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PROLOGUE


The Past
A scream shattered the silence of the Institute.
Tony Collins looked up from the complex algorithms on his computer screen and frowned. The sound had broken his concentration and he had been so close to working out the formula that had evaded him all morning. He pushed his leather chair back and stood up. The Post-it notes decorating his office walls fluttered slightly in the draft emitted from the air-conditioning unit. Mathematical equations covered the bits of paper, written in Tony’s almost illegible scrawl, markings most people would need the services of a code breaker to decipher.
As he headed towards the door a siren blared out, the deafening sound making him jump. Tony cringed. What the hell is going on?
At the door, he grabbed the handle but then hesitated. Despite the ear piercing wail of the alarm, he discerned more screaming. Multiple voices combined in a chilling cacophony.
Knowing he had to find out what was happening, he opened the door and stepped out into the corridor. The sound was louder outside the confines of his office and the red lights in the ceiling flashed, turning the pristine white walls into a hellish canvas.
The emergency protocols had been activated, something had obviously gone wrong. Something disastrous. Tony tried to swallow but his throat constricted. Sweat beaded on his forehead.
The flashing lights made him feel a little dizzy and his pulse raced.
Before he moved, a figure ran into the corridor ahead, dressed from head to toe in a white coverall with a full face mask, the insect-like eye pieces creating a sinister ensemble.
“What’s happened?” Tony shouted, trying to make himself heard above the alarm. Then he noticed the figure’s sleeve was ripped and there was blood around the tear.
The figure ran towards him. “There’s been an accident. It’s all gone wrong.”
An accident. The words froze Tony’s blood. “What sort of accident?”
The figure reached him and tore the mask off to reveal a face whiter than snow. It took Tony a couple of seconds to recognise Barry Jones, one of the scientists assigned to the hub.
“They’ve escaped,” Barry said.
“How? I thought… I thought they were secured.”
“Don’t know.” Barry stood panting.
“Where are the security men?”
Barry shook his head. “It’s too late. They caught them off guard.”
Although the situation didn’t warrant it, Tony thought Barry’s choice of words somewhat comical. “But we haven’t perfected the process yet. We need more time.”
Barry didn’t reply. Tony stared at him and noticed that his eyes had started to glaze over, giving him a vacant expression. He backed away towards his office, saw a man stagger around the corner into the corridor. The man was naked, his skin ashen grey, mottled blue patches visible where blood had pooled beneath the surface. Electrodes protruded from the man’s skull, wires trailing from them like strange multicoloured strands of hair. Blood dribbled from his mouth, blood that couldn’t be his own because his had congealed long ago.
Another figure appeared behind the man. A naked woman, her skin like parchment, torn in places to reveal the desiccated organs beneath. Fresh blood coated her fingers. Half of her face was missing, leaving her jawbone evident and giving her a sinister grin. The skin on one of her feet had rotted away and the bones clicked against the stone floor as she hobbled forwards, arms outstretched.
Tony’s eyes grew wide and his jaw dropped. Blood pumped at his temples as he turned and scrambled to grab the door handle, seeking safety within the confines of his office.
The deafening alarm continued to wail, drowning out Tony’s screams as one of the figures grabbed him from behind with cold, dead hands.
“Needed more time,” Tony wailed before teeth sank into his flesh.



CHAPTER 1


The present.
Anna Charles weaved through the crowds in the market, apologising as she bumped people with the wicker baskets she carried in each hand. The baskets showed signs of age, the original handles replaced by rope and even that was beginning to wear away. The baskets had been in her family as long as she could remember but they still served their purpose well and were a precious commodity.
The people bustling around the market wore clothes that had seen better days. Anna’s own dress had traces of blue around some of the frayed stitching, but the material had mainly faded to a dull grey after thousands of washes.
Bright sunlight cast long shadows from the guard towers that surrounded the high stone walls of Sanctuary. Some of the guards sat while others leaned against the tower walls, crossbows and ancient guns propped beside them. In the far corner of Sanctuary sat an ancient metal box someone once told her was called a car and used as a form of transportation. Now rusted, kids used it as a play thing. Other play equipment stood around the car, including a swing and a slide. With space at a premium the area was tiny, but the kids liked it. She recalled her own siblings, Zeke, Lucy, and Ben, spending many an hour playing on the equipment.
Anna joined a queue of women in front of one of the stalls and slowly shuffled forwards. Once she reached the front, Anna handed the man some food tokens made from lead and stamped with a seal. She also passed him some tokens made from iron.
The stall sold fruit and vegetables but after a recent drought the meagre stock was small and withered. The man proceeded to place some produce in one of the baskets. Once he had finished, he reached beneath the counter and withdrew some better quality food that he placed in the other basket.
“Something to be said for being on the Council.” He eyed the produce appreciatively then said, “Next.”
Anna picked up the baskets and stepped aside to allow the next person through.
Other stalls on the market offered various items, such as handmade clothing and crockery. One stall even sold chicken eggs, but they took too many tokens so Anna would only buy them if it was a special occasion.
She walked back towards the main building, its grey walls crumbling in places and patched up with wattle and daub. She passed through the entrance and walked past the barred gates that lined the hallway. Anna couldn’t remember them ever having been closed. Inside, a central metal staircase allowed access to the first and second floor. Large metal beams supported the stairs. Metal beams also lined the ceiling, the central glass dome of which was cleaned regularly, allowing light to flood the floor below. Balconies ran around the interior which was about three hundred feet long by a couple of hundred feet wide. Sixty doors were situated on each level, each allowing access to the cells where the various families lived. Further annexes housing more people lead off from the central core in a star shaped pattern. People wandered around the interior and leaned over the balconies, conversing with their neighbours opposite. The cacophony of noise would continue throughout the day. Anna lived in a ground floor cell. As she approached her residence, her neighbour, Frank Vine, stepped out from next door. He was an elderly gentleman of about seventy, his grey hair like frost around his crown.
“Mornin’ Anna. Been to market I see.”
“Yes, but there’s not much choice.”
“Ah this damn weather’s playing hell with the crops. I’d better get out to the gardens and find what’s ready to be harvested.”
Anna nodded and then entered her cell. Although the interior only measured ten feet by eight, every available space had been utilised. Collapsible bunk beds lined the walls. Anna and her husband, Isaiah, shared a large one on the bottom, while their kids took the upper ones. A ladder attached to the wall allowed them access. Paintings done by the children decorated the brick walls and a few wood carvings sat on a small shelf. Clothes were kept in boxes. There was a toilet in the corner of the room which had to be emptied every day — sometimes more than once. For the sake of privacy a screen could be pulled around the toilet. Candles dotted the room, many of them almost burnt out.
A small desk occupied the back wall, surrounded by ancient books. Isaiah sat there at the moment. He was so preoccupied with his reading, head bowed over a book that he didn’t look up when Anna entered. She placed the baskets on the floor and started putting the fruit and vegetables in a cupboard. Most of the food was eaten raw, but there was a communal cooking area outside where they could cook over fire pits.
Once she had finished, Anna sat on the bed and stared at Isaiah. His brown hair fell across his face and he chuckled at something he had just read, his shoulders falling and rising.
“Want to share the joke?”
Isaiah looked up. “Anna. I didn’t hear you come back.”
“Obviously. So what’s so funny?”
 “Nothing really. You wouldn’t understand.”
“Try me.”
Isaiah shrugged. “It’s nothing.” He closed the book and stood up, stretching his arms as he did so. Tall and slim, his fingers brushed the ceiling.
Anna sighed impatiently. “When are you going to get rid of all those books? We need the room and they’re just in the way. You should burn them. At least that way they’ll be useful.”
Isaiah’s jaw dropped momentarily and his eyes widened. “I’ll be calling you Captain Beatty next.”
Anna frowned.
“He’s the protagonist in Fahrenheit 451 who hates books.”
Anna shook her head. “Get a life, Isaiah. There’s proper work to be done rather than burying your nose in books.”
“Reading and writing is important. My job is to teach people.”
“That’s not a job. Tending the gardens. Guarding Sanctuary. Making clothes. Selling items. Cleaning. Those are all worthwhile jobs.”
Isaiah shrugged. “One day I’ll prove to you how important my work is.”
“Well the boys need more of your attention. We never see you. You’re gone before we wake up, and you hole up in here all day.”
“You know my work here is important.”
“And we aren’t?”
Isaiah reared back as if receiving a physical blow.
“How can you say such a thing? You and the children mean the world to me.”
Anna bowed her head and composed herself before looking back up at her husband. “I know you love us, but actions speak louder than words, Isaiah. The things you say aren’t going to teach Ben how to tend the land. Words won’t help Lucy with her cooking; you know those are things only you can do.” She bowed her head again and whispered, “And words certainly won’t keep me warm at night.”
Isaiah sucked in a breath. “I’m not talking about this. Certainly not here. Certainly not now.”
“If not here, where? If not now, when? As I said, it’s not as if you make yourself available…to any of us.”
Isaiah threw his hands up in defeat and turned back to his books, effectively dismissing his wife. Anna sat in silence for a moment. She felt a rush of heat from her cheeks; wrung her hands together in her lap, then without another word she stood, smoothed her skirt, grabbed the basket with the better quality food she hadn’t unpacked, and walked out of the room.
She stormed towards one of the annexes, free arm swinging wildly, fingers clenched into a fist. Sensing her ire, people stepped aside to let her pass. Towards the end of the corridor she stopped outside a door, composed herself with a couple of deep breaths and then knocked. Not receiving a reply, she opened the door and stepped inside.
An old woman sat in a rocking chair below the high window. She had a faraway look on her wrinkled face, her lips moving rapidly as though in a silent prayer. The woman had thinning grey hair scraped back from her face, giving her a severe expression.
“Good morning, Mother Charles.”
Mother Charles stopped rocking and her steely eyed gaze came into focus as she stared at Anna. Her lips continued to move in silence for a moment or two, her stony expression cold enough to make Anna shiver.
“What?” Anna asked. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Like what?”
“As though judging me.”
Mother Charles snorted. “It’s not for me to judge. That’s God’s job.”
“Which one?”
“The true one.”
Anna stepped closer and placed the basket on the floor.
“I always say exactly what I mean, child. You of all people should know that by now.” Mother Charles leaned in close, the old wooden chair creaking, and grabbed Anna’s wrist, making her wince. The old woman’s grip was surprisingly strong. “You recognise what I’m saying is the truth.”
Anna stared open mouthed, eyes wide. “That’s blasphemy.”
“And what would you call what you do with the priest?”
Anna froze.
“I… I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Mother Charles chuckled. She released her grip and stared back into space, lips moving in silence. A second later, the rocking chair began squeaking again as she resumed her previous activity.
“Mother Charles? Did you hear me? I don’t understand what you’re talking about.” She hated the way Isaiah’s mother could be so cynical. She also hated the privileges afforded her as a member of the Council, such as the better quality food. “Anyway, whether you’re listening or not, I brought your rations for the day. I’ll send one of the children to check in on you later. Or perhaps your son can come and visit for a change.”
Mother Charles continued to rock without responding. Anna sighed and exited the room. The moment she reached the hallway, she leaned against the wall, breathing hard. Her hands were shaking and she let out a little groan. If Isaiah’s mother knew the truth…



CHAPTER 2


Anna set the cutlery out on the wooden table top. The implements were ancient, their dull patina showing the signs of age. A breeze blew through the open arched window, bringing with it a faint, musky, rotten stench. Candles spluttered in their holders, adding the smell of melting wax to the potpourri. Wooden rafters held aloft the vaulted ceiling. Anna shivered. She didn’t like the church with its echo of ghosts.
She set down a fork, jumping when someone ran a hand up her arm. She spun around and stared at Roman Quail, the leader of the religious order. His short black hair framed dark eyes and emphasised his square face. Dressed in a long red robe, he stood before her, his grin revealing predatory teeth.
Anna glanced nervously towards the door. “Roman, please. We can’t do this anymore. What we’re doing is not right. And… and sooner or later, someone is going to notice. If we’re caught—”
Roman’s grin widened. “No one would dare speak out against me.” He ran his hand back up her arm.
Anna flinched, his touch leaving goose bumps in its wake.
“Besides, it’s not like you haven’t been enjoying yourself.”
Anna bit her lip and ducked her head to hide the blush that coloured her cheeks. She tried to pull away, but Roman grabbed her arm tightly.
“I could always let your husband know what’s been going on.”
“You wouldn’t dare. Please, Roman. Listen to me. I made a mistake. I never should have allowed you to…” She paused then lifted her face to look at him. “This is wrong. I betrayed my husband, betrayed my vows. Please. Think about what you have to lose here. It’s not worth it.”
Roman laughed and reached for her face but she turned her head aside.
“There are plenty of other women to choose from.”
“I don’t want other women. I want you, Anna.”
“Well I’m sorry, but you can’t have me.”
Before Roman could answer, a cleric dressed in a similar red robe rushed into the room. Anna saw him glance at Roman, his gaze snapped to Roman’s grip on her arm and a knowing expression crept across his face.
Roman released his grip.
“Pardon my intrusion, Father Quail, but it’s been a month since Marion Vickers gave birth and as both mother and child are doing well it’s time to perform the ceremony.”
Anna took the opportunity to take her leave. “If you’ll excuse me.” She sensed Roman’s gaze burrowing into her back before she heard him say: “Make the lottery announcement. Out with the old, in with the new.”
Anna hurried back to her room. Isaiah was still seated where she had left him, nose deep in a book. The problem wasn’t that she didn’t love her husband; just that they’d grown apart. She remembered with fondness what he had been like when they had been courting. He doted on her in those days and was always giving her gifts, usually something he had made himself. Then he started to ignore her in favour of his books and along came Roman. The temptation had been too great. Here was someone who appreciated her as a woman again, not just as a wife and mother. Here was someone who wanted to seduce her, to make love to her. Someone to make her feel special.
She knew it wasn’t right but had lived with the guilt, a small price to pay to feel loved again.
“I went to visit your mother today.”
Isaiah peered over the top of his book.
“She’s doing it again, Isaiah. Saying crazy things.” Anna bit her lip and looked away for a moment, and then refocused her attention on her husband. “I’m worried about her. What if someone should overhear her sometime? What would happen to her?”
Isaiah waved a hand, as if dismissing his wife’s worries. “Nothing’s going to happen to her. She’s one of the Elders; nobody would dare, you know that. Besides, no one would take her seriously. She’s old, Anna. Her mind is going.”
Anna relaxed a little. She nodded and smiled, but then her expression grew sombre.“Still, I’m sad to see her like that. You should go visit with her more often. I’m sure she’d enjoy seeing you.”
Isaiah returned his gaze to his book. He nodded absently. “Yes, yes.”
Anna’s smile melted. She opened her mouth as if about to say something more, but she closed it again and shook her head. Isaiah didn’t make loving him an easy task.
“There’s going to be a lottery later,” she said.
“That’s nice. But I still have a lot to do here, Anna. I’ll meet you and the children outside.”
Anna exhaled slowly and then left the room without another word.

A large crowd of people were gathered in the yard. Enforcers, armed with various weapons, manned the sentry posts that looked out from Sanctuary. People were laughing and joking, adding to the festive atmosphere, while hawkers wandered among the crowd, selling their wares.
Anna stood with her three children. Next to her, Lucy twisted her long fair hair between her fingers. The dimples in her daughter’s cheeks grew more pronounced as she scowled at her youngest brother, Ben, while he kicked dust towards her.
“Ben, if you don’t stop, I’m going to make you eat that.”
“Just try it.” He skipped nimbly away, small clouds of dust erupting beneath his feet.
“Mum, tell him.”
“Ben, do as your sister says.”
Ben grinned. “I’m only playing.”
Anna’s eldest child, Zeke, stood a little apart, staring up at the enforcers. She was well aware he intended to join them once he was old enough. He was tall and gangly like his father, whereas although younger, Ben was possessed of slightly more brawn.
She gazed across the yard towards the platform where several church brethren stood in silence, arms interlinked beneath the long sleeves of their red cloaks, cowls pulled up to hide their faces within shadow. She never failed to think they appeared sinister.
She caught sight of movement and glimpsed Isaiah weaving his way through the crowd. He waved. Anna was about to wave back until she saw the book tucked underneath his arm.
A moment later one of the brethren pounded a large staff on the platform. The sound reverberated around the yard and the crowd fell silent. Anna watched as Roman climbed the steps to the platform. He walked solemnly towards a large barrel that took centre stage. Then he turned and scanned the crowd. As his gaze rested on Anna, a faint smile reached the corners of his lips. Anna scowled and dismissed him with a withering glare that melted the grin. She felt a little guilty, but she had to nip their relationship in the bud, and responding to him in any way, other than with aloofness, might be interpreted as having feelings of a more romantic nature. Not that she would call what they’d had romantic, at least not for her. Their dalliance had been more of a physical relationship. Carnal rather than loving, allowing her to get the closeness that she craved.
“Dad.” Ben smiled as Isaiah approached.
“Did I miss anything?”
“Nah. They’re just starting.”
On the stage, Roman motioned one of his brethren and the man stepped forwards, grabbed a handle on the side of the barrel and started to turn it.
“Brothers and sisters, it’s time to welcome the newest resident into Sanctuary.” Roman motioned to a young woman at the edge of the stage, cuddling a baby swaddled in a plain blanket.
The crowd started a low chant that slowly grew in volume as more people joined in: “In with the new, out with the old.”
Anna stared at her friends and neighbours as they took up the chant. Beside her, Isaiah, Lucy, and Ben seemed caught up in the moment, shouting for all they were worth. Anna glanced at Zeke, who, besides herself, was one of the only other people not joining in the chant.
Roman lifted his hands and the chant ceased.
“As is the way, we must now make room in our home. In with the new, out with the old.”
The brethren stopped turning the barrel and Roman stepped across, lifted a hatch in the side of the drum, and took out a piece of folded paper. He looked up, found Anna within the crowd and held her gaze until it became uncomfortable and she turned away.
When she glanced back, Roman was unfolding the piece of paper. He frowned. “There seems to be a mistake.”
The crowd regarded him in confusion and one of the brethren walked across, examined the piece of paper in Roman’s hand and whispered in his ear. “I don’t know how it’s happened, but this name’s not supposed to be in the draw as she’s too young.”
“Who is it?” someone shouted.
Roman pursed his lips and gazed at the crowd. “Lucy Charles, daughter of Isaiah and Anna.”
Anna gasped. Lucy’s eyes went wide and her jaw dropped.
“It’s a mistake,” Anna shouted. “Only the old ones are chosen for the lottery. Draw another name.”
“But we have to abide by the lottery,” someone said.
Anna tried to trace who had spoken but couldn’t work out who it was. “What if it was your daughter? You wouldn’t be so keen then.”
“It’s an honour,” a man said. “She’s been chosen. We have to abide by the lottery.”
“Proud! Isaiah, help me out here.”
Isaiah stroked his jaw and looked at Lucy. He shook his head. “I don’t know what to say. It is an honour, but she’s so young…”
Roman held his hand up as the murmuring among the crowd increased. “Order. I don’t know how the name got in the barrel, it must be a mistake.”
“Mistake or not, the Gods have to be appeased,” one of the brethren said. “Hers was the name drawn. The rules say we have to go with the first name drawn. It’s the law. If we don’t abide by our own laws, what use are they?”
Roman nodded. “I know, I know.”
“She’s too young,” Anna shouted. “She still has too much life ahead of her.”
“She’s going to live forever,” a man said.
“Out with the old, in with the new,” someone chanted.
More people took up the chant, the words stinging Anna’s ears. She stood frozen to the spot.
“Not my Lucy. You can’t,” she said, but nobody took any notice.
“I can’t believe it,” Lucy shrieked. “Me, a Chosen one. Mum, mum, I’ve been picked. Me.”
Anna scowled. “You’re too young.”
“Then it’s fate. It must be.”
Anna glared towards the platform. Roman stared back at her, his expression neutral.
“She’s right,” Isaiah said. “This is wonderful. I’m so proud of you.”  He embraced his daughter and kissed her on the cheek.
“So the matter is settled then,” Roman shouted. “Out with the old, in with the new.”
The crowd applauded. Each clap felt like physical blow to Anna and she winced. This wasn’t right. Lucy was too young.
She watched Roman walk off the stage alongside the brethren and pushed through the crowd, ignoring the congratulations bestowed upon her, not wanting to hear how lucky she was her daughter was chosen.
“Roman. You can’t do this,” she said when she reached his side.
He snorted and passed her the piece of paper. “Remember, before you let your mouth run away with you, that you have two other children.” He turned and walked away.
 Anna unscrewed the piece of paper and read the single line. Unable to believe what she was seeing, her jaw dropped: ‘Martin Wainwright.’



CHAPTER 3


Anna lifted her head and stared at Roman’s retreating figure. He turned at the last minute, expression like granite.
The bastard had rigged the lottery!
Consumed by anger, she raised her arm and was about to shout out when someone grabbed her wrist.
“Not like this.”
Anna spun around to see Mother Charles standing in front of her. “Let go of me. You don’t know what’s happened.”
Mother Charles nodded. “I can guess. You’ve broken it off with him.”
Anna’s eyes opened wide and she looked around. “Please keep your voice down. What if someone were to overhear you?”
“This is your daughter we’re talking about now. You must listen to me.”
“You can’t keep saying these things.” Anna shook her head. She grabbed the old woman’s hand and tried to lead her inside, but Mother Charles held back, a stubborn expression on her face. “You won’t be satisfied until you’ve got us all in trouble, will you?”
Mother Charles raised her chin in defiance.
“Very well. If I promise to listen, will you come inside with me? Please? People are beginning to stare. Come on. Let me walk you to your room.”
Mother Charles grinned, looped her arm through Anna’s, and shuffled towards the building’s entrance.
Back in Mother Charles’ room, Anna settled the old woman in her rocker, then she sat on the edge of the tiny, single bed.
“From the moment we met, you treated me like a daughter. You were like a mother to me. Having lost my own to the lottery, I appreciated that. That’s why I now feel so sad. Why are you doing this to me? Why are you saying these things?” Anna paused as she gathered her thoughts. “Some say you are losing your grasp on reality. Your own son believes this. Then again, he rarely spends time with either one of us, does he, so how would he distinguish if you’re in your right mind?”
“I hate to say this, but my son is blind; however, you can’t afford to be. There is only one God, Anna. You must save Lucy. The piece of paper in your pocket…what does it say?”
Anna’s hand instinctively went to her pocket where she fingered the piece of paper. She shook her head. “You know what it says. Lucy’s name.”
“I’m old enough and wise enough to recognise a lie. Tell me the truth.”
Anna swallowed. “Roman. He fixed the lottery.”
Mother Charles nodded. “I guessed as much when I heard Lucy’s name being called. I take it you’ve broken off your affair.”
“You knew?”
“Of course I did. Unlike my son, I’m not blind.”
Anna’s throat went dry and she lowered her head in shame, tears prickling the corners of her eyes.
“Come now, you’re stronger than this. You’ll have to face him. You can’t let Lucy become one of the Chosen.”
“How? What can I do?”
“Whatever you must. Now go.” Mother Charles started rocking, staring off into space, and moving her lips as if in silent prayer.
Anna stood up, surprised to find her legs were weak. “I don’t know what I believe any more. But the one thing I am certain of is I love my daughter.”
Mother Charles rocked to and fro but didn’t reply, her eyes unfocused.

“Roman, please. You can’t do this.”
“Your daughter’s been chosen. Nothing I can do.”
Anna held out the piece of paper. Roman glanced at it indifferently.
“She wasn’t chosen. You rigged the drawing. I don’t understand why. We were never serious, so why? Why do this? If you want to choose someone, pick me.”
Candles spluttered around the church. Roman’s shadow loomed across the wall behind him as he stood behind the lectern, arms folded.
“And turn you from whore to martyr? I don’t think so. What I say goes, and as far as everyone is concerned, your beloved daughter is the chosen one. At least your husband’s happy about it.”
“Why? I deserve better than this. What has Lucy ever done to you? She’s the innocent one in all this.”
Roman clenched his jaw.
“Is this because I broke off the affair? Is that what this is all about?”
Roman stared at her. “If you’re finished, I’ve got tomorrow’s ceremony to prepare for.”
“Damn you. You can’t do this. If I meant anything to you at all, please, call it off.”
“I don’t understand why you’re so upset. You should be proud she was chosen.”
Anna pursed her lips. Most people would feel elated if they or a member of their family were chosen in the lottery, but Anna was torn. She recalled what Mother Charles had been spouting to her that there was only one true God, and to be honest, she had her doubts about the others. But such thoughts were heresy.
“Perhaps I should call your family in here and we’ll all discuss this.”
Anna bunched her fists. “Please. Call it off.”
Roman shook his head. “Now if you don’t mind, I have work to do.”
“To hell with your work. This is my daughter. I won’t let you do this.”
“Really? Then perhaps you’d like to explain everything to the residents and your family.”
Anna threw her hands in the air, but knowing continuing to argue was futile, she stamped out of the church.

“I know it’s not how the lottery is done,” Isaiah said, “but it’s an honour to be chosen.”
“Yes, but only when you’re old enough. Lucy’s a child.” Anna sat on the edge of the bed and looked across at her husband. Lucy, Zeke and Ben sat on their bunks.
“But mum,” Lucy said, “I want to go.”
Anna fingered the piece of paper in her hand that read, Martin Wainwright. “I don’t trust Roman Quail.” She paused, drew in a deep breath. “Neither does your mother.”
Isaiah chuckled. “My mother’s old, Anna. We discussed this already. She’s not in her right mind. As for Roman, he’s a man of the cloth, an emissary of the Gods. Of course you can trust him. Why would you even think otherwise?”
“How did Lucy’s name get put in the lottery?”
Isaiah shrugged. “Destiny.”
“That’s crap.” Anna started to open the piece of paper. Isaiah noticed, and moved to reach for it.
“What’s that?”
Anna leaned back, cupping the piece of paper in her hands. “It’s… a…” She glanced across at her daughter.
Ben jumped down. “Well I wish it was me who was chosen.”
 “Don’t ever say that, Ben. It’s not an honour it’s… it’s… wrong,” Anna shouted.
Ben flinched back.
Isaiah stared at her with wide eyes. “This is our way, Anna. You know that. I can’t fathom what’s come over you. First the things you said to me earlier, and now this. I know it’s not the way the lottery usually works, but we have to abide by the law. Of course I’m sad, but she’ll be going to a better place. She’ll become an immortal.” He turned to Lucy. “Sweetheart, you can wear your Sunday best. You’ll be beautiful.”
Anna stood up, glanced at the piece of paper in her hand and then marched out of the cell. She saw Zeke staring at her, indecision marring his features.

Anna knelt in the small church, alone. Most of the candles were burnt out and the room was cold, making her shiver. Tears streaked her cheeks and she studied the piece of paper in her hands. It looked so innocent, but she knew it possessed the power to change lives. If she told Isaiah the truth then her secret would tear their family apart and she would be an outcast. She couldn’t bear for that to happen. Gritting her teeth, she dipped the edge of the paper into the nearest candle and watched as the small flame took hold. The heat travelled up to her fingers and she held the paper for a moment too long, wincing as the flame burnt her skin.
The candlelight cast shadows across her body. She stood, heard what sounded like the scuffling of feet. She peered towards the shadows but couldn’t see anything and then hurried out of the room.

Roman watched as Anna left and then stepped out from an alcove. He walked across and stared down at the piece of paper she had dropped. Most of it had burned away, but he could make out a few words written on it and he ground what was left beneath his heel. As figurehead for the church he couldn’t have his position undermined. Anna needed to realise her place. Everybody had to know their place. Without order there was only anarchy. Their community was small and insular. Everybody knew everybody and even the smallest incident might trigger dissension. If word of his relationship with Anna ever came out, it would light the fuse. He had a duty to uphold. Anna needed to know her place. She had to recognise who wielded the power.
He blew out the candles and navigated a well worn path in the dark to his bedchamber.



CHAPTER 4


It appeared everyone in Sanctuary had turned out to view the ceremony. Lucy was wearing a yellow dress and had a ribbon in her hair. She smiled at everyone she passed but Isaiah saw beyond the smile to the sadness in her heart that her mother hadn’t come to watch her on this, her special day. He didn’t understand what had come over Anna recently. He knew they weren’t as close as they used to be, but he hadn’t realised until now how much she had changed. Perhaps she had been listening to his mother too much.
“I’m so proud of you,” he said to Lucy.
“Thanks, Dad.”
“This is your moment. Enjoy it.”
He smiled down at her for a moment, and then wrapped her in his embrace, his stance a little stiff. Lucy hugged him back, but as they separated a hint of sadness crept into her face.
“I wish Mum had come.”
Isaiah glanced back to the crowd, frowning. He forced a smile and ran a hand down her cheek. “I know, sweetheart. I do too.”
He took hold of her hand and continued leading her forwards.
The Enforcers observed from the watchtowers that dotted the walls, while the residents of Sanctuary formed an open pathway for them, leading towards the single gated exit.
He noticed Ben and Zeke standing at the front of the crowd. Zeke had his hands in his pockets, fidgeting, kicking at the dust, looking like he would rather be anywhere else. Ben had his arms crossed, pouting. Isaiah knew his youngest son was jealous his sister had been chosen. He probably wasn’t alone. It was an honour to be sent outside. Why didn’t Anna realise that?

Anna stood towards the rear of the crowd, nervously wringing her hands and chewing her lips. Despite the heat of the sun, she wore several layers of clothing, and carried a small satchel over one shoulder she tried to keep hidden as best she could. She stared up at the platform where Roman stood. Roman looked out over the crowd and caught her eye. He fixed her with his gaze, eyes narrowed, a fierce expression that said he was in charge, a glare that seemed to dare her to try to stop what was about to occur. Anna turned away, feigning subservience.
She sensed the crowd growing restless as people shuffled around murmuring, and the Enforcers seemed unsure whether to focus their attention outside Sanctuary or on the courtyard. Roman nodded to the other brethren and signalled the Enforcers at the gate.
The heavy front gate opened and Isaiah led his daughter outside until they stood several metres out. He gave her a hug and a kiss, and hurried back inside. A man in one of the towers struck a loud gong. The sound reverberated around Sanctuary.
Anna fidgeted. She chewed a fingernail. Roman lifted a well-worn leather bible. He raised one hand and the crowd fell silent, all eyes on Roman, as if anticipating his next words.
“But your dead will live; their bodies will rise. You, who dwell in the dust, wake up and shout for joy. Your dew is like the dew of the morning; the earth will give birth to her dead.”
The man in the tower struck the gong again.
The crowd began to chant: “Out with the old, in with the new.”
Anna weaved her way towards the front where her children stood. When he saw her coming, Zeke appeared taken aback.
“Mum. I didn’t think you’d show up.”
Ben turned and looked up. He smiled. “She’s so lucky,” he said, indicating his sister.
Anna peered through the gate. In the distance she noticed crooked figures stumbling from the tree line. Their movements jerky and awkward, they seemed to sniff around aimlessly as if looking for direction. The gong reverberated through the air again, and all visible heads snapped simultaneously towards Sanctuary.
Anna grabbed her children and pulled them close enough to hear her above the crowds chant. “Both of you, listen to me. This isn’t right. Something’s wrong.”
Ben tried to pull away. “You’re hurting me. Let me go.”
Anna didn’t relinquish her grip. “You’ve got to trust me. I can’t tell you how I know, but your sister wasn’t chosen. The lottery was rigged.”
Ben shook his head, looking at Anna as if she’d grown a second head.
“We were there. She was chosen.”
Zeke frowned.
“Zeke, I know you’re unsure about the Chosen. I see it on your face every time there’s a lottery.”
“I’m not… I don’t…”
“Come with me.”
“Come where?”
Anna glanced towards the gate. Zeke followed her gaze.
“We’re getting out of here.”
Zeke’s mouth dropped. “Are you crazy? That’s their domain. Nothing’s out there except them. That’s why we’re not allowed out without express permission.”
“How do you know? How do any of us know what’s outside? Nobody but the Hunters are allowed outside the walls. We only have the brethren’s word.”
“You don’t trust them?”
Anna shook her head. “No, but I’m asking you to trust me.”
Ben started squirming in her grasp. “Let me go. Dad!”
Anna held him tighter. “Together, we have a chance. One day, your name might be drawn.”
“Good! I want to be chosen,” Ben said.
Anna glanced back through the fence. The figures in the distance were getting closer, their gaits shuffling and slow. Then the gates were shut.
Zeke looked from his mother to the door, then gazed around at the chanting crowd. He pursed his lips and nodded.
“But what about Dad?”
Anna peered up at the walls where Isaiah had climbed to look outside.
“Your father, he… he doesn’t understand. Your grandmother thinks he’s blind.”
Ben snorted. “Gran’s crazy. Even Dad says so.”
“She understands more than you think…”
Ben shouted for his dad, but the roar of the crowd drowned him out.
“Come on, we’ve got to go, now.” Anna dragged her son towards the gate. Ben thrashed around and she had difficulty keeping hold of him. A couple of people stared at them but they didn’t take too much notice as they were busy making their way to the walls or the chain link fence to stare outside.
Now that the gate had been secured, it had been left deserted and nobody noticed as Anna drew back the bolts and opened the gate. She pulled Ben outside, with Zeke helping.
Up ahead, Lucy was standing watching the approaching figures.
When the residents of Sanctuary realised that Anna had gone outside, the chant died and a strange silence descended until she heard Isaiah shout, “Anna, what are you doing? Get back inside.”
Lucy turned around and saw her mother and siblings coming towards her. Her peaceful expression turned into a frown.
“Mum. What are you doing out here?”
Anna swallowed. “We’ve got to go. This is all a lie. You weren’t chosen in the lottery. Quail rigged it.”
“Rigged it? What are you—”
“I don’t have time to explain. You’ve got to believe me. We’ve got to go.”
“Go where?”
“Anywhere. Zeke, grab your sister. Now!”
Zeke hesitated a moment, and then grabbed Lucy’s arm.
“But the Gods… I’m going to become an immortal. I was chosen.”
Anna studied the figures shuffling towards them across the field. She counted fifteen in all.
“Do they really look like Gods to you?”
Closer up, the figures appeared dishevelled, grey flesh peeling. Some were missing limbs or chunks of flesh. They lurched forwards, arms extended and jaws wide, eager for their prey.
“Of course they’re Gods. They don’t die,” Lucy said.
Anna shook her head, her expression a mixture of exasperation and fear as she glanced again at the approaching figures.
“I’m your mother, and you’ll do as I say. Now let’s go.”
Anna headed away from the approaching figures, wanting to distance herself as much as possible. Ben still struggled and shouted for his dad. Zeke pulled Lucy along, although she still seemed confused, hesitant.
Behind her she caught angry shouts emanating from Sanctuary. Words such as “Blasphemy”, “Cursed” and “Heresy,” rang out, but she ignored them.
As they reached the tree line, a man dressed in tattered rags staggered out from the trees and lunged for Lucy. His skin was rotten and congealed and the bones of his hand were visible where the skin had decayed. Lucy let out a little scream.
Acting out of instinct, Anna swung her satchel around, hitting the man in the face and sending him sprawling to the ground.
“Run,” she screamed.
Behind her she thought she heard her husband shouting but couldn’t be sure.
“I’m sorry, Isaiah,” she whispered. “For everything.”



CHAPTER 5


Isaiah stared at his wife and children as they headed towards the woods. He couldn’t believe what he saw.
“Anna, come back. What are you doing?” he shouted, but his words were lost in the cacophony of angry cries emanating from the residents of Sanctuary.
More yells came from the courtyard and he looked back down to see two of the Gods had staggered through the open gate. They were both dressed in ragtag clothes and one had half its face missing, the jawbone and teeth clearly evident. The other one appeared bloated, its skin purple and grey.
A heavily armed Enforcer ran towards the bloated God and tried gently pushing it back, but the God snapped at him, trying to sink its teeth into his arm. The Enforcer lost his footing and the God crashed down on top of him and bit into the man’s throat, tearing out a chunk of flesh. The man screamed, the sound almost inhuman.
People backed away, their expressions reverent. One man dropped to his knees and started praying. He raised his arms in reverence as the God with half its face missing approached.
Roman barked out a command to the Enforcers. “Don’t just stand there. Get them back outside.”
 Several Enforcers stepped forwards holding sticks and shields and started pushing the Gods towards the exit. Once they got them outside, they rushed back inside and shut the doors.
The guard who had been attacked lay on the ground, blood pumping from the wound in his throat.
People in the crowd started shouting:
“What about the sacrifice?”
“The offering must be made.”
“The ceremony’s been ruined.”
“The Gods will curse us!”
Isaiah barged past people and thundered down the steps to the courtyard just as Roman joined the Enforcers who had surrounded their fallen comrade. One of them bent down and inspected his colleague before he looked up at Roman and shook his head.
Grumblings emanated from the crowd.
Roman held his hands up. “Citizens, I won’t let misfortune befall our community. The ceremony will go ahead as planned. Even if I have to go out and bring them back myself.” Cheers went up from the crowd. “Anna Charles will not go unpunished.”
Isaiah noticed the body on the ground twitch. Roman must have seen it too because he motioned to one of the Enforcers who stepped forwards holding a spear. Roman nodded at him and the man rammed the spear into the dead man’s head.
“Only those chosen by the lottery are ordained to become as one with the Gods,” Roman said. “Any other way is blasphemy.” With that he turned and strode away. As he reached the other side of the yard, he stopped and turned. Fixed Isaiah with a withering glare. “Do I need to tell you to accompany me, Isaiah Charles? Your family has disrupted our ceremony.”
Isaiah nodded, tried to swallow the lump in his throat. “Yes, yes, I’m… erm, I’m sorry.” He hurried across the yard, book tucked underneath his arm. Sweat trickled down his neck.
He followed Roman across the yard and around the corner of the main building. The imposing structure towered overhead. Stepping into its shadow made Isaiah feel cold and he shivered. The numerous cell windows were covered by iron bars. Isaiah had read about similar buildings in one of the books he’d read. The author had called them prisons; their purpose to contain criminals, keeping them apart from society. He found it ironic that what was once a place of chastisement had become a haven. Not that anyone would be interested. Most people weren’t interested in books and history. Except for the Governor. Vincent Carmichael. It was he who had assigned Isaiah the task of archiving and cataloguing the books they had in the library. Most of them had rotted away, but he took great care with those that survived. He didn’t know what Carmichael was after, but Isaiah had to brief him on everything he found that related to history.
Isaiah realised Roman was leading him to the Governor’s residence. The building stood apart from all the others. The residence was a square two storey structure, grey brick walls fronted by an arched colonnade. Roman marched up to the front door, red robe kicking up swirls of dust where it swept across the ground, and strode inside without knocking.
Isaiah increased his pace and followed him inside.
They walked along a short hallway and into the dining room where Carmichael sat behind a table laden with food of better quality than most of the residents had access to. Due to his large girth, Carmichael’s chair was pushed back from the table to allow him to sit comfortably. His features were distorted by the extra weight he carried and he always smelled of pungent body odour. Isaiah never liked spending too much time in his company and he always made his reports of the books as succinct as possible.
Many ancient artefacts decorated the room, including a large standing clock, and a frame with a glass frontage Isaiah had learned was called a television. Then there were ornaments and knickknacks the purpose of which was impossible to imagine. Nobody had much knowledge about the artefacts.
Carmichael sat poised with food wavering on his fork. “You’d better have a good reason for bursting in while I’m eating.”
“When aren’t you eating?” Roman muttered.
“What did you say?”
“I said you missed the meeting.”
Carmichael waved his hand dismissively, food flying from his fork. “Seen one you’ve seen them all.”
“Not like this one. The Chosen one ran away.”
Carmichael shrugged and lifted the fork to his mouth and started eating.
Roman leaned forwards and placed his hands on the desk. “Didn’t you hear what I said?”
“The Chosen one ran away,” he said while eating. “So what? Out with the old, in with the new. Space has been made in Sanctuary for the newborn, so what’s the problem?”
“I’ll tell you what the problem is. Her mother took her and fled into the forest. Along with her other two children.
Vincent shrugged again. “Well that’s good news, isn’t it? We now have even more space available.”
Roman shook his head and exhaled noisily. “It’s not that simple. The people are angry and scared.”
“Scared of what?”
“Well they’re afraid misfortune will befall our community because the sacrifice ran away.”
“Will it?”
“Of course not. We both know that. But if we’re not careful the people will panic, or worse lose faith. Who knows where that will lead.”
As if noticing Isaiah for the first time, he fixed his gaze upon him. “Isaiah, what are you doing here?”
“This is the Chosen one’s father.”
Isaiah held his book to his chest as if it was a shield. He inwardly shrank beneath the two men’s gaze.
Carmichael sat up taller in his chair and squared his shoulders, taking on a more regal posture. He looked Isaiah up and down over the tip of his nose.
“So your wife’s run away. Do you mind telling me why?”
“I wish I knew.” He shook his head. “She’s never done anything like this before. I think she might be a little crazy. She’s been spending a lot of time with my mother, and I’m afraid she may have bought in to the ravings of an old woman’s mind.
“A little crazy? She’s jeopardized our community.
She’s… I don’t…
 Roman held up a hand, a sly expression on his face. “If I may interrupt, I’d like to suggest he is sent out with a small troop of Enforcers to bring them all back.”
Carmichael seemed to consider this for a moment before he nodded. “Excellent idea.”
Isaiah’s eyes grew wide and he shifted his grip on the book so he could hold one hand up. “But… it’s been too long. Wouldn’t they have already succumbed to the Gods?”
Roman wheeled on Isaiah, face flushed. “Since when do you possess the authority to question the Governor’s rules?”
Isaiah dropped his head submissively, and took a step back. “I… I don’t…”
Carmichael tapped his fork against his plate. “Well no time like the present to make a start. Roman, I’d like you to lead the party.”
Roman’s jaw dropped. “Me. Sir, I don’t think that’s necessary.”
“Now who’s questioning the Governor’s rules?” Isaiah said.
Roman glared at him.
“That’s settled then,” Carmichael said. “Oh, and Roman, on the way out, get the cook to bring me some more pie.”



CHAPTER 6


Anna and her family huddled beneath the trees, catching their breath. Save for the sound of birdcall, the area was quiet and the trees provided shade from the sun. Such was the insular nature of Sanctuary; Anna had never stepped outside its walls before. Everything she needed was provided for within her community.
She looked at her family. Tears had left clear tracks down Ben’s angry face, and Lucy seemed shaken and confused. Zeke meanwhile appeared anxious and timid, but he tried to put a brave face on when he sensed his mother was looking at him.
“So now are you going to explain why you dragged me away, Mum? I was about to become an immortal. Do you know what that means?”
Anna wrung her hands together. “You’ve got to believe me; I did this for your own good.”
Ben shook his head and glared at his mother while Lucy cradled her head in her hands, sobbing.
“She’s lying,” Ben said. “She’s jealous because she wasn’t chosen. I want to go home. I want Dad!”
Zeke punched his brother on the shoulder. “Shut your mouth, runt.”
“No, I won’t! I want to go home.”
“Stop it, you two,” Anna said. “We need to work together here.”
Anna walked across and dropped to her knees beside Lucy and placed one hand on her shoulder. She cupped Lucy’s chin in the palm of her other hand, forcing her to look up.
“Lucy, I’m anything but jealous. I’m terrified. I love you kids so much and I can’t bear you getting hurt.” She paused, searching for the right words. “I don’t believe what the church has been telling us…not about the Gods, not about the lottery, not anything.”
Ben snorted.  “What don’t you believe? Cousin Hannah was chosen the other month. The Gods took her, and then days later she was back outside. She’ll live forever with them.”
“I don’t understand what I saw, but that wasn’t Hannah. At least not the cousin you knew. Say what you like about your grandmother… she’s been at Sanctuary a long time, and her mother and grandmother before her. She’s not as addle brained as she let’s on, and she says it’s all a lie. The church, the lottery, the Gods… everything’s a bunch of lies they are using to control us.”
Ben shook his head and stepped away from the group. “I don’t believe you.”
“We’ve all seen them come back with our own eyes. If they’re not Gods, what else could they be?” Lucy asked between sobs.
Before Anna could answer, leaves rustled and she cocked her head; heard a branch snap. Movement caught her eye and a man lumbered through the trees towards them. His flesh was grey, what remained of his clothes ragged strips of cloth. Cuts and bites decorated his skin. Seeing Anna and her family, the man shambled towards them.
“Mum!” Zeke shouted.
Ben jumped to his feet, grinning. He stood still as the man lurched towards him, lifting his arms as if about to embrace him.
Anna’s pulse increased, heart pounding inside her chest. She back peddled, almost tripping over a broken branch. She crouched down, picked it up and charged at the man, swinging the makeshift club. She struck the man in the face, felt the reverberations travel along her arm and winced at the pain. The man’s head twisted to the side, his skin puckered where the branch had struck. He continued his advance unperturbed.
“No!” Ben screamed.
Anna skipped out of reach and swung the club again. This time a smaller branch towards the tip of the club pierced the man’s skull. Anna released her hold and the man fell back and landed with a hollow thud on the ground, the branch impaled in his head.
Anna backed away, waiting for him to stand back up. She struggled to draw breath.
Ben stepped forwards and Anna grabbed his shoulder to hold him back.
“Why’s he not coming back?” Ben asked.
“Don’t go near it.”
Zeke cautiously approached the man. “He’s not moving. Is he… dead?”
Ben chuckled. “You can’t kill a God. That’s why they’re called Gods. Don’t you know anything?”
“I get that dip shit. So if you’re so clever, why isn’t he moving?
Ben pulled a quizzical frown.
Anna released Ben and stepped towards the body and gingerly kicked its arm before scooting back. The man didn’t respond. She stepped forwards and tried again. The man didn’t move.
“You killed a God,” Lucy whispered, hands clutched to her chest.
Anna shook her head. “Look at him. Look. If he’s dead that means he’s not a God. The church has lied to us for all these years. I don’t know what they are, but they’re not Gods. Your grandmother was right. Now look. See the truth with your own eyes, all of you.”
“Of course he’s a God,” Ben said. “He probably wasn’t ordained, that’s why he died.”
“Listen to me, Ben. They’re not Gods. It’s just a man. A mortal man who’s now dead.”
Lucy slumped to the ground and buried her face in her hands, sobbing.
Ben stood with his arms folded across his chest, staring down at the man.
“I don’t understand.” Zeke shook his head. “Why would they lie to us?”
Anna crouched next to Lucy and put an arm around her shoulder, hugging her tightly. “I don’t know. But when all your Gods are dead, who do you pray to?”



CHAPTER 7


Isaiah knocked lightly on his mother’s door, then stepped inside without awaiting a reply. Mother Charles was seated in her usual spot underneath the window, rocking and mumbling under her breath. She gave her son a quick glance and turned away. Isaiah observed her for a moment and then sat on the edge of the bed, facing her. Their knees nearly touched, forcing the old woman to cease rocking and stare directly at him.
“Mother, what you told Anna, the stuff about there only being one God; you’ve got to stop saying those things. Anna believed you… I think that’s why she ran away.” Isaiah looked down at the floor and swallowed.  He turned back to his mother and took hold of her hand. Her wrinkled skin felt cold and made him shiver. “Now I’ve got to go bring her back. The Governor says she must be punished. Don’t you see? This is all because of what you’ve been saying.”
Mother Charles snatched her hand back. “It’s you who must understand, my son. I’ve been alive on this Earth a long, long time. I’ve seen men’s evil, but the evil the Governor and his men are perpetrating here is beyond anything I’ve ever witnessed. I spoke the truth to Anna, Isaiah. I chose her over you because I knew she’d listen, whereas you had your head buried inside a book and grew blind to everything else around you. You don’t even know what’s going on with your wife, right underneath your very nose, do you?”
Isaiah reared back. “What’s going on with my wife? What are you on about? I… I don’t understand.”
Mother Charles didn’t reply. She sat back in her chair, pursed her lips, and turned away.
Isaiah sighed. “This is just more of your ramblings, isn’t it? You’re obviously ill. When I return, I’ll try to find someone to help you. Maybe I’ll be able to find some information in one of my books. I think I remember reading—”
Mother Charles sprang forwards in her chair, eyes wild. “To hell with your books, Isaiah! To hell with them, I say. There’s only one that matters. Do you remember? I gave it to you… long ago. Did you ever bother reading it? Or have you been too busy buying into the garbage they feed you? If you don’t wise up, you’re going to lose them, don’t you understand? You’ll lose Anna and the children, and you won’t have anyone to blame but yourself. You may tell yourself I’m ill, but that’s not going to make things easier for you. Open your eyes, boy! Go. Find your family, and take them as far away from here as you can get.”
Isaiah sat in shocked silence, mouth hanging open, staring at his mother. After a moment he leaned forwards, kissed her weathered cheek and stood up.
“Goodbye, Mother. Hopefully I’ll see you again soon.”
Mother Charles had already shut him out and returned to her rocking and muttering under her breath, her gaze once again unfocused.
Isaiah watched her for a moment more, sighed loudly, turned, and hurried from the room.
Back in his cell, he started packing for the journey, placing a few clothes and necessities in a pack. When he finished he stood and stared at his bookshelves until he spotted the book his mother had given him many years ago. He pulled it out and flicked through the pages before stuffing the book in the backpack with the rest of his stuff.



CHAPTER 8


Isaiah tramped through the woods, eyes trained on the trees where the sunlight was fading and shadows crept in. Unused to the rough terrain he kept tripping and he felt vulnerable being outside the walls of Sanctuary, but he had to admit to a sense of peace. The flora and fauna were a sight to behold with verdant swathes of green and beautiful flowers, the likes of which he had never seen before.
The only people who ever left Sanctuary and ventured into God’s country were the scavengers who sold or traded what they brought back in the market. Sometimes they returned with strange items, the purpose of which no one could fathom. Other times they returned with food. Meat was a rare and precious commodity and Isaiah and his family hardly ever ate any, but he had partaken of the odd rabbit and once or twice, he had sampled cow and pig, the rarest form of meat. He recalled the uproar one day when one of the scavengers herded a live cow through the gates and the animal stampeded around the courtyard before ending up in the garden where it started eating the produce before someone killed it.
A couple of the scavengers were now leading the party, following signs and tracks that were invisible to Isaiah and everyone else, but which they said were made by Anna and the children. The scavengers wore chain mail beneath their clothes. From a book Isaiah had learned about the ancient form of protection used by men called knights. There were only three sets of chain mail in Sanctuary and they had been passed down from scavenger to scavenger. The chain mail protected the men from the Gods who the church said attacked because they were often angry that mortal man should venture into their domain.
Aside from the two scavengers and Isaiah, the rest of the group was comprised of a couple of enforcers, Roman, and a couple of the brethren. The enforcers were tasked with protecting Sanctuary, because aside from Gods, the land was populated with Demons too. But that was the way. Where there was good, there was also evil. Yin and yang. Positive and negative. The Demons were marauders, bands of people who took what they wanted by force.
The air smelled of pine and mulch, an aroma Isaiah found pleasant. Living in such close quarters in Sanctuary he had never experienced anything other than the odours of his neighbours, and they were not always particularly pleasant. He was saddened it had taken the fleeing of his wife and family for him to experience it.
More shadows mingled with the foliage as the sun sank further below the tree line. Isaiah’s heart beat faster, due only partly to the exertion, which he was unused to. His legs ached from top to bottom. He didn’t know how long they had been walking, but when they started out the sun had been at its peak.
One of the scavengers at the front held his hand up and everybody halted. Isaiah peered through the foliage to see a wooden structure about thirty feet square that looked as though it had been abandoned years ago. Broken glass lined the window frames and the roof had collapsed in one corner. A tree grew from where the roof had caved in and ivy covered the walls so it appeared almost to be a natural feature. Nature reclaiming its sovereignty.
The remains of another building sat next to the first, but this one had collapsed completely. There seemed to be the evidence of wooden posts jutting from the ground like rotten teeth.
“We need to rest. Night will fall soon and we can’t track them in the dark,” a scavenger said.
Nobody complained and they all looked exhausted. One of the scavengers led the way towards the wooden structure. He pushed the door open. The squeal of wood made Isaiah wince.
“It’s your fault we’re out here,” Roman said to Isaiah, “so you can lead the way.”
“My fault? None of this is my fault.”
“Of course it is. If you could control your family we wouldn’t be in this mess. Now get inside and check things out.”
“But the scavenge—”
“No buts.”
Isaiah realised everyone was looking at him and his shoulders drooped. He stared through the open door but couldn’t see very far inside.
“Get a move on,” Roman said.
Isaiah held his breath then stepped inside. Although hard to make out clearly, the interior seemed as decayed as the outside. Broken plastic chairs were piled in one corner and a table that had collapsed sat in the middle of the room. Fungus and mushroom growths decorated its surface. Isaiah saw a glass covered board on the wall but it was coated by layers of dirt and grime. He stepped across and rubbed at the glass with his sleeve and could just distinguish the words ‘…mere Visit r Cen re’.
As his eyes adapted to the lack of light he saw a couple of doors inside the room. One was closed; the other had fallen off its hinges.
He walked towards the open doorway when he suddenly heard the creak of wood. He stopped dead, held his breath, straining to detect the origin of the noise. Seconds dragged by.
“What’s taking so long?” Roman shouted.
Isaiah swore under his breath and started to turn back towards the entrance when he glimpsed movement and a figure lunged through the open doorway, arms wavering, fingers clenched like claws.
The figure grabbed Isaiah by the throat, its fingers deathly cold. He grabbed the figure’s wrists, which felt like twigs, and tried to wrestle free, stumbling backwards as he did so until he fell outside. In the failing sunlight he realised he was wrestling with a female God. Her skin sank in around the bones and looked like parchment, but despite her frail nature she was tenacious. Her teeth snapped towards his face.
“Get her off me,” Isaiah screamed, but nobody moved to help. He noticed Roman backing away, hands at his breast and the rest of the brethren started praying, bowing in homage. The enforcers looked uncertain as they fell back, and the scavengers stood apart.
“Someone help me!”
Nobody moved.
Isaiah rolled around on the ground, the woman’s ragged clothing falling off like autumn leaves as he pushed her away. Although not fast, the woman was persistent and she staggered to her feet and clawed at him again.
Gasping for breath, Isaiah staggered back, and for the first time, the woman realised there were other people around too. She lurched towards Roman and Isaiah saw him blanch and start waving his arms.
“Get her away,” Roman shouted and the enforcers stepped forwards and tried holding her at bay but she continued to snap her teeth. One of the scavengers approached, grabbed the woman from behind and lifted her off the ground. He started carrying her towards the wooden building. The woman sank her teeth into his arm but the chain mail protected him and Isaiah watched a couple of her teeth fall out.
Isaiah followed the scavenger into the building and ran across to the closed door. He carefully opened it and peered around the edge to discover a small store cupboard that contained the remnants of cleaning implements such as mops and brushes that had virtually rotted away.
“In here,” he shouted.
The scavenger carried her across and Isaiah stepped aside as he dropped her in the room. As the scavenger exited, Isaiah ran forwards to shut the door, but the woman grabbed the frame. Isaiah slammed the door shut anyway, severing four of her fingers. The woman started clawing on the other side and Isaiah grabbed a plastic chair and propped it underneath the handle.
“That should hold her,” he said, wiping sweat from his brow.
Using his boot toe he gently kicked the severed fingers away and slumped on the ground.
Roman stormed into the room. “You can’t lock her away. She’s a God and should be treated with respect.”
Isaiah shook his head, still trying to catch his breath. “You want to let her out, feel free. You know only people chosen through the lottery become immortal, so if she bites you, then you’ll be damned to purgatory.”
Roman looked anxious. He took a step back.
“Did it bite you?”
“No.”
Roman tapped his fingers together and glanced towards the blocked door. “Well… is she safe?”
“For now.”
Roman narrowed his eyes and peered at Isaiah, and nodded, almost to himself. He looked at the enforcers, who stood watching the exchange, and cleared his throat. “The rest of you, make sure the area is secure, and that no other Gods are present.”
The enforcers nodded and headed outside. Isaiah remained seated, leaning back against the wall.
Roman looked around, fidgeting with his hands, and then focused his attention on Isaiah. “You’ve got the first shift tonight.” He turned on his heels and went and sat in the corner of the room with his brethren.
Isaiah listened to the woman scratching on the door, then looked down at the severed stumps of finger.
It was going to be a long night.



CHAPTER 9


Shadows spread through the woods as the sun sank. Anna knew they would have to rest soon but she wanted to find a spot that offered some protection. She now carried a large, heavy branch she’d broken off at the tip, creating a sharp point. The makeshift weapon made her feel a little more secure.
Behind Anna, Lucy clung to Zeke while Ben kicked his heels at the rear.
“Keep up, Benjamin. I don’t want you getting lost.”
Ben snorted and closed the gap.
“Mum, I’m hungry. When are we going to stop walking?” Lucy asked.
Anna paused and reached into her satchel. She pulled out three apples. She handed one to Lucy and offered the others to Ben and Zeke. Zeke’s eyebrows arched.
“Where did you get these?” he asked.
Anna hesitated, and shrugged. “From the church.”
Lucy grimaced, while Zeke grinned. He accepted the apple and took a bite.
Ben recoiled as though he’d been offered poison. “You’re going to hell for that.”
Anna looked at him sharply and was about to contradict him, but instead she sighed and stuffed the apple back in her bag before starting walking again.
“Come on, we need to keep moving.”
“I need to pee,” Ben said.
Anna stopped and glanced over her shoulder. “Now? Can’t you wait?”
Ben shook his head.
Anna glanced around at the trees and the darkening sky. “We need to find a safe spot to stop for the night. Can you wait just a little—”
“I can’t hold it.”
Anna pointed to a nearby tree. She motioned to Zeke. “Go with him. But don’t go far.”
Ben frowned, his face dark; he turned on his heel and disappeared between the shadows of two trees. Zeke followed close behind.

Zeke walked several steps behind Ben, crunching noisily on his apple.
“You’re going to burn right along with mother for eating that.”
Zeke studied the apple in his hand, pondered the idea, and took another bite. “Can’t be much worse than the situation we’re in now.” He continued chewing.
They walked several more feet and Zeke tossed his apple core to the side, wiping his fingers on his trousers. “Come on, you’ve gone far enough. Piss already.”
Ben slipped behind a tree and said, “Stay there! I don’t want you right next to me.”
“I’m not going to argue about that.”
Zeke leaned against a tree and folded his arms across his chest. He was still trying to get his head around what had happened; couldn’t quite believe they were outside of Sanctuary and that his mum had killed a God. They were supposed to be immortal. It didn’t make sense.
He looked around, peering through the trees. The sky had grown dark, and much of the forest was bathed in blackness. The only light came from the half moon, illuminating the tree branches and shooting shafts of faint light on the ground.
Strange noises echoed through the trees and Zeke chewed his lip, gaze flitting from tree to tree.
“Hey… uh, Ben? Have you finished yet?”
When he didn’t receive a reply he peered around the tree trunk.
“Ben?”
Zeke’s eyes widened and he rushed through the trees to the spot where Ben disappeared. He spun around, searching the bushes but Ben was nowhere to be seen.
“Oh, shit.”
He turned tail and ran back to his mum. “Ben’s gone!”
“What?”
Zeke pointed in the direction they had gone. “He went behind a tree, but when I checked he wasn’t there.”
“Right, I don’t want us all getting lost, so stay with your sister. I’ll be right back.”
Zeke looked across at Lucy, saw the terrified expression on her face, and nodded as he watched his mum run towards the trees.

Anna ploughed through the undergrowth, crashing noisily through the bushes. Her breath came in ragged gasps.
“Damnit, Ben. Why can’t you trust me?”
She came to a stop, catching her breath as she listened. She looked around, eyes wide.
“Ben! Ben where are you?”
Something crashed through the bushes to Anna’s right, making her heart miss a beat, and she spun around, eyes narrowed to try to penetrate the dark, but couldn’t see anything.
“Ben, is that you?”
Something screeched in the tree above. Anna glanced up, saw something take flight against the backdrop of stars that twinkled in the firmament. More noise originated from in front and she glanced back down in time to spot a figure come crashing out of the ferns. She automatically stepped back, almost tripping over tree roots that protruded from the mulch. Her breath caught in her throat and it took her a moment to realise it was Ben. She grabbed him by the arm, almost toppling over as he tried to keep running.
“Let me go. Let me—”
“Ben. It’s me.”
Ben stopped struggling, and twisted his head to look up.
Anna pulled him close, smothering him in a hug. “Benjamin. Don’t ever scare me like that again.”
Ben tried to wriggle free. He started crying.
“Let me go,” he sobbed.
Anna looked down, surprised and hurt.
“I want to go back to Dad.”
“Ben, you need to understand—”
“No! You don’t understand. You don’t understand anything.”
A scream echoed through the dark from somewhere far away. Anna shivered. Ben hesitated, as if torn between huddling against his mother and running away, and Anna grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him behind her into the woods.
As they reached Zeke and Lucy, another scream pierced the night.
“What’s that?” Lucy asked, her voice trembling.
Anna shook her head. “I don’t know, but we need to get somewhere safe.” She gazed around, and then up, lips skewed. “We’re going to have to climb.”
Lucy scowled. “Up the tree you mean?”
“It’s probably safest to get off the ground.”
Lucy stared down at her dress and raised her arms in exasperation. “In this?”
“How do we know the Gods or whatever they are can’t climb?” Zeke asked.
Anna shook her head. “We don’t. I don’t see many other options.”
To Anna’s surprise, Ben shouldered past and started to climb the tree. Zeke shrugged and followed. When he was part way up, he reached back down and helped Lucy before he extended his hand back down for Anna.
“Are we going to be OK?” he asked as Anna clambered up beside him.
Anna took a deep breath. “I hope so.”



CHAPTER 10


Anna dropped to the ground. Her body ached all over and she was exhausted. Having positioned herself in the crook of a branch all night she had hardly slept and her eyes felt red raw. Her children appeared equally tired and she questioned whether she had done the right thing bringing them out here, but when she looked at Lucy, she was certain she had as her daughter was still alive, and that’s all that mattered.
 She took the remaining apple from her bag and offered it to Ben. He glared at the fruit, not lifting his hand. Lucy reached out and grabbed it. She took a bite before passing the apple to Zeke, who then offered it to Ben.
Grudgingly, Ben accepted the apple and took a bite, his expression like he was chewing on glass. Zeke took the apple back and started to take a bite, then he glanced at Anna.
“Is this the last one?”
Anna nodded slightly, then smiled. “Eat it. I’m sure we’ll find something else to eat soon.”
Zeke hesitated, and finally took another bite at Anna’s urging.
After a while they came across a road. Plants sprouted from the cracks and in places green foliage had spread across the surface. Trees lined either side.
“Where do you think the road leads?” Zeke asked.
Ben kicked at a loose bit of concrete. “Nowhere. Everything out here sucks.”
“It must lead somewhere; it had to have been built for a purpose,” Anna said.
Lucy stared down at her dress. Ripped in a few places, the bright yellow colour had dulled under a layer of dirt. She tried to pat the wrinkled front hem down but soon gave up.
“I still don’t know if I believe everything you’re saying, Mum.”
“You don’t need to believe me, Lucy; you need to trust me.”
Ben groaned. “Can we go already?”
Lucy shot Ben an annoyed look and started walking along the potholed road. Zeke shrugged and followed. Anna glanced at Ben who gave her a withering glare before he fell in step.
Anna rubbed her cheeks and sighed before tailing her family.
Grey clouds blanketed the sky and added to the depressive atmosphere. She had heard lots of noise during the night, from nocturnal predators to sounds she couldn’t identify. She had never been outside in the wild before and didn’t know whether the sounds were normal or not, but they certainly hadn’t sounded ‘normal’.
Ben stamped along at the rear. She’d realised he wouldn’t take it well, but she had hoped he would accept the situation. Up ahead Zeke and Lucy stopped. Anna frowned and caught them up.
“What is it?”
Zeke pointed into the trees and Anna saw a woman chewing on the corpse of a young boy. Clumps of long straggly hair hung from her dishevelled head. A one legged girl crawled towards the human platter and started to feast as well, clawing at the corpse’s stomach and pulling out loops of intestine that she fed into her mouth.
Anna backed away, hands at her mouth, eyes wide and terrified. She moved slowly, trying not to attract attention.
“What’s going on?” Ben called.
Both the woman’s and the child’s heads snapped up, gore hanging from their mouths. The woman lurched to her feet and staggered towards Anna while the girl pulled herself along the ground like an obscene slug.
Lucy screamed.
Attracted by the noise, another figure stumbled out of the trees, a large man with his lower jaw hanging at an odd angle. Then another figure appeared, and another.
Anna turned. “Run,” she shouted.
People lumbered from the trees on all sides. Men, women and children. Their skin colour came in shades of grey and purple, some even had a greenish tinge. The flesh on many of them was dropping off, like macabre snakes shedding their skin and bones, and organs were visible on some. They groaned in unison, the sound like a low rumble of thunder. Ben stood watching them in awe as they approached. Zeke grabbed Lucy’s hand and dragged her behind him.
Anna scooped up Ben as she passed, but the extra weight slowed her down. A man snatched at her arm, causing her to stumble, but she managed to stay on her feet.
With nowhere to go, the figures surrounded them on all sides and started closing in. Anna huddled together with her children, all of whom, except for Ben, looked terrified. Her heart hammered inside her chest and her throat felt parched.
The sudden sound of a gunshot christened the morning air. Anna jumped and stared wide eyed as men and women on horseback galloped towards them along the road.
More shots rang out as the riders, dressed in khaki clothes, opened fire, sending the figures flying. The newcomers were armed with a variety of guns. Behind them trundled a horse drawn wagon that housed a large gun.
A bullet tore through a man at Anna’s side, spinning him around, but he remained on his feet until another bullet pierced his head and he dropped to the ground.
One of the riders rode through the figures, the horse knocking into them and sending them flying. Anna hugged Ben to her chest and jumped out of the way, narrowly avoiding being struck by the horse. A woman grabbed Zeke’s arm and leaned in to bite his neck when a bullet ripped through her head, splattering Zeke’s face with gore. The woman released her grip and dropped to the ground.
“This way,” Anna said, pulling her family to the tree line.
One of the horses reared up in front of Anna, its front hooves inches from her face. Anna let out a little squeal. As the horse settled, she stared up at the man in the saddle. He appeared to be around mid-thirties, muscular, with black hair and a thick beard. He had an unlit cigar drooping from the corner of his mouth and he wore a large brimmed, camouflaged hat that he tipped in her direction.
A scrawny bald man lumbered towards the man on horseback. The rider nonchalantly withdrew a handgun and sat with it across his lap. He watched the man approach. When he was only feet away, he raised the gun and fired, the bullet punching a hole out of the back of the man’s skull.
Anna cowered down, arms wrapped protectively around her children. She heard the clump of feet and glanced up to see the man had dismounted. He swaggered towards her and stopped a few feet away. He withdrew a lighter and lit the cigar, puffing for a few seconds before exhaling a cloud of smoke.
“You can never get rid of that fuckin’ smell,” the man said.
Anna frowned.
“Death. The stench covers everything out here in the dead world.” He puffed out more smoke. “Anyway, name’s Captain Jones.”
Anna swallowed. “Thank you… for saving us.”
“All in a day’s work.”
Lucy peered up. “Who are you people?”
“We’re dead folks’ worst enemy. We make sure the dead stay dead.”
Ben wriggled free and stood up. Tears glistened in his eyes. “You kill Gods.”
Jones scowled. “Gods?”
Ben pointed at a fallen figure, giving Jones a ‘duh’ expression. “The immortals.”
Jones and some of his men exchanged looks and laughed.
“Just ‘cause something don’t die first time don’t make it no God, son. These here are the devil’s work.” He kicked a nearby corpse in the head. Ben cringed and turned away. “I don’t know where you get your fancy ideas, but look at it, boy. C’mon, look at it.”
Ben slowly turned back and stared at the corpse.
“This ‘ere critter ain’t no more than a sack o’ meat. I don’t know how you been raised, but where I come from, the only good zombie is a dead zombie.”
“Zombie?” Anna said.
Jones sucked on his cigar. “Ya’ll been livin’ in a fuckin’ cave?”
Ben shook his head. “No, Sanctuary.”
Jones regarded him quizzically.
Anna pulled Ben behind her, shooting him a look. “The Go— zombies, the zombies, what are they?”
“Well these folk carry some sort of virus that brings ‘em back to life. One of ‘em bites yer, yer gonna be just like ‘em. Ain’t nothin’ Godlike about it.”
“How do you know all this?”
“I read about the virus. Hundreds of years ago, an epidemic swept the world. We’ve been fightin’ the bastards ever since.”
Ben still appeared dubious.
A woman jogged across and saluted. “Captain Jones, the area’s secure.”
Jones nodded.
“Thank you again for saving us. If you hadn’t come along…”
“My pleasure.” Jones turned to his troupe. “OK, round ‘em up.” He circled his hand above his head, one finger raised.
A group of men ran forwards and grabbed Anna and her family and started leading them to the trees. Lucy screamed. Jones watched in disinterest, puffing on his cigar.
“What’s going on?” Anna shouted as she struggled.
Zeke wrestled against his captors, but one of the men punched him in the face, splitting Zeke’s lip.
Lucy started crying. Anna noticed people in the tree line, and as she got closer she saw they were all shackled together in a long line. They seemed dejected, beaten, and malnourished. A soldier attached shackles to Anna and her family’s ankles and wrists.
“Why are you doing this? We haven’t done anything. Please, let us go,” Anna said as she fought back tears.
Lucy rattled the shackles on her wrists. “Mum, Mum. What’s going on?”
An old woman manacled in front of Lucy tutted. “Crying won’t do you any good.”
“Who are those people?” Anna asked. “Where are they taking us?”
“They call themselves The Horsemen of the Apocalypse, and believe me, you’re better off not knowing where we’re going.”
“I’ll decide what I’m better off not knowing. Now tell me.”
A young man with a bruised face and one eye swollen almost shut, shook his head. “The women they’ll sell as sex slaves. The men… just slaves. And that’s the best option.”
Lucy’s face dropped. “What’s he mean, sex slaves?”
A lump formed in Anna’s throat.
“Mum?”
“Don’t worry. Nothing’s going to happen to you. We’re going to get out of this. I promise.”
The old woman cackled. “Promises are easy to make, but hard to keep. There’s no escape. Believe me, people have tried.”
“They obviously haven’t tried hard enough.”
The woman shook her head.
A man on horseback turned in his saddle. “Quiet back there”.
“OK,” Jones shouted. “Let’s move out.”
The line of people started shuffling along, the rattle of chains drowning out Lucy’s sobs.



CHAPTER 11


“What’s gone on here?” Roman asked.
One of the brethren made the sign of the cross in the air as he viewed the corpses littering the road. “Why aren’t they moving? They can’t be dead. I thought they didn’t die.”
Roman licked his lips “They were obviously not ordained.”
Isaiah gave Roman a questioning glance and knelt down and examined the corpses. They had all been shot by the looks of it.
“Demons have been here,” one of the scavengers said. “Judging by the prints they’re on horseback.”
“What about my family?” Isaiah asked.
The scavenger crouched down inspecting marks on the ground. “They were here.”
“So where are they now?”
The scavenger stood up and peered down the road. “Looks as though they were taken.”
“Taken? Where? Why?”
“I don’t know. One thing I can tell you, if the Demons have them, they’re as good as dead.”
Isaiah felt as though someone had punched him in the heart. “They can’t be.”



CHAPTER 12


Anna stared at one of the camp fires, the flames from which chased flickering shadows through the trees. She was too far away to feel any warmth from the flames, but she heard the crackle of wood and smelled the smoke that blanketed the floor like low level fog.
A figure sat next to the fire, stirring a large pot suspended above the flames.
She heard footsteps and glanced up to see a man walking towards her. He crouched down, undid the shackles either side of Anna and her family and pulled them to their feet.
“Follow me,” he snapped.
By the light of the fires Anna saw that tears had left streaks down Lucy’s dirty cheeks and her heart sank.
The man led them to where Jones was sitting next to a fire.
“You can’t keep us prisoner like this,” Anna said.
A log rolled out of the fire. Jones used his boot toe to push it back in place. He peered up at Anna and grinned.
“I can do whatever the hell I want. Out here, I’m the law. Now I wanna know where you’ve come from. How many of yer are there?”
“Go to hell.”
Jones laughed. “Haven’t yer realized yet? We’re already in hell.”
“Please. Let us go,” Lucy sobbed.
Jones looked her up and down and reached out and brushed the back of his hand along Lucy’s arm. A sick lump filled Anna’s throat. Lucy shuddered and pulled away, and Anna pulled her daughter to her chest, away from Jones.
“Someone as pretty as ‘er will be worth a lot in trade. But I’m a business man. I’m open to negotiation. What can yer offer me in return?”
Lucy shuddered.
“I don’t have anything.”
Jones chuckled, his eyes reflecting the flames. “I wouldn’t say that.”
“You lay one finger on her and I’ll kill you.”
Jones and the men nearby laughed. Jones licked his lips.
“It’s not my finger I want to lay on ‘er.”
Anna wrestled against the shackles, but to no avail. Jones seemed to take little interest. He stood and squared his shoulders, all business.
“Tell me where yer’ve come from, and you and yer family will be free to go.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Yer’re a good judge of character, because I wouldn’t believe me either. So let me put it this way. Tell me what I want to know, or I’ll kill you here and now, starting with yer kids.” He withdrew a long knife from a sheath on his belt and held in the flames. When the blade started to glow orange he withdrew the knife and spat on the blade, making it hiss.
In a flash, he grabbed Ben’s face with one hand and brought the blade close to his eyes. Ben squirmed within his grasp and tried to kick out but the shackles constricted his movements. Jones gazed sideways at Anna. “Blade as hot as this, his eyeballs are going to explode like a couple of fried eggs.”
Zeke shook the manacles on his wrist, fists bunched. “Leave him alone you son of a bitch.”
Jones grinned.
“Please don’t hurt him. Please,” Anna said. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”
Jones removed the knife. “I didn’t doubt it for a minute.”



CHAPTER 13


Anna stared in awe at the crumbling city. She had never seen so many buildings. Most of the structures were overgrown with ivy and various plants. Others had collapsed and lay in piles of rubble.
They had been marching most of the morning and the shackles had chaffed Anna’s ankles. The road was hard to navigate in places as the surface was cracked and uneven and plants, bushes and trees sprouted from within.
Jones held his hand up and the riders came to a halt. He jumped down, cigar between his lips as he surveyed the buildings, hand on the grip of his pistol. His men manned their guns. They all seemed jittery.
Anna saw movement and watched as a dirty figure dressed in rags suddenly appeared out of one of the buildings and held a cloth-wrapped hand up. More figures started appearing from the derelict structures.
“Captain. You have something to trade today?”
Jones removed his cigar and whistled loudly. His men pulled the prisoners forward.
“Should be something here that takes yer fancy.”
The dirty man scooted across the rubble and walked along the line of prisoners. He prodded and poked them as he went, squeezing their arms and stomachs. Anna flinched when he reached her. The man stared at her for a moment, then moved on. He paused at Zeke, squeezing the teen’s arms, as if testing his biceps, lifted his shirt to peer at his stomach and sides.
Anna held her breath; her eyes wide as she observed the man touching her son.
The man licked his lips, and after a moment he moved on. The elderly woman behind Lucy shuddered, holding back sobs. She kept her head down, visibly shaking. Once he reached the end of the line, the man came back, tapping the larger and heaviest people on the shoulder.
“This one. This one. Him. Her. This one definitely,” he said.  When he reached Zeke again, he appraised him, seemed about to touch him on the shoulder, but moved on.
Anna breathed a sigh of relief. Zeke’s shoulders slumped. He appeared about to collapse.
“OK, separate them,” Jones said.
His men unlocked the tagged prisoners and pulled them aside. A woman started crying.
“So what have you got in return?” Jones asked.
The dirty figure waved his people forwards and they came carrying old rusty tins of food and drink that they had scavenged from the ruined city. While the food was old, it preserved well and didn’t seem to have gone off.
The man held up one finger, signalling Jones to wait. He grinned, revealing crooked yellow teeth. “For you.” He reached into his dirty clothing and pulled out a couple of packets of cigars that he tossed across. “I scavenged them myself. An extra gift.”
Jones caught the cigars, nodded and stuffed them in his shirt pocket. “Right, load up.”
Several of his troops accepted the produce and loaded the supplies on a horse drawn cart. The others led the remaining prisoners back.
Zeke was pushed into line behind Anna. “What’s going to happen to those people?” he asked.
Anna stared over her shoulder as the chosen prisoners were pushed into the shadows of the buildings, sobbing. She shook her head as she was roughly manhandled back into line.
“What’s going on?” Lucy asked.
As they were led away, Anna noticed something lining the road, and it took her a couple of moments to realise they were bones. Human bones.
A scream echoed out of the city, quickly joined by another and another. Screams of unmitigated pain. Lucy jumped, and Zeke peered over at his mother, eyes wide. Anna stumbled, her legs going weak.
“Now perhaps you’ll believe me” the old woman said. “There is no escape.”



CHAPTER 14


Isaiah and his companions stared at the crumbling city.
“How do we even know they’ve come this way?” Roman asked.
“The tracks lead this way,” a scavenger said. He pointed to the hoof marks in the dust.
One of the brethren stepped forwards and shielded his eyes with his hand. “So what is that place?”
Nobody replied.
Roman started walking forwards. “Come, on, let’s get closer.”
The group trekked towards the nearest building. As they approached, Isaiah saw the human bones lining the road and he blanched. “Have you seen those?” He pointed at the bones.
Roman nodded. “I think we’d better fall back.”
Before they had time to move a flock of birds erupted from one of the ruined buildings, shattering the silence, making one or two of the men jump.
Then Isaiah noticed something up ahead and he stepped cautiously forwards. Fresh blood splattered the ground, along with remnants of clothing. He crouched down, lifted a section of it up, and jumped back, jaw open, when he spotted a severed head.
“We need to get out of here. Now.”
A shout went up and dirty looking figures rushed out of the buildings. The figures had fresh blood around their mouths and were brandishing primitive weapons, knives, axes, and swords. The lead figure reached one of the enforcers, leapt through the air, and chopped his head off with a sword. The body crumpled to the ground, spraying blood everywhere.
“Demons,” Isaiah shouted.
Shocked into action, the Sanctuary troupe fought back. They opened fire with their guns and crossbows. One bolt pierced a man’s chest, knocking him back while a bullet passed cleanly through a woman’s head. She crumpled to the ground, unnoticed by her fellow savages.
Undeterred, the savage people continued to fight. Some of their weapons were fashioned from human bones and the attackers emitted a savage war cry as they hacked and slashed, moving lithely among the rubble with almost acrobatic skill.
“Retreat.” Roman stumbled backwards, arms flailing in the air.
The men followed, the enforcers firing wildly as they went, shooting from the hip to deter their pursuers. They ran off the road and into the undergrowth. Isaiah’s legs burned from the exertion, but he didn’t stop even though his lungs were on fire. Fear provided the fuel to keep him going.
He skipped over logs; scrambled through bushes and clambered uphill, until eventually he collapsed exhausted against a tree. He puffed and panted, hands clutched to his chest. The men around him hadn’t fared any better and they were all red faced and exhausted, sweat dripping from them as they stared wide eyed back the way they had come, fearful of pursuit.
“It looks like we lost them,” Roman said after a while.
Isaiah wiped his brow. “Those people. They were…”
“Demons,” a brethren said.
“Those bones. They must eat their victims.”
“Like the Gods?” an enforcer asked.
Roman crossed himself. “They’re nothing like our Gods. Did any of them rise up? No, they were mortal men and women. Savages that try to act like Gods by imitating them.”
“Is that what you think they were doing?” Isaiah asked.
“Why else would they eat human flesh?”
Isaiah frowned but didn’t reply.
“We’ve lost a few good people back there, and we’ve lost a lot of time, so we need to get moving if we’re to catch up with your blasphemous wife.”
“My wife is not blasphemous.”
“She’s threatened the safety of our community by angering the Gods. In my book, that’s blasphemy.”
Isaiah swallowed. “She wouldn’t have done it on purpose. She… she probably wasn’t thinking straight.”
Roman turned to one of the scavengers who had taken off his chain mail and was wafting himself to cool down. “Which way now?”
The scavenger pursed his lips. “Best I could tell they were heading back towards Sanctuary.”
“Why would they be heading for Sanctuary?” one of the brethren asked.
“Probably to try to pillage it,” Isaiah replied.
“Well we won’t be able to beat them back to warn everyone,” the brethren said.
Roman stroked his chin. “We might be able to if we cut across the mountains.”
He pointed at the distant peaks.
Isaiah studied the mountains, his expression pensive. “Come on, there’s no time to waste.”

Isaiah and his companions scrambled over fallen rocks. They were now high up in the mountains, and they all laboured, puffing and panting at the exertion. Tall trees lined the rocky precipice, their lower branches providing useful handholds.
Isaiah scrambled on all fours up another sharp incline. Shingle skittered beneath his hands and feet and his heart missed a beat as he lost his footing and slipped towards a cliff edge, the drop below hundreds of feet. He fought to grab hold of something to arrest his fall and managed to seize a sharp rock that cut into his palm. Breathing heavy he pulled himself back up and caught Roman scowling at him.
Pain pulsed from his palm and he opened his hand to see a deep cut welling with blood. Wincing, he wrapped it in a piece of cloth from his backpack and stood up.
Isaiah was about to scramble back up to the rest of the group when he glimpsed movement behind them.
“Look out,” he shouted, but his warning came too late and a figure shuffled from behind a rock and grabbed one of the brethren, sinking its teeth into his wrist and tearing out a lump of flesh. The priest screamed in agony and instinctively started striking the God.
The rest of the party scrambled away. Isaiah hesitated for a moment, and then scurried up the rocks and tried to prise the figure off.
“Leave him. You can’t interfere with a God,” Roman said.
Isaiah gritted his teeth and ignored Roman. He pulled the man off and pushed him aside. The man tumbled down the incline, and Isaiah helped the priest to his feet and hauled him up to a plateau with a high precipice on one side. The priest’s wrist was chewed and dripping with blood and he appeared pale and shaken as Isaiah lay him down. Roman rushed up and forcibly pushed Isaiah aside.
“I told you not to interfere.”
“I couldn’t leave him. We’ve lost enough men already.”
“Well what good’s it done him? Look, he’s dead.”
Isaiah glanced down to see that Roman was right and he sighed in annoyance. About to turn away, he saw the man’s hand twitch. Then his arm moved, his eyes snapped open, and he sat up and staggered to his feet. Isaiah backed away while the priests started chanting.
Before Isaiah could react, Roman rushed forwards and pushed the priest, sending him hurtling over the precipice.
Isaiah ran across and stared down, shocked to see the brethren lying far below, splattered across the rocks, his head cracked open like an egg.
“You’ve killed him.”
Roman snorted loudly. “Like those others we found, he wasn’t ordained. That’s why he died. A true God would have survived. Now I think we’ve had enough interruptions. Let’s move on.”



CHAPTER 15


Isaiah scrambled over the rocks. He was aching in places that he didn’t realise existed, but for the sake of his wife and family, he disregarded the pain. He recalled Anna wanting to talk to him before she ran away, and he berated himself that he hadn’t taken the time to listen. When he thought about everything, he had been ignoring his family. He had taken them for granted and now he was paying the price.
The sun followed overhead as they progressed, the relentless heat adding to the discomfort of the exertion. Sweat glistened on Isaiah’s face and he continually mopped his brow on his sleeve. The group stopped now and again to rest and have a drink or a snack before moving on.
Never having been outside Sanctuary before, Isaiah found himself transfixed by the scenery. Wherever he looked, were sweeping vistas. No wonder it was referred to as God’s country.
They descended as the sun set, and in the distance, partly hidden within a lush forest; Isaiah glimpsed a faint orange glow. “Over there.” He pointed towards the trees.
“What is it?” Roman asked.
“Camp fire,” one of the scavengers replied.

Isaiah and his companions hunkered near to the road, hiding within the tree line.
Fires blazed within the trees where The Horsemen of the Apocalypse had erected campfires. The orange glow appeared warm and inviting. A couple of guards were stationed around camp while the rest of the troupe slept beside the campfires or in makeshift tents.
Horses tethered to trees neighed softly. Beyond those, a line of prisoners were shackled together, metal chains clinking when they moved. Isaiah scanned the group; his pulse throbbing when he spotted his wife and children.
Roman gave hand signs to direct his men and they disappeared into the undergrowth. When they were in position, Roman signalled them and the enforcers opened fire with their crossbows. The faintest whistle of wind was heard as the bolts flew through the air, and a soft thud as they struck their targets. The guards slumped to the ground.
Isaiah crept along the tree line, careful to move as quietly as possible towards the shackled prisoners.
“Anna. Anna.”
Anna awoke, looking groggy. Ben also roused.
“Dad!”
Isaiah put a finger to his lips. “Shush. Keep quiet.”
“How did you find us?” Anna asked.
“We’ve been tracking you for days.”
“We?”
Before Isaiah responded, Roman appeared at his side and gave her a salacious grin.
“You didn’t think he’d make it all this way on his own, did you?”
Anna scowled.
“What’s going on?” Zeke asked, yawning. He spotted his dad and he grinned.
Some of the other prisoners stirred and Lucy woke from her slumber.
“I never thought I’d see you again,” she said, tears rolling down her cheeks.
An old woman woke up. “Who are you?”
Ignoring the woman, Isaiah grabbed the chains that linked the prisoners. “Damn. Where are the keys?”
Anna pointed at a fallen guard. “I think he has them.”
Isaiah crawled over to the dead guard and rifled through his clothing before finding what he was after. He made his way back to the prisoners and carefully undid the restraints. Anna rubbed her wrists to relieve the pain. Lucy wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tight.
“Now what do we do?” Anna asked.
Isaiah studied the prisoners, and stared around the camp. When he spied the horses, he nodded, then grinned.

A loud series of shouts rang out. Jones’ eyes shot open and he jumped up to see some of the horses galloping through the camp.
“What the hell’s going on here?” Jones snapped.
A soldier ran across. “Someone’s stealing the horses, sir”.
“Well don’t just stand there, stop ‘em.”
The soldier barked out orders and the men trained their weapons on the horse thieves, but they were too late.
Jones spat on the ground and looked around at his disarrayed army. “So what happened?”
“They took us by surprise.”
Jones shook his head. “How the hell did that happen?”
“I… I don’t know sir.”
Jones lit his cigar and puffed out smoke. “If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s incompetence.” He snatched his gun out of its holster and put a bullet through the man’s head. “Now would someone like to tell me who attacked us?”
His troupe all stared sheepishly at the ground and started fidgeting.
“I’m waiting.”
“I think it was a rescue mission,” one of the female soldiers said. “Probably something to do with the family we picked up the other day. The ones we rescued from the zombies.”
Jones frowned. He raised his gun again and seemed about to shoot the woman. She cringed, but Jones lowered his gun and narrowed his eyes.
“Well recapture those loose horses, and everybody get ready to move out. Nobody makes a fool out of me. Nobody.”



CHAPTER 16


Isaiah looked across at his wife. He had so many questions, but didn’t know where to start. He sat against a tree trunk. The freed prisoners bustled around the camp. They had been given the opportunity to make their own way, and while some of them had accepted, others had stayed with the group.
Too dangerous to continue in the dark, they had set up camp for the night. While Lucy, Zeke, and Ben were free to roam around, Roman had shackled Anna.
“What’s going to happen to mum when we get back to Sanctuary?” Lucy asked.
Isaiah shook his head. “She’ll probably be punished.”
“Punished! She was trying to save me.”
“Save you? I know it was unconventional how this happened, but you were chosen to become immortal… are you questioning things now, too?”
Lucy stared at the ground and kicked her feet in the dirt. “I don’t know what to think anymore. I wonder if they are Gods.”
Isaiah shook his head. “I don’t want to listen to this. Your mother has obviously poisoned your mind.”
Lucy stared at her mother.  “No, I think she’s opened my eyes.”
Isaiah walked across to Anna. She peered up as he approached then turned away.
“Why did you do this? Why did you have to run away? I understand you weren’t happy Lucy was selected, but why didn’t you come to me? Why didn’t you discuss things with me?”
Anna didn’t reply.
“Talk to me, Anna. I spoke to my mother before I came looking for you. She’s infected you with her crazy ideas hasn’t she?”
After a moment, Anna slowly lifted her head. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “You really don’t want to know why I did it.”
Isaiah crouched down and took hold of her hand. “Please, Anna, tell me.”
“The lottery was fixed. Lucy’s name wasn’t on that piece of paper.”
Isaiah frowned. “Fixed? What makes you think that?”
“Roman dropped the piece of paper. Lucy’s name wasn’t on it.”
“I don’t understand. Why would they fix the lottery?”
Anna swallowed. “Roman fixed the lottery to teach me a lesson. To punish me.”
“Punish you for what? You’re not making sense.”
Anna started sobbing. “Roman wanted to punish me because I refused to sleep with him anymore.”
“Sleep with him?”
“Oh, Isaiah, I’m so sorry. You were always so busy, and I was always alone. I didn’t… I don’t… I told him the affair was over, that I didn’t want to… but he wouldn’t listen. He fixed the lottery to punish me.”
Isaiah released his hold, letting Anna’s hand drop into her lap. “You mean you… and he… he…”
Anna nodded. “I’m so sorry, Isaiah. I meant to tell you… but I thought if I did, you’d confront him… and he would have had you arrested. Besides, there wasn’t time. I had to do something to stop him… to save Lucy.”
“Confront him? I’m going to fucking kill him.” Isaiah jumped to his feet and Anna grabbed his leg to stop him leaving. Before Isaiah prised her off, Zeke ran towards them.
“Have you seen Ben? I can’t find him. I’ve searched everywhere,” he said.
It took Isaiah a couple of seconds to realise what he was saying.  “When did you last see him?”
Zeke shrugged. “I don’t know. A while ago.”
“You’re supposed to be watching out for him. How can you have lost him?”
“I’m not his keeper.”
Isaiah glared down at his wife. “This isn’t over. We’ll talk later.” He hurried away calling Ben’s name.
Isaiah traipsed through the bushes. “Ben. Ben, where are you?” He stopped once in a while, listened, then continued. The light of the moon was sufficient to see by, but he would have preferred daylight. “Ben, can you hear me? We need to get some rest as we’ll be moving out soon.”
He pushed through a bush and his fingers came away wet. Frowning, he lifted his hand and stared at his fingers, his jaw dropping when he spotted blood. It decorated the foliage in splashes. Isaiah’s heart sank and he shouted louder, cupping his mouth in his hands. He glimpsed movement up ahead and recognized his son from behind and his shoulders sagged with relief.
“Ben, thank the Gods. Where’ve you been?”
Ben turned around. Blood stained his clothes and a chunk of flesh was missing from his hand. Isaiah stumbled back.
Ben lurched for his father. Torn by the love for his son and his own safety, Isaiah turned and ran. He ploughed through bushes, ignoring the whip of the foliage that chastised him with every step until he stumbled into camp, almost running into his daughter.
“Dad, what’s wrong? Where’s Ben?”
“He’s… he’s gone.”
“Gone? Gone where?”
Before Isaiah replied, Roman strode across.
“What’s all the ruckus about?”
Isaiah stared at Roman and clenched his fists. He felt his blood pumping through his veins, throbbing at his temples. Overcome with rage, he ran at Roman but Lucy’s scream halted him in his tracks. He glanced back at his daughter and followed her gaze.
Ben lurched into camp, his expression feral, hungry. He lunged for his sister. Lucy shrieked and tripped over her feet as she backed away.
“What’s going on? Lucy? Isaiah?” Anna shouted.
The noise attracted the attention of the other people in camp and they ran across to see what was wrong, halting when they saw Ben.
One of the brethren crossed himself. “He’s not an ordained immortal. This can’t be right.”
Roman tutted. “Blasphemy.”
Isaiah ran back and pulled Lucy aside. Ben lunged for him, arms flailing, head cocked, mouth open in preparation to bite. He grabbed his father’s sleeve. Isaiah didn’t try to pull away. He stared into his son’s eyes, but they were empty, devoid of life and he knew that the son he loved was no more.
Ben leaned in to take a bite and Isaiah readied himself for the pain. Without his son, what was the point of living? But Ben’s head suddenly flew back and he collapsed to the ground. Isaiah dropped his gaze and spotted a crossbow bolt protruding from Ben’s forehead. Lucy screamed. Isaiah’s jaw dropped. He saw Roman lowering a crossbow, and heart pumping he charged across and started punching and kicking in a frenzied attack, nostrils flaring, relishing in the sensation as each punch connected with Roman’s face.
“You bastard. You killed him.”
After a moment a couple of men grabbed Isaiah and pulled him off, pinning his arms up his back to restrain him. Roman straightened up, his face bloodied. He wiped his sleeve across his lips.
“He was damned. Everyone bitten outside of those ordained is damned.”
“He was my son.”
“Now he’s at peace.”
Isaiah slumped forwards and the men released their grips, allowing him to drop to his knees. He heard Anna shouting in the background, but her words were drowned out by the blood pumping in his ears. He looked across at Ben but couldn’t see him through the tears that blurred his vision.



CHAPTER 17


“He’s dead,” Isaiah said. “Ben’s dead and Roman killed him.”
Anna stared at her husband, her eyes wide, unblinking. She heard the words but didn’t want to believe them. Her baby boy, dead. This couldn’t be happening. It was a dream. A nightmare.
Isaiah’s eyes were red and puffy. He kept sniffling and wringing his hands in his lap.
This was all her fault. If she hadn’t taken her family out of Sanctuary, Ben would still be alive. But if she hadn’t taken them, then Lucy would be dead instead. She lost either way. Tears prickled the corners of her eyes and she sobbed loudly.
Isaiah grabbed her hand and squeezed. Anna leaned forwards and placed her head against his chest and he held her in his arms.
Roman would pay for this. She would make certain.

They spent the next couple of days making their way back to Sanctuary. Anna and Isaiah hardly spoke as no words would ease their pain. Zeke and Lucy were equally as morose. Even though they squabbled as a family, none of them wished to lose Ben.
Anna felt empty. She trudged along like one of what Jones called ‘the zombies’ and felt equally dead inside. With the death of her son, the spark had been extinguished from her life. The sight of Sanctuary in the distance only heightened her despair.

Roman entered the Governor’s residence without knocking. Isaiah, Anna and a couple of enforcers followed him in.
The governor, Carmichael sat at his desk eating some fruit.
“Governor, we have our offering back, and the bitch that took her.” Roman glared at Anna. She flinched at his words and noticed Isaiah’s cheeks reddened.
Carmichael waved a hand dismissively. “Very good. Now make arrangements for the offering to be remade. Out with the old, in with the new.”
“Very good, sir. What about the mother? She needs to be punished.”
Carmichael bit into an apple. “I’ll leave the situation in your capable hands,” he said while chewing.
Isaiah stepped forwards. “If I may have permission to speak.”
“What is it?”
“I realize my wife overstepped her bounds—”
“I didn’t overstep anything. This whole lottery, it’s a sham. My daughter wasn’t selected. Roman fixed it to teach me a lesson. And those aren’t Gods outside the walls. They’re men and women. Dead men and women given a semblance of life. Because of them, my son’s dead.” She glowered at Roman.
Carmichael struggled to his feet. “Silence. You’ll speak when I say you can.”
“You can’t silence the truth.”
“I said—”
A sudden explosion ripped through the wall, sending the people in the room flying.



CHAPTER 18


Jones sat in the saddle, gun propped on his knee. At his side, his men reloaded a large field gun and fired it, sending the shell blasting into the prison. His horse reared back a little and then settled. Jones smiled and puffed on his cigar as he watched part of the structure crumble. He heard screams emanating from inside the walls. The sound made him feel warm inside.
His men opened fire with their small arms, targeting the men in the towers while the field gun was reloaded and fired again, the shell exploding into the structure.
A moment later a soldier ran across. “Sir, things are getting a little hairy. All this noise is attracting the zombies. Look, they’re coming out of the trees from all directions.”
Jones glanced around and puffed out another cloud of cigar smoke. “Good. More to kill.” He lifted his rifle, took aim and fired at an approaching zombie. The bullet struck the zombie in the head, sending the thing toppling back. “Bulls eye. Or should that be dead eye?” He chuckled to himself.
“Sir, I don’t know if we’ll have enough ammunition to hold them all off.”
Jones narrowed his eyes and glared at the soldier. “Then we’d better make sure each shot counts. Now keep bombarding the building. I want a door made in that wall.”



CHAPTER 19


Isaiah struggled to his feet, dislodging the bricks that had rained down on him. The room was a mess. Through a cloud of dust, rubble lay everywhere. One of the brethren slumped against the wall, blood streaming from his head. The other brethren sat near to the door, dazed.
“Anna! Anna!”
He heard bricks tumbling and saw Roman sit up, along with Carmichael. Carmichael coughed and spluttered.
“What the hell’s going on?” Carmichael asked.
Isaiah started rummaging through the rubble, moving planks of wood and bricks. “Anna, where are you?”
He heard another explosion outside, people shouting and screaming. Gunfire punctuated the noise.
“Anna, answer me.”
Movement caught his eye and bricks tumbled aside as Anna scrambled from beneath the debris. Blood ran from cuts on her face and hands.
Isaiah scrambled across and wrapped his arms around her. “I… I thought I’d lost you.”
Anna hugged him back.
Roman pointed an accusatory finger at Anna. “This is your fault. I said misfortune would befall us when you took the offering.” He turned to the enforcers. “Grab her.”
One of the enforcers struggled to his feet and approached Anna, but Isaiah barred his path.
“Touch her and it’ll be the last thing you ever do.”
The enforcer hesitated and glanced to Roman for guidance. More screams came from outside and the gunfire continued.
“I gave you an order.”
The enforcer started forwards again, withdrawing a knife as he moved. Isaiah grabbed a piece of broken wood and lashed out, catching the enforcer’s hand. He slammed the wood into the man’s face, sending him reeling. Then he grabbed Anna’s hand and pulled her towards the door, squeezing through the battered wood that was hanging off its hinges.
“Stop them,” Roman shouted.
Isaiah led Anna along the corridor. “We need to get the kids and my mother, and then we need to get out of here.”
The sound of gunfire was louder. People rushed along the corridor, in a state of panic. Shouts and screams rang out.
“And go where? You’ve seen what it’s like beyond the gate.”
“It’s either run or stay here and face Roman.”
A blast rang out.
“What’s going on out there?” she asked.
“I presume Jones and his men have found us. Don’t worry, Anna, we’ll find a way. I’ll find a way.”
They ran outside where the evidence of the attack was more noticeable. Smoke drifted from the main building and dead bodies littered the ground. Enforcers in the towers were firing sporadically with everything they had. Isaiah and Anna proceeded to the main building and wormed their way through the swarms of terrified people towards the room where the kids were being held.
Isaiah started to head down the hallway, but Anna stopped him with a hand on his arm. He turned and gave her an inquiring look.
“Isaiah… just in case we… you know… don’t make it.”
“But we are going to make it.”
“I believe you… but just in case. I want you to know how sorry I am. I would never hurt you on purpose.”
“It’s my fault. I neglected you… I’m the one who should apologise.”
Anna squeezed his hand. “No! Isaiah, no. You have nothing to apologise for.”
“My eyes are open now, that’s all. I love you, Anna… you and our… our children are my life. I won’t let anything happen to you.” He thought about Ben and tears filled his eyes.
A loud explosion ripped through the air, interrupting their conversation.
“Come on. We’ve got to get mother and the children and get out of here.”
They continued to the room where the children were being held, but when they arrived they weren’t there.
“They must have moved them when the commotion started,” Isaiah said.
“So where’ve they taken them?” Anna asked, the panic evident in her voice.
Isaiah shook his head. “I don’t know, but we won’t find them standing here. Come on, let’s go.”
As they made their way through the main building, they asked everyone they passed whether they had seen Lucy or Zeke. Most people were running around like headless chickens, but of those who did reply, nobody had seen them and the pain in Isaiah’s heart grew more pronounced. When they reached Mother Charles’ cell, she wasn’t there either. Isaiah slammed his palm against the wall. “This is useless. We’re not getting anywhere.”
Anna put a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll find them.”
Isaiah forced a smile. He wished he felt as confident.
They made their way back outside where the panic and confusion seemed even more manic. Isaiah spied a young boy crouched in the courtyard, cradling his mother in his arms. From the amount of blood that had pumped out of the deep wound in her chest, she was dead.
“There, over there,” Anna shouted.
Isaiah turned to where she was pointing and saw Roman and his priests dragging Lucy and Zeke towards the gates.
Isaiah charged across the courtyard. “What are you doing with my children?”
Roman turned and gazed at Isaiah with a supercilious expression on his face. “The Gods demand their sacrifice.” He motioned his enforcers and a couple ran forwards and intercepted Isaiah, tackling him to the ground.
Anna ran forwards, but another enforcer stepped out and trained a gun on her, bringing her to a halt.
“Those aren’t your damn Gods attacking. You can’t send us out there. I wasn’t picked by the lottery,” Zeke said.
Roman snorted. “It’ll take more to appease them now.” He stared at Anna, eyes narrowed.
“You’re crazy,” Lucy said.
The men opened the gates, and Roman and his men frog marched Lucy and Zeke towards the exit.
But before Roman could get them outside, Mother Charles appeared from behind the building and scurried towards him.
“Get your hands off my grandkids,” she shouted, waving an arm in the air.
Roman laughed but a scream from the gate distracted him.
Isaiah looked across and saw that a man had lumbered through the entrance. More people were shuffling towards Sanctuary. The man lurched towards Roman, his skeletal looking hands extended. Roman backed away and reached into his robes, withdrawing a pistol. He started to aim, but Mother Charles reached him first and grabbed his wrist.
Roman wrestled her aside and pushed her to the ground, but by now the man had reached him. Roman started bashing him with the butt of the gun, but the man sank his teeth into Roman’s neck.
“Shoot him,” Roman gurgled as he fought to pull the man off.
The enforcer who had trained his gun on Anna turned and aimed at the God, but he appeared hesitant.
Another man stumbled inside and grabbed Roman’s arm, causing him to drop the gun.
“Don’t just stand there. Help me,” he screamed.
The brethren started chanting and the men holding Isaiah released their grip and stood up, allowing him to stand. He watched Anna run across and drop to the ground. Next second she stood back up with Roman’s gun in her hand. She aimed the weapon at Roman.
“You can’t kill me. I’ll become a God,” Roman said, the trace of a grin on his lips despite the pain he must have felt.
“You’re not ordained. The sentence is death.” Anna pulled the trigger.
The bullet smashed through Roman’s head and he flopped within the arms of his Gods who continued to feast unperturbed.
Isaiah ran across to his wife and put his arms on her shoulders. She was shaking. He turned to see that the enforcers had run away and the remaining brethren were too busy praying to pay them any attention. Anna pocketed the gun then ran across and hugged her children. After a moment she turned, took hold of their hands and started towards the exit.
“Isaiah, come on, we’re going.” She looked at Mother Charles. “You, too, Mother. It’s time to leave.”
Mother Charles smiled, nodded, and headed towards the gate.



CHAPTER 20


Outside the walls Anna spotted Gods swarming in from all directions. She now knew they weren’t really Gods, but it was hard to call them anything else. Jones and his men had set up a perimeter and were both attacking and defending on all fronts. A few enforcers that had remained in the towers were still shooting, but their efforts seemed ineffectual.
People were everywhere, either dead or alive and she couldn’t see any way through.
Lucy pointed, her face a mask of terror. “Jones. He’s coming for us.”
Anna glanced up and saw Jones galloping across the field towards them. She quickly withdrew the gun and fired a couple of rounds that missed their target. Gods swarmed towards her, barring the path.
“Quick, back inside,” she said.
She led her family back towards the prison, inside which, the residents were trying to fight back. Some of the priests were knelt in supplication before their Gods, who attacked them without remorse.
“We’ll hide in our cell for a while,” she said, leading the way back into the main building and to their room.
“We can’t stay here. Jones is coming for us,” Isaiah said as they piled inside
“We need to arm ourselves with anything we can find.”
“With what? There’s nothing here,” Zeke replied.
Isaiah squeezed his son’s shoulder. “We’ll make it out of this. I promise.”
“Just like Ben?” Lucy said.
Isaiah sighed. “No, not like Ben.”
Screams and shouts filled the air along with sporadic gunfire. Anna found a cutlery knife and palmed it just as Jones appeared in the doorway. He raised the gun, a maniacal grin on his face.
“Out. All of you, out. Now.”
He motioned with the barrel of the gun.
“This is crazy,” Isaiah said. “We need to get out of here before those dead creatures find us.”
“They won’t have to find you because I’m gonna take you to ‘em.”
“Like hell you are,” Anna said.
“Well I’ll kill you all here then.” Jones pointed the gun at Lucy.
Anna held her hand up. “OK, OK, we’ll come out.”
Jones laughed and backed away to allow them to exit the room. Isaiah clenched his fists and glared at Jones. Zeke bowed his head and walked out. Lucy stood defiantly in place until Anna grabbed her hand.
“Lucy, do as he says. I won’t let anything happen to you. Please, you’ve got to trust me.”
Lucy stared up at her mother for a moment and allowed herself to be led out into the corridor. She glowered at Jones but he seemed uninterested. Mother Charles hobbled out next, followed by Isaiah.
Jones followed Anna and her family along the corridor, the gun pointed at them. He put a cigar in his mouth. Up ahead, a zombie lurched into the corridor, followed closely by another one. Lucy screamed and backed away.
“Well look what we have here, it’s a couple of yer so-called Gods come to visit their loyal subjects. How fuckin’ sweet.”
“You can’t do this,” Isaiah said. “It’s murder.”
Jones took his cigar out and laughed. “No, according to your people this is a privilege, so I’m doing yer a favour. Now get movin’.”
Isaiah watched Anna slide the knife down into her hand. He glanced across at his mother. She nodded at him and started laughing, long and hard like a maniac. Jones looked over his shoulder, frowning. Anna used the distraction and moved in for the kill. She stabbed the knife into Jones’ side. Jones’ expression turned to one of surprise. Anna released the knife and backed away. Jones stared down at the handle protruding from his side. He grabbed hold of it and pulled the knife out before dropping the blade to the floor.
“Now that stings. But not as much as this is going to.” He pointed the gun at Anna but before he could fire, Isaiah dived at him, sending them both crashing into the wall.
“Run. Get away!” Isaiah shouted.
He pinned Jones to the wall with his elbow at the man’s throat. Anna led her family past the men. As she did so, Isaiah pulled Jones off the wall, punched him a couple of times and kicked him towards the zombies, who latched onto him and started munching at his flesh.
“Let’s get out of here,” Anna said.



EPILOGUE


Outside Sanctuary chaos reigned supreme. Those of Jones’ men who remained, were too busy fighting off the zombies to worry about stopping Isaiah and his family from escaping.
Anna led her family into the woods. The further they went, the quieter it became, the sounds of screaming and gunfire eventually petering out altogether.
They continued through the day, rested at night and then continued the next day. Mother Charles required assistance to walk, and Isaiah gave her a piggyback for some of the time, or allowed her to support herself on his shoulder the rest.
With no destination in mind, they just kept going until eventually they arrived at the remains of a security fence. The concrete pillars had collapsed in places, and most of the fence had rusted away.
Beyond the remains of the fence, a low building covered in plant growth was visible.
“We should rest up inside,” Isaiah said. Nobody argued as they were too tired.
They traipsed towards the building. Most of the windows had fallen out or been smashed and they clambered inside, with Isaiah lifting his mother through a broken window, to find themselves in a room littered with the remains of medical equipment.
Dust coated the walls and ceiling suggesting the place had been abandoned a long time ago.
“We should be safe here for now,” Isaiah said. He shrugged off his backpack and dropped it on the ground.
Anna walked across to a wall and rubbed at a dust coated sign, uncovering: METHUSELAH — The immortality project.
“What do these words mean?” Lucy asked.
Anna bit her lip, pensive. She looked at Isaiah. “Jones spoke of an experiment that started all this. Well I’m guessing this is where it originated. They were trying to live forever.”
“They’re all dead,” Zeke said. “That’s no life.”
Anna nodded. “I think they failed to realise we’re already immortal. We live on through our children.”
“So now what do we do?” Lucy asked.
“There must be other communities out here. Friendly ones. We need to find them,” Anna said. “And we need to put the departed to rest and bring life back into this dead world. This is our home.”
Isaiah reached into his satchel and rummaged around before pulling out a book.
Mother Charles nodded at him. “Therein lies the truth. But not the way the brethren interpreted it. We have to have faith.”
Everyone sat down, huddled in a small circle.
Isaiah opened the book and started to read. “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.”
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