and it is not long before he begins to shiver and curse himself for not making more of an effort to find a way to get his car on the road. Every now and again, he looks across just in time to see Venus dig through the snow, thrust her snout into the hole, and then quickly gulp down some morsel she has extracted from within. Each time, he struggles to get over to her in time to see what she is eating, but upon his approach she frantically guzzles whatever she has found and jumps away guiltily, leaving him with nothing more than a small pile of disturbed earth by the time he finally reaches her position. After several such forays, he stops trying to catch her in the act, deciding that whatever it is that she is getting, he is unlikely to want it for himself anyway, but determining to give her a smaller share of the food when they next stop. 
*****
Back on the outskirts of town, at the point where Lowell and Venus had set off in pursuit of the group several hours earlier, all is quiet. For a long time, nothing stirs and then, from out of the nearest alleyway, comes the distant sound of a terrible barking and wailing, rapidly increasing in volume. After a minute, a rat appears, running at full speed. Without pausing, it leaps straight up and over a low wall that leads on to the street, and scampers desperately away from the pack that pursues it from behind. As it reaches the middle of the street, it stops suddenly, drops into the cover provided by one of Lowell’s footprints, peeks back out along the way it had come, and then launches itself out and on over the road as it sees the pack careering wildly out of the alleyway and on after it. Against all protocol, the two Dobermans - the newest members of the pack - come first, narrowly followed by the Alpha, who barks angrily at the affront to his leadership even as he struggles to catch up. The other dogs follow close behind in their usual order; the Lab narrowly outrunning the Bernese, she also snapping with displeasure, and then, many seconds later, a light scampering and irritated yapping as the Shih Tzu finally emerges panting with exhaustion, only in time to see the other dogs’ frustration as they come up against a chain-link fence across the street through which the rat has made its escape. For a minute more, the pack bark and howl at the fence, and then turn to head back to the town center. Halfway across the street, the Alpha pauses, his great head drops to the ground and he sniffs thoughtfully at the prints in the snow that lead out of town. With growing excitement, he paces up and down the trail several times, occasionally burying his nose fully in the snow as he catches a strong whiff of a familiar scent, and then he lifts his head up, barks for his pack to follow, and paces purposefully on up the trail towards the road out of town. 
*****
As the hours push on, and the weak sun eventually begins its early descent, Lowell’s pace continues to slow to a crawl, until eventually, he gives in and drops forward onto his hands to lie panting, motionless in the snow. After a moment, as Venus finally trots over to see what the hold up is, and stares at him quizzically, Lowell begins to wonder whether they have any chance of catching up with their prey. In a whole day of walking, he estimates that they have travelled less than ten miles out of town, and the knowledge that Walter will with each minute be continuing to widen the distance between them consumes him with a maddening anxiety. With this thought once again spurring him on, and staggering unsteadily to his feet, Lowell dusts the covering of white powder of the front of his trousers and jacket, takes a determined step forward, and then immediately his shoulders sag back down as looking up in the air he sees the first fat flakes of a new snowfall flutter through the air. 
Within five minutes, the initial light flurry has magnified into a full on snowstorm; a downpour that quickly devours all traces of the vehicle’s tracks before his despairing eyes. For several minutes more, Lowell remains rooted in place, as he stares out at the ever-deepening blanket of white, and weighs his dwindling options. All of his instincts tell him to press on and, despite the risk, in all likelihood he would have if it were not for the fact that from the first moment he turned around he had completely lost his bearing. He no longer has any notion of where the road even lies, let alone which direction he has come from or is headed. With a great sense of reluctance, he admits defeat, and accepts that he will have to find somewhere to hole up until the worst of the storm has passed. Less than an hour earlier, they had passed a remote farmhouse, and with the burden of hindsight, Lowell bitterly regrets his decision to blindly press on into the unknown. So engrossed is he in his despair, that it is several minutes more before he looks around him and realizes with a start that Venus is nowhere to be seen. 
The awareness that he has lost his companion is the last straw - breaking the last of his fragile resistance and sapping what remains of his will to struggle on. Tossing his pack to one side, he allows himself to drop into the snow and then lie still. No sooner has he made the mental decision to surrender, than he feels his body relax, his shivering cease, and an intense, delicious numbing chill begin to spread slowly upwards from his feet, up through his legs, torso and on towards his head. All of a sudden, he is sure that this is the end, and as he closes his eyes for the last time he sees the face of his wife in front of him, her emerald green eyes boring into his. For a moment he feels a deep contentment as he sees within them the devoted, unconditional love that he has lost, only for his happiness to drain away once more as Beth’s eyes are replaced by the face of his nemesis, Walter; his piercing blue eyes radiating the same unbearable dumb amity Lowell had witnessed in the photograph. As Lowell’s mind slowly drifts away into blankness, a final unexpected thought surfaces with a startling clarity. Lowell’s heart sinks, and he lets out a desperate wail as at last, when all is lost, he realizes the unbearable truth. 
As his mind gradually drifts away into darkness, he sees clearly the face of Walter’s daughter, Bea, sees her intelligent brown eyes, the fierce determination in her stare, and in his mind Lowell sees a ghost materialize alongside her. The girl is the same age as Bea, with Lowell’s dark hair and thin facial features but Beth’s intelligent eyes and patient smile. Anna. That was the name they had chosen. Lowell smiles sadly, his frozen lip twitching upwards, as he sees the two girls, growing together in the rubble of civilization, as close as sisters, twinned and then separated by fate and human frailty. In an instant, all of Lowell’s hatred for Walter drifts away, and he discovers in that moment how much of himself he has invested into hatred. Without enmity, and rage, and blame he is a hollow shell, cold and alone. As the snow continues to fall, and he looks around to find himself completely entombed in a thick white blanket, he stifles a mad, hysterical laugh at the thought that having survived so many years of mind-numbing semi-existence he is now going to die just as he has found a reason to live. Forgiveness. 



 
Chapter Thirty-Eight 
As his internal temperature continues to steadily drop, and his mental processes slow to a sluggish crawl, Lowell wonders at the curious illusion of warmth that he can feel beginning to slowly spread throughout his body. The last remnants of his resistance have fallen away now, and he finds himself willing on the welcome release into a final, eternal sleep. Only a slight, infuriating, rhythmic twitching in his left eye holds him precariously to consciousness now. With every fiber of his being, he wills himself to ignore the sensation and surrender to the void, but try as he might he cannot. After another minute, his irritation boils over, bringing him careening back to the present, and with a great effort he opens his twitching eye just in time to see Venus’s tongue, up close, swooping in for another lick that wrenches his eyelid open the remainder of the way. As his sight clears, he sees the source of the strange warmth, that he had imagined was a symptom of his demise, is in fact Venus, lying over his chest, her head stretched upwards towards his own, as she frantically licks his face with huge, whole-hearted wet swipes in an attempt to get some small response. 
No sooner has he opened his eye, than she leaps off him, barks loudly in his face, gently grips the sleeve of his left arm, tugs it meaningfully, and then bounds off into the snow, stopping a few feet away with an expectant expression. As the warmth she has provided floods away from his midriff to leave a damp chill in its place, Lowell weakly lifts his legs to pull his knees in towards his chest, and then raises his arm lethargically to wave her away. Venus watches him for another few seconds, barks forcefully again, and then lunges forwards to grip hold of his sleeve once more, this time pulling insistently until both of Lowell’s eyes snap open for a second and he summons the strength to pull his arm back close to his body. For the next few minutes, they engage in a repetitive battle, with Lowell struggling to fend her off and then return to sleep and Venus refusing to let him. No matter how firmly Lowell shoos her away, she comes back a moment later, alternating between barking, licking and pulling with an unstoppable tenacity, that drives him to distraction until, finally, Lowell sits up in exasperation, staring madly at Venus with a wild and unstable fury. No sooner has he risen though, than his anger quickly dissolves into a spontaneous, exasperated smile as he sees her standing tall, staring at him defiantly with a combination of tender concern and fierce determination that fills him with a sudden and unanticipated delight. 
A short while later, when Lowell has finally managed to stand after many painful aborted efforts, they are moving. He has no idea where they are going, and is unable to see more than a few feet ahead through the whiteout, but somehow Venus seems to manage to keep her bearing. Every few minutes she disappears into the white void, and Lowell freezes in place, terrified to lose her again, but each time she emerges a moment later, barking shrilly to urge him onwards and then surges ahead once again. For Lowell, every step is a laborious hell; as each movement sends one foot sinking deeply into the soft snow, he is forced to pause, lean forward, drag the other foot out from behind him, and then gather his strength to repeat the whole draining process, but with Venus’s encouragement he somehow manages to press on. Finally, after what seems an age, Lowell stops suddenly as he thinks he sees something looming faintly through the snow ahead of him and then, a few steps further on, his chest flutters with excitement as he begins to make out more definitely the outline of a small building ahead. As he draws nearer he hears another eager bark and, squinting, he sees Venus leaping up and down excitedly outside of the door to what he can now see is a small wooden lodge. Falling forward with exhaustion, he grips hold of the door handle, lets out a silent prayer, twists his hand and exhales with relief as the door flies open and he staggers forward and then falls gratefully onto the hard wooden floor, laughing with delight and relief as Venus leapt over and buries her head snugly into his chest. 
If Lowell had been happy to get in from the cold, within a few minutes he is in raptures, as his eyes adjust to the gloom of the cabin and he makes out the interior it is clear that they have hit the jackpot. Evidently, it had once been a winter shelter for outdoor workers of some sort, most likely employees of the parks department, and it is immediately evident that he and Venus are the first to have visited the building since the outbreak; an amazingly rare find these days. Looking around in mute awe, Lowell finds everything that they could possibly desire and more; a wood burner with plenty of fuel piled high one in corner, decent, thick winter clothing hanging on hooks by the door, two rifles and ammunition in a gun rack on another wall, two full canisters of diesel, and, last but by no means least, a trunk filled half full of emergency rations, canned food, and packets of freeze-dried coffee. This unexpected bonanza leaves Lowell in a decidedly strange state of mind. In the space of just over a day, he has been forced to deal with so much. The idea that Walter is deserving of his compassion, and the opportunity to find redemption through the protection of his daughter is surprisingly easy for Lowell to adjust to, but the idea that he himself is worthy of the same is still beyond him. 
He sees now that he has betrayed Beth - abused her memory by endowing it with a pointless narrative of revenge and fantastical vengeance. On top of this, he had then come closer to death than at any point in his life, and the sudden juxtaposition of all of that horror with his newfound comfort is almost too much for him to take, too much for him to deal with in his condition, and so he makes no attempt to. Operating on autopilot, he starts a fire in the wood burner, helps himself to some thick galoshes, a sweater, gloves and hat from the supply of clothing, and then prepares a hearty meal of beans and hot dogs for himself and Venus from the selection in the trunk, the first hot meal he has eaten in weeks. Once they have eaten, he hangs his wet clothes and bedding out to dry by the fire, adds a few of the larger logs to keep it going long into the night, takes down the rest of the spare clothing and then prepares a snug cocoon on the floor. Lying down, he lifts the topmost blanket up, motions to Venus to join him, and then falls backwards, exhausted, with one arm draped protectively over her flank and sinks immediately into a deep, dreamless sleep. 
For the next three days, they remain in the cabin, as the blizzard continues to rage relentlessly without. There are no windows to check on the weather, and each time that Lowell opens the door to see if the storm has abated he experiences the same complicated, mixed uncertainty as to what he wants to see when he does so. Lowell has lived with himself, and his deep hatred of Walter, for long enough – for far too long – to trust how he will react when he finally sees him again. He is scared, of himself, of Walter, and the chance that he might reject Lowell, or misinterpret his intentions, and also of the knowledge that he might just be too late. Already at least five members of the group have succumbed to the illness, and there can be no certainty that the others made it out in time. 
On the fourth day though, Lowell opens the door in the morning to a still, pristinely white landscape. For the first time since they arrived, he is able to see more than six feet in front of the cabin, and he is able to see immediately how the cabin has managed to escape detection in all the years since the outbreak. A long, almost unbroken line of trees is visible twenty feet ahead that stretch away in the distance to east and west and, he assumes, mark the boundary between road and countryside. To anyone travelling on the road there would be no indication that the building was there at all. He marvels at the fact that Venus had managed to locate it at all in the midst of the terrible blizzard, let alone then retrace her steps to find Lowell and lead him back here. Looking down, he sees her standing vigilantly next to him, and feels an instant surge of pride. After three days of rest, warmth, and plentiful food, she is looking healthier than he has ever seen her. Her wound is as good as healed now, and any lingering vestiges of her previously pronounced limp are gone with it. Lowell can tell that she is itching to move on, and indeed on several occasions during their stay in the hut he had opened the door for her to go out and relieve herself, only to see her instantly sprint off into the blinding snow and away into the distance. Each time she stayed out for hours before returning, eagerly scratching and barking at the door to announce her arrival. On two of those occasions he had gingerly opened the door, only for her to burst in past him and then race around the inside of the lodge triumphantly before sitting herself down with an excitable expression on her face, and a liberal covering of blood around her mouth that announced that she had had a successful hunt. When this happened Lowell was reminded that despite their close relationship and the ease with which she had settled into their cozy domesticity she was above all else a wild animal, and he would then recall the first time he had set eyes on her, as she had sunk her teeth into the flesh of a marmot and he had cowered in the undergrowth at the sight of such savagery. 



 
Chapter Thirty-Nine 
As they prepare to leave, Lowell crams as much of the food into his pack as he can manage, and then stares happily at the remainder, imagining the look on Walter and the other’s faces when he shows them his hoard. His plan is to leave what he can’t carry at the hut and then return to it once he has reached the group and been accepted into their number. The one thing that is missing from the supplies in the hut is a tent for however long they will be on the road. Given the variety of items that are there, he had expected to find one, and as he shoulders one of the rifles from the rack and makes to depart, the thought that they might have to bunk down outside in the snow now concerns him terribly. Were he not so preoccupied with thoughts of tents, there is a good chance that he might have missed the small square of green tarp that is just visible poking out beneath a mound of snow along the rear wall of the hut. As it is, his eye is instantly drawn to it and, imagining that he can use the material to build a makeshift shelter on the road, he walks over to investigate. Digging down into the deep pile of snow, it isn’t long before he begins to realize that he has found something far more significant. After fifteen minutes, he manages to shift enough snow that he can pull free the tarp, and once he has he stands back and whistles appreciatively at the sight of a seemingly pristine 4X4, emblazoned with the parks department logo on one side. 
A moment later, he is back inside the building, searching desperately amongst the draws and boxes for a key that is nowhere to be found. He has all but given up, and reverted to his natural state of experienced pessimism, when he happens to glance up, and there, hanging on another hook by the door he sees a large set of keys, and in the middle of them a chunky black plastic fob that can only be for a vehicle. Skipping over to the door, he grabs them and approaches the 4x4 nervously. He is sure it can’t possibly work. After so many winters outside in the cold his chances of getting it started, with his complete lack of mechanical prowess, seem next to zero. Nevertheless, he has to try. Holding his breath, he inserts the key into the lock, twists it slowly, and then exhales triumphantly as the lock clicks free. The next issue is the door itself; predictably, it has frozen shut in the bitter cold, and after several minutes of yanking it forcefully he returns to the hut, prepares a pan of boiling water and then carefully pours it down the inside of the door until he is finally able to pull it open. 
Once he is in, Lowell puts the key in the ignition and then sits in the drivers seat for several moments, praying to every deity he can think off as he summons the courage to turn the key and find out if his luck will hold. The first attempt produces nothing more than a faint, uncertain chugging sound as the long dormant engine responds to the unexpected call to action. On the second this noise is joined by a repeated wheezing whine that for a second almost sounds as if it will turn over and start before dropping off once more. Some time later, as he turns the key for the hundredth time, he finally accepts that the battery is dead, and sits tapping the steering wheel thoughtfully as he considers any way to get the thing started again. Eventually he hits on a solution, and he buzzes with excitement as he charges back into the cabin, Venus trotting with interest at his heels, and then tears around the place collecting equipment from every corner of the hut as he goes. 
A few hours later Lowell sits at the wheel once again, one hand on the ignition, the fingers of his other hand crossed for good luck. On the ground in front of the truck a small diesel generator sits idling where it has recently been unhooked from the battery. Lowell has only a faint idea what he is doing, and has to hope that he has managed to charge the battery enough to start it, and not just shorted the thing instead. Counting to ten in his head, he shuts his eyes and turns the key. Again the engine gives only a brief flutter on his first effort. He waits a moment and tries again, receiving much the same the second time around. Finally, after five attempts, just as he begins to think that all is lost, the engine pauses mid-chug, lets out a deep, satisfying roar, and then turns over into a steady rhythmic hum as the engine springs to life. 
 
*****
“I began to think of my father once again, trying to find the good amongst all of the casual neglect and disapproval. I found myself thinking about my first driving lesson, back when I was sixteen years old. My dad had taken me out - not in his car of course - we took mother’s Rambler. He had said that he wanted me to learn to drive a stick, but really I knew he just didn’t fucking trust me in his car. He drove me down to a mall parking lot, sat me in the front seat, and methodically worked through every aspect of getting the car moving. At first I was nervous, but after three slow laps around I was sure I was a natural. Everything was going fine, and then he asked me to pull in between two parked cars. I was shitting myself, but there was no way I was going to let him know that, so I picked a spot, aimed for it and eased it round the first car with no problems – easy! It was only as I looked across triumphantly at my dad sitting next to me that it occurred to me that I had no idea how to stop. As we rolled ever closer to the bollard at the end of the space I fumbled wildly for the brake, panicked, through my arms up in front of my protectively, and lifted both feet off the pedals. My dad, who had been watching with pitying amusement and one hand on the handbrake right up until that point, had about two seconds to react. To his credit, he managed to get out the words “don’t let your foot off the fucking” before the car stalled, and leapt forward into the bollard. He didn’t say a word, he didn’t even bother getting out to look at the damage.” 
“He just pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers for a moment, clapped one hand on my shoulder, and said “well, that’s the first lesson over son, why don’t you jump out and get back into the passenger seat, eh?” It was times like that I was glad he wasn’t much off a talker. A moment later, as I slumped down in my seat, and we drove home to tell my mother, I remember thinking how, when I had kids, I would just pay for someone else, preferably a professional, to give them their lessons. But now, even though that following week or so after that lesson hadn’t been much fun, I cant help but think that I’m glad I’ve got that memory of the taciturn old bastard. Whatever we think we might have achieved in life, after we die we only truly live on in the memories of others.”
*****
Once Lowell has got the hang of driving again, and learnt the hard way that it is best to take it slow when driving across a landscape littered with obstacles thoroughly obscured by snow, they set a good pace. As soon as he had got the engine started, he had wasted no time in getting away, merely pausing for a moment to add the two canisters of diesel to the boot, as well as the other gun, before throwing his pack in alongside a few extra bits and pieces and leaping back into the driving seat. The bigger issue was Venus. Even for a dog that had lived in a world with countless cars on the road, the first experience as a passenger can be unnerving, but for Venus, who had never known such a thing, it was terrifying. Even coaxing her into the strange thrumming metal box was a challenge, and when, with the incentive of almost an entire pouch of jerky, he had finally managed to do so, she sat hunched forward, ears pinned back, shivering. 
Now, she is wearing an insane terrified grin that could have almost been mistakenly interpreted as excitement, were it not for the curious, relentless whining that she emits, rising and falling in pitch and leaving no uncertainty as to her state of mind. Just a short while ago, Lowell would have had no idea as to how to handle the situation, but his experiences with Venus have taught him well, and despite his desire to get on the road as quickly as possible, he is careful not to move too rashly now. Instead, he prepares the packet of jerky, careful to ensure that he holds it in plain sight, so that Venus knows that it is still in play, and then proceeds to inch the vehicle into motion, travelling only for a few feet and then stopping to reward her with a small piece of dried meat before repeating the exercise. It is a slow process, and each time they stop, she waits until she has been given the jerky before making a desperate lunge towards the closed window, but, slowly but surely, she grows more comfortable, and by the time he has completely run out of jerky they are well on their way. 
With the tracks of the vehicle they are pursuing no longer visible due to the snow, Lowell has to rely on a combination of potluck and intuition whenever a choice of multiple directions presents itself. Thankfully, on the occasions that they do make a wrong turn, it is never long before they came across a blockage in the road, at which point they double back and take the alternative route instead. By this method of trial and error, they continue to make decent progress throughout the remainder of the day, and by the time evening draws in, and poor visibility and a disinclination to advertise their whereabouts with headlights forces Lowell to pull off onto the side of the road, he is more than happy with the distance they have covered. 
For the first time on their journey, Lowell feels that they must be gaining on Walter’s gang, and each time they pass a vehicle that looks as if it has been recently cleared from the road he experiences a thrill at the thought of the amount of time it must have taken them to shift it out of the way. He is gaining on them. And with that comforting thought in mind he switches off the engine, and then leans over and opens the passenger door to send an eager and semi-hysterical Venus bursting out face-first into a snow bank. Stepping out himself, he walks to the middle of the road and stands stock still in the darkness, letting his eyes adjust slowly to the night as he stares forward and strains to make out any lights in the distance. Seeing nothing, he sighs heavily and then returns to the vehicle, portions out two small meals of cold beans from their stash and then readies their bedding for the night. 
At first light the next day, after a frigid and uncomfortable night stretched out as much as is possible in the back of the 4x4, they continue onwards. Not half an hour down the road, they encounter the first hold-up of the day - two cars sitting in the middle of the road, brutally entwined from a severe high-speed crash that must have spelt the end of the occupants of both vehicles. On both sides of the pile-up, other vehicles have been abandoned; left in desperation by those frenziedly fleeing from the horror that they weren’t to know was equally terrible in either direction. At the sight of the blockage, Lowell backs out carefully, swings the car around, and then follows the road back towards a turning onto a small side-road he had decided against taking a couple of miles before. Another three miles or so along that road though, he finds himself stopping once again, and eying another impassable obstacle - this time a mighty fallen oak, fully ten feet around the trunk, utterly immovable and slowly rotting where it lies. Lowell scratches his head absent-mindedly, lets out an exasperated sigh, executes a twelve-point turn in the narrow space available, and then drives back in the direction they have come. As he traverses back along the small road, and then up once again to the crash he had visited prior to that, he crawls along slowly, scanning right and left along the verge, ever vigilant for any other overgrown lanes or hidden turn-offs he might have missed along the way. Mentally working back along the route he has covered, he finds himself at a loss as to where his course could have diverged from that of those who went before him. 
Cursing his bad fortune, he is just on the brink of swinging the vehicle around to retrace his route, when something over to his left catches his eye. Pulling on the handbrake, he leaps out of the car, and walks slowly over towards the obstruction in the road to investigate. Sure enough, up close, it is exactly as it appeared from a distance. From one side to the other, the whole road, bar one small patch, is covered in a neat blanket of snow from the most recent fall. Above this small section to the side, however, a tree that extends far out towards the center of the road has left a small area with only a thin layer of snow and, here, Lowell is just able to make out, loosely covered but still just visible, the faint but unmistakable tracks of a vehicle. The marks extend for no more than a meter, but as he crouches down to inspect them more closely Lowell is able to see that they are bearing left, on a course that would lead just off to the side of the road in front of the crash. Following the trail, it isn’t long before he finds the vehicle, a battered old silver transit van, tucked neatly off into and tidily camouflaged by the mass of foliage at the verge. 
It is clear at once that it is the one he has been looking for; the only vehicle present, other than his own of course, that wears only a thin jacket of snow. At the sight of it, his breath quickens, and he feels his heart begin to beat wildly within his chest. It is clear that there is no one around, but nevertheless, he approaches cautiously, and then peers through the side window. At first, he is unable to see anything at all within the van, but then, as his eyes gradually adjust to the dark interior, he is just able to make out a large mound within, covered over with a tarp, that has been secured with a couple of logs. Moving slowly around to the rear, he tries the back doors and finds they are locked. The side of the van has been parked pressed up tight to the overgrown hedgerow that runs alongside it, but Lowell finds that, breathing in, he is just able to shuffle sideways along the narrow gap until he can reach the side-doors. He pulls back the lever, and is rewarded with a satisfying click as the handle lock springs free, and the doors slide open. As soon as he is in, he pushes aside the nearest weight to him that is securing the tarp, pulls one corner free, and reveals the vast majority of the stash of guns and food that he had last seen occupying the makeshift armory and loft-space of his former home. 
As soon as he has seen what is inside the van, Lowell quickly backs out, slides the door closed behind him, and sidesteps quickly back along the side of the vehicle to his own 4x4. There, he hesitates, and then grabs both his pistol and one of the rifles from his car, and looks around nervously before sliding back the door as quietly as possible. He is caught in two minds. The last thing that he wants is to turn up to greet Walter and his group armed to the teeth – and with their own weapons no less – but he remembers the greeting he received last time they met, and hopes that the guns might buy him the time he needs to explain himself. Wherever the group has gone, it seems unlikely that they will have ventured very far from their supplies. He glances with apprehension at the trees that line the road in both directions, and wonders if they are in fact watching him now, biding their time and waiting for him to stray into their crosshairs. His first instinct is to conceal himself in the bushes with his weapons, and wait to ambush them upon their return – it has been a long time since he has tried to make any new friends, and is unsure of the etiquette - and he is just inspecting his surroundings for a suitable position when a low growl from Venus draws his attention. 
As he looks over, he sees that she is standing at the edge of the road, staring into the overgrowth. Lowell immediately unslings the rifle from his shoulder, and approaches her steadily, keeping the weapon aimed into the bushes as he does so. As he gets closer, he can see at once that there can’t be anyone hiding there, as the only cover in that position is a thin screen where the edges of two bushes have grown in together and are barely touching. Leaning down to tousle the hair that stands tall on the nape of Venus’s neck, he pushes through the brush, and then experiences a thrill of excitement as he realizes she has found a footpath - quite invisible from the road - that stretches away along the side of a field towards what looks to be an old farm house in the distance. It takes a moment before he is able to see what has drawn Venus’s attention, and then he makes out a thin plume of white smoke tracing a line from the chimney of the old house and on up into the pale sky. 



 
Chapter Forty 
Lowell stands stock still, watching the smoke rise and disappear, and for the first time since they left the house he begins to question the wisdom of getting involved with the group. He thinks they will probably accept him, in time, but he is worried about his own ability to adapt after so long on his own, and concerned about how they will react to Venus, especially so soon after losing some of their own to the disease. Venus stares back at him from a few feet ahead, one ear cocked quizzically, her tail wagging slowly and cautiously. And how will she react to the other humans, Lowell wonders, and then, as if in answer to his question her tail stops wagging and stiffens, her hair bristles, and her head twists in the direction of the farmhouse. She sniffs the air, and lets out a low growl of warning. Lowell hears no sound, but he trusts her instincts over his own, and drops low and peers through the gap in the bushes. Nothing is moving ahead on the footpath, at least on the twenty meters or so that Lowell can see before the path curves away and out of sight, but something has definitely spooked Venus. He has to get closer to see. Rising to a stoop, he taps the side of his thigh to indicate that Venus should follow and then pushes through the gap in the bushes and immediately dives right, through the brush at the edge of the path, until he can press forward under cover and continue perpendicular to its course. 
As he approaches the end of the lane, he slows his pace, and continues stealthily along until he finds a spot towards the edge of the lane that overlooks the courtyard outside the main building. The farmhouse lies just ahead and to the left of his position. It is a handsome rustic home; solidly built of rough pale stone, it looks as if it has been around for many years before the outbreak, and will last for many years more. Directly ahead and obscuring his view of one side of the house is a large barn of rusted corrugated iron, and opposite that a stable block, of the same materials as the farmhouse. It is an idyllic scene, with the layer of snow serving to obscure the steady encroachment of weeds and plants from the overgrown fields that lead off from the courtyard, this the only sign that would usually betray the reality that the farm had in fact been deserted some time ago. Although multiple footprints in the snow indicate that someone is present, there is no sign of the group now, so Lowell settles in to wait, with Venus, who has clearly also sensed the presence of others nearby, lying quietly and uneasily to his side. 
At least an hour passes before Lowell sees any moment. He has just been considering moving in for a closer look, when he sees the heavy door at the back of the farmhouse swing open, and a moment later a group of five emerge into the yard. A man and a woman step out first, guns held to their sides, cautiously surveying the surrounding buildings and the edge of the field before indicating to the others that it is safe. Lowell can’t be certain from a distance, but he feels confident they are Heather and Bill, and feels an unexpected sense of relief that it hadn’t been their bodies he had seen in the house. Next up is Walter, there is no mistaking him, his distinctive ring of hair and pale crown standing out even from afar. Last to emerge are two women; one he doesn’t recognize, the other he feels certain is Bea. At the sight of Walter’s daughter, Lowell’s heart leaps, relieved that she too has not been one of those unfortunates who have been taken by the disease. For the next few minutes, the group stands by the door in urgent and apparently heated conversation, with what seems to Lowell to be some disagreement about what they should do next. 
After some time, they appear to reach an agreement, and Heather and Bea peel off from the rest and begin to walk towards the field. Lowell sees Walter shout after them, and then run over to Bea to lay one hand on her shoulder, evidently with some words of tender caution, before he lets them continue on their way. Bea and Heather both carry with them two buckets, and Lowell casts his eyes forward in the direction they are travelling, through a small path through the long grass - so overgrown that it is still standing tall even above several feet of snow - and on to where a small stretch of woodland abuts the furthest edge of the field. He guesses that this holds a stream from which they will fetch water, and he notes how the line of trees extend all of the way along to a point where it seems they must join on to the lane in which he lies. 
For a moment he is torn between two options; either to head down to the farmhouse immediately to try to talk to Walter, or – remembering the way Bea had handled the adults before – whether to walk down to the stream after the women, take his chances in making a plea to her first before returning to Walter. Both plans are fraught with the danger of misinterpretation, of his intentions being misunderstood, and for a moment he lifts his rifle and plays the sight over Walter instead, and finds that somewhere deep inside he still feels a longing to just pull the trigger. Lowell shudders, and then draws the barrel of the gun back around, and trains it on the back of Heather. As he watches the pair continue on toward the woods, he lies still and weighs his options, watching absent-mindedly as the wind plays through the long grass close to their position. Next to where they walk, but nowhere else. Lowell frowns with puzzlement, and then feels a sudden burst of adrenaline, as his brain makes the connection faster than he is able to consciously register. Too late, Lowell realizes what he is seeing and, even as he frantically raises his gun to fire off a warning shot he sees several dark shapes bearing in unerringly for their attack. Lifting his gun up, he fires one shot into the air, a loud crack that shatters the silence of the scene and then rolls back and forth across the landscape. At the sound of the shot, Heather just has time to turn around, to register the sound, and then turn with a look of terrible surprise on her face as the first of the dogs break from the grass and slam into her side. 



 
Chapter Forty-One 
After firing his shot, Lowell freezes, his whole body paralyzed with terror as he watches the next few seconds play out seemingly in slow motion in front of him. The first dog has knocked Heather off balance, sending her gun flying from her grasp and away into the overgrowth. As she stumbles for her footing she staggers over to the other side of the path, and just manages to turn and face the dog before another pounces from behind, immediately sinking its teeth into her calf and then dragging her powerfully backwards until she is forced forward onto one leg. Hearing a scream, Lowell tears his gaze away from the stricken woman and looks toward the courtyard. The other woman is frozen in shock too, and standing motionless by the door, but Walter is already in action, sprinting towards the field, and fumbling frantically with his gun as he runs. Less than halfway across he stops and raised his weapon, and a moment later Lowell sees three more dogs emerge from the field ahead to block Walter’s path. Two of the dogs are indistinct, medium sized, and hard to make out from where he now stands, but the third Lowell would recognize anywhere as the Shih Tzu. The tiny dog surges forward, yapping furiously, barreling ahead of the others with its trademark reckless bravery in defiance of its reduced stature. This time though, it’s fearlessness is its undoing, as Walter backpedals in surprise for less than a second before lifting his gun, and then with stunning accuracy, or more likely luck, he delivers a bullet straight through the skull of his charging target, sending the dog’s small body flying backwards through the air where it drops still to the ground. At the sight of their fallen comrade, the other two dogs stop dead in their tracks, hesitate for a second and then plunge back into the long grass, the slower of the two just avoiding the second bullet from Walter’s gun as he resumes his advance and stalks steadily towards the field. 
As Lowell finally wills himself to jump to his feet, he looks back towards the field. Somehow, despite her wounds, Heather has continued to fight, and is now standing in a low stoop, knife drawn, holding off her two attackers as they circle and wait for a gap in her defenses. Lowell scans left and right across the field, his panic continuing to rise until finally he is able to locate Bea, close to the far end of the field. To his immense relief, he sees that she has taken off immediately - with the sharpened instincts of one born into this deadly game - and is running fast and closing in quickly towards the cover of the trees. As he watches her run, the thought that has been needling away at the back of his mind suddenly surfaces and is answered in the same instant. He had wondered why he hadn’t seen any sign of the Alpha, and now, right on cue, he sees the massive dog streaking at full speed along the edge of the woods, on a bearing to intercept Bea. At the sight of the Alpha, the paralysis that has gripped Lowell drains away and he finds himself running at full pace down the lane towards the trees. At once, Venus surges alongside him and then draws out in front, as if she instinctively knows his plan. As they race past the farmhouse, Lowell glances across to see Walter fire another shot, taking down the Bernese as it springs out to ambush him in the field, and then Lowell is past him, lungs bursting as he gives everything to reach Walter’s daughter in time. 



 
Chapter Forty-Two 
Lowell just has time to see Venus plunge into the trees ahead and disappear out of sight before he makes the edge of the woods himself and races through without stopping. As he reaches the position he had last seen her heading towards, there is no sign of either Bea or the Alpha. His lungs are bursting and he forces himself to stop and put his hands on his knees, panting wildly, as he searches the ground for any clue as to where they have gone. It doesn’t take him long to pick up the trail; deep footprints in the snow and a clear path of destruction where Bea has weaved her way out of the reach of the dog, and then the subtle shallow imprints of the Alpha in full flight close behind. Picking his way along through the forest after the tracks, he hears the Alpha long before he sees him, an angry, frustrated growl that echoes through the woods up ahead. 
Pacing gently forward, Lowell emerges into a clearing. He sees Bea immediately, clinging on to a low bough of a White Ash and shaking with fear, the Alpha snarling at the base and lunging up again and again to try to grab her, each time narrowly missing her trailing leg. As Lowell watches the Alpha jump, he slowly raises his gun from his side, and carefully aims towards the back of the dog’s skull. In the second before he fires, the Alpha turns, their eyes meet, Lowell hesitates, and in an instant, the dog has spun nimbly and is racing across the clearing towards him. Backpedalling with fear, Lowell loses the upper hand, and his gun jerks wildly as he fires off a blind, panicked shot that misses several feet to the left of the animal’s head. Before he can reload, the dog leaps forward, striking him with the full weight of its great head and knocking him off his feet. As he falls backwards, Lowell kicks out and strikes the dog on the side of its head, gaining himself only a second before it renews its assault, grabbing his right arm in its huge jaws and savagely tearing it from side to side. Again, Lowell kicks out as hard as he can, this time catching the dog full in the face and causing it to let go of his arm and back away slightly. For a second, Lowell and the Alpha stare at each other with mutual hatred, and then Lowell looks away, glancing sadly at first his gun, lying just out of reach on the ground, and then at Bea as she stares back at him, wide-eyed in the tree. As he sees the Alpha leap towards him out of the corner of his eye, Lowell gives Bea a rueful smile, and then he closes his eyes. 
A familiar, fierce bark sounds to Lowell’s side, a rush of air passes in front of his face, and he hears a frustrated, pained yelp from the Alpha close off to his right. Opening his eyes, he blinks madly as he struggles to make out the new scene in front of him. The Alpha lies on the ground on his side, struggling desperately to free himself from the savage beast that has leapt from nowhere and now pins him to the ground, ripping and tearing at his throat with razor-sharp teeth. It is Venus. Lowell feels a swell of love, elation and pride that is as quickly supplanted by fear and concern as it becomes clear that, despite the terrible wounds she has inflicted, Venus is no match for the Alpha. After a momentary struggle he manages to gain enough purchase with one paw to raise himself up, roll over and lift his enormous frame from the ground, throwing his weight against Venus as he comes up with sufficient force that she is thrown several feet clear through the air. In an instant, both dogs are back on their feet, bristling and growling as they size each other up. Despite their substantial difference in size, Venus refuses to back down and faces him nobly, her hair standing on end and a ferocious growl issuing forth that chills even Lowell to the bone. As it prepares to charge, the Alpha issues an outraged snarl at the audacity of his challenger, he drops one shoulder ready to lunge, and then lets out an unexpected startled yelp. He tenses, remains still for a moment, sways ever so slightly, and then drops to the ground, the bullet Lowell has fired from his position a foot away on the ground lodged firmly in his skull. 
For the next few seconds nobody moves, and then Lowell drops the gun to the ground. Lying on his back, he lifts his arm up to inspect the spot where the Alpha has bitten him, and relief floods through him as he sees how the thick padding of the heavy winter coat, now torn to shreds around his wrist, has narrowly saved him from a fatally infectious wound. As Venus trots over, he grips hold of the fur on her neck and laughs with delight, pulling her close to nuzzle into his chest. Lifting his head up, he sees Bea stare anxiously over at him, and then begin to climb slowly down from the tree. Extricating himself from Venus’s embrace, Lowell climbs wearily to his feet, and then stands staring at Walter’s daughter, as she eyes him cautiously in turn from a few meters away. She is still shaking, and it is clear from her wide, frightened eyes, that she doesn’t know what to make of him, or for that matter Venus, who now stands off to his side, panting with delight, her mouth covered in the blood of her foe. 
After a long moment, Lowell steps forward, raising his hands up with palms forward to show that he means her no harm. As he does so, he sees her eyes swivel between him and Venus, and then flick over to his arm and widen in alarm. Seeing her fear, Lowell turns his arm to show her that he is unbitten, and then he pauses, his heart lurches wildly, as he sees a great swell of blood slowly seeping up and outwards through the material on his wrist. 
As soon as he sees the blood pooling on his sleeve, and Bea starts to gradually back away from him, Lowell’s eyes begin to mist over, and a great urge to be sick rises up from his stomach. A short way off Bea still stares at him, fixing him with a look - a curious mixture of pity, gratitude, and undisguised fear - that exactly mirrors his own feelings. His mouth opens and closes a few times, and then, before he can say a word, she turns and paces hurriedly away. For a moment, Lowell considers shouting after her, but then, as he watches her walk off towards the field, he sees Walter standing anxiously in the long grass waiting for her. As Walter looks over towards him, their eyes meet, hold for a second, and then, almost imperceptibly, Walter nods. Lowell stares back impassively for a second, conflicted, dizzy with rising pain and grief. He watches despondently as Bea reaches Walter and falls with relief into his arms, and then Lowell’s shoulders drop, he catches Walter’s eye one last time and, raising his bloodied arm to half height, he waves faintly. His anger now gone, his fight all spent, his rising hope discarded, he just stares and then turns and walks away. 
*****
 “Years ago – of course it was years ago, almost everything of note happened years ago – just before my father died, I travelled to Munich for an international conference featuring all of the brightest minds (and the executives) at our company. I spoke to a very excitable young scientist from our bioengineering arm, and I remember he was very worked up about a new project they were working on. They believed that they had isolated one of the genes within the DNA of rats responsible for the aging process. He told me that it could be switched on and off at will, and firmly believed that within his lifetime they would be able to control all of the necessary genes within humans to essentially reverse or suspend aging for those with the means to afford it. At the time I was swept along in his enthusiasm, and as one of those who could have most definitely afforded such a procedure I would have been one of the first to sign up I’m sure. Now though, as I stare Death in the face, and can feel His cold fingers gripping my arm and pulling me away, I find that I am eager to go with Him, that I respond to His coming as one would to the arrival of a much delayed train – I glance at my watch with consternation and exclaim ‘finally’! I am not ancient – at least not by the old standards – but I am weary, world-weary, and fed up of the memories. I think of Beth, and imagine her dying moments. I imagine lying beside her, each of us bloating and writhing in agony, and reaching out my clawed swollen hands, holding on to hers and letting go, and I know that I am the only one to blame for the fact that I couldn’t have found my peace sooner.” 



 
Chapter Forty-Four 
For the following hour, Lowell trudges determinedly on, anxious to put as much distance between him and the group as he possibly can. At the path, Lowell pauses briefly, looks up towards the point where he had left their vehicle, then turns the other way, following the lane to its end, and then carries on over seemingly endless fields of white. Even after all of the times he has seen other succumb to the virus, he still isn’t ready for the speed with which it begins to affect him. At first, within half an hour of leaving the barn, it is his coordination; each step is a challenge, a marvel of optical trickery, as first the ground seems to fall away from him, and then on his next movement his foot suddenly meets it and jars painfully on the frozen soil while he would swear it was still poised in mid-air. On each of the first few times that happens, and he falls forward into the snow, he lifts himself back up, assuring himself that he is just weary from his exertions and will soon recover his faculties, but eventually he is forced to accept the truth; this is definitely the end. 
Lowell’s repeated stumbling and falling down is of no concern to Venus, she has seen it before and is not to know that this is any different, and she seems to trust in her ability to rouse him and urge him onwards. After her victory over the hated Alpha, she seems ecstatic, and skips through the snow excitedly, filled with a surfeit of leftover energy from the surge of adrenaline she experienced during the fight. Each time she sees Lowell fall, she runs back to him, licking and pulling enthusiastically until eventually he groans and pushes forward. After two hours, as they stagger past a large, open fronted barn on the far side of a large field, Lowell falls once again and blacks out for a moment. With everything he has he wills himself on, but it is all he can do to stand up. Breathing heavily, each lungful an agony, he turns around to look back along the way he has come, and then slumps back down onto the snow with dismay as he sees the farm still mockingly close, less than two miles back over the fields. With a great effort, he lifts himself back to his feet, and stumbles over to the entrance to the barn. Inside, he sees two great hulking metal monstrosities, some giant agricultural machines with great teeth on enormous steel wheels, fused with rust from their years of neglect. Shuffling slowly over to a workbench that runs along one side of the barn, he hoists his pack off of his shoulder and dumps it down. Working with great concentration, he opens the pack, brings out each of the items inside, and carefully arranges them in a row along the bench. With this done he pauses, picks out a can of food, and looks around for Venus, surprised not to find her waiting expectantly next to him at the first sign of a meal. Walking painfully back to the door, he glances outside. 
With Lowell’s vision increasingly distorted, it takes him a long moment before he can locate her, standing, frozen in place, a short distance in front of the barn. One paw is poised in mid-air, both ears are cocked up, and her gaze is fixed on a point several feet away. Confused, Lowell takes a step forward, and as he does so a rabbit leaps out from its hiding place in the snow and shoots away across the field, Venus in close pursuit behind it. Lowell watches her go, a proud half- smile creeping onto his face as he sees the speed and agility with which she courses first one way and then the other across the frozen ground, she and the rabbit veering and swerving in perfect, mesmeric synchronicity. At the other side of the field, the rabbit fakes to go one way, and then shimmies the other, lunging sharply though a hole in a hedgerow. Lowell watches it go, and then sees Venus disappear off after it and away, and then he turns and walks back into the barn. At the bench, he pauses for a few more rasping, painful breaths, and then finds his can opener, and methodically opens three of the cans of food, one after the other. Leaving all but his tarp and the cans of food on the bench, he shuffles slowly toward the back of the barn. There, he lays down the tarp, tips the contents of each of the cans into a pile on the floor, and then lies down to sleep. 



 
Chapter Forty-Five 
Some time later he wakes, to a tremendous pain in his feet. His mind is a blur, his skin is burning, and as he opens his eyes the light comes through as an agonizing bright white through his unnaturally narrowing lids. With a great effort, he manages to lift his hands to his face, and registers dully the strange puffiness his fingers encounter as he traces his features. After several failed attempts, he manages to sit up and flails for a moment at his boots, desperate to remove them and relieve the immense pressure he feels from within. As he sits there, a succession of detached, indistinct thoughts filter through his mind, and each he ignores until, suddenly, one shines through with enough clarity that he can hold onto it. With a sudden, final surge of energy, Lowell heaves himself up onto his knees, and then to his feet. Swaying violently, he forces himself to focus on the doors of the barn and take two unsteady steps closer. As a new dizziness surges upwards to overwhelm him, and he feels himself falling backwards to the ground, he opens his parched lips and wills himself to shout aloud one word with the very last of his fading strength, 
“Venus!” 



 
Chapter Forty-Six
Away across the fields, in small copse by a frozen pond, Venus is lying down, chewing triumphantly on the carcass of the rabbit, her reward from a victorious hunt. Every few moments, she lets it drop to the ground, and then places one paw protectively over it and looks around proudly, her excited breath misting up and away into the cold air. All of a sudden, as she bends her head once more to her prize, the sound of Lowell’s last, desperate cry rings out, carrying clear and true across the silence of the snowbound landscape. Within a second she is on her feet and running, the rabbit lying discarded and broken, its dark red blood slowly seeping out and staining the snow where it lays. In no time she is through the hedge, and on across the field, racing with panicked abandon towards the barn. 
As soon as Venus reaches the barn she sees Lowell, laying still on the floor, his body swollen, his arms outstretched on each side, and leaps over towards him. Ignoring the food on the floor, she moves straight to where he rests, and stretches her neck forward to lick him uncertainly on the cheek. Receiving no response, she stands over him, confused, and barking with a desperate insistence. After a long, anxious pause, Lowell’s eyelids flutter and open narrowly and his eyes, cloudy and dilated, seem to register her face for a second. Slowly, the fingers on one hand curl in, so that they are just in contact with the nearest of Venus’s forelegs, and gently tousle the soft feathers they encounter there. As she sees him awaken, Venus moves closer, and lies down next to him, resting her head gently onto his and laying one paw protectively across his chest. With each of his last rattling breaths, her head raises and lowers in time, as all the while she keeps her eyes fixed firmly on to his. As each of Lowell’s breaths grew ever more timid and insubstantial, she begins to whine; a melancholy note that rises and falls in pitch but increases in volume, and culminates finally with a single, long, howl as Lowell draws his final, ragged breath. 
For the rest of the night, and on into the next morning she cries, a haunting wail that spreads out from the barn, and is perceptible from as far as the farmhouse across the fields and beyond. For most of the day, she continues to lie on his body, as it grows slowly cold beneath her, and then, as the second evening draws in, and the first flakes of a fresh snowfall begin to drift slowly down from the sky, she rises up, takes one last, prolonged sad look at Lowell’s body on the floor, and stalks away, alone once again, into the wild. 
The End
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