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      This book is dedicated to the memory of Sgt Brett Wood, 
a magnificent soldier and a true friend.
      

      
   
      
      
           
      From childhood’s hour I have not been

      
      As others were; I have not seen

      
      As others saw; I could not bring

      
      My passions from a common spring.
      

      
      From the same source I have not taken

      
      My sorrow; I could not awaken

      
      My heart to joy at the same tone;

      
      And all I loved, I loved alone.
      

      
      Extract from ‘Alone’ by Edgar Allan Poe
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      We buried the snow leopard in the morning. The three of us stood in the mist that came with the winter’s dawn, the empty streets of Manhattan as quiet
         as they’d ever been since the attack. The lonely grey light sucked the colour from everything but it was all we had to work
         by as we dug into the earth. A dark stain of frozen soil covered the animal’s mate, who we’d buried just the day before, two
         lifeless forms in stark contrast to a blanket of fresh white snow.
      

      
      It was Felicity who insisted on the funeral, not Rachel, the animal’s carer. Maybe it was Felicity’s way to keep me here a
         bit longer, in the hope I’d change my mind about going; or in the hope that while I stalled here a miracle would come – rescue
         by whoever was left. Not that we knew who was left, not for certain. That’s why I needed to leave the safety of these fortified zoo grounds, yet again. Exploring the unknown was our best chance for
         survival.
      

      
      In the snow-leopard enclosure of Central Park Zoo we held a little ceremony of sorts, silent and stoic. Felicity didn’t cry
         but Rachel did – just falling tears, no sound of sobbing. My two fellow survivors, standing next to me, remembering these
         beautiful animals that had never done anybody any harm, killed by violent figures in the night, those with an unquenchable
         bloodlust.
      

      
      There was a bang-crash of a building coming down, probably nearby on Fifth Avenue.

      
      ‘That was close,’ Felicity said, spooked.

      
      I nodded, words obliterated, for the sound had roused all the animals left in the zoo, waking them from their mournful chorus
         into a symphony of alarm, as if they knew that their tickets out of this life were loosely hanging chads.
      

      
      ‘I hate it when they do that,’ I said, close to Felicity’s ear, the cries of the birds and the sea lions assaulting my own.
         It was like trying to hide from Chasers near a car and setting off the alarm – it drew unwanted attention. In a silent city,
         we were now clearly in focus. ‘On such a clear morning, this sound’ll carry all through the park …’
      

      
      So far this morning the Chasers had stayed away, as if out of respect for the properly dead. I was kidding myself by thinking
         that – they didn’t need emotions, just as they didn’t need normal food or shelter or warmth. At least, that was true of the
         predatory Chasers, the infected who would hunt you down, the ones who’d survive. Ironically, those whose contagion was wearing
         off – who were technically getting better, their faculties returning – were worse off. By the time they improved enough to
         find food and shelter, it would be too late; if the agressive Chasers didn’t pick them off, one by one, the harsh winter would.
      

      
      If my friend Caleb was one of the weaker kind, I could search him out, look after him. But he was a bloodthirsty Chaser, and
         there was no reasoning with them, as I knew from experience. The only resolution to a conflict with them was death. Was there
         any hope for Caleb? Probably not. Could I give up on him? No.
      

      
      My packed bag was on the ground. I’d been ready to bug out of the zoo when the leopard died, but now I had doubts. I felt
         guilty about wanting to leave. I’d tried my best to calm and soothe Rachel. She’d said harsh words, what I felt might be final
         words … and then all our conviction, on both sides of the debate, came undone with the sudden ceasing of a heartbeat. How callous that sounds, but that’s what it had come to: the death of an animal and what came with that had kept me here.
      

      
      At the thought of leaving, my body felt weak with exhaustion. This time, I told myself, it would be different. It had to be.
         All I had been doing these past two weeks since the attack was moving from one false touchstone to the other – from 30 Rock,
         to Central Park Zoo, to Caleb’s bookstore, looking for a safety that was no longer possible, if it ever had been. I told myself
         I was helping, I was doing good, getting one step closer to escaping, to getting home … when all I’d really been doing was
         retracing my steps. Now I needed to make progress, real progress, before—
      

      
      Before what, exactly? Maybe the uncertainty was the worst part. About twenty per cent of New York’s cityscape had been destroyed in the
         initial attack. But every day since then there had been new fires and explosions, buildings falling one by one, here and there,
         as if to remind us that there was more to come. There was another act – maybe several more – to be played out. They weren’t
         finished with us yet – whoever they were.
      

      
      ‘You should sleep,’ Rachel said, jolting me out of my thoughts.

      
      Neither of us had slept in the night and we both had full days ahead. ‘So should you,’ I replied.
      

      
      ‘I’m not the one going out there,’ she said.

      
      ‘I’ll be fine.’

      
      ‘Well, at least rest for an hour, then go.’

      
      ‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘There’s no way I can sleep right now.’

      
      She wiped the back of her sleeve down her face, her breath fogging in the cold. We watched Felicity trudging towards the main
         building, heading off to rest. Or maybe she was giving me and Rachel time alone. I got the feeling that Rachel had something
         she wanted to say to me.
      

      
      ‘Rach?’

      
      She looked at me, her eyes wet.

      
      ‘What’s up?’

      
      ‘Jesse … you know it wasn’t your fault right?’

      
      ‘What wasn’t?’

      
      ‘What happened to Caleb.’

      
      ‘Yeah?’ I said, crossing my arms around my chest. ‘Well, I brought us all together, didn’t I?’

      
      ‘Jesse—’

      
      ‘I coaxed him into finding out what had happened to his friend, his parents, so I have a right to feel just a little bit responsible.’

      
      ‘Everything – everything you’ve been doing these past few days has been for us, for our survival.’
      

      
      I’d tried to do the right thing. I’d spent so long denying the reality of events myself I could recognise the same behaviour
         in Caleb. You need to feel it, I told him, remembering that I’d forced him to visit his parents’ place. He hadn’t been able
         to express the horrors of what he’d found but it was pretty clear he’d seen more than he needed to. It had reminded him just
         how much he’d lost – he lost everything; he’d lost it all.
      

      
      Then I remembered.

      
      ‘He – he ran to help that fallen soldier last night,’ I said. ‘He ran into harm’s way, to help a stranger. I – I might have
         run away from the danger.’
      

      
      ‘What are you getting at?’

      
      ‘He ran to help. I didn’t. I didn’t know what to do. All I did was run. So when Caleb needed me – when he really needed me –
         I failed him.’
      

      
      ‘But there’s nothing you could have done to prevent it.’

      
      Her words hung in the air for a moment and my breath steamed in front of my face as I studied the newly disturbed dark earth
         and deep snow in front of us.
      

      
      ‘You weren’t there, Rach.’

      
      ‘It was beyond your control,’ she said.

      
      ‘You didn’t see that blank look in his eyes. You didn’t seem him feeding on that dead soldier – drinking him, like some kind of wild animal.’
      

      
      ‘But I know how you feel.’ She looked at me hard. ‘Just like what happened to my leopards here; taken from me. Could I have stopped it if I was out here that night? No. They would have killed me too.’
      

      
      ‘Caleb was protecting me, Rach. Don’t you see?’ I walked around the enclosure. ‘It could have been me – it should have been me, if any of us. I’m the one who’s been itching to trek out of this damned city. I’m the one always pushing—’
      

      
      ‘Jesse—’

      
      ‘I can’t let it go. I can’t just forget him, lose hope for him – it’s as important to me as …’

      
      ‘As?’

      
      I leaned on a fallen tree that was scarred by big scratch marks from the leopards, and breathed through rising nausea. Rachel
         put an arm around my shoulder and said softly, ‘We’re going to get through all this. All of us – Caleb too.’
      

      
      I nodded; I wanted to believe.

      
      ‘He did what you’d do and what we’d do in the situation.’

      
      I fought back tears. ‘You don’t know that.’

      
      ‘Of course I do.’
      

      
      She stood close to me, her body warm against mine.

      
      ‘Thanks,’ I said. I was glad that she saw it that way. I stood and she hugged me and we walked out towards the central pool.

      
      I paused by the gates to the zoo, and adjusted the straps of my backpack. The weight of the loaded pistol in my coat pocket
         no longer gave me peace of mind or felt like a burden; it was just there, another appendage in this new world.
      

      
      ‘Look, Jesse …’ She looked sadder in that moment than at any time I’d known her. ‘I’ve known for eighteen days that I’d have
         to walk away from here at some point, leaving them to fend for themselves.’
      

      
      ‘So that means—’

      
      She looked from the caged animals to me.

      
      ‘It means, yes, I’m ready.’

      
      I smiled.

      
      ‘Go find that group of survivors down at Chelsea Piers,’ she said. ‘Find them, see if they’re willing to try getting out of
         this nightmare, with us.’
      

      
      I could see Felicity standing at the bedroom window, upstairs in the zoo’s big old brick building, watching us down here.

      
      ‘And what if Caleb was wrong about them?’ I said. ‘Or – or what if they’re not there?’
      

      
      ‘Then we try doing this on our own.’ Rachel unlocked the gate, I went out and she locked it after me. She smiled, the bars
         between us. ‘They’ll be there, just as Caleb said; he was a good guy.’
      

      
      ‘He still is.’

      
      I turned and left my friends behind. Rachel yelled out, ‘Be careful!’

      
      I headed out alone. Me and these streets. Eighteen days since the attack, eighteen days of avoiding death at the hands of
         the infected. I walked through the park. Rocks shifted in rubble underfoot and rats scurried from a dead body. How I hated
         this place.
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Outnumbered. No sign of life.
Just then. And You.






