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    Chapter One 
 
    The knock at the door was incessant. Eliza stopped short of it, holding her knife as steady as she could in her sweating palms. All she could imagine was the Piggy Man’s hulking figure standing on the other side, ready to strike them all down. Eliza swallowed. If she ignored it, would the person on the other side go away? She hoped so. She didn’t want to deal with whoever was there. 
 
    “What the hell is going on down here?” Heidi asked as she clambered down the ladder from the attic. Eliza hushed her urgently. 
 
    “Everyone else is asleep,” Eliza hissed. “Which means it’s a stranger.” 
 
    Heidi’s eyes flickered to the door. Whoever was there was still banging on the wood with no signs of stopping. Eliza caught her sister’s eye, hoping she might have a sensible suggestion for once instead of a sarcastic comment. Heidi swallowed and took a step closer to the door. 
 
    “Hey! Stop that banging,” she snapped. “Identify yourself.” 
 
    The banging immediately stopped, but no one replied straight away. If Eliza strained her ears, she could hear voices whispering among themselves outside the door. Heidi rapped her own fist against the door. 
 
    “Oi! Don’t go quiet on us now. Who are you and what do you want?” 
 
    There was another brief silence. The racket had drawn the others out from the attic and they were all slowly descending into the hallway to see what was going on. Each one of them was armed, even as they wiped sleep from their eyes.  
 
    Eliza heard someone clear their throat. 
 
    “I’m Sam. I’m here with some friends, and we’ve run into trouble,” a young woman’s voice said from the other side of the door. “Please…we don’t normally do this. But things are bad out there. One of our own is injured…” 
 
    “Bitten?” Luke asked gruffly as he limped to stand beside Eliza.  
 
    “...yes.” 
 
    “You brought an infected person onto our doorstep? Are you insane?” Luke barked. 
 
    “You don’t understand. He was just bitten. We’re running from a horde. It might be in your interest to look out the bloody window and stop interrogating us.”  
 
    Eliza ran into the living room to look outside. Sure enough, a large group of rotters were ambling along the main road toward the house. Eliza cursed under her breath. Could they never just have one night of peace?  
 
    “We can help you fight them,” Sam continued to tell them through the door. “We’re strong, and I think you could use numbers for a horde like that. All we ask is that you help us out. Our friend, his arm was bitten. We need a safe place to amputate it.” 
 
    Luke put his head in his hands. “You’ve got to be joking.” 
 
    “We’re not. We think it might stop the virus from spreading. But those damn things are still coming at us with everything they’ve got. This is your land, but we’ll help you protect it. So long as you help us in return.” 
 
    Luke looked around at the group to see their reactions. There was no time for debating at length - only for knee jerk decisions. Poppy stepped forward, looking pale at the prospects they’d been given.  
 
    “I…I can try and help. With the amputation. I know how to stop the bleeding, if someone is willing to do…the rest,” she said. Luke nodded stiffly and turned toward the door. 
 
    “We’re going to open the door,” he said decisively. “If you try anything, we won’t hesitate to hurt you. I guarantee there are more of us than there are of you.” 
 
    “Not a problem. We’re not here for more violence.” 
 
    Luke moved to the door and began to turn the lock while Eliza unhooked the chain from the top, her heart pounding hard. She didn’t have time to consider whether it was a bad idea to let them in. But when the door opened and she saw a group of young people not unlike themselves, she felt herself relax a little. Before them stood a round faced girl with dark hair flowing down her back and freckled cheeks. Her eyebrows were knitted together, her face hard as she stood her ground, facing off with Luke for the first time. She wasn’t tall, but she had a presence that Eliza couldn’t deny. She was sure she was looking at Sam. 
 
    “Thank you,” Sam said, her voice hard. Behind her, a young man with pale hair and a hulking form was clutching his arm, his face covered in a sheen of sweat. Eliza felt anxious looking at him, knowing what his fate would likely be. It hadn’t been so long since they had seen Warren go through the same. It felt all too soon to watch it again. 
 
    “Bring him through to the bedroom,” Ginge said, pushing through the others to greet the newcomers. Eliza counted just five of them as Sam ushered the boy with the injury into the house. Behind them trailed a younger dark haired boy who couldn’t be older than ten, plus a wiry, tall girl with long mousy hair and a short stocky boy with a buzz cut. They all looked worried sick, but Luke still went out of his way to grab the older boy by the arm. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re all going? You’re not going to fight?” Luke asked. The stocky boy turned to him with a frown. 
 
    “Unless you want to be the one to cut off Marcus’ arm, then I guess I’m still going through,” he said, shrugging Luke’s hand off him. But the wiry girl stopped and turned back around. 
 
    “I can help,” she said with a bright smile. “I’m Ava. I’m not the best fighter, but I’m not the worst. Sam will help too, once she’s helped Marcus. She’s got a bow and arrows. We thought we could stay behind the moat and prevent any further accidents.”  
 
    “At least you’ve got a strategy, I suppose,” Luke muttered. “Alright, Eva-” 
 
    “Ava.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. Come outside with us. I guess we’ll start to assess the situation.” 
 
    Eliza watched as most of the others began to file out of the house into the front yard, preparing for the onslaught of yet another rotter army. But as her friends left the house, Eliza found herself staying put. She was curious about the amputation. Could it work? Warren hadn’t wanted them to attempt it on him, given where he’d been bitten, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t possible. Thankfully, they hadn’t had any other opportunities to try it. Eliza’s feet began to take her toward the bedroom, her legs trembling ever so slightly at what she was about to witness.  
 
    As she passed beneath the attic, Cara’s head appeared through the hatch, peering down with worried eyes. 
 
    “Is everything okay?”  
 
    “It will be,” Eliza promised. “Stay up there with the kids. Make sure they’re safe.” 
 
    Cara nodded fearfully and closed the hatch. Eliza continued on to the downstairs bedroom. She hovered in the doorway, watching with nervous curiosity. 
 
    She could see Marcus sitting on the carpet while Sam roughly wrapped a belt around his arm. She tightened it, squeezing until it dug into his skin and he winced. He was breathing hard as though he’d lost control of his lungs. The youngest boy was kneeling close by him, examining the bite up close. Sam swatted him away. 
 
    “Stay back, kid. You get that blood in your eye and you’re a goner,” Sam warned him. Marcus began to tremble, tears escaping his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t think I can do this,” he whispered. “Please, just let me go. Let me turn.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Sam said sharply. “I know you’re scared. Hell, I’m scared. But I’m not just going to let you die. You’re one of us.” 
 
    “It’s going to hurt like hell,” Marcus whimpered. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” the older boy with the buzz cut said. Eliza could see him wiping off an ax and she felt sick to her stomach. “But if you live, it’ll be worth it, right?” 
 
    “Jam, I can’t,” Marcus pleaded. ”Please, don’t make me do this…” 
 
    “You’re not doing anything. You’re just going to lie still until this is over,” Sam said. She pushed Marcus to the ground and pinned his arm down by his wrist, resting some of her weight onto his chest to try and stop him from moving. Ginge and Poppy were standing close by, both of them looking horrified. Not much horrified Ginge, so it had to be bad. But Eliza understood Sam’s need to try and save her friend. The cost would be high, but not as high as him being lost to them completely. 
 
    “Jam, get it done,” Sam said pointedly. “Fox, out of here. This isn’t something a kid should see.” 
 
    “But I wanna stay…” the kid whined.  
 
    “Fox, out. Do you two know what you’re doing?” Sam asked, looking between Poppy and Ginge. The pair of them exchanged a nervous glance. Poppy cleared her throat. 
 
    “I know how to stop the bleeding, keep the wound clean…” 
 
    “And I know how to lay down a towel so you don’t get blood on my carpet,” Ginge said pointedly. She fetched one from the dresser and put it underneath Marcus’ arm, but he barely noticed. He was panting now in terror. 
 
    “Sam, not like this, not like this…” 
 
    Sam gripped Marcus’ good arm briefly. “You’ve got this. Don’t give up on me now. Jam, we’re running out of time.” 
 
    Jam walked confidently to Marcus’ side, swinging his ax at his side. “Stay still, man. I’ll do this as quickly as I can.” 
 
    “No! I don’t want it! No!” Marcus screamed. The kid - Fox - suddenly turned pale and rose to his feet, running for the door. 
 
    “Three, two, one,” Jam said with no flourish at all. 
 
    Then he swung the ax. 
 
    Eliza slammed the door shut just in time to hear Marcus’ anguished cry reverberating through the house. Fox was staring at the door in horror, picturing exactly what might be going on behind it. Eliza’s stomach churned and she put a hand on the kid’s shoulder, trying to turn him away. He flinched away from her and ran off outside. Eliza knew she had to face whatever was going on out there as well. So she made her way out into the yard, her knife at the ready. Anything was better than listening to Marcus scream. 
 
    Snarls of rotters filled the night air. They were still a fair distance away and there weren’t as many of them as the last big attack on the farm, but still, they came in force, as they so often did. Eliza knew that it would be easy to get cocky and lose someone to a horde like this. Her friends were in conversation with the newcomer, Ava, about their situation. 
 
    “You can’t just go storming out there and meet them in the field! Why would you do that when you have a perfectly good protective barrier between you and them?” Ava asked, gesturing to the moat. Luke folded his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Because we don’t want them getting that close in the first place. May I remind you that this is our land, and our rules? That you’re the one that came here with an injured member of your party while we’re all in good health? And you’re trying to tell us how to deal with this?” 
 
    “Luke, come on, she’s got a point,” Joe said firmly. “And we’re not all at full health. You’re in no state to run out there with your…swollen ankle. Why not let them come to us?” 
 
    “We don’t use long ranged weapons. How are we supposed to kill them? They’ll all crowd in the pit until they spill over and overwhelm us.” 
 
    “You might not use long ranged weapons, but we do,” Ava said. It was then that Eliza spotted the strange javelin-style weapon that she had strapped to her back. It looked like it might be homemade, with a sharp nib on the end of a long pole. But it also looked deadly. It had blood stains on it to prove it. She unstrapped it from her back and demonstrated how the javelin could cross the distance over the moat. 
 
    “See? And Sam is an expert archer. She’s been training ever since she was a kid. So long as she’s got arrows, she’s got power. Your moat gives us everything we need to take them down.” 
 
    “So what you’re saying is you don’t even need us?” Heidi asked, raising an eyebrow. “Because honestly, my bed is calling me.” 
 
    Ava chewed her thumb. “Well, no. We’ll need all the help we can get. But I’m just saying. The strategy works.” 
 
    “Okay. Say we follow your formation. What do you want us to do?” Rori asked, rolling up his sleeves. “Draw them in? Because I’m pretty sure they’re already on their way…” 
 
    “I don’t know. Use your imagination!” Ava said in a bright tone that made Luke scowl. From anyone else it might sound condescending, but Ava genuinely seemed like she was putting a positive spin on their situation. After what Eliza had just seen in the downstairs bedroom, she didn’t think positivity was going to get them very far at all. 
 
    “We don’t have time to fully adapt our strategies,” Luke said firmly. “We can’t work the same way as you. Rori and Heidi, you take the left side. Cassie and Eliza, you can work down the middle. Joe and I will take the right hand side. We’ll play it safe and take out a bunch before they reach us, but we’ll fall back if things get bad.” 
 
    “You’re not coming with us,” Joe said firmly. “You can barely walk.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Cassie said. “Know your limits, Luke. Stay with Cara and the kids in the attic.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me! I will not be lumped in the women and children category…” 
 
    “Good. Because the women will be busy out here fighting the rotters, unlike yourself,” Heidi said. “If you really insist on getting involved, then you can keep our newbies in check. No offense to you, Ava.” 
 
    “None taken,” Ava said brightly. “We do need to start making a move, though. They’re closing in.” 
 
    She was right. The rotters were getting a little too close for comfort. Eliza had no intention of waiting around until they were right at the borders. She grabbed the wooden plank that was leaning against the house and laid it across the pit - their makeshift drawbridge. 
 
    “Time to walk the plank, me hearties,” Heidi said as she darted across, quickly followed by Rori. Joe went next, taking the right flank on his own. Eliza chewed the inside of her cheek. She knew Joe didn’t do well alone in the field. His nerves got the better of him. She patted Cassie’s shoulder. 
 
    “Take the right flank with Joe,” she insisted. “He’ll need you more than me.” 
 
    Cassie nodded and gave Eliza’s arm a quick squeeze before darting out into the action. Eliza shoved down the butterflies in her stomach as she headed out alone into the darkness. She wasn’t used to fighting alone. None of them were. But now wasn’t a time to question her own abilities. 
 
    The rotters were spaced well enough apart that they could be taken out one by one. Eliza told herself to take her time. There was no need to rush. Her body still ached from her excursion at the supermarket only two days prior, and she knew that one wrong step could get her killed. She stepped up to her first victim, slicing cleanly through the side of its head to kill the brain. She’d noticed these days how the skulls of the older rotters had softened, so much so that knives could slice through without too much force. The rotter fell to the ground, its bones clanging together almost like wind chimes.  
 
    But many of the rotters coming across the field were new blood. Eliza could tell from the way their skin was still tight around their faces, their clothes not just hanging from bags of bones. Some of them didn’t quite look dead yet in the dark. But Eliza knew better than to show them mercy. She rushed forward to take down another, resisting the urge to shut her eyes as the knife sliced through an eyeball. 
 
    Some things she just couldn’t get used to. 
 
    The cold air didn’t help the sweat that broke out on Eliza’s skin. It was hard work taking down rotters, especially alone. She was putting in twice the effort for the same progress. She whipped her head to both sides, checking that her friends were managing. The others were making good progress, but not quickly enough. As they took down the first ranks of the undead, the stragglers were catching up. It wouldn’t be long before they were pushing them back toward the farm. Ava and the others should be there to help at that point, but Eliza still didn’t like the idea of watching so many close in on their moat. This was the closest the rotters had gotten in a long while.  
 
    Eliza darted forward, slamming her shoulder into another rotter and plunging her knife into its temple the second it hit the floor. She was venturing too far forward on her own, but she felt she had to. She imagined it like a video game, taking out lines of enemies before they hit the bottom of the screen. If she made a game out of it, she could almost pretend it wasn’t real.  
 
    It was only when she heard her sister crying her name that she stopped to see what was going on. She was shocked to find that the others were barely dots in the distance now. She blinked and reality came crashing down around her. It was like she’d been underwater, unable to hear the growls of the rotters that were closing in on her. The ranks were thicker here, far away from the farm. Eliza’s chest tightened and she turned on her heels to run back to the farm, pumping her legs and arms hard. How had she got so lost in it all? It felt like having her mind too lost in a book - she had forgotten that anything existed outside of the pages.  
 
    And now she was running for her life. 
 
    Her lungs burned. She felt all the fear she’d locked down coming back to her. A hand clawed desperately at her back, almost snagging her, but she was fast. She screwed her face up in determination. The moat wasn’t too far away now. The others had crossed back over to the other side, but Heidi was waiting for her on the drawbridge, her eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “Hurry up!” she cried. Eliza barely slowed down as she got to the bridge, almost colliding with her sister as the pair of them crossed back over and then hauled the drawbridge away once more. 
 
    Just in time for the first set of rotters to arrive at the edge of the moat.   
 
    “I’ve got it!” Ava called cheerily. As Eliza caught her breath, she watched Ava’s spear take out its first victim. She pierced straight through the eye, as they had all done so many times, but she didn’t stop there. With the nib still inside the rotter’s skull, she pulled the rotter forward, forcing it to tumble inside the pit where it lay motionless. 
 
    “Just a little cleanup service I offer!” Ava said brightly. Eliza saw Luke shake his head, but he looked mildly amused at the notion.  
 
    But while Ava’s method was pretty handy, one weapon alone wasn’t enough. Without the others on her team helping her, the rotters were still coming hard and fast. Eliza watched as the first one stepped directly into the pit, letting out a strange cry as it fell and snapped its leg. She recalled the sound from when one of her football teammates had broken her leg tackling for the ball. The rotter was useless, but very much still alive, reaching up from the pit with its snapped leg jutted out at an odd angle beneath its body. It was making a strange, husky noise, its once human face contorted as though it was in pain. The thought took Eliza’s breath away. She had always pictured the rotters as empty vessels, no thought or feeling driving them other than their insatiable hunger. But now, she saw something so human on the rotter’s face that it made her stomach twist. 
 
    Was it possible that they could feel after all? 
 
    “Snap out of it, Eliza! Don’t just stand there,” Luke said, clicking his fingers impatiently in front of her face. “We’re going to need to try and take out the ones in the pit.” 
 
    “But…but how?” 
 
    “With great difficulty,” Luke said, his lips pursed. “Because our new acquaintances aren’t being of any bloody help…” 
 
    It was at that moment that Sam and Jam came bursting out of the house with the kid on their trail. Eliza could see from Sam’s face that something was very wrong. She said nothing as she prepared her bow and stormed toward the moat. 
 
    “What happened? With Marcus?” Ava asked Sam over her shoulder, still skewering the rotters methodically as she did. The leader of their group clenched her jaw, nocking an arrow in her bow. 
 
    “He’s dead,” Sam said, her words immediately biting at everyone in the front yard. “Of course he’s dead. And we will be too if we don’t focus.” 
 
    “Sam…I’m sorry…” 
 
    “Ava, drop it. Jam, fall into formation,” Sam said. “We need to focus. We still have our end of the bargain to uphold.” There wasn’t a flicker of emotion on her face, but Eliza knew she had to be hurting. How could she not be? They’d tried everything to save a young man’s life and failed. He’d suffered more for it. 
 
    None of it had been worth it. 
 
    “Fox, get inside,” Sam hissed through her teeth. “Jam, if you see him try to come back out here, kick his scrawny butt.” 
 
    “I can help!” Fox cried out. 
 
    “No, you can’t,” Sam said. She aimed her first arrow. Eliza watched in awe as she released it and it glided through the air, hitting a rotter straight in the forehead. The arrow pierced through with ease and the rotter fell flat on its back. A perfect shot. Sam briefly turned to look at the kid. “And I don’t have time to babysit you right now. So get inside.” 
 
    The kid scowled and pushed past Eliza to get inside. She watched as the other three lined up by the moat. The rotters were right on their doorstep now, and there were more than enough of them to get Eliza’s heart racing. Jam also seemed to have a spear at the ready, and Eliza watched as he jabbed his first kill. The sharpened nib sliced in through the rotter’s eye socket with ease, and then it tumbled headfirst into the moat.  
 
    “That’s how it’s done!” Jam cried out triumphantly. Luke caught Eliza’s eye. 
 
    “Perhaps we won’t need to handle the moat after all,” he said. Silently, the farm group watched as Sam’s group worked themselves into a frenzy. Sam’s arrows were so elegant that it was almost like watching a dance. She nocked each one with ease and one had barely hit home before she was shooting another. She never once missed, each arrow striking true and felling a rotter before it could reach the moat. 
 
    In the meantime, Ava and Jam’s spearing method was proving to be just as effective. Each body that piled into the moat buried the ones that had survived. Eliza scanned the horizon, seeing that there was less movement out there than there was before. She stood, feeling useless, but captivated by the methods of the newcomers. 
 
    And when it was over, there was a strange kind of awed silence. The trio were such a strong unit, so quietly confident in their own abilities. They worked together with fluid ease and never stopped for breath. Now, not a single rotter was left standing.  
 
    Sam propped her bow up against the wall of the house unceremoniously, as though she’d just finished doing the washing up rather than wiping out a horde of rotters. 
 
    “I need to fetch my arrows,” she said. Eliza quietly laid down the drawbridge for her and she strode out across the field alone, yanking arrows out of the bodies of the fallen.  
 
    “Do you think we should…go after her?” Ava asked Jam, chewing her nails anxiously. He shook his head. 
 
    “You know it won’t help. She needs to deal with this her own way,” he said quietly.  
 
    Ginge and Poppy came out of the house, their faces weary. Both of them were up to their elbows in blood. Ginge nodded to the newcomers. 
 
    “Please, come inside and rest your feet,” she said. “You must be exhausted.” 
 
    “We owe you that much,” Cassie said. “That was really something else.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jam said with a tight smile. “I only wish Marcus hadn’t lost his life for it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t the kind of Boxing Day walk that Fletcher was used to. 
 
    It was far from the leisurely, picturesque jaunt through snowy countryside that Fletcher’s Mum insisted was a Boxing Day tradition. Gone was the chatter about their favorite Christmas presents, or how Dad forgetting to buy sprouts had ruined Christmas lunch (it could never, in Fletcher’s opinion.) There was no animated talk of the leftovers that waited in the fridge for them, or arguments about which Christmas film they’d watch when they got home. 
 
    Instead,  Fletcher found himself traipsing through an abandoned town, every step taking him further and further away from the place that he now called home. It had been hard to split their group, leaving their home in the protection of Zoe, Sadie and Charlie, with only a few flimsy, makeshift barricades to protect them. Fletcher had seen the way that Patrick had hesitated before leaving, the nervousness with which he’d said goodbye to Zoe. The way that he hugged her to him that bit tighter, that bit longer. It was painful to watch. 
 
    But they were finally on their way, weighed down by water and the snacks that Sadie prepared for the trip. It came as no surprise to any of them that there were no leftovers from Christmas lunch. As well as their rations, Hunter had advised them all to bring sleeping bags if they would end up staying the night. Unless you fancy sleeping in dusty old sheets that people have probably died in, he’d said, only half joking. Alby was the only one without a rucksack, claiming it was too heavy for his ‘bad back’. It was now slung over Hunter’s broad shoulders as he led the group away from the hotel. 
 
    It was the first time that Fletcher had known Alby to leave the safety of The Fortress. Fletcher suspected Alby only wanted to come so that he could establish his authority to the other survivors. To Alby, appearances were everything. It seemed he was willing to risk his own safety to set the right impression. But he hadn’t come alone. Alby had wanted numbers, to protect him in the unknown danger that lay ahead of them. And the stronger their numbers, the more intimidating they’d appear. It was another of Alby’s tactics, and Fletcher was getting wise to them. 
 
    “Don’t look,” Patrick said quietly to Fletcher. “Just keep walking.” 
 
    Fletcher knew Patrick was trying to protect him, but he couldn’t help it. Their route took them past the school they’d run from what felt like years ago. In spite of Patrick’s warning, Fletcher cast a glance at the building. He felt his body stiffen. He saw it in Patrick’s eyes too, the fear that they’d felt being trapped there when it all began. They’d come so far from those days, but the fear clung to them. 
 
    Packed against the east side of the school they could see a wall of biters. There was no other way to describe it. There was no section of the building’s perimeter that they could see where the biters didn’t congregate. They were clustered so tightly together that Fletcher thought it was a miracle they could even move. Hands clawed desperately to get inside. If there was anyone left in there, they were trapped. There was no way out. 
 
    Fletcher thought that anyone left alive when they'd left must surely be dead now. If they weren’t, then a fate worse than death awaited them. A fate with snarling teeth and an insatiable hunger. A fate with fingers that could pick you apart and devour you screaming. 
 
    Ignoring the moans from the horde congregated by the fences, Hunter led them on at pace. The group were silent as they made their way hurriedly up the road, weaving between cars that had long since been abandoned by their owners. 
 
    “We made the right choice,” Fletcher said quietly at last. “Didn’t we?” 
 
    Patrick put a hand on Fletcher’s shoulder gently. “We did,” he said kindly. “I’ve gone over and over it in my head. I’ve tortured myself with ‘what ifs’. But I still wouldn’t make any other choice, given the chance. And that’s how I know it was right. That would have been us, trapped in there.” 
 
    “I’m glad it’s not.” Fletcher kicked at a loose cobble with the toe of his boot. “And there was something about that guy, Ross? I couldn’t put my finger on it…but I felt like he was bad news.” 
 
    “I felt the same. He had bad vibes.” 
 
    “As much as I hated leaving the younger kids there…I’m glad Ross didn’t come with us. I don’t think we’d have…got along very well.” 
 
    “Ross struck me as someone who wouldn’t get along with a teaspoon.” 
 
    Fletcher giggled. He could feel the guilt easing with every step they took away from the school, away from their past. They’d been right to trust their instincts. And Fletcher would be forever grateful to his friends for that. 
 
    Before long, the town gave way to countryside; sprawling fields and boggy grassland. Hunter led them down country paths that people would have once walked their dogs along, but were now eerily deserted. Quiet fell over the group as they trudged over loose rocks and hard earth, the barren trees creaking in the gentle wind. The amiable chat they’d started the treacherous journey with had all but fizzled. The only sounds now were the grunts of someone losing their footing, or the occasional “watch out.”  
 
    Bringing up the back of the group with Patrick, Fletcher felt himself on high alert. They hadn’t seen many biters since leaving the town, but that didn’t mean they should let their guard down. His eyes darted behind every tree, every fence that could hide a lurking biter. 
 
    “Over this fence and we’ll cut across the field,” Hunter called. He vaulted easily over a metal gate, holding a hand out to help the others clamber over. Clearly not wanting to be left behind, Alby pushed forward, thrusting the metal walking stick he’d insisted on bringing into Hunter’s outstretched hand. He climbed up the metal gate, hoisting his leg clumsily over the top so he was straddling it. Fletcher bit back a laugh. Alby was definitely not the outdoorsy type. 
 
    When Alby lost his balance getting down off the gate, sprawling in a heap on the grass, Hunter hauled him back up quickly, with ease. No one dared laugh, but Patrick bit his lip as he looked over at Fletcher. They needed to indulge in a little comedy from time to time. 
 
    “Thank you,” Alby huffed, trying to salvage his pride by snatching his walking stick off Hunter. He brushed dirt off his fatigues, blushing. 
 
    The others cleared the gate with more grace, Hunter helping each of them over. Fletcher hated to admit it, but he felt safer in Hunter’s company. He didn’t want to rely on someone else to keep him safe, but there was something about the friendly giant that made Fletcher feel protected. Maybe it was the way that while Hunter led the group, he still made sure to check in on everyone and offer kind words of encouragement. Or maybe it was the way that he seemed to spot every potential danger before the rest of them, calmly and swiftly removing the threat before the others had time to worry. Or maybe it was that Hunter reminded Fletcher of a golden retriever, with his good nature and reassurances. There were certainly worse people to lead you through the darkness. 
 
    As they set out across the field, Fletcher checked his watch. By his estimations, they’d been walking for almost two hours. But still, there was no manor house in sight. 
 
    “Hunter,” Fletcher said. He trotted to meet the older boy at the head of the group. “Are we nearly there yet?” 
 
    Fletcher winced as he said it. His parents used to hate it when Fletcher asked that question. 
 
    Flicking his eyes around the group, Hunter turned to Fletcher. “We’re over halfway there now!” he said brightly. 
 
    “Over halfway?” Fletcher groaned. The soles of his feet had started to ache from his boots, and he needed to pee. He’d never been a fan of peeing outside. “You said it was only two hours?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Hunter bit his lip. “I forgot to mention that Freddie and I ran half of it, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You ran?” Fletcher felt himself physically shudder. He hated cardio. Fletcher saw running as strictly for life and death scenarios, and certainly not as a hobby. 
 
    “Quicker, isn’t it?” Hunter mumbled. Fletcher bristled. It was easy for Hunter. For every stride Hunter took, Fletcher was taking two to keep pace. 
 
    “Remind me why you ended up out here?” 
 
    “Freddie and I were camping. I’ve never been good with flying, so our end of summer holiday was a camping trip before we were due back at university,” Hunter explained. “We got to our last campsite when it happened. At first we just thought someone had too much to drink, got confused and tried to get into the wrong tent. I didn’t really expect our holiday to be interrupted by a zombie pandemic.” 
 
    “Yeesh.” 
 
    “Anyway, the campsite was chaos. People screaming, trapped in their tents. Those that did manage to make it to their cars ended up swarmed, or crashing into each other. We went to the campsite reception for help, but it was closed. “Staff shortages from unknown sickness.” Though I guess calling in sick for becoming one of the undead is reasonable. We didn’t have any signal, we couldn’t ring someone for help. So we did the only thing we could do, and that was to get as far away as possible.” 
 
    “No good ever comes from camping,” Fletcher said. “That’s the moral of the story.” 
 
    “We stumbled on the manor house by chance. Lily and Henry were just as clueless to what was going on as we were. We put it down to being some sort of isolated, freak disaster; another weird anecdote we’d end up sharing with friends over a pint in the pub. But after that first week, the reality started to set in. After the first month, Chrissie and Vic arrived, confirming our worst fears that this was far from going away. We started to get serious then. Food would become an issue, with more mouths to feed. I started trying to hunt, but I was pretty useless. We laid traps in the woods, but we caught more biters than rabbits. When Steve showed up, he said that there were still supplies in the town. And cars. Nobody wanted to leave. But if we had a car, we figured maybe we could drive somewhere safer. Instead, we met you guys.” Hunter finished with a smile. 
 
    Fletcher opened his mouth to reply, but was cut off by a loud cry of fear behind them. He and Hunter whipped around. 
 
    A biter, half-buried and hidden under a mound of soil, had hold of Alby’s ankle. Alby wobbled precariously, losing his balance as he tried to jab at the biter with his metal walking stick. In seconds, Hunter was at Alby’s aid, his sword slicing clean through the biter’s neck. Its contorted face flew across the fields, coming to rest by a wooden fence. Regaining his balance as well as his composure, Alby turned to Hunter. 
 
    “I had that,” he said, stabbing his stick into the ground. “It just caught me off-guard.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Hunter said. But as he turned away from Alby, Fletcher could swear he saw Hunter mouth the word, “tit” in Fletcher’s direction. Fletcher smiled. That’s something we can agree on, Hunter. 
 
      
 
    Charlie played his last King, and sat back in his chair triumphantly. Wrinkling her nose in frustration, Freddie tossed her remaining cards on the table. Charlie had always had a knack for cards. It had infuriated his Mums who could never understand where he’d learnt to play so well. And nowadays, it infuriated Fletcher, who was always in a foul mood whenever he lost. 
 
    On a whim, Charlie had decided to keep Freddie company in the infirmary. She could just about hobble around with the help of her crutches, but Zoe had advised her to rest as much as she could. She didn’t want Freddie causing further injury to herself or risk the bandages getting infected. 
 
    Charlie felt bad for the injured girl. Not only was she in pain, but she’d been left alone in a place with people she barely knew. Charlie could tell that Hunter had been reluctant to leave her, but Freddie had insisted he go. “Who else is going to tell the gang my gory story?” she’d said, with a weak grin. 
 
     “Can you pass me my jacket?” Freddie asked, as she began shuffling the cards back into a deck. 
 
    Charlie took Freddie’s blood-splattered cargo jacket off the back of the chair and tossed it onto the bed. Freddie rummaged around in the pockets, dumping a knife, some tissues and a pair of cracked glasses on the bed. A set of keys, a mirror, and a condom joined the detritus on the bed. Charlie looked away uncomfortably, trying to ignore the brightly coloured condom packet. 
 
    “We’ve all got needs,” Freddie said unapologetically, seeming to pick up on Charlie’s discomfort as she continued to rummage through her jacket. Finally, she took out a purple lighter and a packet of cigarettes. 
 
    “Do you mind?” Freddie asked, gesturing to the cigarettes. “I can go outside if you’d rather?” 
 
    Charlie shook his head. “That’s okay. But let’s maybe…open a window?” 
 
    Freddie nodded. She swung her legs off the side of the bed, wincing as she put pressure on her injured leg. Ignoring Charlie’s offer of help, she hobbled over to the armchair by the window, lowering herself carefully into it. She propped her injured leg on the bed with care. Reaching behind her, Freddie opened the window, letting in a draught of crisp, wintry air. Then she settled back in the armchair and lit her cigarette. 
 
    “They’ll kill you, you know,” Charlie said as Freddie took a long drag. She shrugged, unbothered by the lecture. 
 
    “There’s lots of things out there that will kill you. And I don’t need your judgment.” 
 
    “I’m not judging, I’m just saying.” 
 
    “Like I don’t already know?” 
 
    Charlie wasn’t sure how to reply to that, so he chose not to. 
 
    “Sorry,” Freddie said after a moment’s pause. “I get cranky when I don’t smoke.” 
 
    “I won’t take it personally.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t. I appreciate the company.” Freddie blew a thick cloud of smoke out her nose. “I get enough nagging from Hunter. He means well, but I think there are bigger problems in the world right now than whether I quit smoking.” 
 
    “Have you ever tried?” 
 
    “Not really. I only smoke when I’m stressed, or bored.” 
 
    “Which one are you now?” 
 
    Freddie considered this. “Both.” 
 
    “I won’t take that personally either,” Charlie said with a smile. 
 
    “But you did pick a boring card game.” 
 
    “Sevens is a classic!” 
 
    “Says nobody, ever.” 
 
    “Alright, we’ll play whatever you want next. But I’ll still beat you.” 
 
    When she finished her cigarette, she stubbed it out on the window frame, throwing the butt out the window. Freddie eased herself off the armchair, lowering herself back into the bed gently. She looked down at her bandage, where pinpricks of blood were slowly starting to seep through. Zoe would be coming to change the dressing soon. Charlie knew she’d likely keep Freddie company for a while once he left. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Freddie asked when Charlie stood to leave. 
 
    “Sadie’s on watch on her own. I want to go check on her. We’re pretty thin on numbers at the moment, if you hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “Fine. I guess I can wait to kick your ass at Blackjack.” 
 
    “You’ll be waiting a long time for that, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Charlie?” Freddie asked quietly as Charlie reached the door. “You go on supply runs, don’t you?” 
 
    “Sometimes, yeah.” The truth was, Charlie did his best to avoid supply runs. He didn’t want to be responsible for anyone else if he shut down out there. He touched his crooked nose subconsciously. He couldn’t let that happen again. Every supply run that he had been on had been filled with anxiety and dread, wondering whether his mind would betray him again. It hadn’t happened so far, but Charlie had a niggling feeling that it would only be a matter of time. 
 
    “I’ve only got one left,” Freddie said, gesturing to the almost empty packet cradled in her hand. “If you see any, whilst you’re scouting for supplies…I’d really appreciate that.” 
 
    Charlie nodded. “Sure. I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thanks. I would have asked Hunter, but he’d have said no. He’s been trying to get me to stop for ages.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best.” 
 
    Yawning, Freddie reclined against the headboard. “Now piss off and let me get some rest.” 
 
    Charlie smiled. He liked Freddie’s abrupt, unapologetic attitude. She was tough, but not so that she was unkind. She and Nora would have got on well, Charlie thought. 
 
    As he left the infirmary, he almost walked straight into Zoe. 
 
    “Oh there you are!” Zoe said. Her face was half hidden behind a set of fresh, folded sheets. “I was wondering where you’d gone! I was just coming to change Freddie’s dressing, and then I need to make up the bedrooms for our guests on the ground floor. I thought they’d be more comfortable being all together. Do you remember Hunter saying whether there were any couples? But I suppose that doesn’t matter. Do you think we need to put some clothes in there? What about water? Or-” 
 
    “Zoe, chill out. It’s not like we’re expecting royalty.” 
 
    This had clearly been the wrong thing to say. 
 
    “Chill out?” Zoe said shrilly. She laughed, without humor. “You’re telling me to chill out, Charlie?” 
 
    “Zoe-” 
 
    “I’ve got a patient to tend to and six bedrooms to make comfortable! I’ve got dinner to start cooking for us, seeing as Sadie’s out on watch. And I’ve got everything from yesterday’s meal to tidy up-” 
 
    “Zoe,” Charlie said loudly, interrupting her. He took the stack of sheets from Zoe’s hands and put them carefully on the floor, ignoring Zoe’s protests. He wrapped his arms around Zoe’s shoulders tightly. After a moment, he felt her arms around him. 
 
    “Breathe,” Charlie said quietly to her. “Better?” 
 
    He felt Zoe nod against his shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll make up the bedrooms,” Charlie said kindly. “I know you want to keep busy, but we’re here too. You aren’t running this all on your own.” 
 
    “I just want to keep things going. For if they get back…”  
 
    “They’re going to come back,” Charlie said, addressing the real cause of Zoe’s concerns. She had been all smiles and optimism when they said goodbye to their friends, when she told Patrick that they could look after themselves in The Fortress. But he’d seen the way that her face had fallen once they left, her expression suddenly serious, eyes filled with worry. “You know that, right? Patrick and Fletcher are going to come back.” 
 
    “But what if they don’t?” 
 
    Charlie sighed. “Let’s not worry about that right now. They’ll be back tomorrow, latest. They’re tough, Zoe. They’re not stupid. Patrick and Fletcher go on supply runs all the time. Just see this as…an extended supply run. You know, they’re probably just as worried about us as we are about them.” 
 
    “But Charlie, there’s so much that could happen to them out there. Biters, other people…a natural disaster…” 
 
    “Surely we’ve had our share of disasters for a lifetime. Though I’m not sure we can dub the apocalypse as a natural disaster…” 
 
    Charlie thought he felt Zoe smile. “I just…hate this, Charlie. I hate not knowing when they’ll come back.” 
 
    “Zoe?” Charlie said gently. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Is there also any chance you might be hangry?” 
 
    Zoe laughed into Charlie’s shoulder. “It’s an apocalypse, Charlie. I’m always hangry.” 
 
      
 
    “There she is,” Hunter announced proudly, pointing ahead of him. 
 
    The “she” in question was a large, gothic manor house, flanked with turrets that pointed up into the darkening sky. A long stone drive led up to the manor house, which was surrounded by a tall iron fence. Stone gargoyles stood sentry atop tall gate posts, where an imposing set of gates separated the manor house from the drive. As they strode up the driveway towards the gate, Will could see that tin cans hung from lengths of string that had been woven between the iron rods. The cans glinted in the light of the setting sun. The string holding the cans in place was weathered, with sporadic splashes of deep scarlet. A thick chain bound the gates shut. Hunter took a can in his hand and clanged it loudly against the metal.  
 
    “They warn us if there are any biters,” Hunter explained when he noticed Will observing them. “It’s our own personal alarm system. Henry’s idea.” 
 
    Not too shabby, Will thought to himself, quietly impressed. He caught Hakim’s eye. They could use an idea like that back at The Fortress. 
 
    “They also work well as a doorbell,” Hunter added as the door of the manor house was flung open. The sound had clearly roused the inhabitants within. A group of figures hurried out of the large house towards the gate. As they got closer, Will could see that each of them were armed. The boy in the lead was wielding what looked like a poker to stoke a fire. The girl to his right - tall, with strawberry blonde hair that framed a round face - had a meat cleaver in her hands. Another girl with an impressive mane of dark curls held a long kitchen knife, and a silver-haired figure was holding up a crossbow. An older man hanging at the back of the group, a cap shielding his face, was armed with a hunting rifle. 
 
    “Hunter,” the boy in the lead said with relief, recognizing his friend. He began to lower the metal poker that he was brandishing. “It’s about time-”  
 
    The boy stopped suddenly, raising his weapon again as he noticed the other figures beside Hunter in the gloom. His eyes flickered over the strangers before coming to rest on Hunter again. Worry was now etched across his young, freckled face, his hazel eyes narrowed behind his glasses. 
 
    “Hunter, where’s Freddie?” 
 
    “She’s safe, Henry,” Hunter said quickly. “She’s injured, but she’s alive.” 
 
    “Then where is she?” The girl with the strawberry blonde hair pressed. She didn’t look too comfortable with this ambush. Will could see the hand holding her meat cleaver was shaking ever so slightly.  
 
    “Somewhere safe,” Alby piped up, as Hunter opened his mouth to reply. Alby pushed to the front of the group, stepping on Will’s foot in his haste to make an appearance. Or to get inside perhaps, Will wasn’t sure. It was probably a mix of both.  
 
    “Is that true?” The boy - who Hunter had called Henry - asked, looking from Alby to Hunter challengingly. 
 
    “Yes,” Hunter confirmed. “This is Alby. We were lucky enough to stumble upon him and his friends,” Hunter gestured to the rest of the group, and Will raised his hand in what he hoped to be a friendly gesture. “Freddie was in a bad way. We made it to the town, but we ran into a group of crazies. She impaled her leg on a fence when we were running away from them.” 
 
    “Crazies?” Will asked. 
 
    “Biters,” Hunter clarified. “Your name for them is better.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to his friends on the other side of the gate. “We stumbled upon their…fortress by chance. The biters had followed us, attracted by Freddie’s blood. I could barely hold her upright and get us away from those things. These people…they have a nurse.” 
 
    “Two nurses,” Alby corrected, nodding at Patrick, who looked away shyly. 
 
    “Two nurses,” Hunter agreed. “And medical supplies. They took us both in for the night and treated Freddie. She’s resting there now. We almost destroyed their barricades with the horde that were on our tail,” Hunter looked apologetically at Will and Hakim, “But still, they let us stay. They gave us food and water. A hotel room to sleep in, with clean bedding. They have electricity.” 
 
    At this, Henry and Lily’s eyes widened. 
 
    Ahh, Will thought. One-nil to The Fortress.  
 
    “We have an offer to extend to you,” Alby said. He puffed out his chest, and Will fought the sudden urge to laugh. Alby was being so…theatrical. “I have an offer to extend to you. Perhaps it would be best to talk…inside?” 
 
    Henry and Lily, at the head of the group, looked at one another. If Will could remember correctly, the group had been here since the biter’s reign began. It was no wonder they were nervous about inviting strangers into their home. Will knew that feeling only too well. It had worked out for them - luckily - but it had still been a risk.  
 
    “Okay,” Lily said decidedly, nodding at Hunter. “But…no weapons, please. Not you, Hunter,” she added, as Hunter began to sheath his sword. Hunter smiled, somewhat embarrassed at being called out. “You can leave your weapons at the door. That’s our condition for entry.” 
 
    Will looked from Patrick, to Fletcher and Hakim. They looked equally as nervous as he was at the idea of handing over their weapons. Will was so used to the weight of his mallet in his hands now that he felt bare without it. Patrick shrugged. 
 
    “Seems a reasonable request,” he said, taking a second knife from his belt. 
 
    Alby followed suit, taking his knife - though Will thought it hardly mattered, Alby didn’t exactly use it - and handing it over to Hunter. As the rest of the group surrendered their weapons, Henry took a key from his pocket and slipped it into the padlock that chained the metal gates shut. With a groan, the gates opened slowly, and Hunter ushered the group inside. He left their weapons propped against the gate posts. Will looked back once more at their abandoned weapons as they went up the stone steps into the manor house. 
 
    He was in awe of their surroundings. This was so…cool. There was no other way to describe it. Will had never really been interested in history, but living somewhere like this…it was like something straight out of a Scooby Doo cartoon. He almost expected to see bats swirling around one of the tall turrets. 
 
    Inside the manor house, Henry and Lily led them up an impressive staircase and into a drawing room. As they entered, warmth from a crackling fire washed over Will. In finally reaching their destination, he’d almost forgotten just how cold he was. The drawing room was spacious, lined with tall bookshelves and furnished with various sofas and armchairs that were dotted around the room. A thick Persian rug adorned the floor, and plush curtains were already drawn against the night that had started to fall. Candles flickered all around the room, the only source of light. Henry replaced his poker beside the fire, throwing another log onto it. The fire hissed in the grate, spitting sparks onto the hearth. 
 
    “I guess some introductions are in order,” Henry said, his back to the fire. He gestured for them to sit down. Will sank gratefully into a sofa, which creaked. It wasn’t nearly as comfortable as it looked, but Will didn’t want to complain. After their walk, he was glad to take the weight off his feet.  
 
    “I’m Henry,” he said, with a small smile. “This is Lily,” he gestured to the girl with the strawberry blonde hair. The rest of the group introduced themselves. Chrissie, who was short and curvy, with a dark complexion and an even darker mane of black hair that framed her face. Vic, by comparison, was tall with pale skin, piercing blue eyes and a slim, androgynous physique. They had a quiff of silver hair pulled back from their forehead, and a nose ring glinted in the candle light. Stood together as the pair were, Will thought they were like yin and yang. Opposite but interconnected forces. 
 
    Steve was the older man, standing quietly to one side. Will frowned. That man rang a bell…but then again, it was a very common name. But as the candlelight illuminated his face under his cap, Will’s eyes widened. Because Will recognised that face. 
 
    You didn’t tend to forget the face of a man who almost pulled a gun on you. 
 
    “Hey-” Will started, but the man shook his head quickly. Steve held his hands up slightly, as if in surrender. As he turned away, Will locked eyes with Hakim. Had he recognised the man from the hotel? More importantly, had Alby? Alby’s stoic face usually gave nothing away. But Will didn’t miss the way that his nostrils flared, or the curl of his lips as they sneered. His face changed back so quickly to a neutral expression that Will wondered whether he’d imagined it. He might be a bumbling idiot when it came to the biters, but when it came to other people, nothing got past Alby. 
 
    Hunter quickly introduced the group from The Fortress. Will watched their eyes take them in curiously. How many visitors did they tend to get out here? Not many, he presumed. 
 
    “You said that you have an offer?” Vic asked, turning their attention to Alby. “What do you want to offer?” 
 
    “An alliance,” Alby said. Clearly, his time to shine had come. “We have a compound, in the town not far from here. We have food, water and shelter. We have an entire hotel, just for ourselves, with clean beds and working bathrooms. We have weapons, medical supplies…clothes.” He paused, looking around the room as he let that sink in. “We have a sanctuary. And your friend here,” Alby gestured to Hunter. “He’s seen all that. He knows that we can give you safety…if you want to join us in The Fortress.” 
 
    For a moment, there was a silence as the other group mulled this over.  
 
    “Sounds like you’ve got it all sussed,” Chrissie said at last, impressed. She folded her arms. “What benefit do we give you? Why do you want us?” 
 
    “Because we’re human,” Patrick said before Alby could reply. Alby scowled. “We should help each other out. We’re stronger together than we are separated. We have resources to share, shelter to provide…but we also have to protect what we’ve built. With more of us, we can share the load. Teach each other things. Support one another.” 
 
    “Hunter?” Steve said, clearing his throat. “Are they telling the truth?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hunter said. “Look, guys, I know we’ve survived out here on our own. But times are getting harder. It’s getting wilder out there. Wouldn’t we appreciate some more…stability? I know this place is home,” he said quickly, looking at Lily and Henry, “But you have to admit, it’s kind of desolate, and we’ve given up a lot of creature comforts to stay here. We’ve done what we can to survive, but I think we all know we’re struggling. The traps aren’t bringing in as many animals as we’d like. The vegetable patches are looking pretty worse for wear.” 
 
    “No offense taken,” Vic sniffed. “It’s not like I worked hard on that or anything…” 
 
    “It’s not personal,” Hunter said quickly. “You’ve done a great job, Vic, but this place…it feels like it’s dying, slowly. And I don’t want to die with it.” 
 
    Hunter’s words seemed to stick. Vic and Chrissie looked at one another, seeming to converse without speaking. Henry shuffled nervously by the fire, and Lily picked at her thumb. Steve crossed his arms, looking as though he was weighing up the idea. Would he want to go back with them after Alby’s threat? Or was he willing to overlook it? 
 
    “If you want to say no…” Hunter said. “Then I’ll say no too. We stick together, no matter what. If we decide to stay here, we can bring Freddie home…” Hunter raised an eyebrow at Alby questioning if he’d allow it. Reluctantly, Alby nodded, though Will knew he wouldn’t be too happy with just letting them walk away. “We can stay. But I think…I know this feels like the right thing to do. Otherwise, we’re just out on our own here…we’ve been waiting for help all this time. This,” Hunter gestured to the guys from The Fortress, “This is help.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lily said at last. She met Hunter’s eyes. “I’m in.” 
 
    “Me too,” Henry said with a decisive nod. Vic and Chrissie both wavered, but after another silent exchange, they nodded along. 
 
    “We’ll come,” Chrissie said, speaking for both of them. 
 
    Steve said nothing, but he did step forward, standing a little closer to his group. 
 
    Alby got to his feet. “Then let’s shake on it, shall we?” 
 
    Lily stepped forward on behalf of her friends and they shook hands, binding their groups together. The others clapped and let out a small cheer to lighten the mood. Vic and Chrissie relaxed somewhat on the sofa they were sharing. The desire to keep up appearances was gone, it seemed. They were one force now. It didn’t take long for the mood to settle into something pleasant as the two groups mingled, chatting among each other. WIll found himself standing with Lily and Henry by the fire, enjoying the flames that licked close to his trousers. After the cold hike, it felt like a reward. 
 
    “How have you survived out here?” Will asked, looking at their new recruits. He was intrigued. Maybe they could use some of their ideas at The Fortress. 
 
    “There’s a well in the gardens,” Lily said. “We were never short of water…until we found a crazy trapped down there. We didn’t want to risk it after that, in case the water was infected or something. We use buckets to collect and conserve whatever rainwater we can and then boil it up on the hob.” 
 
    “The pantry was stocked full of dry ingredients when we got here,” Henry said. “The kitchen was used for cooking classes for school trips, so we did our best to bake. The recipes are very outdated, but we found ways to make things taste a little…better.” 
 
    “Vic tended to the vegetables,” Chrissie chimed in, putting a hand on Vic’s knee and squeezing. “We had a lot of produce, at first…but a crazy trampled all over one of the patches which meant we had to start over.” 
 
    “I told you about laying traps,” Hunter said as he approached. “They caught more biters than animals. The animals we did catch - the odd hare, or pheasant - well…sometimes the biters got there first. I tried to fish in the stream. I might be decent with a sword, but it turns out I’m bloody awful at fishing.” 
 
    “The tin cans on the gate were my idea,” Henry added. “We strung them up through the gardens and some of the woods too, after we lost the well. We couldn’t risk losing anything else. And we didn’t want them to get this close to the house without us knowing.” 
 
    “It’s a good idea,” Will said thoughtfully. “We could use that thinking at The Fortress. I’m glad we have you on board.” 
 
    Henry smiled, his hazel eyes crinkling. Will warmed to him immediately. He yawned, stretching back on the sofa. 
 
    “You all must be exhausted,” Lily said, as if suddenly realizing how late it had become. Will wasn’t about to argue. It had been a long journey. Beside the hot fire, he could feel his eyes dropping sleepily. 
 
    “I said they could stay the night,” Hunter said. “It’s the least I could do, after they helped Freddie and I out. Then we can make a move in the morning.” 
 
    Henry nodded. “I can’t say our hospitality will be anything like yours,” he warned. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Will said, patting his rucksack. “We came prepared.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    “Who let this happen?” 
 
    Ross stared around at the lackeys he’d gathered in front of him. Deborah stood in the center of them all, her face hard. It had been around five minutes since Ross had discovered that Quinn and Tomas had run off, nowhere to be found. Christmas had been a blur of drunken festivities with his new friends, stuffing his face with rations he couldn’t afford to eat. He hadn’t been thinking about what might’ve happened to Gus outside the walls, or who might care about what he’d done.  
 
    Now, Ross was furious. He had let the festivities the day before get in the way and taken his eye off the ball. Now, two of his most important workers had taken off in search of Gus, who Ross was certain had to be dead by now. No one could survive a horde of rotters that large, surely? But if Quinn had any hope that Gus was alive, then of course he’d gone after him. He should’ve seen that one coming. 
 
    Ross had no intention of admitting to himself that his grasp on the school was lessening by the day. He was starting to notice kids disappearing that weren’t the ones he took off to his torture chamber. People were leaving, and his supposedly loyal workers were allowing it to happen. And the more kids that left, the bigger the holes in his structure seemed. If kids started to realize that they had little value to him other than to keep his system upheld, then they would be sure to leave for greener pastures. 
 
    And Ross wasn’t going to allow that to happen. That simply wouldn’t work for him. Fury bubbled under his skin so often these days that he felt like he was always ready to strike out and kill. If everyone insisted on pushing him to his limits, then he’d show them all just how scary he could be.  
 
    “One of you idiots must know something about this,” Ross snarled, glaring around at the others. Deborah folded her arms across her chest. 
 
    “We don’t have eyes everywhere. You can’t expect us to. Besides, if Quinn and Tomas left this place, then it’s only because they were looking for Angus. Do you have any idea where he might be? Considering you were the last person who saw him?” 
 
    “I told you, we got split up at the shopping center,” Ross growled. Even Deborah was becoming a defiant thorn in his side. Lately, she’d been acting out against him, saying things that made him look like an idiot. She was one of the few people who didn’t fear his wrath. Because the stupid woman is twice your height and built like a tank, Ross told himself. It didn’t make him feel better to acknowledge that she was strong. It only made him feel inferior. 
 
    “Well, then I suppose it’s a good job that Tomas and Quinn went looking for him. We can’t afford to lose one of our best workers,” Deborah pointed out. “So I’m not exactly sure what you’d have us do, Ross. Do you want us out there looking for Gus?” 
 
    Ross clenched his jaw. If the rotters outside the wall had done a good enough job, there should be nothing left of Gus to find. They were starving recently, Ross had noticed, especially since he didn’t have as many kids left to feed to them. He’d watched as their bodies became slower, thinner, burned out. That was going to be a problem. If they all died out, then there would be nothing protecting the wall. What everyone else failed to see was that the rotters were an incredible line of defense against outsiders. So long as they remained on the other side of the wall, they weren’t a problem. If they all starved, he would have to rethink his strategies, plot a new way to keep other survivors out. But he had enough to deal with. 
 
    Glaring at Deborah, Ross sat back in his seat, unsure of what to do next. What should his instructions be? He needed Quinn back, that was for sure. He wasn’t sure about what he’d do with him once he was found. That was an issue for another day.  
 
    Ross met the eye of one of his stronger allies, Finn. He was a bulky seventeen year old, a sixth-former from the school who had returned a few weeks prior to find his buddies. When he’d had little luck, he opted to join Ross’ team. He saw in Finn’s eyes something that Deborah was missing - a taste for the violence he’d been craving since everything began. He knew he could rely on Finn to get a gruesome job done. 
 
    “Take a car and a few buddies. I want you to start looking for Quinn and Tomas…and Gus,” Ross said, his voice low and cold, though he felt like he was erupting from the inside. He knew that Deborah wanted the situation to be handled with care, but she wasn’t in charge - he was. And he was craving blood. It had been too long since it had last been spilled. His decision had been made. He could live without those traitorous boys protecting the school. He’d find them, but not to bring them back to work. 
 
    Killing Quinn was a sure way to satisfy his itch. 
 
    “Where do you think we should look?” Finn asked with a cruel smile. Ross pondered that for a minute. 
 
    “I think they’ll be headed toward the town. There are more supplies…higher risk, too, but they’re not afraid of a few rotters. If they’re going anywhere, it’ll be there. Bring them to me, dead or alive. Preferably alive, but however you find them. There will be a reward for whoever brings them back.” 
 
    “If they won’t come willingly?” Finn asked darkly. Ross smirked.  
 
    “Then you have my permission to use necessary force.” 
 
    The corner of Finn’s mouth quirked into a sick smile. He nodded to a few of the others and they left the room looking pleased with themselves. Only Deborah and two others remained. Ross turned to the two girls who had shown up just before Christmas. Both of them had trouble written all over them, covered head to toe in piercings and tattoos. The pair of them dressed for style and not for the apocalypse, sporting tight jeans and t-shirts that cropped over their stomachs. Ross had taken a liking to them right away. 
 
    The blonde girl, Danielle, was insanely hot and Ross had been trying to keep his cool around her since she’d arrived. She was playing it cool with him too, always finding her nails more interesting than looking him in the eye. She was doing it right at that moment, keeping Ross on his toes. Ross knew he’d have to make her jealous by focusing on the other one. 
 
    Daisy, the one who had still found time to dye her hair red in the midst of an apocalypse, had taken a special interest in Ross, and he could tell that she would do almost anything to please him. He stood up and walked over to her, putting a finger under her chin and making her look him in the eye. 
 
    “You remember what we talked about the other day? My idea for the holding cells?” he asked. She smirked. 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “I’m putting you in charge of making it happen,” he murmured. Daisy’s icy eyes lit up with excitement.  
 
    “You mean it?” 
 
    “I do. And I’m counting on you to get it right, okay?” 
 
    “Whatever you want, Ross,” she purred in return. Danielle scoffed quietly beside her friend, but said nothing, catching Ross’ eye as she followed Daisy out of the room. Ross smirked to himself. Perhaps the little minx would finally show him some respect now.  
 
    And then it was just Ross and Deborah. She stood silent and tall in the middle of the room, not flinching even when Ross squared up to her. She had some nerve, staring him down so confidently. Ross was sure that Deborah was the one who had allowed this whole mess to happen to begin with. Had she told Quinn and Tomas what he’d done? Ross hadn’t been honest about what happened to Gus to anyone, but he knew Deborah would see through it all anyway. She knew him better than anyone there. He glared into her eyes. 
 
    “If I find out that you’ve betrayed me…that you’ve helped Quinn and Tomas out…I swear I’ll make you pay the price.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Deborah said firmly. “Why would I do anything to help them get out of here? We’re screwed without them and you know it. They’re keeping this place safe. Unless you want to go and stand out on the wall, night after night?” 
 
    “We don’t need them,” Ross said, turning his back on Deborah. “We need the rotters. They’re guarding the wall better than anyone.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re so obsessed with them. Don’t they scare you?” 
 
    Ross smiled to himself. Why would he be afraid of the rotters now? If there was one person who was safe from them, it was him. That’s why he was stronger than everyone else. They all feared the rotters, whereas Ross embraced them. Deborah just didn’t understand, but he wasn’t willing to explain to her. He was losing faith in her every day, and he knew he couldn’t trust her any longer. Soon, he would have to see about getting rid of her. The rotters can feast on her for a week… 
 
    “Nothing scares me,” Ross said, though it was a lie. Plenty of things scared him. He’d just never admit that to anyone. He had an image to uphold. And when people started seeing through him, that was when he knew they’d run their course. Just like Deborah. He turned back to her one last time. 
 
    “Run along,” he told her. “Try not to get in my way for a few days. You might just tip me to do something you won’t like.” 
 
      
 
    Gus woke with a chill in his bones. As he opened his weary eyes and looked around him, reality quickly sank in. He was hiding in a drafty corner shop that had a broken window. He’d desperately made camp there the night before, knowing he couldn’t continue on much further. But now as he shivered, his nose dripping, he knew it hadn’t been the smartest move. 
 
    His heart felt heavy in his chest and he didn’t have much desire to get up and go, but there was no reason to stay where he was. The cold might be enough to kill him if he stayed another night. He rose to his feet unsteadily and began to take a look around the mostly empty store. Clearly, whoever had been there before him had ransacked the shelves pretty thoroughly. But in the broken fridge he found several warm bottles of a strange blue drink that he took gladly. He was most worried about his lack of water, so the toxic-looking refreshment would have to be enough. 
 
    As far as food went, he at least had some options. Not good ones, but options all the same. He left the store with a few packets of pork scratchings and some prawn cocktail crisps stuffed in a plastic bag he’d found behind the tills. My breath is going to stink when I next see Quinn and Tomas, Gus thought to himself. 
 
    But then he wished he hadn’t. Thinking about them hurt way too much. As he walked through the streets, he glanced back at the way he’d come the night before. He wasn’t that far from the school really, but Gus knew how disconnected he was from his friends. Without mobile phones or the internet, suddenly it became so much harder to keep track of people. You could be two streets away from someone and have no idea, both of you moving in opposite directions and missing each other every single time. Like ships in the night. That was Gus’ worst fear. What if he never found either of them? What if something happened to them and he couldn’t help? 
 
    He swallowed down the lump in his throat and forced himself to keep moving. He had to get back to the mall. He suspected it would take him a full day of walking to make it there, especially if he happened to run into trouble. He still had five days until he was meant to be there to meet Heidi and Cassie’s group, but he wasn’t taking any chances. They might be his last chance of surviving. And if he found them, he might be able to convince them to send out a search party for Quinn and Gus. 
 
    Might. 
 
    There was a lot resting on his new acquaintances. Heidi and Cassie had seemed willing to give him a chance, but he knew from his first encounter with Luke that the others at their base might not be so keen on taking him in. Still, he allowed himself a moment to imagine what it would be like to belong somewhere again. After his short apocalyptic stint in the school, he craved the idea of a simpler life. He could help out on the farm, make some new friends, go to bed each night tired, but satisfied with his efforts. And if Quinn and Tomas made it there too, then everything he’d been through would feel like it was worth it. 
 
    Gus kept to the shadows as he walked, moving slowly and steadily. He kept positive thoughts ticking away at the back of his mind, determined that he wouldn’t let them slip away from him so easily. They were fuel for him now. He pictured him and Quinn walking through desolate farmlands, bumping shoulders gently as they talked. Just like old times.  
 
    And maybe as they walked, their fingers would brush. Maybe they’d turn to one another with the kind of smile that had an unspoken layer beneath it, a bigger meaning. Gus’ heart was thumping hard in his chest at the thought. His cheeks reddened. When did he start thinking of his best friend as someone more to him? He wasn’t sure. But he knew that the last person he’d thought about before he went to sleep the night before was Quinn. He knew he was the person he always put first, no matter the cost to himself. And he knew that in Quinn’s absence, his thoughts were running wild. Was he daydreaming this future up because he was worried it would never come to be?  
 
    Gus wrapped his arms around himself. Stop thinking like this. You’re giving yourself emotional whiplash, he scolded himself. He wished he could just stuff his brain in his bag for a while and clear his head of thoughts. But Quinn followed him, as he always did. He walked alone, but it almost felt as though Quinn was falling in step with him. 
 
    And he’d never wished to see his face more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    There was a certain calm after the fight at the farm had ended. Everyone was exhausted after the day of festivities and Ginge was keen to get back to bed, but there was the matter of the newcomers. They too were worn down, the four of them still traumatized by the death of their friend. Ginge decided to sit them down for a cup of tea, knowing that even though that wouldn’t fix what was broken, it might help them just a little.  
 
    Ginge watched them as she boiled the kettle. They sat around the kitchen table, Sam’s face stoic and Jam’s head in his hands. The Fox was fidgeting in his chair, not making eye contact with anyone and Ava was chewing her nails, staring into space. They were an odd group - none of them seemed like they matched the other. Where Sam was brazen and confident, Ava seemed sweet, yet reserved. While The Fox had a wildness to him, Jam was calmer with a decisive attitude. Ginge wondered how their mismatched group came to be, considering that it was unlikely they were all together when it began. The Fox was too young to be a friend to any of them, and none of them seemed to be related. She was keen to ask questions, but she didn’t think Sam would take too well to her sticking her nose in where it didn’t belong. 
 
    She doled out the cups of tea while the others shuffled around the house, cleaning themselves up from the fight. One by one, they all drifted into the kitchen. Luke stood in the corner with his eyes trained on the newcomers. Poppy and Cassie took the small sofa in the corner, huddled into one another and talking in hushed voices. Eliza and Heidi sat themselves upon the kitchen counter, as if waiting for something to happen. The presence of all the farm dwellers seemed to make Ava nervous and she hid behind her mug a little whilst taking them all in suspiciously. Sam didn’t touch her own drink, leaning back in her chair with her arms folded. 
 
    “What is this? An ambush?” she snapped after a while. Ginge didn’t often feel uncomfortable around people - it took a lot to intimidate her - but Sam was something else. Ginge wasn’t sure what to make of her. But she knew that she didn’t fancy getting on the wrong side of her. 
 
    “Not at all,” Ginge soothed. “But this is our place. We have to make sure it’s protected. I thought it was best to get to know you all a little.” 
 
    “We didn’t intend to bring trouble your way,” Jam said. “And it’s over now. If you need us to go, we will. But can’t it wait until morning? It’s been a tough night on us all.” 
 
    “We don’t allow strangers to just stay here,” Luke said, his eyes drifting to Joe as he entered the room. Joe immediately rolled his eyes, glancing over at Jam. 
 
    “Luke doesn’t, that’s for sure,” Joe said. “He doesn’t like change.” 
 
    “I don’t like newbies coming in and stirring the pot,” Luke said firmly. “It’s not personal.” 
 
    “I’m sure it isn’t,” Joe said sarcastically, leaning against the doorframe. “I personally don’t see an issue with them staying for a while to recuperate. Do we really want to send them back on the road in such a state?” 
 
    “Woah…we were talking about them staying for the night, not for a while,” Luke said. 
 
    “Can you stop talking about us as though we’re not here?” Sam snapped. She stood up, her chair scraping behind her. “We can just leave. We don’t need any charity from you. Our debt has been repaid.” 
 
    “Sam, now is not the time to put your pride first,” Ava said gently. “We’ve had a tough night. I certainly don’t want to go out there again in the dark. We’re tired. If we’re offered a place to stay for the night, I want to take it.” 
 
    “Me too,” Jam said. “And The Fox needs a good night’s sleep for once.” 
 
    “No I don’t. I’m nocturnal. I need a good day’s sleep.” 
 
    “Sure, kid,” Jam said, but he was raising his eyebrows at the young boy. Jam caught Ginge’s eye. “The Fox always talks like that. It’s a bit strange at first, but you get used to it.” 
 
    “We’re getting off topic,” Luke said insistently. “While I’m sure you’re keen to input your opinions, I don’t know why you’re discussing whether you want to stay among yourselves. This is our decision.”  
 
    Ginge sighed. She was getting tired of all the bickering. She took a step forward. 
 
    “Actually, it’s my decision. This is my house, my farm. I’m making the choices tonight,” she said. Luke looked a little surprised at her. Ginge was often assertive in her decisions, but she didn’t usually push other people’s opinions aside. But she was tired of them acting as though they had a choice. How could they turn living people away? After what had happened to Warren, she knew how precious human life was. Their numbers were dwindling every day and the dead were stacking up against them. She refused to be responsible for four young people dying on the road just because they wouldn’t offer them shelter for the night. She took a deep breath, waiting to see if anyone was going to argue with her. But as she looked around the room, no one said a word. 
 
    “Well then, since no one is fighting me on this for once…you are more than welcome to stay here tonight. Stay a few nights if you would like,” Ginge said. “But if you do stay a few days, we expect you to pitch in. No one sits around doing nothing here.” 
 
    “That’s okay with us. We’re hard workers,” Jam said with a grateful nod. “Thank you. We really appreciate it. Don’t we, Sam?” 
 
    Sam said nothing, but Ginge didn’t feel any resentment toward her. In fact, she saw in Sam something she recognized in herself. The anger bubbling quietly beneath the surface, just waiting to come out. The grief locked in her dark blue eyes, though no tears were spilling from them. Their friend had just died. Sam had every reason to be miserable. 
 
    “You can take the downstairs bedroom. In the morning, we’ll cremate your friend. That’s how we deal with the dead here,” Ginge said. “And in a few days, when you’re back on your feet…we can talk about the next steps.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that. We don’t want to stay here longer than necessary,” Sam said coldly. “We appreciate your hospitality, but we stick to the roads. That’s how we’ve worked all along.” 
 
    The rest of Sam’s group were quiet, the kind of silence that spoke louder than words. Ginge sensed that their lifestyle wasn’t a choice, really. It made her even more keen to figure out what their story was. But weariness was weighing on them all. So much had happened to them all in the past few days. She knew that they needed sleep before they could start to deal with the mess surrounding them. 
 
    “Thank you for the tea,” Jam said, standing up. “I think we’re all overtired. If you don’t mind, we’d appreciate you showing us our room.”  
 
    “Here, I’ll take you,” Joe said with a smile. He gave a pointed look in Luke’s direction. “I wouldn’t want you to feel unwelcome.” 
 
    Luke rolled his eyes, but didn’t protest as Joe took them away. Ginge felt the tension in the room lessen a bit, but as Cassie came and laid a gentle hand on her arm, she knew not everyone was quite as comfortable. 
 
    “I’m not saying that Luke has a point…but is this the right decision for us all? We have so much going on. We’ve still got to deal with Angus and his friends, and not to mention all of the work we need to do on the farm to recover from the past few days. We need to stay safe,” she said quietly. Ginge fixed her a look, squeezing her arm back. 
 
    “So do they, Cassie. So do they.” 
 
      
 
    Sam couldn’t remember the last time her nails were clean. She had always been a nail-biter, chewing them down until they were short stubs on her fingers, but at some point since the apocalypse had started, she’d stopped. She’d started to feel gross doing it when her nails always seemed to be caked in something - mud, blood, and nothing good, as Jam often said to her.  
 
    And now, she could see Marcus’ blood nestled beneath her nails. It made her hands quake. They had moved Marcus’ body outside for now, preparing for the cremation Ginge had promised, but she could still smell his blood in the air. She could still see the moment when Jam cut clean through his arm. She could still hear the crack of Marcus’ bones as his arm was separated from his body. His screams would be forever embedded in her mind. 
 
    And it was all for nothing. He’d turned a few minutes later anyway. They’d done too little too late. 
 
    Sam curled her hand into fists. She knew better than to get attached to anyone these days. Their group had dwindled over the months since the world went to shit. There had been seven of them at the beginning - Jam, Becca and Louis, her housemates from university halls; Ava, her lifelong best friend who’d been staying with her at the time; Marcus, a guy her own age who they’d met on the road; and The Fox. Sam would never forget the day they found The Fox curled up under a bin behind a restaurant. He hadn’t spoken to them for days, stuck in his make-believe world of acting like he was a fox, a real scavenger. It was a child’s game to protect himself from the world. He’d never been quite right since, and Sam had never found out who he was before or even what his real name was. 
 
    They were a mismatched bunch, but despite herself, Sam had come to love them all. Jam was a solid friend and The Fox had become like the weird annoying little brother she’d never had. Marcus had been…well, he’d mattered to her. But he was gone now. She knew better than to dwell on that. 
 
    “Sam? You really don’t want to try and stay here?” Jam asked her quietly as he made a nest on the floor for them all to sleep on. Ginge had given them some old towels to use as pillows and had found a spare duvet for them to sleep on top of. Sam couldn’t remember when they last had luxuries - in her backpack, she carried the tent that had housed them for the past few months. It was cramped and cold and damp sleeping out in the wild every night, but they’d got used to it. The thought of the warm duvet to cocoon in was almost too good to be true. Even Sam could see that. 
 
    But it wasn’t their way. She couldn’t let herself get too comfortable. There was a reason they kept their circle small. There was a reason they never stayed anywhere long enough to feel like they had a home. It was simply too dangerous to indulge in. It was too dangerous to care. To get attached. 
 
    Sam sniffed and took off her boots. Her socks were worn and hole-ridden. She hadn’t changed them in some time. In fact, her boots had almost become a permanent extension of her legs. She didn’t often take them off, not even to sleep. She felt the need to have a quick getaway available to her at all times. 
 
    “I just don’t think it’s plausible to stay here,” Sam said. Jam scoffed quietly and shook his head. The Fox had already settled down on top of the duvet, his body curled in toward itself. He even slept like a fox these days. 
 
    “Sam, they’ve got a working shower here. They have food and water. And they’ve got their heads screwed on. Don’t you think you’re being a little rash turning them down?” 
 
    “Turning them down? They don’t even want us here, James.” 
 
    “I mean…sure, they didn’t exactly roll out the welcome wagon. But we did kind of ruin the end of their Christmas. And we brought an infected person to their home. And then we proceeded to chop off his arm…” 
 
    “I don’t need a reminder of what went down, thanks.” 
 
    Jam sighed heavily. “I just mean that things might be different in the morning. These people have been good enough to shelter us for the night. It could be a chance for us to stop running all the time.” 
 
    Sam turned her back on Jam, shrugging off her jacket. The fact was that she didn’t want to stop running. Yes, they risked their lives every day out on the road, but it made them smarter, sharper. She didn’t want to relax and forget how to survive. In a perfect world, staying on the farm might be a good thing. Maybe they wouldn’t have to be so scared all the time. 
 
    But it wasn’t a perfect world. They had to keep outrunning death or it would catch up to them all. Just like it did for Marcus. 
 
    “I have no intention of staying here,” Sam said firmly. Now that they were indoors, she was beginning to realize how terrible her clothes smelled and she tried not to wrinkle her nose. It would only give Jam more fuel to his argument. “I’m serious. If you want to stay here, that’s on you. But I can’t be a part of a place like this.” 
 
    Jam shook his head at her. “I don’t understand you, Sam. Why does it scare you so much more to have stability than it does to face the monsters every day?” 
 
    Sam ignored him and settled down on their makeshift bed. Ava was still in the bathroom, no doubt enjoying her first shower in weeks. It would take each of them a long while to get clean. Sam laid down beside The Fox. At least he, like her, was a creature of habit. He smelled even worse than she did. 
 
    “Stability doesn’t exist anymore,” Sam said quietly. “It’s a trap to make us think we’re safe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    “You can sleep here,” Henry said, leading Will and Hakim further down the corridor. The flickering light of the candle Henry was holding illuminated an old brass doorknob set into dark wood. Henry let the door swing open to reveal a large bedroom. 
 
    In the center of the room, draped in plush red fabric, was an oak four-poster bed, made up with faded, patterned bed covers. A chez lounge was tucked inside the alcove of a tall window with leaded panes. A large mahogany wardrobe and chest of drawers made up the rest of the furniture, both intricately carved with flowers and leaves. Taking a hesitant step into the room, Will felt like he was in a museum, that they shouldn’t touch any of these artifacts that had been lovingly preserved for hundreds of years. That they shouldn’t make too much noise, else a stern old man in a tweed blazer with bushy eyebrows would tell them to be quiet. 
 
    “It’s not much,” Henry said, blushing. “I mean…we haven’t cleaned it or anything, so it may be a little dusty. We weren’t exactly expecting visitors…” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” Will said with a grin. “Thank you.” 
 
    Henry left the candle in its silver stand on top of a chest of drawers. He said goodnight to the two boys, closing the door quietly behind him. They could hear the wooden floorboards creaking under his footsteps as they faded away down the corridor. 
 
    “Bagsy the chez lounge!” Will called out immediately. 
 
    “Fine by me,” Hakim said, swinging his rucksack off his shoulders and onto the four-poster bed. A cloud of dust puffed up from the bed covers. Will wrinkled his nose as the dust settled. No wonder Hunter had told them to bring sleeping bags. 
 
    Exhausted, the boys rolled out sleeping bags on their chosen beds. Will carefully drew the curtains of the window, sending dust motes spiraling. He left his fatigues in a crumpled pile on the floor, unzipping his sleeping bag. When they were settled, Hakim blew out the candle, plunging them both into darkness. Will snuggled into his squashy sleeping bag, closing his eyes. 
 
    But sleep didn’t come easily for Will. Though his body was tired – his feet and calves aching from their walk – his mind didn’t want to shut down. The bedroom smelled musty and old, the air stale. The chez lounge, though it looked inviting, was lumpy and creaked every time Will moved. And whenever Will felt himself on the cusp of sleep, he found himself awoken by some new, strange noise. The old house moaned as if it were alive. Gusts of wind rattled the panes of glass in the window beside him. The breeze that snuck through the gaps in the old bricks whistled in a ghostly fashion. Above them, a door groaned on its hinges. 
 
    But as well as the various sounds of the old house settling for the night, there was also a thrill of excitement that kept Will’s mind sharp. It was the furthest they’d traveled from the town since the virus had hit. There was a whole new group of survivors here, just like them. The world wasn’t beginning to feel so small anymore. 
 
    After what felt like hours, Will accepted that sleep did not want to come. Not tonight. 
 
    “Psst, wake up.” 
 
    When there was no reply, Will untangled himself from his sleeping bag. He reached over to the four-poster bed, shaking Hakim gently. Mumbling groggily, Hakim slapped Will’s hand away sleepily. But Will was insistent. 
 
    “Wassamatter?” Hakim grumbled at last. 
 
    “Dude, are you awake?” 
 
    “I am now,” Hakim sighed huffily. “But I was asleep, thank you…” 
 
    “No time for that.” 
 
    “What? Will, I’m tired-” 
 
    “We’ve got more important things to do than sleep,” Will dismissed. 
 
    Hakim sat up reluctantly in the four-poster bed. He rubbed his eyes sleepily, yawning as if to make a point. “We’ve been walking all day…” 
 
    “Three hours-”                                                                                            
 
    “It felt more like four. And everyone else is allowed to sleep.” 
 
    “Which is why this is the perfect opportunity.” 
 
    Hakim sighed. “I know I’m going to regret asking this,” he said slowly. “But the perfect opportunity for what, exactly?” 
 
    “Mischief,” Will said, feeling a smile spread across his face. “We’ve got exploring to do.” 
 
    “Why are we exploring?” 
 
    “To find things! Secret passageways! A door hidden behind a bookcase, or a suit of armor that can walk. Have you really never seen Scooby Doo?” 
 
    “It’s not a haunted house,” Hakim pointed out. 
 
    “Come on, this place must be riddled with the ghosts of dead children…” 
 
    “Why do they have to be children?” 
 
    “Dunno. They’re just creepier, aren’t they?” 
 
    Hakim shuddered in response. 
 
    “Look,” Will said. “Seriously. These people might end up living under the same roof as us, man. The same roof as Sadie.” It was a cheap trick, and Will hated to pull it, but he knew that he’d struck a chord. “Don’t you want to know what they’re like? Find out anything that they could be hiding, when they aren’t expecting it?” 
 
    “You’re not going to give up, are you?” 
 
    Will grinned. “Nope.” 
 
    A few minutes later, armed with their flashlights, the boys padded quietly through the corridors of the house. Silently – or as silent as they could be – they ventured into a library, a reception room, a study, a billiards room. They inspected every room carefully under the watchful eyes of the portraits of the house, who stared down at them from golden framed canvases hung around the rooms. But despite Will’s excitement, the house harbored no secrets. There were no hidden doors behind old tapestries, no forgotten cellars tucked away under moth-eaten rugs. 
 
    “Maybe they don’t have anything to hide,” Hakim said at last, as they snuck out of another drawing room. “Maybe they’re just normal…like us.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Will agreed reluctantly. “Still, I feel better now. You know, now that we know they don’t have hostages strung up anywhere…” 
 
    “Mate, I think your imagination is running away with you.” Hakim rubbed his hands together. It was chilly in the old house, away from the warmth of their sleeping bags. “Now, can we please get some sleep?” 
 
    “Just one more place,” Will insisted. As if on cue, his stomach rumbled. “They must have some food around here…” 
 
    The kitchen, its walls adorned with copper pans and cooking utensils, didn’t have much to offer. The pantry was almost empty, save for a few dusty jars of jams and chutney. Will swiped a hunk of slightly stale bread off a chopping board, taking a bite greedily. The bread was stodgy, and Will struggled to swallow it down. Hunter and his friends must have learned to cook with whatever ingredients they had found. But as they were about to leave, Will’s eyes caught something in the corner of the kitchen. 
 
    “Oh wow!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I didn’t know these things actually existed.” Will ran his hand over the wooden door of a dumbwaiter, touching the rope that lifted it to the floors above. He saw Hakim’s confusion. “It’s a dumbwaiter, dude. They used to have these in, like, the olden days to send food from the kitchens to the bed chambers.” 
 
    “Huh. That is pretty cool,” Hakim admitted. He looked mildly impressed at the outdated feat of engineering. 
 
    “Send me up in it!” Will said excitedly. 
 
    “Will,” Hakim said, an edge of warning in his voice. “I don’t think that’s a good idea…” 
 
    “Oh, come on. What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    “You could plunge to your death,” Hakim started. “You could get stuck in the dumbserver-” 
 
    “Dumbwaiter-” 
 
    “You could suffocate-” 
 
    “Don’t be so macabre.” 
 
    “Macabre?” Hakim raised a dark eyebrow. “Going back to the olden days has really done wonders for your vocabulary, hasn’t it?” 
 
    Will didn’t give Hakim a chance to disagree. He yanked the wooden door open, scrambling through the small opening into the lift. Crossing his legs so that he could fit inside, Will gave Hakim a thumbs up to shut the doors. Shaking his head, Hakim obliged, and Will shuffled as far into the dumbwaiter as his body could allow. When had his limbs become so excessively long? Will still felt like a child, but his body was beginning to betray him. Damn puberty, he thought as he twisted this way and that, trying to get comfortable. 
 
    “Okay,” he said to Hakim, just louder than a whisper. “Lift her up!” 
 
    “Here goes,” came Hakim’s muffled reply. 
 
    Will heard the groan of the metal handle as Hakim cranked it. The box that Will was confined to shuddered, before inching slowly, slowly upwards. But as excited as Will had been to try out the dumbwaiter, he had to admit that the journey was somewhat of a disappointment. He was uncomfortably contorted, and the dumbwaiter didn’t move at the impressive speed Will had hoped it might. That, or Hakim wasn’t putting his weight into it. 
 
    Will tapped impatiently on the wooden floor. Faster. 
 
    The dumbwaiter shuddered again, and despite himself, Will felt a tingle of panic. What if Hakim had been right…? 
 
    But wait; what was that? 
 
    Will strained his ears. Were those voices he could hear? 
 
    As the dumbwaiter inched up the shaft, Will started being able to make out the words. He listened intently, hardly noticing that he was holding his breath. 
 
    “If you put even a toe out of line,” said a familiar voice. Alby’s voice. “I will not hesitate to kill you. I will end you. And I won’t do it nicely. If you disobey me, if you disrespect me, I will take great pleasure in chopping off each of your fingers and making you watch as I feed them to the biters. Have I made myself clear?” 
 
    Will didn’t need to hear Steve’s response to know who Alby was speaking to. He’d seen the way that Alby’s lips had sneered unpleasantly when he’d seen Steve. Alby had quickly arranged his face into a more amiable expression, but not before Will had seen the malice in his features. The hatred in Alby’s eyes. 
 
    “Those are some tough words coming from a kid,” said Steve goadingly. “Just because you pulled a knife on me, doesn’t mean you’re brave enough to use it. Anyone can wave a knife around. But it takes a certain type of person to actually use it.” 
 
    “Like you’d know?” 
 
    “Maybe I would; maybe I wouldn’t. But my guess is, you’re too chicken-shit to try. So how about I make myself clear. I stay away from you, and in return, you stay away from me. I don’t give a shit about whatever power trip you’re riding off. I just want a place where we can be safe. I’m done running, kid. But I’ll stay out of your way. How does that sound?” 
 
    “It sounds like we have an agreement. But trust me on this… I would not hesitate to end your life. I am that certain type of person. I hope we can be clear on that.” 
 
    They’re just words, Will said to himself, his heart hammering. He willed Hakim to start hauling the damned dumbwaiter back down again to safety. It had been a stupid idea after all. They’re just words from a kid greedy for power. 
 
    But as much as he tried to tell himself that, Will couldn’t bring himself to believe it. He knew that Alby had that side to him. The side that wasn’t afraid to resort to the most sinister of thoughts to get what he wanted. A side of Alby that Will was afraid of. 
 
    Alby meant every word he said. 
 
    It wasn’t their new acquaintances they should be afraid of.  
 
      
 
    It was almost midday when everyone at the manor could be roused for their journey. The residents of the manor packed quickly, taking only the bare essentials that would be useful for the trip. Water, food, weapons. Some candles and matches. A blanket, which was thrown in at the last minute. Patrick assured them that there were enough supplies for them all at the hotel; enough clothes to go around. When they left the manor, only Henry looked back at the place they’d called home. Fletcher got the impression that they were all keen to leave the old house behind them. 
 
    Together, Hunter and Patrick had found another route back to the town along the highway. It was slightly longer than the route through the countryside, but would be easier to navigate with such a large group. It was harder to get lost following a highway. Taking the road would also avoid the horde they’d seen congregated by the school. Fletcher was only too happy with this choice. He didn’t like the thought of going anywhere near there again in a hurry. 
 
    After an hour of walking through fields, they descended down a grassy verge to join the highway. This would be the time-consuming stretch of their journey. Though it was easy to know where they were going – they just had to stick to the road – the road was littered with cars and trucks that had been abandoned and left to rust. They traveled single-file as they weaved between the vehicles, Hunter taking the lead and slicing through any biters that crossed their path with ease. They didn’t want to risk splitting their large group and putting them more in danger. 
 
    “Are you excited to see Zoe?” Fletcher asked Patrick. 
 
    “Excited maybe isn’t the right word,” Patrick sighed. His brow was furrowed the way it did when he was worried. “More relieved, I suppose.” 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    Patrick shrugged. “There’s not much to say. I have so much trust in her. You build it up pretty quickly when you’re working together and someone’s literal life is in your hands. But this? Trusting someone’s still going to be alive when you get back to them…it’s hard, man. It takes its toll. It’s not like missing someone…it’s like feeling their absence and hoping to God that it’s not going to be permanent. Does that make sense?” 
 
    Fletcher nodded. “At least you’re here, though. Zoe’s holding The Fortress down, but you know she’ll be checking the barricade every hour for our return. At least you’ve got distractions.” 
 
    “That’s true. But you saw what happened on Christmas Eve…it took all of our manpower and then some to keep the barricades upright. I know we got through it, but it was a close call.” Patrick ran a hand through his dark hair. “It just sucks not knowing what’s going on there…not knowing if they’re safe. It’s a constant worry. You know, every day you think it’s going to get easier. Get more normal. And in some ways it does…” 
 
    “But leaving the ones you love never does.” 
 
    “Exactly. Even if you have to do it.” Patrick sighed. “Anyway, let’s not get bogged down with that. There’s nothing I can do about it.” 
 
    “It’s just shit.” 
 
    “Fletch, your language is getting worse these days.” 
 
    “So are your moods.” 
 
    Patrick chuckled. “Ouch. I deserved that one.” 
 
    Fletcher put a hand out to stop Patrick suddenly. He’d heard something. Something distant, like a low hum. Something that sounded like- 
 
    “Biters,” Patrick said grimly. 
 
    Fletcher’s heart sank. They were so very nearly home; he recognised this stretch of highway. Would they be able to make it back? 
 
    Up ahead, Hunter had heard it too. He’d stopped dead in his tracks, causing Lily to walk straight into him. He turned to the group with his jaw set. They huddled together, the noise getting gradually louder. Nobody needed to say what the source of the noise was. There was no mistaking that hungry moan. 
 
    “They’re here,” Henry said quietly. 
 
    The horde trickled down the highway towards them, a heaving mass of rotting bodies and snarling mouths. The biters were packed tightly together, spilling into the gaps between cars and edging closer towards them. They came slowly, a never-ending sea of monsters that moved as one. Like moths to a flame, Fletcher thought with a shudder. 
 
    “We can’t fight them,” Patrick said quickly. He squinted at the approaching cluster. “There’s got to be hundreds, if not thousands of them. We’re no match for those numbers.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Fletcher chipped in. “Not with so many vehicles in the way. We’d be trapped.” 
 
    “We could go back to the manor,” Henry suggested. “Stay another night, maybe. Wait for the horde to pass?” 
 
     Hunter shook his head. “We’re hours from the manor now. We don’t want to be out after dark. And we’d only lure them back with us.” 
 
    Whilst the group debated a course of action, Fletcher surveyed their surroundings. The highway was steeped with grass banks on either side. Could safety lie over the top of them…? 
 
    “What about going up the grass banks?” Fletcher suggested, though not with much conviction. 
 
    “I don’t think we’d get up,” Hunter said, casting a furtive glance at Alby, who was still adamantly carrying his metal walking stick. 
 
    “Look, we need to make a decision – and fast,” Will said. He glanced nervously at the approaching horde, whose moans were getting louder with each second that passed. “What are our options? We can’t go through them; we can’t go back to the manor. That means…” 
 
    “We stay put,” Patrick said suddenly. “Wait them out.” 
 
    “You’re joking?” Alby spat. He’d been silent whilst the group deliberated. His face, shiny with the sheen of sweat, was pale. “How do you propose we do that, exactly?” 
 
    Patrick pointed to the left lane of the highway, where a white bus was wedged between a caravan and a car. Inside, there were a few biters lolling in seats, dormant, but not dead. One turned its head slowly to look out the window at them, pawing at the dirty glass. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding,” Alby said. His voice came out in barely more than a squeak. 
 
    “What other choice do we have?” Patrick insisted. “We fight them, we’ll almost certainly die. We head back, in the dark…it’ll take hours. We could get lost, or worse – meet more biters on the way. I don’t fancy those odds.” 
 
    “Patrick’s right,” Fletcher said. “If we’re silent…it could just work.” 
 
    “That’s settled then,” Hunter said, rubbing his hands together. He strode over to the bus, slicing the head off a lone biter in his path. Cautiously, the rest of the group followed, weaving between the vehicles and checking the horde over their shoulders. As another biter approached them, Steve raised his hunting rifle, ready to take aim. 
 
    Patrick put a hand on the barrel of the rifle quickly, forcing it down. 
 
    “Don’t,” he advised Steve. “It’s too loud. We can’t risk it.” 
 
    Steve looked ready to argue, but another biter grabbed him from behind. Steve wrestled the snarling creature off him, slamming the butt of his rifle into its soft head. Wanting to help, Henry leapt towards the other biter. He impaled the rotting monster with the tip of his fire poker. He pulled the poker out of the rancid flesh with a squelch, spraying blood on the tarmac. Patrick took out another creature that stumbled toward them, forcing his knife through its temple. As if multiplying, more biters darted out at them, each one taken down by a member of their large group. 
 
    The horde was coming. 
 
    Hunter flung open the doors of the bus, hurrying up the stairs. He hauled the driver out of his seat – slicing through the seatbelt – and tossed the biter in Fletcher’s direction. Waiting, Fletcher speared his javelin through the biter’s soft forehead. The driver crumpled to the ground, face contorted and black blood oozing from the puncture. Hunter pushed through, grabbing another biter from its seat and wrestling it off the bus. Patrick was waiting to take this one – a scrawny male wearing a baseball cap – stabbing the blade of his knife through its temple. 
 
    Fletcher looked up from the driver he’d just taken out to see a lone biter stumbling toward the group. Being faster than its comrades, it appeared to have broken free from the horde that was almost upon them, eager to feed. The biter’s hand reached hungrily out for Alby’s turned back, almost snagging him. 
 
    Without thinking, Fletcher pulled his arm back and launched the javelin like a spear through the air. He watched as it sank through the biter’s eye socket, splattering the left side of Alby’s face with blood. Alby’s face was pale, his expression somewhere between terrified and nauseous. 
 
    “Impressive,” Patrick said. He looked stunned, and Fletcher felt his chest inflate with pride. He strode toward the biter’s corpse to free his trusty weapon. Forget Patrick, he’d impressed himself. He had no idea where that trick had been hiding away. 
 
    “Thank you, Fletcher,” Alby said gratefully. His voice wobbled, but there was no edge to it this time. It was a genuine thanks. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Fletcher said. 
 
    Fletcher reached down to grab the corpse of the biter he’d taken out, dragging it over to the bus. He dumped it next to the other bodies that Hunter had thrown out the bus for Patrick to discard. Alby wiped the blood from his face with trembling fingers. 
 
    “Everyone on the bus!” Hunter said, leaning out of the open doors and waving them all on. As everyone scrabbled for the bus, Fletcher kneeled down on the tarmac above one of the corpses. Hunter frowned as Fletcher started to slice open one of the biters chests with his knife. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Hunter asked uneasily as Fletcher began gutting the corpse. 
 
     “Giving us some extra protection,” Fletcher said, reaching for the biter’s innards and coating his gloves with gore. Next to him, Patrick followed suit, expertly slicing through its chest with ease and peeling the skin apart. “We found that their scent can disguise ours. Seems silly not to try it again now, right?” 
 
    “Yeah…that’s the silly part,” Hunter said faintly. He watched Fletcher quickly scoop out the innards and blood, using his gloves to smear scarlet over the white paintwork. After a moment’s hesitation, Hunter joined him, retching as he coated the bus with sticky blood and guts. 
 
    Alby was the first to board the bus, hurrying into its safety. The close encounter with the biter had left him visibly shaking. Henry, Lily, Chrissie and Vic were quick to follow, Steve taking out another biter that had broken from the horde with his knife. He scrambled onto the bus behind them, Will and Hakim quick on his heels. 
 
    Fletcher cast a glance at the approaching horde. They were almost upon them. 
 
    “Fletcher,” Patrick said warningly. He was hanging out of the bus’s open door, gesturing for Fletcher to hurry up. Pulling his gloves off and tossing them on the road, Fletcher grabbed Patrick’s outstretched hand and leapt up the bus’s steps. Hunter was the last to board, swinging the doors shut behind them. He pressed his back against the glass doors, breathing heavily. 
 
    Silently, the group waited for the horde to approach. Hunter kept his back pressed against the door, closing his eyes. Henry sat on the back seat with his face in his hands, trembling a little. Vic remained standing still with a hand over their mouth as if they didn’t trust themselves to be quiet. Alby was seemingly frozen in fear, still shaking. Fletcher held his breath and tried not to look out the windows, praying that the horde would pass them by without issues. 
 
    The first biters reached the bus. Every sound of a limb banging into the bus’s metal body made Fletcher flinch. His heart was racing. His eyes met Patrick’s, and the older boy nodded reassuringly at him. You’ve got this, he seemed to say. 
 
    But it didn’t sound like the biters were attacking the bus. It sounded like they were moving past the bus. Fletcher dared to look out of the window of the seat he was sitting in. The biters were moving slowly, feet dragging along the tarmac and shoulders occasionally bashing into the bus. Dazed, the biters stumbled into one another, but they were definitely still moving onwards. Fletcher felt relief trickle through his chest. 
 
    They were far from safe, but they were safer – for now at least. 
 
    Hunter, seeming to trust that the locked door would hold, lowered himself slowly into a seat near the front of the bus. 
 
     “What do we do now?” Henry whispered, breaking the silence at last. 
 
    “Now?” Patrick said in a hushed voice from his seat opposite Fletcher. “Now, we wait.” 
 
    “There’s thousands of them,” Vic breathed, peering out of the bus’s window. Their face was a mix of awe and fear. “I’ve never seen this many of them before, in one place.” 
 
    “What do you think brings them together?” Henry asked. “You know, into a horde.” 
 
    Patrick shrugged. “The noise maybe? One biter hears another, and the noise draws them together. They’re even louder when there’s two of them, so that draws more. Like a snowball effect.” 
 
    “Like creating a massive biter army,” Vic whispered. Henry shuddered. 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that,” Henry said uneasily. 
 
    “But they don’t seem to work together,” Fletcher added reassuringly. He looked to Patrick and Hunter, thinking back to their Christmas Eve battle. “Not that we’ve seen, anyway.” 
 
    “How long do you think it will take for them to pass us?” Vic asked. 
 
    Patrick shrugged. “Hard to know. There’s just so many of them. They don’t move quickly, so maybe a few hours?” 
 
    “It’s going to be dark soon,” Henry said, glancing out the window. He swallowed nervously. 
 
    Patrick nodded. “I think we should all get comfy. This is going to be a long night.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are they?” Zoe asked for the third time. 
 
    The sun was beginning to set, casting a golden glow over The Fortress. It would have been beautiful, especially from the vantage point at the top of the barricade. But Zoe couldn’t appreciate it. Not when her stomach felt sick with worry. Their friends should have been back by now. She suspected that they would stay the night at the manor, and head back to The Fortress first thing. If they’d done as planned, they should have been back hours ago. 
 
    And they should definitely be back by now. 
 
    It was times like this when Zoe missed her mobile phone. How much easier this would all be, how much less worry it would cause, if she could just contact Patrick (or Fletcher; Patrick had always been notoriously bad on his phone). If she could just know that they were alive, whatever had happened. Because something must have happened out there to stop them coming home. Something hadn’t gone to plan.  
 
    The rational voice in Zoe’s mind told her that they were strong, they were more than capable of looking after themselves. Patrick may have been awful on his phone, but he was never late. He’d never been late for work, or any of their dates. It was one of the qualities that Zoe liked most about him, as well as the care he showed each of his patients. He was dependable. He never made her question whether he cared. He just showed up, time and time again. If he said he was going to do something, he would be there without fail. 
 
    And that’s what worried Zoe. 
 
    Zoe felt she’d done her best at The Fortress, staying mostly upbeat and keeping herself busy. Refusing to think about those that had left on the trip. Charlie might have called her bluff, but she’d been strong for Sadie. She’d put on her best nursing smile and charm when she checked on Freddie. And it had been this one glimmer of hope - knowing that they would be home soon - that she’d clung to.  
 
    “Why don’t you try to get some sleep?” Charlie suggested gently. “What’s that saying? ‘A watched pot never boils’?” 
 
    Zoe appreciated his kindness. But she shook her head. “I don’t think whether they come home has anything to do with whether I’m here or asleep.” 
 
    “I know that. I just don’t know if it’s wise for you to wait up for them all night.” 
 
    “It’s my turn on watch,” Zoe said. Though she’d agreed to this hoping that they would already be home.  
 
    But there was no sign of them.  
 
    “I can take over,” Charlie offered. “We don’t need two of us here.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’d rather be here. You can get some rest, though.” 
 
    “I’ll keep you company.” Charlie shot her a look. “If that’s alright?” 
 
    Zoe nodded. The pair fell into quiet, both watching their surroundings descend into the darkness of night. It was still, barely more than a breeze whistling through the alleys.  
 
    “They won’t travel in the dark,” Charlie said after a while. “That’s our number one rule in leaving The Fortress, right? They won’t be traveling now. They’ll be hunkered up somewhere for the night. To keep themselves safe.”  
 
    But Zoe didn’t care about rules right now. She wanted her friends home, and safe. She wanted Patrick’s comforting arms around her. His easy smile and his calm manner. 
 
    “Aren’t you worried?” Zoe asked him quietly. 
 
    Charlie sighed. “Something has held them up, sure. But I don’t think it means they aren’t coming back. You know what Patrick and Fletcher are like. They love thinking their way out of daft situations. And it’s kept them alive this far. I trust that whatever has happened, they’re delayed because it’s the safest option.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because I trust them to do what they have to to stay alive.” 
 
    “What if it’s not enough?” 
 
    Charlie didn’t seem to know what to say to that. Zoe didn’t blame him. She was asking impossible questions. She was theorizing, asking the ‘what if’s” because that was what she was trained to do. But there was no way of knowing the answer in this scenario. 
 
    “You know, I’ve known you a while now,” Charlie started. Zoe sensed he was trying to change the subject, and she was grateful for it. “Since this all began actually; which in apocalypse years, is basically our entire lives. But I’ve never asked…what’s the most interesting patient you’ve seen?” 
 
    Zoe thought about this for a moment. She’d tended to all sorts over her first years of training, and heard about even more patients through hospital gossip. “Have you ever heard of a condition called congenital insensitivity to pain and anhidrosis syndrome?” 
 
    “No.” Charlie settled back in his chair attentively. “But I sense I’m about to find out.” 
 
    “It’s an extremely rare condition that affects people from birth. People who are born with it can’t feel pain in any part of their body. It’s usually diagnosed in young infants, but the kid we diagnosed was older; seven, I think. The hospital was in disbelief. Only two doctors had ever come across it before in all their years practicing medicine. I always thought that was really interesting. Imagine not being able to feel pain?” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound too bad to me,” Charlie said, tapping his nose. 
 
    “You might not believe it, but pain is actually a good thing,” Zoe explained. “Medically speaking. It’s our body’s way of telling us something isn’t right. If you can’t feel pain, how do you know there’s something wrong with you? The condition is so dangerous, it can even affect life expectancy. And the kid who came in was covered in cuts and bruises; his x-rays showed fractures that his parents weren’t even aware of. All those injuries should have hurt him. And with a case like that, you immediately think…” 
 
    “The parents?” 
 
    Zoe nodded grimly. “His foster parents insisted they hadn’t inflicted the injuries. They were distraught at the idea. The couple had been fostering kids for over a decade…but you can never be too careful. Not with kids. We were taught that if it looks suspicious, it probably is.” 
 
    “I hope this is a happy story,” Charlie said with a nervous laugh. 
 
    “It is, actually. And not just for the kid. It…it was what made me fall in love with Patrick,” Zoe admitted.  
 
    “He wasn’t the kid?” Charlie joked, aghast. 
 
    “No,” Zoe laughed. She could still remember the moment so clearly. She’d had boyfriends before Patrick. But she’d never felt this with any of them before. This feeling clicked into place without warning, as she watched Patrick wheel the giggling child along the wards.  
 
    “But this kid,” she continued. “Nobody could get through to him. He refused to talk to the other nurses, the doctors. Only Patrick could get through to him. ‘So I hear you have a superpower?’ he said to the kid. ‘Your parents tell me that you can’t feel pain. Man, I wish I was a superhero like you.’ That was all it took. Patrick couldn’t shut the kid up after that. Turned out he was so scared his foster parents wouldn’t want him anymore if we found something wrong with him. And Patrick crouched down so he could look the kid in the eye when he said, ‘Every superhero has an origin story. Don’t you want to know yours? Because I do. Because when I grow up, I want to be just like you.’ That’s Patrick all over. He was finding a way to help someone, even though they didn’t want help. He spends his life trying to look out for people.” 
 
    “That’s his superpower,” Charlie said. He cringed, hanging his head in his hands. “Did I really just say that?” 
 
    “You did,” Zoe laughed. “But you’re right. He made a kid with a lifelong condition feel like he could save the world.” 
 
    “What happened to the kid?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “We taught him and his parents to look out for any fresh injuries. He had regular appointments scheduled, so we could monitor him. When he did come in, Patrick would always make a fuss. ‘Ahh, it’s our favorite superhero again! Not too busy saving the world to see us.’ We saved people’s lives, everyday. But I’d never seen someone save a life that way before.” 
 
    “He’s good at saving lives,” Charlie agreed. He met Zoe’s eyes. “And that includes his own, you know.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Zoe said. “It was that that earned Patrick his nickname at the hospital. ‘Captain Brainstorm’, they used to call him. Because he was always thinking outside the box.” 
 
    “That’s probably what he’s doing right now,” Charlie said gently. “And he probably can’t wait to tell you all about it when he gets back. Captain Brainstorm.” Charlie chuckled. “He’s got to come back just so I can take the piss out of that nickname.” 
 
      
 
    Will had always envied Hakim’s ability to sleep anywhere. 
 
    It was the middle of the night and they were trapped inside a bus on a deserted highway, surrounded by a mob of biters bigger than Will had ever seen in his life. Bigger, perhaps, than the cluster they’d seen gathered around the high school in town.  
 
    And still, Hakim was sound asleep. 
 
    Will didn’t know how he did it. When Will closed his eyes, he found that in the absence of sight, every noise from the horde outside seemed louder, closer. The symphony of snarling mouths and gnashing teeth seemed to fill his ears, echoing in his head. He couldn’t ignore them, couldn’t drown them out the way that the few others who were asleep on the bus could. 
 
    As the dark of the night started to give way to the peachy ombre of dawn, the bus jolted suddenly. The few of them that had been asleep, curled up on the bus’ cramped seats, were awake instantly. They blinked with confusion, eyes wide with panic as they searched outside the windows. The bus lurched again, sending Lily tumbling to the floor. Will gripped his seat tightly, his knuckles white as the bus rocked unsteadily. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Hakim asked Will, suddenly alert. 
 
    “Are they trying to get in?” Lily squeaked. 
 
    Trying to ignore the rocking of the bus, Will peered out his window into the darkness at the heaving mass of rotting bodies. “I don’t think so,” he reported. “I just think there’s too many of them…they’re confined?” 
 
    “How are we ever going to get out?” Lily whispered, biting her lip worriedly. Her brown eyes were wide, unblinking. 
 
    “We can’t drive,” Alby voiced unhelpfully.  
 
    No shit, Will thought as the bus lurched sideways again. Driving was not an option. Even if someone could steer the large vehicle, there was no way they were maneuvering it past all the other stationary cars on the road. Let alone get through the mass of bodies that pressed into the bus on all sides.  
 
    “There’s a hatch on the roof,” Henry said, his eyes flickering upwards. “We could escape out there…” His face fell when he couldn’t figure out what to suggest from there. 
 
    “Can we wait for them to clear?” Vic asked. “Maybe they’ll move along eventually…” 
 
    “Maybe they would move on eventually,” Will said slowly. “But how long are we prepared to wait? We’ve seen this behavior before. There was a group of them clustered outside the store we were hiding out in. They weren’t moving on; they just bumbled about aimlessly.” 
 
    As if on cue, the bus rocked again, more violently this time. Nobody else looked too thrilled at the idea of waiting the biters out. And Will couldn’t blame them. Who knew how long it would be for something to come along that would lead the biters away from them? How long could they survive trapped on a bus, with hardly any food or water left? Will had been trying to ration his bottle of water, but he was almost empty. His throat already felt as dry as sandpaper. 
 
    “The bus might have masked our scent,” Fletcher added. “But they won’t move along without anything else to tempt them away.” 
 
    “How did you get rid of them last time?” Vic asked urgently. 
 
    “We used sirens to draw them away,” Will explained. 
 
    “Did that work?” Vic’s eyes were wide with hope. 
 
    “It worked, alright. We used the noise to lure them away to an underground car park, where we trapped them,” Fletcher said, puffing his chest out with pride. 
 
    Their new acquaintances looked impressed. Will had the sneaking suspicion that maybe those from the manor house, with the exception of Hunter and Freddie, were less street-smart than they were. That they’d had less experience dealing with the biters, perhaps. But they’d survived this long on their own; maybe their strengths lay elsewhere? They certainly sounded resourceful, from how they’d survived. But Will couldn’t help wishing that they were a bit stronger. Even Steve, who Will had seen pull a gun, was acting as if the fight had simply gone out of him. 
 
    “So you’re saying that if we could make a noise loud enough - away from us - it would attract the biters?” Chrissie said. She squeezed Vic’s hand as the bus jolted unsteadily again. 
 
    “Exactly,” Will nodded. 
 
    “But how are we going to do that from inside a bus?” Alby asked. He was always determined to pick a flaw in every suggestion, Will was sure. And Will was starting to get fed up with his negativity. Alby had been more of a burden on this trip than he had been helpful. Couldn’t he pitch in and help them when they needed it, just this once? 
 
    “There has to be something on this bus that can help us,” Patrick said. Ignoring the sound of the biters bumping into the bus, he looked up hopefully at the bags of luggage stowed above their heads. “There has to be something…something that can make a noise loud enough to distract the biters away…” 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for?” Fletcher asked. His eyes had that gleam, his young face set in determination to get them out of this sticky spot. “We need to find something noisy. Let’s start looking.” 
 
    The group sprang into action, fighting to keep their balance as the bus rocked. Will reached onto the luggage rack above his seat to pull down a tatty traveler’s rucksack. He riffled through the stranger’s contents, hands searching through folded clothes and pairs of shoes. He pocketed a few useful things; plasters, elastic bands, antihistamines, wipes. Sure, they weren’t useful now, but you never knew when they could come in handy. The rest of the contents was a bust, so he shoved it onto his vacated seat and pulled down another rucksack. He unzipped the bag and was met with a smell that made his eyes water. He quickly zipped it back up again. There was definitely some off food in there. 
 
    “Will this do?” Henry asked from the back of the bus.  
 
    In one hand, he held a small green dinosaur rucksack. And in his other, a toy rocket. 
 
    “Does it make a noise?” Patrick asked excitedly. He abandoned the array of shopping bags he was rifling through to investigate.  
 
    “I don’t want to test it,” Henry laughed nervously. “But I’m guessing the ‘blast off’ button has to do something, right?” 
 
    Patrick took the rocket from Henry. He turned it over carefully in his hands, as if it were a precious heirloom. The toy was battered and white, with blue and red lights and N.A.S.A. printed in bold black letters down the side. Turning the rocket upside down, Patrick opened a battery slot. He grinned. 
 
    “There’s batteries inside,” he told them excitedly. 
 
    “So now that we’ve found something,” Alby said, trying to stop the rest of the group running away with glee. “How are we going to get it away from us?” 
 
    “The hatch!” Henry said excitedly. “One of us could throw it out there.” 
 
    “Who’s got the best arm?” Steve asked. 
 
    All eyes fell on Hunter. 
 
    “Oh boy,” Hunter said faintly. He ruffled his blonde hair nervously. 
 
    Their lives, it seemed, depended on a toy rocket. 
 
    “No pressure,” Will said brightly, trying to lighten the mood. “It’s just the most important throw of your life.” He was met with daggers from Alby. Clearly not the time for jokes. 
 
    “Wait,” Alby said nervously. “How long do you think those batteries will last?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Patrick admitted.  
 
    Nobody knew the answer to that. Provided the rocket actually made a noise, they could have hours. They could have minutes. Or they could have seconds to distract the horde away from them. 
 
    Will could tell that Alby wasn’t comfortable with the idea of leaving their mobile sanctuary. Seeing how scared Alby was right now, Will almost couldn’t believe he’d been afraid of him only the night before. Alby was just a scared kid like the rest of them. Wasn’t he? 
 
    “What if Hunter doesn’t throw it far enough?” Alby asked. 
 
    “Alby,” Patrick said. He put a hand on Alby’s shoulder to calm him, and Alby was too nervous to shrug it off. “This might work. Or it might not. But we have to try it. It could take us one step closer to getting back to The Fortress.” 
 
    “What do we do after we throw it?” Lily asked. “Wait for them all to disperse?” 
 
    “It’s almost daylight,” Patrick said, though Will thought this sentiment was optimistic. He could still see the moon. “If this works, if it distracts them, I think we should take our chances. Make a run for it when most of them are clear.” He looked from one nervous face to the next. “What do you say?” 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Henry agreed, his mouth set in grim determination. Will nodded his agreement. He was ready to get off this bus. He was ready to go home. The rest of the group murmured their agreement, except Alby. 
 
    “Alby?” Patrick pressed. 
 
    Their leader swallowed nervously. Will had never seen him so afraid. But eventually, he nodded too, his hand tightening around his metal walking stick as if it were his lifeline. 
 
    “But quickly,” Alby insisted. “Before I lose my nerve.” 
 
    The group clustered around the hatch at the back of the bus, but even Hunter wasn’t tall enough to reach the hatch. He could just about touch it on his tiptoes.  
 
    “I’ll give you a boost,” Patrick said, passing the rocket to Fletcher carefully before lowering himself to the floor. Hunter looked uncertain, but the rest of the group’s encouragement, Hunter clambered onto Patrick’s shoulders. Will steadied Hunter’s back as Patrick rose slightly from his squatted position so that Hunter could reach the hatch. As Patrick’s knees wobbled, Hunter looked down nervously. 
 
    “Am I too heavy?” he asked. 
 
    “Hunter,” Patrick winced through gritted teeth. His legs buckled slightly under the taller boy’s weight. “You’re certainly not getting any lighter.” 
 
    “Right, sorry.” 
 
    “You’ve got this, Hunter,” Lily said, smiling encouragingly up at him. 
 
    Hunter twisted the metal lock of the hatch carefully, his hands shaking. When the hatch was free, Hunter took the toy rocket from Fletcher’s outstretched hand. Patrick’s face was turning red with the effort of holding Hunter on his shoulders. Will and Hakim tried to take as much of Hunter’s weight as they could between them, trying to steady the pair.  
 
    Hunter eased the hatch open slowly with trembling hands. Fresh, cold air trickled into the bus through the roof, making Will’s lungs sing. He hadn’t realized just how stuffy the air inside had become. The sound of the biters grew louder, brought in on the soft breeze. Patrick straightened his legs further, and Hunter’s head and shoulders disappeared through the hatch. Patrick was gripping Hunter so tightly to hold him steady that his knuckles had turned white.  
 
    The group in the bus waited, holding their breath, eyes fixed nervously on Hunter’s torso halfway through the hatch. 
 
    Above them, Hunter must have pressed the ‘blast off’ button, because the tinny sound of a rocket launch reached their ears. 
 
    “It worked!” Henry mouthed, as Lily put a hand over her mouth in disbelief. 
 
    “Throw!” Patrick grunted, and they saw Hunter’s torso swing with his arm. The sound of the rocket faded, swallowed up by the biter’s snarls. Patrick’s knees buckled, and before Will could catch them, he and Hunter crashed to the floor, the hatch slamming shut behind them. The boys fell, taking Will down to the floor with them, where they all landed in a tangled heap. 
 
    “I thought you had me,” Hunter winced from the floor. 
 
    “So did I,” Patrick groaned. 
 
    “Guys!” Lily hissed. She’d rushed to the front of the bus and was watching through the window with eager eyes. “Guys, it’s working!” 
 
    Clambering off the floor, Will joined the others at the front of the bus. Standing on his tiptoes, he peered over their heads through the dusty windscreen. 
 
    Lily was right. They could no longer hear the rocket, but they could just about see its blue and red lights flashing feebly in the distance. Hunter, it turned out, had quite an impressive throw. He must have chucked the rocket at least twenty meters. They watched until the coloured lights disappeared beneath the sea of biters that were either too stupid or too hungry to realize it was a decoy. The monsters huddled around the bus forced their way forwards, following the horde in their pursuit. The bus rocked violently as they moved, bodies pressing towards the sound. 
 
    “Get your stuff ready,” Patrick said, after a few minutes. All that was left of the horde around the bus now were the slowest stragglers. Will hoisted his rucksack onto his shoulders, shifting his mallet from hand to hand. He had a feeling he was going to need it. 
 
    “But, there’s still some of them left!” Alby spluttered. His eyes widened at the forgotten biters that staggered slowly towards the cause of the commotion. As if hearing him, one biter turned its ugly, mashed face their way, cracked teeth bared in a fierce grin. 
 
    “Look,” Patrick said. Will could tell that even good-natured Patrick was starting to lose his patience. “Do you want to hang around and see what the biters do when they lose interest in that toy? Because I don’t. I can take my chances with some stragglers, but not with a horde. Now, are you with me?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    It had been a strange few days on the farm. The aftermath of Christmas had left Ginge feeling like a deflated balloon, but there was so much to catch up with that she got swept away by it all. She still had the cows to tend to in the mornings, and then she spent the rest of her days clearing up from the rotter attack. 
 
    But while she usually performed her morning tasks alone, she suddenly had help. Jam and Ava had offered to help her muck out the barns, and they worked in efficient silence, making it go by much quicker than usual. Hannah had tentatively approached The Fox on Boxing Day and asked him if he wanted to play with her and Billy, which kept him busy. He seemed to enjoy it too, being around people closer to his own age. Ginge hadn’t seen much of Sam, but she had headed into the forest several times with her bow and arrows. Ginge assumed she was rotter hunting, and she didn’t want to stop her. Only a few days earlier, she’d engaged in a similar sort of therapy. It was an effective way to get out her anger, and it only helped them out in the long run. 
 
    With all that had been going on, they’d failed to call a farm meeting right away, but Luke had insisted that they all come together that evening to talk things over. Ginge finished up her work on the farm and headed back to the house. When she returned, everyone was still finishing up their tasks for the day, so she still had a little time before she was needed.  
 
    She found Cara sitting with the kids in Hannah’s old bedroom. They used it mostly as a playroom these days. Billy was playing with his Christmas car set in one corner while Cara made half-hearted car noises. Hannah sat with The Fox, both of them drawing. Ginge knelt down beside them, peering at their artwork. Hannah had always been quite the little artist, and her picture of the farm was instantly recognizable, but Ginge was surprised to see that The Fox had also created a pretty impressive picture. 
 
    “You really like foxes, huh?” Ginge asked The Fox. On his piece of paper, he’d drawn a whole family of foxes, each one elegant and perfectly shaded. The Fox scowled. 
 
    “I don’t just like them. They’re my family,” he insisted. Ginge knew better than to try and interfere with his strange imaginings.  
 
    “What’s your favorite thing about being a fox?” she asked carefully. The Fox didn’t look up from his paper, his eyebrows knitted in concentration. As Ginge looked at him, she saw that he actually did look a little foxish with his angular nose and dark eyes. He was just missing the red hair. 
 
    “We’re smart and sneaky. It keeps us safe,” he replied. Ginge glanced over at Cara and caught her eye. Cara shrugged. How were they supposed to respond to that? The strange young boy had clearly locked himself away in his fantasies to escape the real world. Where had he been before that was terrible enough to make him this way? 
 
    “Well, do you like it here? On the farm? There’s lots of room for foxes to run around here. I’ve definitely seen some around here before,” Cara said gently. Ginge smiled. Cara was good with kids in a way that seemed to come easily to her these days. Still, The Fox didn’t bite. He just continued coloring the bushy tail of the biggest fox in the picture. 
 
    “I like it,” he said eventually. “But we won’t be here for long.” 
 
    “Well…why not?” Cara asked. The Fox finally looked up and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Because your friends don’t want us here. And if Sam goes, I go. Foxes travel in packs.” 
 
    Ginge sighed. If The Fox had sensed the tension on the farm, then there was no chance the others hadn’t noticed it. In truth, Ginge liked having the newbies around. They were helpful and resourceful, and even following Marcus’ death, they all brought a new air to the farm. Ava was positive and kind, Jam was chatty and funny, and Sam…well, Sam was a strong presence. It made Ginge feel a little safer having her around, which couldn’t be a bad thing. 
 
    But she knew not everyone would feel the same way. Luke would never warm to them. He’d been giving Joe a rough time ever since the start, and she didn’t see a world where he’d let up on Sam’s group. In fact, everyone was a little more suspicious than they had been when everything started out. While everyone was polite, it seemed like they were walking on eggshells around their guests. 
 
    And then there was the fact that Sam didn’t seem to want to be there anyway. She seemed to seize every opportunity to leave the farm, only coming back late at night to rest with her friends. She hadn’t touched any of the farm’s supplies, always insisting she’d eaten when she came back from her excursions. Ginge suspected she had to be hunting or foraging in the woods. That wasn’t the behavior of someone who wanted to settle into a domestic life. 
 
    “Maybe we can convince your friends to stay. Would you like that?” Cara asked The Fox. Hannah looked at him eagerly, keen to keep her new friend close by. The Fox wavered, staring down at his paper.  
 
    “Maybe,” he said eventually before continuing to color his page in. For Ginge, that was good enough. She was willing to fight his corner at the meeting. She didn’t like the idea of sending any of them back on the road, but least of all him. He was too young to face the horrors that lay beyond the farm. At least here, they could try and keep him safe.  
 
    “You coming to the meeting?” Ginge asked Cara. She shook her head, nodding to the kids. 
 
    “Someone’s got to keep an eye on this lot,” she said, ruffling Billy’s hair to make him giggle. “But I know you’ll do the right thing.” 
 
    Ginge nodded. She understood. Cara tended to take a back bench on the farm affairs. Ginge knew the meetings would bore her to tears anyway. But Cara trusted Ginge’s judgment. That used to make her nervous, but now, she trusted herself too. She would fight for what was right, for her home and her family, no matter what. 
 
    As Ginge headed back into the living room, the others were gathering. Ginge smiled as she saw Cassie and Poppy holding hands, talking quietly. No one had said anything about the shift in their relationship, but they’d all seen it coming from a mile off. The way the two girls were so at ease with one another made it seem like something they’d had in place for years. 
 
    A lot of relationships were shifting around her, she’d noticed. Joe and Luke still bickered like children, and yet there was an unspoken respect between them lately. Cassie and Poppy had obviously shifted from friends to something more, but Ginge wondered if Heidi and Rori even realized that their friendship was evolving too. She watched them poking fun at one another, playfully shoving each other just for an excuse to touch. It made her heart hurt. It was moments like this when she missed Warren most. She dug the nail of her thumb into her palm, blinking back tears. He wasn’t coming back. She couldn’t save him from death. 
 
    Now all she could do was fight for the living. 
 
    “Alright, we’ve got a lot to discuss so we should get down to it,” Luke said when everyone was present. He was standing by the fireplace, self-appointing himself as the leader of the meeting. She almost rolled her eyes, but she stopped herself. Meetings were Luke’s bread and butter. She could allow him this small joy, at least. Especially if they were about to butt heads. 
 
    “First item on the agenda has got to be Angus and his friends, right?” Heidi said. “We only have a few days until we’re supposed to go and meet him. And as far as I’m concerned, there’s no chance I’m turning him away again.” 
 
    “I second that,” Cassie said. “He was desperate when we saw him on Christmas Eve. He was living in a dangerous situation. We really can’t leave them like that.” 
 
    “So we’re just going to take in every waif and stray we come across, are we?” Luke asked, raising an eyebrow. “It’s the apocalypse - of course people are going to find themselves in trouble.” 
 
    “We’re not even talking about rotters, though. Ross is hurting people. Killing them, even,” Heidi pushed. “You’re saying you’re comfortable with letting kids stay in that situation?” 
 
    “I’m saying that I’m not comfortable with those boys dragging their issues to the farm. Don’t you see how they could make us all a target?” 
 
    “I see your point, Luke, but if we turn them away, we’re part of the problem,” Ginge said gently. She glanced at Joe. He was standing quietly in the corner of the room with his head bowed. He clearly had no intention of chipping in. The last time they’d had a conversation like this, it was about him. She knew how uncomfortable he must be. She raised her chin. 
 
    “Personally, I think one of the best things we’ve done since this all began was open our doors to a stranger. Joe has brought so much to our lives, and not just because he’s a hard worker. He’s a good person and a good friend. I don’t think you can ever have too many friends, right?” 
 
    Joe looked up and smiled at Ginge, mouthing a quick thank you. She offered a quick smile back before continuing. 
 
    “So what’s wrong with us having a few more? I haven’t met Angus, Tomas and Quinn…but I trust the rest of you and your judge of character. Did they seem like good people?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cassie and Heidi said in unison. 
 
    “They seemed like a pain in the arse,” Luke muttered. Ginge tutted. 
 
    “Well your character assessment isn’t worth much in my book, Luke.” 
 
    “You just said you trusted me!” 
 
    “I said I trusted the rest of you. I thought it was assumed that you were discounted from that,” Ginge said, only half teasing. Luke rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Well, unfortunately for me, this is a democracy, so I suppose it comes down to a vote,” Luke said. “But we have to consider what it’ll mean if we take them in. There will be more mouths to feed. There will be less space for us all. And whatever baggage they have, they’ll be lugging it here for us all to deal with.” 
 
    “That is true,” Eliza said. “But more people on the farm also means more workers. We can finally start work on converting the barn for more space. We can comfortably send out more people on runs. We can share the workload more evenly so we don’t all have to work so much. I can only see that as a good thing.” 
 
    The rest of the group murmured in agreement and Luke sniffed a little huffily, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “I thought I could count on your support, Eliza. You usually have your head screwed on.” 
 
    Eliza sighed. “We nearly died on Christmas Eve, Luke. The world is a scary place now. I just think we have a better chance of survival if we stop acting like humans are a problem to be solved. Everyone comes with complications, right?” 
 
    “Luke certainly does,” Heidi said with a grin. He glared at her. 
 
    “Like you’re so perfect.” 
 
    “Alright, enough,” Ginge said. Sometimes her friends were more troublesome than the kids. “Let’s take it to a vote, shall we? I think we’re mostly on the same page here…all in favor of inviting Angus and his friends to stay with us?” 
 
    Every hand in the room raised apart from Luke’s. He sniffed again. 
 
    “Fine. But I’m not driving out there to pick them up. My ankle’s fucked anyway. And I have one condition…that work begins as soon as possible on the barn so we don’t have to stay under the same roof. It’s already like sardines in a tin in here.” 
 
    “I actually agree with that too,” Ginge said. “We’ll put a team together once everyone has arrived to sort the barn out. Who is making the pickup?” 
 
    “Heidi and I will go,” Cassie said. “We were the ones that last saw Gus. I think it’ll go most smoothly if he knows the people picking him up. I can drive.” 
 
    “Alright then, that’s sorted,” Ginge said, feeling relieved to have at least one thing agreed on. “And now on to our newcomers.” 
 
    The mood in the room changed a little. Ginge caught Poppy and Cassie exchanging a glance. Eliza was chewing her nails. Luke folded his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Interesting. Not everyone seems so sure now. What happened to the more the merrier? I thought humans weren’t problems to be solved?” 
 
    “Alright, no need for the sass,” Eliza said, rolling her eyes. “It’s not that I don’t want them to stay. It’s just that they’re…different.” 
 
    “And that’s a problem, is it?” Luke asked, raising his eyebrow. Eliza wavered. 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s just that they have their own way of doing things…it would definitely change the dynamic around here,” Eliza pointed out. 
 
    “They’ve definitely been through this in a different way to us,” Rori chimed in. “They’ve spent their entire time out there. Just running from place to place. I can’t imagine that. I think…I think that would change me forever.” 
 
    “They haven’t had an opportunity to settle down before now though, right?” Joe said. “I don’t know their full story…but it seems to me like they did it out of necessity, not out of choice. Who would choose to be constantly on the go rather than having a safe base?” 
 
    “Someone who doesn’t have a desire to survive,” Luke scoffed.  
 
    “I don’t know, Luke. They seem like survivors to me,” Eliza said. “But like I said…it’s changed them. I think they’d struggle here.” 
 
    “What you mean is that you think Sam would struggle here. Say what you mean,” Heidi said. “The others have slotted themselves in just fine. But Sam is independent. She doesn’t take orders from anyone and she’s set in her ways.” 
 
    “And the others follow in her footsteps,” Eliza said with a nod. “She’s a good leader. But she might be holding the others back from something good.” 
 
    “That’s their business. I say we just let Sam take them away. She’s capable of taking care of them, and then it’s less of a burden on us,” Luke said. Ginge shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the right thing to do. I want them all to know that they have the choice. You guys might not have felt the impact of them being here, but I have. Ava and Jam have been so helpful to me with the cows. Hannah finally has someone her own age around now that The Fox is here…and yes he’s a little strange, but I think they could be good for one another. As for Sam…I think you’re all discounting her too quickly. She’s different, yes, but she’s strong and capable. She might not want to stay here yet, but maybe that’s because she thinks she’s going to have to live like us. Maybe we can come to some arrangement.” 
 
    “What have you got in mind?” Joe asked. All eyes turned to Ginge. She cleared her throat, suddenly feeling a little nervous. 
 
    “She doesn’t like the feeling of being tethered, right? She’s used to moving around, going where she likes. So we let her know that she doesn’t have to stay here all the time. She can roam around and do her own thing. But she can also come back here when she needs somewhere to hole up. And the same would go for her friends. It’s the best of both worlds. They don’t have to change their lifestyle completely…but they can also know they’ll be safe here. Safer, at least. And the same rules would apply to them as the rest of us - while they’re here, they’d pitch in. They can help convert the barn so they can stay there as well. And who knows…maybe they can bring new skills to the table.” 
 
    “I like it,” Poppy said with a smile, glancing at Cassie as though seeking her approval. “I think Sam might agree to it. Then the others can stay here guilt free.” 
 
    “It’s a good plan,” Cassie agreed with a nod. “And it suits the rest of us. We don’t have to change for them, and they don’t have to change for us.” 
 
    Ginge glanced at Luke. He was always going to be the most resistant of the group, but even he looked as though he could get behind the idea. But then he scowled and turned to her. 
 
    “Why are you going out of your way for a stranger? What difference does it make to you if she stays or goes?” he asked. Ginge thought of The Fox, playing quietly with Hannah in her room. She imagined that he could keep a smile on her face. She imagined not being alone on the farm every day, haunted by Warren’s ghost. She pictured life being a little easier with these people around, and she selfishly wanted it for herself. For once, she was putting herself as a priority. She wouldn’t admit that out loud, but maybe with Sam’s group around, she wouldn’t have to carry the whole world on her shoulders any longer. 
 
    “It just feels right,” Ginge said after a while. 
 
      
 
    Sam crept through the woods alone, keeping her stance low. It felt good to be away from the suffocation of the farm, where she felt like she was constantly being watched and judged. Out here, with just her bow and arrows, she felt like she’d returned to normality. 
 
    She was fully aware that most people didn’t consider it normal to live life the way she did, but she hadn’t known anything different for a long time. At university, she had already been in survival mode, navigating the trickiness of young adulthood with great difficulty. She spent as much time as possible at the archery range, learning how to defend herself in a way she’d never imagined would be useful. 
 
    And when the creatures descended on her university halls, she was ready. While her housemates panicked and locked themselves in their rooms, Sam took down every single creature that had turned in their building. She knew that the world had changed into something easier for her to understand - surviving or not surviving. Those were the only options now. 
 
    She’d kept her friends alive as well as she could, but when Louis died, it was his own fault. He’d gotten drunk and got in a wrestling match with a creature. Such a stupid way to go. And then, one day on the road, Becca had broken formation, running off to save herself. In the end, though, she was the one who paid the ultimate price. 
 
    Ever since then, Sam’s group had done exactly as she told them to. Because she knew this world better than she should. It just clicked with her, right from the start. She wasn’t afraid to hunt for her food. She’d taught herself how to properly prepare game and it had fed them for months. She’d been camping with her family plenty of times back in the day, and she knew how to survive in the outdoors. She understood right from the off that she wouldn’t see her family again. That any connections she had from the old world would never come back. She understood that the world was rebirthing itself, and that she had to too. It helped her adjust better than most.  
 
    But she always knew that something would stand in her way eventually. She crouched low in the trees, waiting for prey to come along. And as she waited, she thought about the farm. The people there seemed nice. They seemed capable, too, though not quite as prepared as Sam. And she had to admit, without the farm, she and her friends might not have survived. She didn’t like the idea of reliance on anyone but herself, and yet they had been a lifeline in their time of need. 
 
    But now she wanted to move on. It made her skin itch to sit still and wait for trouble to come her way. She needed to be out there, doing something to make her life move forward. Killing the creatures helped. So did hunting. It gave her life purpose more than university ever had. She liked protecting her friends. She liked knowing that her life made more sense now.  
 
    And if they stayed on the farm, she’d be rendered useless. 
 
    She swallowed down the lump in her throat, trying to stay quiet. She didn’t want to be selfish. She knew that the others didn’t see things the way that she did. They craved a semblance of ordinary life, like life on the farm. They wanted safety and security. They didn’t need adrenaline coursing through their veins to keep them alive. They could have a better life on the farm, and she knew it. 
 
    It just didn’t feel that simple for her. 
 
    Sam’s eyes flickered as she saw a small rabbit dart out from behind a bush. It was a welcome distraction from her thoughts. Its nose twitched and Sam’s heart sank. She didn’t like to kill rabbits. It was her one soft spot - she’d had one as a kid that made her regret every rabbit she’d killed since. Which is why when a pigeon ruffled its feathers above her in the trees, she instead trained her arrow there, holding her aim steady with quiet precision. She breathed out and allowed the arrow to fly. It hit home and the bird fell with a thump that sent the rabbit scurrying away. 
 
    “Nice shot.” 
 
    Sam whipped around. She hadn’t heard the young man approaching, and that was an easy way to get herself killed. But it was just Joe from the farm. He was the only one from the farm who was the same age as her, but she hadn’t spent much time getting to know him. He was handsome in a rugged kind of way, with a slightly lopsided smile and red hair that stood out even beneath the darkening sky.  
 
    “Thanks,” Sam said. Coldness seeped into her tone and she winced to hear it. She hadn’t always been so blunt, but strangers were enough to put her on edge, and she had no intention of trying to make new friends. 
 
    “You should come back up to the house,” Joe said with a warm smile. “It’s getting cold out here.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “I know. But we’ve been talking…about your future here. I thought you might want to speak to your friends about it.” 
 
    “There’s really no need. We’ll be out of your hair soon enough.” 
 
    Joe wavered. “Well…perhaps you should speak to your guys. We pitched the idea of converting the barn so you can stay out there…you’d be free to come and go as you please…” 
 
    Sam turned her back on Joe so that he couldn’t see her face. She didn’t want him to know that this was bad news for her. She knew she should be grateful, but she could feel her way of life slipping through her fingers. She was a creature of habit, and change tended to send her reeling. 
 
    “Hey…I know this isn’t what you wanted to hear,” Joe said, moving to stand beside her. “But life here is pretty good. At least it’s safe. You don’t strike me as someone who is scared of much, but you wouldn’t need to worry so much here.” 
 
    “We’ve been doing just fine on the road,” Sam said, but she knew how little weight her words had. Especially after Marcus. She tried not to remember how it had happened. They’d been walking side by side, talking about trying to take down a deer they’d spotted in the woods. They hadn’t realized they were close to White Otter Farm, didn’t know they were on owned land. But when a creature came out of nowhere and sunk its teeth into Marcus’ arm, she was glad of somewhere to run to.  
 
    Especially when his blood drew out the horde. 
 
    She shuddered. She knew that Marcus’ death had to change things. They couldn’t put his death down to stupidity like when Louis got bit, or when Becca turned. It was bad luck what happened to Marcus, but it was also a product of their environment. They’d never truly be safe and Sam knew that, deep down. But the farm was a chance to start anew in a different way. That’s how the others saw it. 
 
    But to let go of the way things had been for so long felt like dying a death to Sam. She was only just finding her footing. Why did the world have to keep on changing?  
 
    “Sam…I don’t want to overstep…” 
 
    “And yet I get the feeling you’re going to,” Sam murmured, but her words had less bite this time. She felt his hand on her arm and almost flinched, but she knew he was just trying to be kind. 
 
    “You can keep running if you want to. But you know it won’t lead anywhere. There’s nothing waiting for you at the other end…unless you’re willing to accept help. You don’t have to change entirely…you can still hunt in the forest. You don’t have to eat our food or even really share our air if you don’t want to…but I think your friends want to take up our offer. You can live separately from us, come and go as you want to. You’ll still be independent.” 
 
    Sam chewed the inside of her cheek. The offer didn’t seem so bad when Joe put it that way. He seemed to understand that she didn’t want her freedoms taken from her. The rest of her reasoning was irrational and she knew it, but she clung to it still. She swallowed. 
 
    “I won’t fit in here. I feel like an outsider even in my own skin some days,” Sam said, not looking Joe in the eye. His quiet presence almost made it feel as though she was speaking to empty air. It made it easier to talk, to be honest out loud. “The others make sense here…but I don’t think I do.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who is on the outside here,” Joe said quietly. He sucked in a breath. “It’s not been easy for me. The others all knew each other prior to this whole mess…they fought together to stay alive at their college...I was an add on to their group. You know, I pulled a gun on them once.” 
 
    Sam’s head whipped around to face Joe. She didn’t surprise easily, but this caught her off-guard. “You did?” 
 
    Joe offered a sweet smile. “A gun with no bullets. But yeah, I did. Luke’s never quite forgiven me for that stunt. But yeah. I was the last one to arrive. I’m the oldest, too. I stayed because it’s safe, and the people are good…that’s more important to me right now than fitting in. But hey…if you ever want to be different together…you’ve got a friend in me here. You don’t have to feel like you’re alone.” 
 
    The lump in Sam’s throat wasn’t going away. She didn’t normally like guys like Joe. He was way too nice, with not a single jagged edge to him. She didn’t want to be moved by what he’d said, to think that an empty promise was enough to make the farm a liveable place to be. 
 
    And yet tiredness was rooting her to the grounds of the farm. Could it be an option? The best of both worlds? She searched Joe’s face. 
 
    “I can come and go as I want?” 
 
    “We’re not a prison, Sam. Of course you can. On the days you’re here you’ll be expected to pitch in just like the rest of us…but you can do as you please. And honestly, we could use your skills with that bow. Food is getting harder to come by…if you can bring in some fresh meat, then you’d be a real asset to us all. And in return…well, you’ll have a home. If you want one.” 
 
    Home. Sam often felt like she hadn’t found a true home since she left her parent’s house for university. All the growing pains of adulthood had made her feel so awkward and out of place. That’s part of what she liked about nomadic life. If you never stopped moving, you didn’t have to wonder why nowhere ever felt like somewhere to belong. 
 
    But Joe’s kind eyes told a different story. Of a group of people opening their arms to her. She frowned a little. 
 
    “You don’t even know me,” she whispered. Joe shrugged with a smile. 
 
    “Maybe not. But I’d like to. If you’ll let me.” 
 
    Sam hesitated one last time. She didn’t specialize in leaps of faith, but she knew it was time to try. She could always get up and leave if it wasn’t working for her.  
 
    She went to pick up the felled pigeon and her arrow then began moving back toward the farm. Joe fell back in step with her, a smile resting on his face. 
 
    “I’ll take this as a good first step,” he said.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Quinn and Tomas were up before the sun. It was their third day away from the school, and they’d been walking for hours, trying to navigate the map they’d found in Gus’ backpack. Unfortunately, neither of them were great at reading it and they had gone the wrong way a bunch of times. Quinn cursed under his breath as he changed their course once again. 
 
    “Damn mobile phones for making us useless at directions,” he muttered. Tomas offered him a sad smile. 
 
    “We are making some progress, at least. We’re miles away from the school.” 
 
    “Not far enough for my liking,” Quinn murmured. He was fully aware that Ross would come looking for them. He had no idea how much time they had, but he imagined it wouldn’t be long until his cronies came combing the streets for them. They were some of Ross’ most important assets. He wouldn’t take kindly to them running away from him.  
 
    He’d stop at nothing to find them again. 
 
    Quinn was trying to keep them out of sight as much as possible, but that made navigating the map even more difficult. The more they delved into side streets and back alleys, the more confusing it became to keep up with their changing directions. Still, he was sure that was what would keep them safe. Ross had cars at his disposal. If he or his allies came looking for them, they’d be moving at a much faster pace. They had the head start, but that wouldn’t matter much when the cars were moving at thrice their walking speed. No doubt they’d all be armed to the teeth, too. Quinn didn’t want to imagine how bad things would be if they were dragged back to that hellhole. 
 
    He had to focus on getting to White Otter Farm. He had to hope that Gus knew how to get there without the map, because he had no clue where else Gus would run to. He had hoped that he’d somehow catch up to him, but even he had to admit it was improbable. The world was big and they were just tiny dots destined not to collide by chance. Quinn let his fingers rub along the sleeve of his jumper. It belonged to Gus  - the one he’d left in his backpack. The smell of him still lingered on it. It comforted Quinn more than he’d like to admit. 
 
    “May I ask you a question?” Tomas asked Quinn. Quinn snapped himself out of his thoughts of his friend, clearing his throat. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Do you love him?” 
 
    Quinn scowled, hoping the color in his cheeks wouldn’t betray him. But the fact that Tomas didn’t even have to specify who he was talking about meant that it was too late to truly hide his feelings. 
 
    “Why would you ask that?” 
 
    “Because it seems obvious to me that you do,” Tomas said with a nervous smile. “And I just wondered….well, I guess I just wondered why you aren’t together.” 
 
    Quinn didn’t like to talk about things like this. He was an open book, if you knew him well enough. But if you knew him well enough then you knew never to ask him such big questions in the first place. Yes, Quinn and Tomas had become survivors together, but he didn’t know if he’d describe them as friends. His only true friend was Gus…but even that was different. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I overstepped. I just sometimes watch you together and think…there’s a bond there that can’t be broken.” 
 
    “If you already know my answer, then why are you asking me?” 
 
    Tomas’ cheeks turned red. “I’m sorry…I’ll be quiet.” 
 
    Quinn sighed. He hadn’t meant to snap at Tomas. He was a sweet lad, and this was perhaps the most time they’d spent just the two of them since they’d met. Quinn understood that he wanted to get to know him a little. But it was a big springboard to jump off and he didn’t know if he was ready to make the dive. 
 
    Still, what else did they have to talk about on their road trip? 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s natural that you’re curious. You wouldn’t be the first person to speculate,” Quinn said eventually. He sighed. “What I have with Gus…it goes beyond anything I’ve ever known before. I had a tough upbringing. It was…lonely. But Gus has been this constant presence in my life. He’s family. I’ve just…well, I’ve never really figured out in what capacity that applies. He’s not like a brother to me…but we’ve never been a couple, and he’s never approached the subject.” Quinn swallowed, trying to figure out what he was going to say next. “I love him. I’ve always loved him. But he’s also the only person in the world I’ve ever really cared about. No one else gave me love and I didn’t have any love for them in return. How can I figure out what he means to me when he’s everything wrapped into one? I don’t know if I love him in that way. I think…I think I do. But it’s too messy to untangle everything that’s there. So much history. So little else to compare him to.” Quinn stopped and took a breath. “But then again…Gus is incomparable, isn’t he?” 
 
    “He is,” Tomas said quietly. He paused. “Wow. I didn’t know you were capable of talking that much in one go.” 
 
    Quinn scoffed. “I could say the same to you. You’re hardly a chatterbox.” 
 
    “You try speaking in another language all of the time. It is very difficult,” Tomas pointed out. Quinn felt a twinge of guilt in his stomach. He had no idea how Tomas must be feeling. His family were all back in Spain, well out of his reach. He might’ve lost them forever. At least in Quinn’s case, he only had one person it would hurt to lose. 
 
    “I’m sorry, man. That was insensitive.” 
 
    Tomas waved him off. “It’s okay. It may be hard work, but I did come here to improve my English. I’d say that’s going well, at least.” 
 
    Quinn chuckled. “Well, there’s your bright side, I guess.” 
 
    Tomas chewed his thumb as they dipped into a side alley to consult the map. “I often wonder what is going on back home. Is it like it is here? Or are we the only ones? England is a small island. It may be…contained.” 
 
    Quinn had never considered that before. He had always been so caught up in his own world that he didn’t consider what might be going on across the globe. That’s what he got for a one-track mind, he supposed. If Gus wasn’t involved, it didn’t matter much to him. 
 
    “You’re right. I think they must be safe across the sea,” Quinn said. He wasn’t sure he believed it, but he knew it would give Tomas some peace of mind. That was the least he could do for him.  
 
    Sure enough, Tomas’ shoulders relaxed a little and he smiled. 
 
    “Perhaps when this is all over I can go back to them. They will think I’m a hero.” 
 
    Quinn patted Tomas’ back gently. “And they will be right. You can tell them how you saved the scrawny kid from your Spanish exchange. They’ll be so proud.” 
 
    Tomas’ smile turned a little sad. “You think we’ll find him?” 
 
    “I have to believe that we will,” Quinn said firmly. “Or I’ll likely go mad. But hey, I think we might finally have a handle on this map. Looks like we’re coming up to the edge of town. We need to head out to the country roads…” 
 
    “It’ll be dangerous there,” Tomas said quietly. “There is a lot of open road. No shelter for us.” 
 
    “You’re right. And it’ll be going dark soon. You think we should hole up somewhere for the night? Then do the final leg of the journey tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes, I think that makes sense.” 
 
    “Alright. Let’s call it a day.” 
 
    Quinn scanned the streets for a suitable place to hole up. He preferred the idea of staying somewhere that had an upper floor - a better vantage point for keeping an eye on the streets and an extra layer between them and potential rotters. He spotted a store across the road that had an upstairs window. He couldn’t be sure that no one was already in there, but he’d just have to chance it. He stuffed the map into his bag. 
 
    “Come on,” Quinn said. Tomas followed him obediently and they crossed through the middle of the road. 
 
    The car seemed to come out of nowhere. One minute, the streets were quiet, and then there was a roaring engine and a speeding car coming right for them. Quinn’s heart leapt into his throat. Behind the wheel was Finn, one of Ross’ new lackeys. 
 
    They were screwed. 
 
    “Run!” Quinn cried out. Tomas didn’t need to be told twice. He turned on his heel and ran for the back alleys. Quinn followed him as fast as he could. It was a smart move, going where the car couldn’t follow, but Quinn had no doubt in his mind that Finn would follow them regardless. 
 
    They ran hard and fast. The alleys through the town were thin, but there were plenty to get lost in. Quinn prayed that they’d been quick enough to lose their pursuers. But if Finn’s goal was to hunt them, then nowhere they could run to would be far enough.  
 
    Quinn’s lungs were burning. Tomas was faster than him, his lithe body carried easily by his feet. He wanted to call out and tell him to slow down, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. If Tomas could outrun trouble, then he had to do it.  
 
    If only one of them made it, then so be it. 
 
    “Don’t hide from us, Quinn!” a voice echoed through the alleyways. Quinn’s heart stopped when he saw that Finn was grinning and running toward him. He’d taken a shortcut through a different alleyway. 
 
    He was going to catch up to him. 
 
    Quinn knew better than to think he could outrun them. He planted his feet firmly on the ground. His only chance now was to fight while he still had energy left in him. He could take one of them, but three others were following up behind Finn.  
 
    Tomas finally turned and saw that Quinn had stopped. His mouth dropped open and Quinn shook his head. 
 
    “Keep running! Get out of here!” he shouted. Tomas shook his head silently, about to run back to him, but Quinn didn’t have time to say anything more. He ran forward and barrelled into Finn, knocking him to the ground. No sooner was Finn flat on his back than another of the boys grabbed Quinn by his shirt, pulling him back to his feet. Quinn jabbed his elbow low into the boy’s stomach, enjoying the satisfaction of the whoof that left his body. He grabbed the boy’s neck and slammed his head against the wall. There was no sense in holding back. These boys were willing to do much worse to him if they managed to drag him back to the school. 
 
    “Quinn!” 
 
    “Go!” Quinn cried out hoarsely, swinging another punch that hit home on Finn’s nose the moment he got back on his feet. He didn’t have time to turn and see if Tomas had made a run for it. He fought desperately, lashing out with his arms and legs.  
 
    But it was four on one. Those odds were never going to work for him. 
 
    The boys quickly got wise to Quinn’s moves. The first punch from Finn hit his cheek and rattled his whole head. He grunted as he tried to find form again, but the boys soon had him flat on his back, their feet kicking his sides until he curled up in a ball, just wanting it to stop. He could feel the bruises forming on his skin, his stomach cramping with nausea. Run, Tomas. Don’t stop running, he thought to himself. It had to be worth it. Because now that they’d taken him down, Quinn knew what his fate would be. 
 
    He’d be dead soon enough. 
 
    Finn didn’t even bother to pick Quinn up off the ground, dragging him back to the car by his leg. The skin on Quinn’s back scraped against the ground, but he was too out of it to truly feel the pain.  
 
    His last thought before his eyes shut were of Gus.  
 
      
 
    Gus felt like he might cry when he turned onto the road where the mall was waiting for him. It had taken him longer than he expected to navigate his way there, and some of his directional skills had failed him once or twice, but he’d finally arrived. He broke into a jog. Now that he was at the final stretch, he desperately wanted to move things along further. 
 
    He found the place to be as quiet as he’d left it on Christmas Eve. He knew better than to relax - there were definitely rotters still wandering around the building complex - but he also knew that the place would offer warmth, shelter, food and water. During the last few days, he’d come to realize that true survival only relied on those things. All thoughts of anything else had nestled at the back of his mind. Even Quinn. 
 
    Gus’ trainers squeaked on the linoleum floor as he walked along the upper level of the mall. He knew he still had a few days until Heidi and Cassie returned to meet him, but he wanted to be in the bookstore, just in case they happened to show up earlier. Besides, something about being surrounded by books was comforting.  
 
    He made a camp between some of the shelves that mostly boxed him in. He spent an hour constructing a makeshift barrier in case trouble should come for him. It consisted of a cloth covered table that had previously been home to a display of vampire fiction, plus some cardboard signs to cover the entrance. He figured he could crawl in and out of his den from under the table.  
 
    Gus returned to his mind once he was nestled in his little nook with a handful of snacks and drinks he’d scrounged from the nearby stores. He imagined how much better he’d feel if Quinn was sitting there with him, joking about the stupid little den he’d constructed. They’d made something similar as kids, and that nostalgia would take them to a place of warmth. Maybe Gus would manage to catch his eye. Maybe he’d lean in for a kiss that he’d been craving for longer than he thought was possible.  
 
    His chest tightened as he let out a sob. Now that he wasn’t in survival mode, everything was coming rushing back to him. He missed his best friend. This was the longest they’d been apart in a long time. And worse still was not knowing if he’d ever see him again. Not knowing if he could live this way for the rest of his days.  
 
    From inside his den, Gus heard a rotter stumbling around, growling quietly, but he didn’t move to take care of it. He curled up in a ball on the floor, hugging his knees to him as though trying to squeeze all of his feelings back inside him. But tears fell from his eyes and his whole body trembled. Somewhere between the school and the mall, it felt like he left himself behind. He couldn’t imagine laughing again, or even raising a smile. He couldn’t imagine cracking any of his dumb jokes or seeing a bright side. He wanted to backtrack to Christmas Eve, or even before then. He wanted to go back to when Quinn had last suggested that they make a run for it. If only he’d listened. If only he hadn’t tried to be a hero. All those kids at the school were going to die, but now so were his friends. 
 
    The tears didn’t stop. His throat hurt and his stomach was cramping with hunger, but he couldn’t face the food he’d found. He just wanted to curl up and feel this misery. He wanted to give up, even if only for a while. 
 
    After a long time, the sound of the rotter disappeared. Gus strained to hear it, but it was truly gone.  
 
    It was then he realized just how alone he was.  
 
    “Two days,” he murmured to himself. “Two days and someone will come for you.” 
 
    It should’ve been a comforting thought. He wanted it to be enough to grasp on to. 
 
    But something inside him told him he wouldn’t last that long alone.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Patrick had never been so happy to see the crappy barricades of the Fortress. 
 
    He’d never felt more ready to be home. As they rounded the corner, he waved his hands in greeting to the figures on watch. He saw Charlie spring up from his chair and cheer, shaking Zoe awake. Her hands flew to her face in disbelief and Patrick heard a loud sob as she stared down at them. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Charlie said loudly to her. “Go kiss him, for God’s sake.” 
 
    When he saw Zoe hurry to the ladder, Patrick began running. His feet pounded the cobbled street as he neared the tarpaulin barricade, his heart racing. He’d been so worried about seeing her again that he didn’t realize how much he’d missed her.  
 
    When she burst through the barricade to meet him, Patrick scooped Zoe into his arms. He lifted her clean off her feet, holding her tight. He held her close to him, forgetting about their friends and new acquaintances. When they pulled away, he kissed her, his hands in her hair and a smile on his lips. 
 
    “I’m covered in biter gunk,” Patrick said when he felt like he could talk again. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Zoe laughed, and he heard her sniffle into his chest. “You’re here, and that’s what matters.” 
 
    “I’m here too!” Fletcher announced behind them. 
 
    “Don’t forget me!” Charlie added, ducking out from behind the tarpaulin. 
 
    Patrick groaned as his two friends launched themselves in unison into their embrace. He felt Charlie ruffle Fletcher’s mess of blonde hair, Fletcher squirming to get away as the four of them huddled together in the middle of the street, laughing. 
 
    “You won’t believe the night we’ve had,” Patrick said, sharing a look with Fletcher as their huddle drew apart. He knew they both must look awful. Fletcher’s eyes were heavy with bags, dark circles ringing his tired eyes. Patrick knew he couldn’t look much worse too.  
 
    “You’ll have to tell us all about it, Captain Brainstorm,” Charlie said, clapping Patrick on the back. Patrick stiffened, narrowing his eyes at Zoe. He hadn’t heard that nickname in a long time. Zoe shrugged in response.  
 
    “It just came up,” she said apologetically. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “It’s so good to see you,” Will said, shuffling toward them. Zoe smiled warmly at him and Hakim. “Where’s Sadie?” 
 
    “She’s inside,” Zoe said. “She’s been worried sick. Go surprise her and put her out of her misery.” 
 
    The boys didn’t need telling twice. Fist-bumping Charlie on their way, they hurried through the barricade and out of sight. When they left, Charlie looked past Patrick curiously at the newcomers, who were still hovering behind them. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Patrick said, feeling a little guilty for forgetting the others, “We’ve got a few people to introduce you to.” He stood aside, pointing around the group. “This is Lily, Henry, Chrissie, Vic, Steve. Guys, this is Zoe and Charlie. We’d be lost without them.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Henry said kindly, as Vic offered an awkward wave. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you guys too. We’re glad you got here safely, at last,” Zoe said, with a pointed glance in Patrick’s direction. Whoops. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again,” Hunter said. 
 
    “It’s good to see you too, Hunter. Why don’t you take your friends inside?” Zoe suggested kindly. “Show them the place. I’m sure they’ll want to see Freddie.” 
 
    Patrick saw Alby’s face stiffen from the corner of his eye at Zoe’s suggestion. He was sure that Alby would want to be the one to show them around. He’d risked leaving The Fortress to establish his role as leader of their small community. But Alby, either from exhaustion or good grace, didn’t offer any complaint. He just followed their new acquaintances inside without a word, clearly grateful to have made it back to their home turf alive. 
 
    “How’ve you been coping here?” Patrick asked. “Keeping the home fires burning?” 
 
    “We’ve managed perfectly well, thank you,” Zoe said, with what Patrick thought was a warning glance at Charlie. Charlie smirked, looking down at his feet. 
 
    Patrick grinned at Zoe. “You missed me.” 
 
    Zoe rolled her eyes. “Maybe a bit.” 
 
    “I missed you too. Now, what can we do?” 
 
    “Firstly,” Zoe said, wrinkling her nose at Patrick’s fatigues. “Get yourself cleaned up. Then you can go get Freddie and the rest of our new friends. Let me guess…you’ve worked up quite the appetite?” 
 
    Patrick felt his face crumple with relief. He seized Zoe’s jaw with both his hands and kissed her forehead. “Yes. Yes. I’m starving.” 
 
    “I thought as much,” Zoe said. “But then, you are both going to get some rest. Non-negotiable.” 
 
    Patrick ducked under the barricade after Fletcher, heading toward the hotel. He was desperate to lose his biter-soiled clothes and change into something that didn’t have the stench of death clinging to it. When he got to his bedroom, Patrick’s eyes roved longingly over his freshly made bed. He couldn’t wait to sleep. But the rumble of his stomach and the promise of food was stronger than his tired bones. Now that they were safe, food was his priority. 
 
    Patrick showered quickly, throwing on the first clothes he could find that smelled clean. But then again, anything smelt better than the rotting aroma of the undead. He wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to that. He locked the bedroom door behind him, heading downstairs to the ground floor to rouse the gang. 
 
    Outside the infirmary, Patrick paused. The door was ajar, and through the gap, the sound of laughter and joking drifted into the empty hallway. Patrick’s hand - which he’d raised to knock on the door - dropped to his side as he listened curiously.  
 
    “...so Hunter just lobs this toy rocket,” Patrick could hear Vic say. “He launches this rocket along the highway…” 
 
    “And the biters start moving,” Henry jumps in quickly. “They start pushing towards this toy rocket that’s wailing away.” 
 
    “We weren’t sure how long the batteries were going to last,” Hunter said. “It could have distracted them from us for hours, or minutes, or even seconds. So when only the stragglers were left, we saw our chance and we took it.” 
 
    “Hunter fought off the stragglers while Patrick led us all out,” Vic carried on excitedly. “You should have seen it, Freds. We couldn’t get off that bus fast enough. The kid who’s in charge here, Alby? He was almost climbing over the cars in his haste to escape.” 
 
    “He still managed to hold onto that walking stick though,” Henry added. “You couldn’t take the thing away from him. It was like his safety blanket.” The group burst into laughter at this, loud, raucous belly laughs. The laughs that are infectious, that build up again just when you think they’re dying down. The type of laughing people only do when they’re tired and all the stress has left their bodies. 
 
    Outside the door, Patrick smiled to himself. These people were just like his people. 
 
    They were survivors. 
 
      
 
    Charlie hadn’t been too keen on the idea of a patrol. He’d hoped that the jubilant atmosphere of their friends’ return would distract them from the day’s duties, at least. But as exhausted and shaken as Alby was, he’d reminded them pointedly that they couldn’t afford to slack. If there was trouble out there, it seemed they still needed to go looking for it. 
 
    He hadn’t wanted to volunteer. But the others were exhausted; they’d done more than their fair share of biter duties for the day. So he and Sadie had been charged with taking the afternoon patrol, a quick walk around the block to keep an eager eye out for any trouble. Charlie liked Sadie, but he wasn’t used to fighting with her. Not in the way that he was with Fletcher, or Patrick. Being with Sadie made Charlie nervous. She could hold her own - the Christmas Eve ambush had taught him that. But Charlie wasn’t sure how well they’d work together, and that, coupled with his general anxiety at venturing out beyond the barricade, was enough to make him want the patrol over and done with. 
 
    As they looped back towards The Fortress, they passed a looted convenience store. It was a store that they had ransacked when they’d first taken the hotel. Alby had wanted as many supplies as they could carry back with them. Someone had already got there before them, that was true, but there had still been some treasures to be found. Toilet paper. Toothpaste. Sanitary products. Not to mention chocolate bars and dried noodle packets. 
 
    Charlie paused outside the store’s smashed door. Sadie, oblivious of the fact he wasn’t still with her, walked on ahead. When she realized she was alone, she turned around, confused. 
 
    “Charlie?” 
 
    Charlie stepped towards the store. Would it have the cigarettes that Freddie had asked him for? There was only one way to find out… 
 
    “Charlie…” Sadie said nervously. Casting a cautious glance over her shoulder, she jogged back toward him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m just going to get something.” 
 
    “But we’ve already emptied this one.” Sadie hopped from one foot to another, rubbing her hands together. “And I’m freezing.” 
 
    “I’ll only be a minute,” Charlie said. “I promise.” 
 
    He stepped into the looted store carefully, ears pricked for any disturbances. He was greeted with silence. Moving with stealth, Charlie ducked beneath the counter. Running a hand over the packets, Charlie examined the cigarette display. Unlike everything else in the store, with its almost bare shelves, the shelves housing the cigarettes look relatively untouched. He didn’t have a clue what he was looking for, nor could he recall the brand that Freddie was smoking. 
 
    Well, he thought to himself, beggars can’t be choosers. 
 
    He grabbed a variety of packets, stuffing them into the pockets of his fatigues. As he was about to leave, he swiped a new lighter too for good measure. Tobacco had to be one of the oldest trades going. 
 
    A trade. Of course. 
 
    Charlie had something that Freddie wanted. And Freddie, if she fought like Hunter, had something that Charlie wanted. 
 
    If Sadie noticed the extra cargo Charlie was carrying on him when he left the store, she didn’t say. They headed back to The Fortress in a companionable, grateful silence. Hunter and Freddie - who’d convinced Zoe to let her take watch on the barricade - waved them through their tarpaulin entrance. Hunter scaled down the ladder to greet them. 
 
    “Any trouble?” 
 
    Charlie shook his head. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Suppose that’s something,” Hunter said, smiling tiredly. “I’ll be back in a second. I need to take a leak.” 
 
    “Enjoy.” 
 
    Watching Hunter head off in the direction of the hotel, Charlie saw his window of opportunity. As Sadie headed towards the diner to help with dinner, Charlie swung his leg onto the ladder and clambered up the barricade. He emerged onto the wooden decking, met with the watchful eye of the sun as it began to sink into the horizon. 
 
    “What do you want?” Freddie asked, half-jokingly. 
 
    “Nice to see you too.” 
 
    Freddie turned to face him. She was wrapped in a winter coat and blanket, a brightly coloured beanie pulled down over her forehead. Her leg rested on the camping table between the two chairs. Charlie had seen her crutches propped up at the base of the ladder. Splayed on the camping table next to her foot was an old newspaper page with a half-completed crossword puzzle. She and Hunter must have been doing it to pass the time on watch. Something about this sentiment caused a pang of sadness in Charlie’s chest. 
 
    Charlie flopped into the empty chair beside Freddie. Silently, he dug into one of the stuffed pockets of his fatigues. He took out a packet of cigarettes and dropped them into Freddie’s lap. 
 
    “You got them!” Freddie said brightly. Her eyes sparkled as she turned the packet over, barely daring to believe her luck. She held the cigarettes like they were gold dust, and for the briefest of moments, Charlie warmed at the thought that he’d made someone happy. He’d been useful. Freddie beamed at Charlie. 
 
    “You want one?” 
 
    Charlie shook his head, no. His sporting career might be over, but some life lessons never left you. “I’ll take my chances with what’ll kill me out there, thanks.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    Freddie lit the cigarette that dangled between her fingers. She raised it to her lips and took a long drag, her eyes closed contentedly as smoke curled out from her nose. Charlie wondered what it must feel like to get that hit. To have something that relaxed you instantly. He suddenly felt aware of how his muscles ached, how tired his body felt. His bones screamed with exhaustion. It was as though seeing someone relax just made him feel all the tension he carried around every day. 
 
    “When did you start smoking?” Charlie asked her curiously. He’d never had any friends that smoked. It was frowned upon in the football team. Sure, they’d all tried a drag at parties when they were drunk, but all it had done was make Charlie cough and his mouth feel furry. He’d hated it. 
 
    “It’s a silly story,” Freddie said, shaking her head. “A silly story about a stupid habit.” 
 
    Charlie crossed his arms. “They’re the best kind.” 
 
    Freddie paused. She took another drag, the tip of the cigarette burning red in the darkness. 
 
    “When I was growing up,” Freddie said. “My dad wasn’t around much. He worked a few jobs, and it was long hours. I used to basically wait by the door every night for him to come home. Show him some stupid drawing I’d done that day, or to tell him that I’d almost managed the monkey bars at the park on the way home from school. See, my dad was the fun parent. He was the one who taught me to ride a bike. He was the one who let me stay up late eating sweets. It was rare when he did look after me, but it was always fun. He never bugged me to eat my vegetables, or checked that I’d done my homework.” 
 
    Freddie paused again to take another drag. 
 
    “He smoked like a chimney. Mum hated it. She hated how the smell clung to all his clothes, how I ended up smelling just like that after we’d go for a ride in his truck. But to me, the smell was just Dad.” 
 
    “Guess your Mum would be thrilled about this then,” Charlie said, gesturing to the cigarette that was dangling between her fingers. 
 
    “You want to hear the story or not?” Freddie shot back. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “One day Dad left for work. He never came back. I waited up all night to see his truck lights pull up in the driveway, waited for him to walk through the door and wrap me up in his big bear hug. But he never came home. It was only when I went into his bedroom and saw all his clothes were gone that I realized.” 
 
    “He left?” 
 
    Freddie nodded grimly. “He left. I was distraught. Mum had to console me, though God knows what his leaving did to her. He left her a single Mum with no income to rely on. He left her with no reason, though Mum always said he’d just been too young to be a father.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re ever too young to take care of someone you love,” Charlie said quietly. He thought suddenly of Fletcher, and the way that caring for the younger boy had come so naturally. Then his stomach dropped as he thought of all the other kids they’d left at the school. The ones they’d left to fend for themselves. The guilt twisted like a knife in his gut. Sure he’d looked out for one kid, but what about the others? The others they’d walked out on, just like Freddie’s dad had walked out on her. 
 
    Freddie cleared her throat. “The only thing he left was half a pack of his stupid cigarettes. The day I finally managed to do the monkey bars, I wanted to tell my dad so badly. But because I couldn’t tell him, I decided to light up one of his stupid cigarettes. I just wanted to smell the way that he smelt when he hugged me. I wanted to feel close to him. Even though he had left Mum and me.” 
 
    Freddie looked down at the cigarette in her hands. 
 
    “That was all I had left of the Dad that walked out on me,” she said quietly. “And it’s stupid, really. I don’t miss him anymore. I miss my Mum, every day. She was the real parent. She was the one who put me to bed every night, taught me to read, and made sure I’d had dinner. Even though I hated being made to eat my greens, I’d love to have something to remember her by. But this stupid habit is what I’m left with.” 
 
    “There’s some kind of irony in that, I think,” Charlie said. 
 
    Freddie smiled sadly at him. “I’ve never been a fan of irony.” 
 
    “That makes two of us.” 
 
    “Hunter’s always wanting me to quit,” Freddie said. “He hates it. And I can see why; it is pretty gross. It’s not good for you. It can make me cranky when I don’t get my fix. But somehow I can’t seem to shake the habit. All the things that my Dad could have taught me, and it’s how to smoke that’s stuck with me.” 
 
    “Freddie,” Charlie said after a moment. Flicking ash off the tip of the cigarette, Freddie looked at him. “Not that I want to encourage it, but this packet…it’s from me. Consider it a welcome gift.” 
 
    Freddie smirked. “Most people usually settle with a hamper or a care package,” she joked. “But this will do, I guess. Thanks.” 
 
    “But the other packs,” Charlie continued. “The other packs…they come at a price.” 
 
    Freddie narrowed her eyes in his direction. “And what do you want in return?” 
 
    “I want to learn how to fight. Properly fight.” 
 
    Taking a last long drag of her cigarette, Freddie stubbed it out on the metal railing silently. Charlie watched her flick the butt expertly over the side of the barricade into the darkness. 
 
    “You haven’t seen me fight,” Freddie said at last. “I could suck. I could suck big time.” 
 
    “True,” Charlie reasoned. “I haven’t seen you fight. But I’ve seen the way that Hunter fights. And something tells me he wouldn’t have been out here if he didn’t trust you to have his back, too. So if you’re anything like him...I want to learn that.” 
 
    Freddie eyed up Charlie’s physique. “You’re a strong guy,” she said, her brow furrowing. “You go on supply runs. Surely you can defend yourself? Why’d you need my help?” 
 
    Charlie swallowed. Suddenly his palms felt sweaty, in spite of the cool winter evening. “I can fight,” he said. “I just…sometimes it’s hard. Sometimes I find it hard to stay clear, up here.” He tapped his temple with his finger twice. 
 
    He hoped that Freddie understood. He didn’t want to go into the flashbacks and the constant battle he fought against not just the biters, but his mind too. He didn’t want to tell her that he was wracked with anxiety the minute he stepped out of the compound. That his heart raced and jolted at every shadow that could hide a biter. That he might be good at hiding it, but he’d grown to hate supply runs. And sure, maybe they were good survival instincts, but fighting against the biters didn’t feel like survival anymore. Fighting against the biters felt chaotic and out of control. How was he supposed to fight when he felt he couldn’t control his own mind at times? 
 
    “I see,” Freddie said slowly. “And why do you think you can trust me?” 
 
    Charlie shrugged. “I have to trust someone. Seems like we’re stuck together, at least for the foreseeable.” 
 
    “I knew I shouldn’t have revealed my deepest, darkest secrets to you,” Freddie said, though not unkindly. There was a trace of a smirk on her lips. “You’re exploiting my vulnerability.” 
 
    “You, vulnerable?” 
 
    Freddie shoved him playfully. It felt easy, this companionship. It felt easy for Charlie to joke around with someone who was barely more than a stranger. Someone he didn’t have to pretend to be the old Charlie around. Someone who didn’t know what a poor version of himself that Charlie had become these days. 
 
    “Oh, and it’s ‘alliance’, by the way,” Charlie said, jabbing a finger at one of the blank words in the crossword. “Eight down, ‘a union or association formed for mutual benefit.’ So…what do you say?” 
 
    Charlie held a hand out for Freddie to shake. He watched her eyes flicker between his outstretched hand and the crumpled packet of cigarette in her lap. Hesitantly, she took Charlie’s hand in her own. 
 
    “Alliance,” Freddie repeated thoughtfully. “I like the sound of that.” 
 
      
 
    The residents of The Fortress were sharing their first proper meal together in Sadie’s diner. But someone was missing from their midst.  
 
    Alby sat in his armchair by the window in his penthouse room. His fingers drummed against the dark leather arms. He took pride in calling his room the penthouse, but really it was just the master suite of the hotel, on the top floor. While the others had wanted bedrooms close together, Alby liked the separation those few floors gave him. It gave him the space to think uninterrupted. And that was just what Alby needed. 
 
    It had been a shock, seeing Steve again at the manor house. Fury had stirred in Alby’s gut at the sight of him. Sure, nothing had actually gone down when they’d first met. But it could have gone so differently. And Steve was to blame for that. It had taken a lot for Alby to offer him sanctuary in The Fortress, even if that sanctuary had been a group invitation to all the manor house’s residents. Still, Alby had felt his pride sting as he put the offer out. And it had stung even more when Steve accepted the offer with a cold, calculating smile. 
 
    It wasn’t that Steve had done something wrong. Not this time, anyway. But Alby was a firm believer in not giving second chances. You could never be too careful, especially not now. Not when the safety of his compound and leadership hung in the balance. Alby needed to trust the people he shared his world with. 
 
    And Steve was not someone to be trusted. 
 
    Almost pulling a gun on Alby had been Steve’s fist mistake. 
 
    Alby had clocked the suspicious look Steve had given him when he’d suggested they come to The Fortress with them. He’d seen Steve’s eyes size him up, almost smirking as they weighed up Alby’s small frame. Steve thought he could take Alby. 
 
    But Alby didn’t plan on Steve sticking around long enough to find out. 
 
    Underestimating Alby would be Steve’s second mistake. 
 
    Alby could have ended Steve, right there in the manor house. He could have slaughtered him ruthlessly when they spoke in his bedroom. It would have been easy for Alby to drive his knife through the soft flesh of Steve’s neck, watch his head loll forward as scarlet blood stained his shirt. Had he imagined it, or had Steve’s eyes begged for death? Alby might be scared of fighting the biters, but the idea of killing another human being…well, that didn’t seem to bother him at all. 
 
    Not when it was necessary. 
 
    But Alby knew to bide his time. Steve’s death would only look suspicious, especially with Will and Hakim hanging around. Killing Steve would have made Alby an obvious suspect. He had vengeance to seek, but he wasn’t stupid. Alby couldn’t risk their new recruits turning against him, not to mention losing his own people. Hell would freeze over before Alby was exiled from The Fortress. And Alby had to admit, their new recruits would be useful. Hunter was strong, a fearless fighter. Lily and Henry weren’t as street-smart, but they were resourceful in other ways. More hands were going to be welcome if Alby’s vision of taking the entire town for their own was going to come to fruition. There was more to apocalypse survival than fighting. 
 
    But Steve…he was the hitch in the plan. 
 
    And Alby was going to show Steve just what he was capable of. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Cassie and Heidi were up early to make the trip to the mall. Heidi was sure that the sooner they got there, the better. After all, Angus had seemed pretty keen to get out of the school. She imagined him and his friends were already there and waiting for them. 
 
    “Have you got everything you need?” Poppy asked, fussing around Cassie as she put her rucksack on the backseat. “Weapons? Snacks? Water?” 
 
    “Poppy, it’s an hour round trip at most. Don’t stress so much,” Cassie told her with a smile. Poppy’s shoulders sagged. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I just don’t like it when you go out there.” 
 
    “I know,” Cassie said softly, pressing a quick kiss to Poppy’s lips. Heidi glanced away respectfully, feeling like she’d interrupted a private moment.  
 
    “Don’t worry, she’s in good hands,” Heidi said, waving her trusty screwdriver at Poppy, who wrinkled her nose, looking uncertain. Heidi sighed. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just make that face at me. Come on, Cassie. The sooner we go the sooner we can come back to your love nest.” 
 
    “I’ll be quicker if you promise never to call home that again.” 
 
    “Whatever gets you moving.” 
 
    The two of them got in the car. The farm was slowly waking up for the day. Heidi spotted Ginge walking with Jam and Ava to the cow sheds and Sam disappearing into the trees for a day of hunting. The others were all still tucked up in bed, and by the time they woke, Heidi hoped they’d have returned with their new allies.  
 
    They all appeared to be settling into their new version of normal. Heidi wondered how things would change again once Gus, Quinn and Tomas came to stay with them. Heidi thought it might be nice to have some fresh faces around the place, even if some of her friends were less keen on the idea.  
 
    Cassie started the engine and after a slightly jerky start to their ride, they were on the road. Cassie smiled to herself. 
 
    “I think I’m getting the hang of this driving thing,” she said proudly.  
 
    “You’re doing great. It’s been a good week for you, hmm?” 
 
    Cassie blushed. “It’s been a little strange…I mean, I think that Poppy and I have wanted this thing between us for some time. But now that we’re together, it feels both completely natural and completely mad. I mean, the world is constantly imploding around us so it seems kind of crazy that…that something so good could come out of this whole thing.” 
 
    Heidi smiled. “Well, it was bound to happen at some point, right? Everyone saw it coming a mile off apart from the pair of you. It makes sense.” 
 
    “Maybe. It just feels weird to be going about our business as though it’s no big deal. Because…well, to me it is.” 
 
    “Of course it is. This is your first love. I don’t know how you’re functioning like a normal person. Love drives the best of us a little loopy.” 
 
    Cassie’s lips quirked into a mischievous grin. “Oh yeah? Are you speaking from experience here?” 
 
    Heidi blushed scarlet and looked out of the window. She wasn’t about to admit out loud than romance had been on her mind a lot more as of late. Spending time with Rori was becoming more and more nerve-wracking when everything he said made her want to blush. “Nah…I was making a generalization.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Heidi.” 
 
    Heidi kept her eyes on the rolling fields, ignoring the knowing comment. “Well, anyway, I’m happy for you. We all are. But maybe you should consider coming out here less now. You’ll give poor Poppy a heart attack if you keep leaving the farm.” 
 
    “If you’re not on the verge of a heart attack every day, it’s not apocalypse life,” Cassie sighed. “She’s just going to have to get used to it. Not everything can change. This is how I contribute.” 
 
    “You say that, but with all these newbies coming to the farm…maybe we won’t need to come out here so much anymore. Gus seems pretty streetwise. Apart from thinking that Ross was a decent guy…that was one hell of a bad decision. But still…I think he’d be happy to make runs. Sam is hunting for us now. It’ll help.” 
 
    “Maybe…I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before the mall came into sight. Heidi felt anxiety seize at her chest. She knew there was a possibility that things could’ve gone wrong in the week they’d been away. Ross could’ve easily discovered Gus’ plans. Maybe Ross was waiting for them inside, ready to kill them. It seemed impossible to think that the arrogant young man she’d shared a history class with had turned out to be such a monster, capable of actually hurting living people. That was a different thing entirely to taking rotters down. She swallowed, trying to push down her nerves. Waiting around wasn’t going to help anyone. It was time to face whatever waited for them inside. 
 
    Cassie parked the car on the next street over and the pair of them approached the mall as quietly as possible. Heidi’s ears were trained now to hear the slightest sounds, but there was only silence. 
 
    Inside the mall was just as quiet. It was hard to imagine that there was a single person alive in there. Heidi followed Cassie to the bookstore, searching for signs of life. Nothing stirred, even with the sound of their footsteps echoing through the building. 
 
    Heidi had a bad feeling when they turned into the bookstore. It was disturbingly silent.  
 
    “Angus?” Cassie whispered just loud enough to be heard. There was no reply. They delved further into the store, and Heidi spotted something nestled between the shelves. There was a table barricading the Historical Fiction section. Cassie glanced back at Heidi, who nodded to her. They had to check it out. 
 
    Together, they peered over the makeshift barrier. Heidi covered her mouth in shock as she saw Gus curled up in a ball. He seemed to have shrunk, his t-shirt hanging loosely from his sleeping form. In his hand, he was clutching a knife for dear life. He had a small cache of supplies beside him, but they looked untouched. 
 
    But the most notable thing about him was that he was alone. 
 
    “Angus?” Heidi said gently. She watched as his body jerked to life and he raised his knife in defense, his eyes wild. He didn’t seem to back down even when he adjusted and he saw who was in front of him. Even though he wasn’t himself and he was wielding a knife, Heidi refused to fear the young boy. He was clearly just terrified. She pulled the table aside and knelt in front of him, holding his shaking wrist. 
 
    “It’s us. You don’t need the knife,” she said gently. After a moment, Gus silently dropped the knife, allowing it to bounce to one side. Heidi gripped his arm. 
 
    “What happened to you?” 
 
    Gus shook his head slowly. “I…Ross tried to kill me. Threw me to the rotters after our trip here…I only just escaped. I came here…alone. I…I don’t know where my friends are…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Cassie soothed. “You’re safe now. You’re with us. Quinn and Tomas…they didn’t come here with you?” 
 
    Gus shook his head, his eyes vacant and distant. “I didn’t even make it back to the school to tell them…I…I might never see them again…” 
 
    “Don’t think that way. I’m sure that they’re okay,” Heidi said firmly. After a moment, Gus’ hand gripped her arm back. She took that as progress. “Shall we get you up and out of here? You can come and stay on the farm with us now, okay? You don’t need to worry.” 
 
    Gus allowed Heidi to haul him to his feet. He barely weighed a thing. Cassie silently packed up Gus’ unused supplies to take with them. It seemed like he hadn’t been eating much. His skin was pale and he looked unwell. Heidi knew what she was looking at. 
 
    A boy who had given up. 
 
    “You’re going to be okay,” she told him gently. She hooked his arm over her shoulder to support him and Cassie took the other side. Slowly, they took Gus back to the car and eased him into the backseat. While Cassie took the driver’s seat, Heidi opted to sit in the back with Gus. She felt he needed the company. With his face creased in exhaustion, he rested his head on her shoulder. Her heart squeezed. She didn’t want to picture what he’d gone through in the last week. It made her feel so incredibly lucky for everything they had back at the farm. 
 
    “It’s okay. You’ll be safe now,” she promised him. Cassie drove a little faster than before. Gus’ defeated silence only made Heidi more keen to get him back to the farm. 
 
    As the farm came into view, Heidi spotted something unusual. In front of the house, most of their friends were gathered, talking to someone.  
 
    “Who is that?” Cassie asked, peering to try and figure out the stranger’s identity. Heidi’s heartbeat sped up a little. 
 
    “Gus…is that Tomas?” 
 
    Gus immediately sat up straighter, his eyes wide. As the car slowed, Gus opened the door and leapt out, running across the yard to go and embrace the other boy. Heidi swore under her breath at his recklessness, but she was smiling. Cassie parked them up and they got out to go and see what was going on. 
 
    Tomas was weeping softly as he held Gus tight. Gus sniffled as he pulled back from his friend, grabbing him by his shoulders. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you,” he said, his voice a little strangled as he held back tears. “Where…where is Quinn? Is he already inside?” 
 
    Heidi’s stomach twisted as she saw the pain in Tomas’ expression. His big brown eyes were swimming with tears and he gasped for air, covering his mouth. 
 
    “Gus…I am so sorry,” he said, his voice trembling. “Ross has him.” 
 
      
 
    Quinn’s fingers quivered, rested on the arm of the chair that he was strapped to. He could feel the throb of a bruise forming on his face where Finn had knocked him down and continued to beat him until he blacked out. When he regained consciousness, he was in this room. It was dark, but Quinn knew exactly where he was. 
 
    The questioning room. Ross’s personal torturing chamber. 
 
    It was terrifying, sitting in the dark. It had dulled all of his senses, but not being able to see was the worst part. Especially when he could hear the low snarl of something present in the room with him. 
 
    Rotters. 
 
    He could smell them. Smell their rotting flesh and the stench of their foul breath. It filled the air, making it hard to breathe. Ross must have chained them up somehow. They yanked on their restraints, groaning, trying to get closer. Quinn wasn’t scared of them, though. Disgusted, yes, but not scared. One of them could kill him in seconds. Get poison in his veins or rip him apart. Either way, it would be over quickly. He knew Ross wouldn’t want that. He’d want to drag it out, make him give answers. That’s how Quinn knew the rotters were just there to intimidate him, to make him sweat. 
 
    Ross was the true monster in the building. 
 
    Quinn swallowed back tears. He knew now that he was going to die in that room. It was too late to go back to how things used to be. Ross didn’t allow for mistakes, and he certainly didn’t allow for anyone to turn their back on him. Any sign of betrayal and he’d gut you for it. Quinn had known that when he left. He’d known if Ross and his friends caught up to him, it would all be over. He squeezed his eyes shut. At least Tomas had gotten away. At least Gus might still be alive, somewhere. And if he wasn’t? 
 
    He’d be reunited with him soon enough.  
 
    He closed his eyes and tilted his head back. His head was throbbing and it almost felt too heavy to keep it upright. He sighed, shifting feebly in his chair. His wrists and legs were bound tightly. He wanted to stretch out. He wanted to run. Preferably away from the school, back to his friends, back to safety. 
 
    But he would never see outside the questioning room again.  
 
    He didn’t see Ross enter the room, but he heard the door shut. His eyes snapped open, searching helplessly in the dark. His ears strained to hear what was going on. Then he heard the creak. The creatures that lined the room were going wild, teeth gnashing, hands clawing. Quinn gripped the arm of the chair, waiting. Don’t cry, don’t cry…  
 
    Then began the low, ominous whistle. It drove the rotters wild, the tuneless sound only making them want to break free of their binds more.  
 
    The sound got closer and closer. Quinn could feel his heartbeat throbbing in his ears. Then he felt the warm breath on his face. Tears pricked his eyes. He couldn’t even wipe them away, so he just closed them. He didn’t want to look Ross in the eye. He heard a match being lit, and light flooded under his eyelids. Slowly, he opened his eyes again. Ross’s face was close to his, a twisted smile on his face. In the eerie light, he looked almost as much a monster as the rotters, his eyes red and his face ragged and unshaven. 
 
    “Hello, Quinn,” Ross said, “I hope you’re sitting comfortably.” 
 
    Quinn tried to keep his breathing steady, fighting for air. Ross’s breath was stale, like cigarette smoke. He’s just a person. He’s just a kid. He can’t hurt you… 
 
    Quinn didn’t believe what he was telling himself for a single second. 
 
    Ross grinned before blowing out the flame, sending them into darkness again. 
 
    “There are two ways we can do this. You can talk, or I can make you talk. Which way would you prefer?” 
 
    Quinn shook his head, though Ross probably couldn’t see him. Ross lit another match, and traced the flame around Quinn’s face. The heat licked his skin, but he tried his hardest not to flinch. 
 
    “You seemed to know where you were going, according to Finn. So what were you looking for, hmm? Because you know Angus is dead, right? I saw to that.” 
 
    Anger flared up inside Quinn. With as much might as he could muster, he threw back his head and then slammed it into Ross’ nose. Ross hissed in pain, grabbing Quinn by the neck. 
 
    “You’ll regret that. But you know that already. You know that I'm going to make you suffer, don’t you?” Ross whispered. He lit another match and stared into Quinn’s eyes. Quinn forced himself to stare back, even though he just wanted to close his eyes and wait for it to be over.  
 
    “Don’t worry. You won’t die yet. I can’t let that happen,” Ross said. The flame snuffed out again. Quinn felt the kiss of cold metal on his arm. It pressed down slowly, painfully. Blood was tickling his skin as it spilled. He gritted his teeth. 
 
    “Tell me where you were going, and maybe I’ll be merciful.” 
 
    Quinn knew he had two choices. He could be honest and speed up the process. But that would surely get Tomas killed, and whoever was at the location on the map. Quinn couldn’t bear for anyone else to die. So he guessed he’d have to go with option two. 
 
    Come up with a good lie and maybe Ross will end this fast. 
 
    “We heard about a refugee camp,” Quinn whispered. The metal of the knife left his arm. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “At a supermarket just west of here. I don’t know the exact location. Tomas had a map…” 
 
    “Why were you going?” 
 
    Quinn spluttered out a laugh. “Why do you think, you crazy bastard? To get away from here. To get away from you. Everyone in this awful place will end up here eventually, won’t they? Sitting in this chair being tortured. If you get your way you’ll kill us all. For what? What’s left when you’re done with us all? I thought you wanted power? Someone to rule over?” 
 
    Ross was silent for a moment. 
 
    “How did you know about the refugee camp?” 
 
    “A…a friend. A friend we have is there. Was. I mean, they’re not anymore.” 
 
    “Who is the friend?” 
 
    “Just…just someone we crossed paths with on a food run. We only met once or twice.” 
 
    “And that’s where Tomas went?” 
 
    “Yes. Hopefully he’s there now. Away from this nightmare.” 
 
    “You don’t even know the meaning of a nightmare if you think this is bad,” Ross hissed in his ear. “What else? What else did your friend tell you?” 
 
    Think fast. Think fast. “They…they have a wall. A big one, around the whole supermarket. It encloses the car park but it’s been pretty good at keeping the dead out. And…and there are lots of people there. They…they’re trying to grow food, and there are kids, and they’re expanding, you know, clearing out new houses, new areas to be safe-” 
 
    “Nowhere is like that. Not now, not anymore. We would have known,” Ross said. The blade pressed to Quinn’s neck. “Are you lying to me, Quinn?” 
 
    Quinn swallowed, feeling his throat bob against the knife. It was time to deepen the lie. “That’s what she told me. But she also said they’re not fond of newcomers.” 
 
    “Newcomers?” 
 
    “Yeah. She said they do extensive checks on anyone who enters. To make sure they don’t let anyone in that they shouldn’t.” He let out a bitter laugh. “In case you were wondering, you wouldn’t make the cut. They’re not looking for sadists like you.” 
 
    Quinn felt a hand close around his neck once again. 
 
    “Watch it, Quinn, or I’ll cut your tongue out.” 
 
    “What good would I be then? You won’t ever find out the truth,” Quinn choked out, “Why don’t you go check it out? See whether I’m a liar or not.” 
 
    He felt the sting of a slap on his face. 
 
    “We’ll see. If you’re lying…” 
 
    Quinn laughed. “What? You’ll hurt me?” 
 
    Ross slapped him again. “Shut up. I’ve been good to you here, Quinn. I kept you all safe. All you’ve done is let me down. I won’t let you off lightly for that. This isn’t over.” 
 
    Quinn heard his footsteps heading towards the door. As the door opened, he glimpsed the creatures around the room, rabid and blood-crazed. There were ropes keeping them at bay, but it didn’t make Quinn feel any safer. 
 
    His eyes burned as the light from the corridor hit his eyes. He saw the blue and yellow school corridor outside. And he saw Deborah’s face peer around the door, her expression anxious, guilty.  
 
    “Deborah…” Quinn croaked, but his voice was cut off from her as the door slammed shut. 
 
    He was left in darkness again. 
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