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    Chapter One 
 
    “How…how the hell did this happen?” Gus rasped, looking at Tomas for an explanation. Heidi stood close by, watching everything unfold. She had just returned with Gus and Cassie from the shopping mall, having saved Gus from Ross’ grasp. They’d returned back to the farm to find that Tomas had made it there, but Quinn hadn’t. Now, she could see from the look on Gus’ face that this conversation was going to be less than calm. Tomas sniffed, his body trembling as he tried to form words. 
 
    “I…I don’t know. We were surrounded…Ross’ friends came looking for us, for you…and if I didn’t run…they would have me too. I didn’t want to leave him…but he told me to run…” 
 
    Heidi watched Gus’ anger amping up, fury set deep in his eyes.  
 
    “You should have stayed with him. I would never have left him there,” Gus snarled. Heidi turned to Rori in horror. She didn’t know Gus very well, but he didn’t seem prone to anger usually. This was a side to him that she had never expected to see. Gone was the gentle boy with the jokey smile. He’d been replaced by something entirely new.  
 
    “Gus…why don’t you come inside and we can talk this through. I’m sure this whole ordeal has made you anxious, but we can fix this,” Ginge said with a warm, understanding smile. She had never even met him before but Heidi had always admired the way that Ginge made everyone feel at home. 
 
    Except Gus wasn’t taking to her warmth at all. He took a step back, as though repelled by her kindness. 
 
    “I have to go,” he murmured, eyes wild. “I have to go back…I have to find him…” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” Luke said sternly, “We risked hell and high water to get you here. It can’t be for nothing,”  
 
    Heidi thought he was being a little dramatic, considering it had cost them little more than an hour’s trip to retrieve him, but she agreed with his sentiment for other reasons. She thought of Ross the last time she had seen him, before his reign of the school began and rotters didn’t roam the streets. Back then he was just a cocky, irritating kid. Now, if the rumors were true, he had transformed into something much worse. A monster in his own right, torturing others for the sake of coming out on top. He was dangerous. There was no way Heidi felt comfortable allowing Gus to run back into his clutches. Not even to save his friend. 
 
    They’d both wind up dead. 
 
    “Are you going to stop me?” Gus asked darkly, glaring at Luke. Luke’s eyebrow raised and he folded his arms. 
 
    “Probably not physically. If you’ve caused trouble with this kid Ross, then maybe I should just let you clear out. You’ll only bring trouble back to us. But you know it’s irrational going back there. Use your brain.”  
 
    “My brain is telling me that Quinn is my best friend, my reason to keep fighting through all of this. If he dies, then what do I have left to live for?” Gus snapped. He turned back to Tomas, his fists clenching. “I can’t believe you left him behind…” 
 
    “Angus, I am sorry, I-“ 
 
    Heidi didn’t get to hear the end of Tomas’ sentence because Gus launched himself right at the poor kid. Heidi let out a yelp and watched as Rori rushed forward to restrain Gus, holding him back as Tomas retreated, crying softly. Gs struggled against Rori’s grasp, but Rori held onto him tightly. 
 
    “Tomas, I’ll never forgive you for this,” Gus hissed. “How could you?” 
 
    “Gus…Quinn saved Tomas’ life,” Heidi said gently, trying to reason with him. “Tomas didn’t sacrifice him, it had to be this way. It was one or both of them. You know that.” 
 
    But Gus’ eyes were still ablaze. He was breathing hard, his gaze fixated on Tomas even as he stilled in Roris hold. “Then it should’ve been him.” 
 
    Heidi’s breath caught in her throat. She saw the regret in Gus’ eyes from the moment he said it, but the damage had been done. Tomas looked lost as he stumbled backward, away from Gus, away from the strangers who surrounded him. He swallowed, tears tumbling from his eyes. Then he turned and ran inside before anyone could stop him. 
 
    Luke sighed. “Well, that went horribly. Angus, please just go inside while we figure out how to make amends to this mess. And perhaps apologize to your friend, if you think you can manage that.” 
 
    Gus was red in the face and Heidi couldn’t tell if he was more ashamed of his outburst or of being told what to do. He shrugged Rori’s hands off him and stalked inside, his face like thunder. Heidi released a breath. She was almost glad Gus was gone.  
 
    The rest of the group were left standing in silence. Heidi saw Eliza chewing her thumb uncomfortably by the door, and even Luke seemed at a loss as to what to do next. Cassie tightened her arm around Poppy’s waist and Ginge’s eyes were fixed on the house, as though she could see exactly what was going on between Tomas and Gus inside. Across the field, Joe was returning from the woods with Sam, Ava and Jam. He looked concerned as he arrived on the scene. 
 
    “What did we miss?” Joe asked. Ginge sighed.  
 
    “Well…Angus made it back safely from the shopping center. But we’re still missing Quinn. Tomas has told us that Ross and his friends caught up to him in the town and dragged him back to the school. Who knows what he’s going through there…” 
 
    “Poor kid,” Joe said, his face paling.  
 
    “He’s done for. We all know it,” Luke said firmly. “We know from Angus’ stories that Ross is a sadist. They’re hardly going to be throwing him a tea party back there, are they?” 
 
    “Then what are we going to do about it?” Sam asked. Everyone turned to look at her. The newcomer was a woman of few words at the best of times, so it was surprising to hear her pipe up. Luke’s lips set into a thin line. 
 
    “Nothing. We’re going to do nothing.” 
 
    Sam folded her arms over her chest. “You’re just going to let his friend die?” 
 
    “Sam, let me put this to you simply. If Gus goes out there to find him, he’ll wind up dead too. If Ross finds out he’s still alive-” 
 
    “I never suggested he should go. This doesn’t have to be a suicide mission. We can send a small group out there to find him, sneak in and out without anyone even knowing we’re there. And if they catch us, so what? Sounds like they’ve lost their best three fighters, and we’ve got the numbers to handle this. I would happily lead the group.” 
 
    “What?” Ava and Jam said simultaneously. Luke threw his hands into the air frustratedly at her suggestion. Heidi raised an eyebrow. She liked how direct Sam seemed, how willing she was to do anything that seemed close to the heat, but it surprised her that she was willing to head out into the unknown for someone she’d never even met before. Where was her logic? 
 
    “You haven’t thought this through,” Luke argued. “You don’t know anything about the school, about Ross, about what’s going on back there. It sounds like a hellhole, and walking in there unprepared is not a smart idea. You don’t even know the way there.” 
 
    “We could draw up a map,” Cassie said quietly. Luke glared in her direction.  
 
    “You’re not helping here.” 
 
    “I’m not intending to make things more difficult, Luke, but Quinn will die if we don’t do anything. I don’t feel right about leaving him there. Think about what that will do to Gus, to Tomas.” 
 
    “And what about us? We’ve been protecting ourselves here ever since this started. If we start sending people out willy nilly, we’ll have casualties too. Not to mention that if Ross figures out where we are, then it’s potentially game over anyway.” 
 
    “Does Ross seem like the kind to give up to you?” Heidi asked, stepping forward a little. Her heart was racing, but something had just occurred to her that made her feel sick to her stomach. “Ross’ friends caught up to Quinn not far from here. Hell, it was within walking distance of the farm for Tomas. He was lucky to slip away this time, but you don’t think they’ll come back to find him? They knew he was on foot, that they’d have the advantage. And we all know there’s nothing along this road except White Otter Farm. I’ll bet that before long, they’ll come looking here.” 
 
    The reality of her own words was starting to sink in. It was bad enough having the rotters on their case, but adding human war into the mix was something she didn’t like to think about. The few encounters they’d had with humans since everything began had been tense and terrifying. She had no idea what would happen if they were forced to go up against Ross and his bloodlust for power. 
 
    “I don’t know about you lot, but I don’t have much desire to go up against Ross. Although I’d rather do it on our own terms than his,” Rori said, his eyes filled with fear. “If we can save a life and get a lay of his land-” 
 
    “Are you volunteering to go out there then, Rori?” Luke said sharply. “Because I’d argue that you’re never the first to volunteer to go on runs. And besides, this. Isn’t. Happening. It’s a terrible idea. I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Ginge? What do you think?” Cassie asked gently, turning her attention away from Luke’s frustrations. Ginge shifted from foot to foot. She knew better than most the consequences of mistakes out there. It had lost them Warren, and Ginge had been wary of people leaving White Otter Farm ever since. She searched the faces of her friends, looking to see their thoughts, but they only wanted to hear hers. She sighed. 
 
    “I’ll be honest…my instinct is not to go messing with Ross.” Luke clapped his hands together triumphantly in agreement, but the rest of the group ignored him. “I don’t think I can leave my family behind for a stranger…but I won’t stop anyone who wants to go out there looking for him. We’re all responsible for ourselves…it’s not for me to tell you all what to do. So if you want to go and search for him, Sam, I won’t stop you. And you’re welcome to use anything on the farm at your disposal.” 
 
    Sam gave Ginge a curt, respectful nod. She glanced at Ava and Jam. “Are you up for it?” 
 
    The pair of them wavered. Heidi could see that they’d already grown accustomed to life on the farm - life where they didn’t have to constantly throw themselves into danger, where they could just think about themselves for a while and enjoy the downtime. Sam, on the other hand, seemed perfectly willing - if not, excited - to follow where danger led. She folded her arms. 
 
    “If you don’t want to, that’s fine. I’ll go on my own.” 
 
    “No. You can’t go there alone,” Joe said firmly. “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    Luke scoffed, and Heidi raised her eyebrow. Joe was another one who was more comfortable on the farm, especially since he’d been out with Luke and Eliza to the supermarket. Whatever they’d seen that day had clearly scarred them, even if they didn’t speak of it. But when Heidi saw Joe’s eyes flicker softly to Sam, she understood perfectly his reasoning. She smirked to herself.  
 
    It seemed Joe had a little crush. 
 
    “Do you think that’s wise? Just the two of you?” Eliza asked. There was a short silence and Sam looked around the group, probably expecting another volunteer. Heidi saw Cassie about to open her mouth, to volunteer herself, but Poppy grabbed her arm tightly, shaking her head with wide eyes. Heidi took a step forward. 
 
    “I could go.” 
 
    “No,” Rori said firmly, his face more serious than Heidi had ever seen it. “You knew Ross at college. It’s too risky for either of us. If he recognizes us, he’ll fixate. He already doesn’t like you, so don’t give him more of a reason to hunt you down, okay?” 
 
    Heidi paused for thought and then nodded. She knew Rori was right, and she was secretly relieved. The thought of facing up to Ross scared her more than any number of rotters, though she’d never admit it aloud. She barely liked admitting it to herself. 
 
    “I really don’t think that two people is enough for something so serious,” Eliza urged, but no one else volunteered themselves up. Heidi knew if they went inside that Gus would still be willing to go, but it was a bad idea. She’d just seen how quick to anger he was. He wouldn’t be able to operate logically, not where Quinn was concerned. But they also needed people who could go unrecognized if they got caught snooping around at the school.  
 
    After a long, painful silence, Jam sighed. He stepped forward and clapped a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Alright, Sam. You’ve never led us astray before. But I’m coming under one condition - we think this through a little before we set off. I want to be armed to the teeth before I step in that place. And I want to plan escape routes for any trouble we might face. Not just at the school, but on the way. Alright?” 
 
    Sam nodded with a grateful smile. Ava shrunk back into herself a little, looking guilty. Sam turned to her and shook her head. 
 
    “It’s alright. I understand why you don’t want to come,” Sam said. “Someone should keep an eye on the Fox anyway. Keep him out of mischief in my absence.” 
 
    Ava offered a small smile. “And we all know that’s a full time job.” 
 
    “Looks like everything’s settled, then,” Ginge said. Luke grunted, but didn’t argue any further. He was clearly getting used to being outvoted on the crazy plans his friends concocted. He limped back inside, and Ginge ushered Sam, Joe and Jam to follow her. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s kit you out.” 
 
    One by one, everyone headed off, the meeting seemingly adjourned. Heidi could never quite get used to how strange their lives had become - making life or death decisions on the daily, debating the worth of human life, even bargaining with human life, trying to decide how best to survive each coming day. Rori stood quiet beside her, watching the rescue team walking away with Ginge at their head. 
 
    “Do you think we should’ve opted to go with them?” Rori asked, guilt dripping from his voice. “I just…I don’t even know the guy. And it’s not safe out there. I was fumbling for an excuse the whole time not to go.” 
 
    Heidi put a hand on Rori’s arm. “We pick our battles. This one isn’t ours to fight. But maybe we should go and check on Tomas and Gus. We can make ourselves useful here, right? We don’t all have to play like superheroes.” 
 
    Rori hung his head. “No…I suppose not. But every once in a while, I wish I had the courage to act like one.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t do that to yourself. You save me on the daily. My sanity is only intact because of you. Come on.” She patted his cheek lightly, warmth tingling the tips of her fingers where she touched him. “No more moping.” 
 
    A small smile crept onto Rori’s face and he followed her inside. Peering in the living room, Heidi saw that Cassie and Poppy were sitting on either side of Tomas, Cassie perched on the arm of the sofa - Ginge’s pet peeve - as they quietly comforted the poor boy. But there was no sign of Gus. Heidi made her way through the house, feeling a cold air coming through the open back door. She turned to Rori. 
 
    “I think he’s out there…” 
 
    “You go. You know him best. Maybe you can calm him down a little…” Rori said. Heidi nodded solemnly. The image of Gus’ face contorted in anger was still at the forefront of her mind. But she tried to put herself in his shoes, to imagine how scared he must be. If one of her friends was in Ross’ hands, would she be acting any differently? She doubted it. 
 
    Heidi wrapped her arms around herself as she stepped back out into the cold. Gus was sitting on the cold decking, his knees tucked up to his chest. Heidi approached him slowly. She almost put a hand on his shoulder, but stopped herself. 
 
    “You’ll get a soggy bottom sitting there. I learned that the hard way.” 
 
    Gus’ lips twitched ever so slightly, but he didn’t have the energy to muster a smile. Heidi sighed and sat down beside him, the cold seeping in through her baggy tracksuit bottoms. She had grown rather fond of the comfortable attire of the apocalypse. 
 
    “Well, then I guess we’re suffering together,” she said. Gus said nothing, his eyes glazed over. She nudged him gently. “A few of the others have volunteered to go to the school. They’re going to see if they can find Quinn.” 
 
    Gus’ eyes widened and he looked at Heidi in shock. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. One of our newcomers, Sam, is leading a team…she’s kind of a wildcard, but she’s pretty badass. If anyone can get into the school and rescue Quinn, it’ll be her.” 
 
    “But Luke said-” 
 
    “Luke says a lot of things. Mostly smart things that no one listens to,” Heidi said with a smile. “But he can’t stop anyone who wants to go. It’s no guarantee that it’ll work out…” 
 
    “I’m going with them.” 
 
    “No, Gus.” 
 
    “You said it yourself, he can’t stop me.” 
 
    “He can’t. But I can try. Listen to me, Gus, I’m saying this from a logical point of view…Ross will expect you to come looking for Quinn. That’s if he thinks you’re still alive, of course. If you show your face there, he’s just going to kill you too. He knows me too, and Rori. We have to send people he’s never met before. They have the best chance of getting in there undetected and getting out alive. And if they get caught, they’re less likely to be killed on site for it.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “No, Angus, come on. You know I’m right. This is the best chance we’ve got of getting Quinn back. If you want to help, then you can tell the others where to look once they get there. That’s how you get him out of there alive. That’s the best you can do for him right now.” 
 
    Gus looked ready to argue more, but his face slowly softened, his shoulders slumping forward. His thin body looked even more frail now and Heidi had the urge to bundle him up in a blanket and put him to bed like a sick child. The past week had stripped Gus of everything he was. Heidi wasn’t sure he’d ever be the same again. She dreaded the day that something happened to destroy her like that. 
 
    “Alright. I’ll stay here,” Gus whispered. Heidi clapped a hand on his back. 
 
    “Good stuff. We’ll go speak to the others about the layout at the school, and then you need to eat something. Okay? Poppy will be making lunch soon. We’ll get you a nice big portion.” 
 
    Gus nodded, his eyes glistening with tears he was too proud to shed. Heidi peeled herself off the wet decking and pulled Gus to his feet. He leaned against her as they headed inside, like she was his crutch.  
 
    If he’s like this now, how will he be if Quinn doesn’t make it back? 
 
      
 
    Cassie watched as Tomas stood to take a walk outside alone, his hands dug deep into his pockets and his shoulders slumped. Poor guy, she thought, seeing how deeply his argument with Gus had affected him. Cassie could understand Gus’ rage, his helplessness knowing his friend was in trouble, but Tomas hadn’t deserved to be on the receiving end of his wrath. We only have one true enemy, and it’s certainly not Tomas, Cassie thought to herself. 
 
    “Do you think he’s going to be okay out there on his own? Maybe we should follow him?” Poppy said, standing beside her on the front step. Cassie sighed. She hadn’t admitted it out loud, but she wasn’t pleased with Poppy. Cassie had been willing to go out on the search for Quinn, not liking the idea of leaving him to his fate, but she felt that Poppy had made her decision for her. Now, she wasn’t feeling particularly warm towards her new girlfriend. 
 
    “He’ll be fine. He needs to be alone,” Cassie said plainly. She wasn’t good with confrontation, but she needed Poppy to know that she wasn’t completely happy with her. Poppy fixed her with a knowing look. She could read Cassie’s moods like a book. 
 
    “Okay, I know what you’re doing. If you’re mad at me, then you should just say it.” 
 
      
 
    Cassie sighed. “I’m not mad at you. It’s not really an emotion on my roster. But you can’t just…you can’t just decide everything for me, okay? I know we’re together now…but we’re still our own person too. That was my decision to make, not yours. If you’d wanted to go, I wouldn’t have stopped you.” 
 
    Poppy scoffed. “That’s easy for you to say. You know I’m not going anywhere for as long as I can help it. You don’t have to actually worry about me running off on dangerous adventures where anything could happen.” 
 
    “Adventures? We don’t just do this for fun you know, Poppy-” 
 
    “Trips, then. But my point is, you don’t have to worry about me going anywhere. I’m always going to be right here, waiting for you to come back. So don’t judge me for doing what I can to keep you safe from where I am. I might not be good with a weapon, but there are other ways I can protect you…and this time, it was stopping you from making a bad decision.” 
 
    “So you don’t trust my judgment?” 
 
    “Come on, babe, you know that’s not what I meant,” Poppy said, her eyebrows knitting together. She threaded her hand into Cassie’s, trying to close the distance that had sprung up between them. “You’re the smartest person I know. But you’ve also got the biggest heart of anyone I know. You open it up to just about anyone, and I just…I worry about where that will lead you. How can you justify walking into that hellhole to save someone you barely know?” 
 
    Cassie shook her head, her throat tight. “Because…because I can’t stop thinking about it. How afraid he must be. How he never deserved this. And because if I was in his shoes…I would want someone to come for me. It just feels like the right thing to do. And I know you want to protect me from the world, but I can’t just stay here forever. Things out there…they’re only getting worse, Poppy. As much as I want to just cozy up by the fire with you every day and enjoy what we have…there’s a whole world turning out there. It can’t just be me and you.” 
 
    Poppy stared at Cassie for a moment, and Cassie could see that she didn’t understand. She respected Poppy’s choice to stay at the farm and build a life for them all, playing house as though there wasn’t an apocalypse just outside her window. But that was where they differed most.  
 
    Cassie couldn’t just stand by and watch it unfold.   
 
    “I don’t understand it. I don’t get it at all,” Poppy said. She swallowed. “Things are bad enough…do we have to go looking for trouble? Can’t we just be happy with what we have? Every time I see a rotter, I just tell myself…at least it’s safe here. At least we have one another. At least we have food on our table. Do we really have to think about anything beyond this house? I just…I can’t bear it.” 
 
    Cassie squeezed her hand. “I know. I know it feels easier just to turn a blind eye. But…but I can’t. To me, it just feels like watching the news, back when we still could. There would be awful things happening all over the world…and I wouldn’t be able to look away. I had to know. I had to know how I could help, if I could.” She turned to face Poppy square on, taking her other hand in hers too. “If someone doesn’t go looking for Quinn, he’s going to die. That’s a fact. Don’t look away from me, Poppy, please. Hear what I’m saying. I don’t want anyone else to die.” 
 
    Poppy’s eyes were misty. She dipped her head, her auburn hair falling in front of her face. She didn’t often let people see her emotions. Cassie reached up to brush her cheek, wiping away the salty tears. 
 
    “I’m not asking you to go anywhere. I would never ask that of you. But one of us should,” Cassie murmured. “That’s how we keep the balance. You stay here, I go out there…and then we meet in the middle ground. That’s where we can make a home.” 
 
    Poppy hesitated before she nodded gently against Cassie’s hand. She swallowed. 
 
    “If…if you need to go…I won’t stop you. I’m just scared you won’t come home.” 
 
    “I’ll always come home,” Cassie said gently, even though they both knew that wasn’t a promise she could keep. She stood on her tiptoes to kiss Poppy’s salty lips. Poppy’s hands found her waist and pulled her closer, deepening the kiss. Cassie’s stomach fluttered with butterflies. She was still getting used to this, to the beauty of being able to kiss the girl she’d loved for so long. And it was the kind of kiss that made Cassie see through Poppy’s eyes exactly what was at stake. They had so much to lose.  
 
    But Cassie wouldn’t allow that to happen. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    From the moment Ross shut the door on Quinn in the Interrogation Room, reality dawned on him. He was tied to a chair in a dark room, surrounded by rotters and awaiting his fate. He was beaten and bruised, his last shreds of hope just about clinging on.  
 
    But for now, at least, he was alive. 
 
    Ross was gone for now, following up on Quinn’s fabricated story about a local stronghold that was big enough to rival their own. It had bought him some time to try and figure out how to stay alive, but he knew the odds were stacked against him. He was short on time, short on strength, and short on allies. But he wasn’t quite ready to give up yet. 
 
    He knew his final chance at escape relied on Deborah - she was standing guard outside the room, making sure he stayed put. But if there was anyone he could convince to help him, it was her. He’d seen the guilt on her face when she told him not to go looking for Gus, when she saw him tied to the chair from her post outside. If he could find a way to get out of his own binds, perhaps he could convince her to aid his escape.  
 
    He frantically twisted his hands, attempting to find a way to untie the rope on his wrists. His fingers brushed the coarse material, but he couldn’t bend his wrists far enough. He let out a frustrated cry, shaking the chair from side to side. It toppled over and he heard the creatures going wilder. He felt something kick out at his face. He’d fallen right at the feet of one. He felt its foul breath on his face and he shuffled away as best he could, trying not to cry. 
 
    Quinn took a deep breath, out of the immediate danger. Now he had to try and get loose of the rope again. One thing at a time Quinn, he told himself. His feet were bound together, but there was a little room for him to move them. He shuffled them together, digging the toes of his boot into the heel of his other foot, trying to prise the shoe off. The shoes are big, they’re getting in the way. If you can get them off, you might have room to wiggle your feet free, he thought to himself. 
 
    He could feel his heel slowly sliding out the shoe as he squirmed, gritting his teeth as his foot contorted. Then, all at once, the first shoe came off. Eagerly, Quinn wriggled his foot out of the rope’s restraint, ignoring the friction of the rope as he freed his other foot. He felt a rush of pride. I can do this. I can still do this. 
 
    But his hands were still tied. And there was no wriggling out of them. Quinn’s heart sank. It was useless having his feet free without his hands. 
 
    A thought struck him. He scrambled back to his feet, the chair still bound to him, and placed the chair upright again. He bent his head to his arm, running his mouth along its surface. He found the rope beneath his lips, rough and unfamiliar. Then he sunk his teeth around the rope and began to chew. When it began to hurt too much to continue with his front few teeth, he gnashed at the rope with his back teeth. The rope began to soften as he chewed. It tasted horrible, dry and scratchy, but he kept at it desperately. He could feel his heart beat getting faster. It might take an hour or two for Ross to investigate Quinn’s story, but that wasn’t long, and he suspected half an hour had passed already. He began to sink his teeth in, ignoring the way it cut his gums, ripping at the rope like a dog pulling at a toy. He could hear his frustrated snarl mingling with those of the rotters as he tore into the rope viciously. He felt a few of his teeth crack under the pressure of his bite, but he didn’t care. He needed a way out, and no one was going to hand it to him. He’d have to make sacrifices to make it out alive.  
 
    He found himself lost in the frenzy. So much so that he barely noticed the rope had fallen from his wrist until he felt his teeth sink into skin instead. He cursed at the pain, but grinned, his mouth tasting the copper of the blood from his gums. Wriggling his free hand experimentally, he then reached with shaking hands for the rope around his other wrist. Hurry, he told his fumbling fingers, we need to get out of here. 
 
    Blindly, he stumbled for the door, almost bumping right into one of the restrained rotters that lined the room. He ducked out of the way and his shoulder hit the door. He listened for sounds outside. Could Deborah still be out there? He was certain she would be the only one willing to help him. 
 
    “Deborah. Deborah!” Quinn cried, slamming his fists on the door. “Let me out! Please, let me out.” 
 
    “How the hell did you get out of the rope?” Deborah hissed back. “Shush, someone will hear you!” 
 
    “I’m begging you, Deborah. This is my last chance to get out alive. What’s wrong with you? Do you want me to die?” 
 
    There was a short silence.  
 
    “I can’t,” Quinn heard Deborah whisper, “He’ll kill me too.” 
 
    Quinn sighed. He leaned his back against the door. He was so close, and yet still so far away. He needed her. He needed mercy. 
 
    “Deborah,” he said softly, “You can’t carry on like this. You know you can’t. Surely this isn’t the life you envisioned for yourself? You’re better than this.” 
 
    Deborah grunted. “Leave me alone, Quinn. I have to do this. This is the new way of life. It’s not going to change.” Quinn thought he heard her sniff. “There’s nowhere else to go. And I’m not as reckless as you. Not as foolish as you and Gus and Tomas. Hasn’t this taught you something? You have to play it safe. I’m safe with Ross.” 
 
    “What happens if it gets worse?” Quinn whispered. He could feel cold tears washing his face of blood. “What happens when Ross forgets how to be human completely? He’ll kill you, Deborah. He’ll kill everyone. He’s going to kill me. Today, maybe. If he doesn’t want to torture me anymore.” He tried not to sob. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to die today. Or tomorrow. I want to keep going until I can’t. I’ve made it this far on my own. I’ve untied myself. All you need to do is open the door. Then you and me, we can leave. I know somewhere safer-” 
 
    “I can’t! Shut up, Quinn, I can’t!” Deborah cried out. A horrific silence followed, as Quinn felt the betrayal sink into his stomach. Even the creatures in the room quietened. Deborah sniffed loudly. “Quinn, I can’t. I can’t help you. I...I won’t.” 
 
    Quinn punched the door in anger. “Bitch!” he shouted. “You get everything you deserve, you beast! Fuck you!” 
 
    He kicked the door with his remaining boot. He let out a rabid cry, throwing himself against the door. It wouldn’t give. Perhaps Deborah was holding it shut on the other side, and she was certainly stronger than he was. Quinn stumbled back, breathing hard. He knew he wasn’t strong enough to go up against her. 
 
    “I won’t give up now,” he whispered, “I can’t.” 
 
    There was one last thing he could try. He knew that there had once been letterbox shaped windows at the top of the classroom. If he could get to them, he could crawl out to ground level and escape. They’d been blacked out by Ross and his cronies, but if he could just find one of them, he’d be out before he knew it. 
 
    He stumbled around the room again, using the walls for navigation. The snapping of teeth was getting closer as he moved along the wall. He knew where the windows were. He just had to get to them.  
 
    And that meant taking out any obstacles in his way. 
 
    He let out a cry and thrust his elbow to his right, slamming into the jaw of a rotter, knocking it to the ground. With the boot he still wore, he slammed his foot into the creature’s skull, over and over, until there was nothing but mush beneath his feet. He could feel blood seeping into his sock, making him gag, but when he pressed his hand against the wall, he found the window ledge. He fumbled for it and climbed up, feeling for the window’s handle, but it was locked in place. Quinn cursed. He’d have to break the glass. He braced himself as his elbow collided hard with the window pane, sending a jolt of agony up his arm. The glass cracked ever so slightly.  
 
    Just as he heard the footsteps thundering down the corridor. 
 
    Ross was returning. 
 
    How was it possible? He was supposed to have more time. Panicking, Quinn slammed his elbow once again, watching as the glass fractured and a little light made it into the room. He battered at it again while the sound of the door unlocking filled his ears. 
 
    He turned to see Ross throwing the door open, red in the face. But now that Quinn had light, he wasn’t completely at Ross’ mercy. Quinn saw that a rotter near him was held in place by a rope hooked to the wall. Thinking fast, he unlatched the creature and watched it beeline for Ross, arms outstretched like a child reaching for their mother. Ross tried to bat it away, but its teeth sank into his shoulder, making him cry out in agony. Quinn’s mouth fell open in shock as Ross battled against the rotter, watching it tear a chunk of skin from Ross’ body. He had no time to realize he’d just signed Ross’ death warrant. For as long as Ross was still alive, he’d still chase him down.  
 
    He had to get out. 
 
    Quinn forced his body through the window, glass slicing at him as he wriggled out onto the tarmac. He felt something trying to grab at his feet, but he didn’t stop moving until he was outside, cold air slicing through the cuts on his face. He felt unsteady on his feet, dizzy with agony, but he knew he was still against the clock. 
 
    He began to run. 
 
    His whole body hurt. His bare foot dug painfully into the gravel as he crossed the abandoned playground. Each stride he took made his ribs protest with shoots of agony. It’s only pain, it won’t kill you, Quinn thought. 
 
    But Ross will.  
 
    He looked back over his shoulder. To his horror, Ross had made it through the window and was pursuing him. His eyes were alight with anger, and blood was gushing from his shoulder. It only made him seem more dangerous. Quinn ran harder. 
 
    The chase was on. 
 
    The ground got icier as they got further across the school grounds and into the abandoned car park. Tossing a glance over his shoulder and seeing that Ross was gaining ground, Quinn scooted through a gap between two cars parked too close together, throwing Ross’ path off. But it wasn’t long before Ross began closing in again. He launched himself over a car, scrambling over the hood. He was almost feral in his desperation to catch his prey, not seeming to feel the deep bite on his shoulder. He snatched at the air just behind Quinn, almost catching him out, but Quinn escaped by an inch. 
 
    Quinn had started crying, though he didn’t know when. Ross was moving faster. Quinn’s vision blurred and he slipped on the ice, his tailbone slamming into the ground. He cried out in pain, and then Ross was there, knelt over him, blood trickling from the fresh carving the creature had left on his shoulder. 
 
    “You lied again,” Ross hissed. “There are no refugees, are there?” Quinn whimpered beneath his touch. Ross’s fist slammed into Quinn’s face, and he felt his lip bust open. I was so close, so close… 
 
    “Thought you could kill me, eh? Thought you’d set some rotters on me?” Ross spat, pointing to his shoulder. Quinn could feel the fight draining from him, his head hazy. At least Ross will die now. He’ll turn, Quinn thought. 
 
    We can go down to hell together. 
 
    But then he watched a horrific smirk cross Ross’ face. He bent down closer, his mouth right next to Quinn’s ear. 
 
    “That was never going to work,” Ross whispered. “Know why?” Ross lifted his head, looking down at Quinn with a sadistic smile. “I’m immune.”  
 
    Quinn began to tremble. How was it possible? Surely, it couldn’t be? The virus had wiped out everyone they knew…and yet here Ross was, a monster still inside a human shell. He had all the characteristics of a rotter, and yet all of the control of a human. 
 
    And in that moment, everything began to make sense. 
 
    “I was bitten weeks ago,” Ross murmured in Quinn’s ear. “And I thought…this is it. I’m done for. I went off to die alone, feeling weak, feeling worthless…but I came through the other side. And when I did…I felt stronger than ever. And I began to understand something…if the rotters can’t kill me, then I’m more powerful than anyone we know. And if I can survive a bite…then I have to do everything I can to preserve my life. No matter what stands in my way. No matter who stands in my way.” Ross chuckled to himself, withdrawing from Quinn to watch him quake.  
 
    “And now you understand why you should be so afraid, don’t you? But don’t let your heart give out yet, Quinn. I’m nowhere near done with you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    It had been almost too easy for Alby to lure Steve outside The Fortress. 
 
    He had thought, after their conversation at the manor house, that Steve would have his guard up. That he would be wary, at least, of Alby and the threat that he had made. And it was true that Steve had kept his distance from Alby in the few days since, seeming to mysteriously disappear whenever Alby was around. But this didn’t reassure Alby at all. If anything, it made Alby more alert. 
 
    In Alby’s opinion, it was what you couldn’t see that was usually more dangerous. 
 
    Which was all the more reason that Steve had to go. 
 
    Alby had been floating the idea of securing the town hall for days. There was something about that building that held a certain pull for Alby. With bigger numbers, they would be able to expand their perimeter of safety. And what was a town without a building of power? Without somewhere to gather from which Alby could rule? 
 
    Alby had decided that today, he was going to scope out the town hall. And he was taking Steve with him. 
 
    When Alby had announced his trip, Will and Hakim had readily offered themselves as escorts. Alby had turned them down quickly. He’d instructed them to instead focus on further securing The Fortress; to work with Lily and Henry and put into practice the neat survival hacks they’d seen at the manor house. Knowing the schedules he’d drawn up by heart, Alby had timed his trip out to perfection; he knew that Sadie would be starting preparations for their dinner, Chrissie and Vic with her; that Hunter and Freddie were on watch; that Patrick and Fletcher were sleeping after their night shift on the barricade. He’d managed to distract Zoe and Charlie with some cleaning and laundry, which was piling up quicker now that their numbers had grown. Which just left Steve at his disposal, as Alby had planned. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Steve asked, his face surveying Alby with uncertainty. It wasn’t a secret to either of them that they didn’t trust each other, though Alby tried not to advertise that in front of the other residents of The Fortress.  
 
    “I’m sure,” Alby said. “I’d go alone, but I can’t go against my own rules. Nobody leaves The Fortress unaccompanied.” 
 
    It was a short trip to the town hall from the hotel, just a few minutes away. As they’d ventured past the barricade, when it was just the two of them walking the cobbled alley towards the town hall, Alby had turned to Steve.  
 
    “Look,” he said, trying to sound reasonable as Steve’s eyes darted around for signs of the biters. “I think we got off on the wrong foot.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” was Steve’s gruff reply. 
 
    “That trip back from the manor…” Alby gave a pause. He’d rehearsed this in his head; what he wanted to say, how he wanted to come across. He needed to sound genuine. “It was scary stuff. I haven’t been outside The Fortress much since we secured it,” Alby gave a light chuckle, “Which you can probably tell. But that journey back, it just made me realize…there are so many more of them than there are of us. Us survivors…we’re a rarity these days. And to avoid sounding cliche, we are stronger together than we are apart. We’re only going to win against the biters with unity. That’s the power that we have over them.” 
 
    “Some inspirational words,” Steve commented, and though it was a dig, Alby was surprised to hear a lack of malice in his tone. 
 
    “You don’t even have to like me, if you don’t want to,” Alby said, as if this were a generous offer. Steve grunted in response. “But we’re cooped up together in there. We have to at least put up with each other, even if we don’t see eye to eye. I made that place what it is, and you don’t have to like me for it, but you do have to respect me. And I, in return, will respect you.” 
 
    They were at the town hall now, the historic building standing abandoned and empty before them. A haunting relic of a council, a system, now lost. The building screamed power, the feeling buzzing in Alby’s chest as they cautiously approached the stairs. Before they entered, Alby put a hand on Steve’s arm, making the older man flinch. His eyes narrowed at Alby. 
 
    “Do we have a deal?” Alby asked, taking his hand from Steve’s arm and holding it out for the older man to shake. Steve eyed up Alby’s outstretched hand. After a moment’s pause, Steve sighed disinterestedly. 
 
    “Sure, kid,” he said, shaking Alby’s hand quickly. 
 
    Alby smiled pleasantly, uncrossing the fingers of his other hand behind his back. 
 
    “Let’s scope this place out,” Alby said, letting Steve lead the way into the town hall. If there was anything lurking in there, Alby certainly didn’t want to be the one to face that.  
 
    But the town hall was empty. The interior was exactly as Patrick and Fletcher had described; a time capsule that preserved the outbreak of the apocalypse. The corridor that led to the main hall was littered with empty cardboard boxes of supplies, and plastic crates of water that the survivors must have left behind in their haste to escape. The wall to their right was covered with scraps of paper; a patchwork of handwriting each pleading for a loved one to be found. Alby wasn’t a sentimental person, but there was something haunting about the display. He shuddered, pressing past the messages on the wall. 
 
    The main hall, which reminded Alby of an old courtroom, was scattered with sleeping bags, blankets and packed rucksacks. As Alby stepped into the center of the room, he took a deep breath of the musty air, turning around slowly. 
 
    A town wasn’t complete without its leader.  
 
    And this place was fit for a leader. 
 
    As Alby looked around the room, he imagined bringing other survivors to The Fortress. How impressive and imposing they would seem, having their shit together in a world turned to chaos and ruin. Seeing himself in this place, barking orders and ruling over everyone else, there was no way someone would question his authority. Nobody would take his town away from him. 
 
     But there was something that he had to do first. 
 
    “There’s quite a lot of useful supplies left,” Steve mused as he rifled through one of the rucksacks that had been left behind. “Shall we take some of this stuff back with us?” 
 
    Alby shook his head. “We can secure this place in a matter of days. We can sort through everything that’s useful then.” 
 
    When they had finished exploring the downstairs, Alby led the way towards the staircase that led to the upper level of council offices. Steve trotted in Alby’s wake, his eyes peeled for any biter activity.  
 
    “Let’s make this quick, shall we?” Steve said, and Alby was surprised to hear that he sounded nervous.  
 
    Oh I plan to, Alby thought. 
 
    He led them through the first door into an empty office, with tall windows overlooking the town square. A thin film of dust covered the furniture in the office, coating the papers spread out on the desk and the spines of books in the bookcase on the back wall. 
 
    “Can you keep watch over the square?” Alby asked Steve.  
 
    “Sure…” Steve said, though he looked uncertain. Alby had never truly known innocence, but he tried to look innocent for Steve’s sake. But he knew that if this didn’t work, he’d just have to find another time to dispatch Steve, inconvenient as that would be. 
 
    “There may be some interesting plans or maps of the town,” Alby explained, opening a desk as if to demonstrate. “If we plan to stay here, we should know everything about the area. Any secret tunnels, even the sewage system. We can’t leave any stone unturned.” 
 
    Before being enrolled in an all boys’ private school - “To learn to be a real man,” his father had said - Alby had been taken to martial arts classes. He’d sat nervously at the back of the class, wincing as he watched the other boys throw fists and kicks at one another. Looking at the size of the other boys in the class - and his own scrawny physique - it had been hard for Alby to imagine overpowering anyone. When the dreaded moment came that Alby’s instructor called him to the mat, he’d walked over with shaking legs. He had hoped that none of the other boys could see his knees knocking into one another. 
 
    “And what’s your name?” his instructor asked kindly. 
 
    “Alby,” he’d muttered quietly, looking down at his bare feet. 
 
    “I didn’t catch that?” 
 
    “Alby,” he repeated, slightly louder. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Alby.” His instructor put a hand gently on his shoulder, as if seeming to sense his nervousness. “Now Alby, do you know what one of the most important rules of martial arts is?” 
 
    Alby shook his head, no.  
 
    “That’s okay, Alby,” the instructor lowered his voice, so that only Alby could hear him. “One of the most important rules in martial arts is that it doesn’t really matter if you’re the biggest, or the strongest person.” 
 
    Alby’s eyes flicked up curiously to meet his instructor’s. He certainly liked the sound of that, at least. 
 
    “Although it doesn’t hurt,” his instructor added with a wink. “Every opponent has a weakness. Even the smallest person can overthrow a giant, if they know just where to hit them hard enough.” 
 
    Every opponent has a weakness.  
 
    It was something that resonated with Alby, still to this day. He would return battered and bruised after every session in his short-lived stint at martial arts - and not just physically, either. The other boys would taunt him, mock him as he struggled time and time again to get up from the mats when he was knocked down. But the one part of martial arts that Alby enjoyed was learning about pressure points and how to use them against your opponent. He paid apt attention when their instructor demonstrated these, whilst the other boys whispered disinterestedly. Alby promised, before he left the class, that he would show the boys just what he was capable of.  
 
    In his last class, Alby had been paired with Tris, a stocky boy with spiky brown hair who was usually flanked by his posse of friends. The boys were all as equally obnoxious as one another, but Tris was the worst. He was easily the top of this class, and that did nothing but bolster Tris’ ego. When Alby had taken his stand opposite Tris on their gym mat, he’d briefly locked eyes with his instructor, who’d smiled. 
 
    Knock him down, he’d mouthed and Alby had puffed out his chest. Even as he made his scrawny hands into small fists at his sides, he stepped towards Tris confidently. 
 
    When he’d walked out of that last class, Alby had worn a grin that spread from ear to ear. Not just from the victory of having beaten the biggest boy in the class; although that had felt good, he had to admit. It had given him a sense of satisfaction to leave Tris with both his ego and his body bruised, dazedly trying to understand why he instead of Alby was the one lying winded on the gym mat. And Alby had grinned, knowing that his father, reveling in Alby’s victory, might agree to stop pushing him to attend the classes. 
 
    He’d learned all that he needed to from martial arts. 
 
    Alby didn’t need to fight with kicks and punches, didn’t need to armor his body with muscle to be able to take down a bigger threat. He didn’t have to be the stronger fighter; just the smarter one. All Alby needed to do was hit where it hurt most. 
 
    And that’s exactly what Alby did. 
 
    When Steve’s back was turned towards the windows, Alby sprung into action. He leapt toward the man, smacking his hands with as much strength as he could muster over Steve’s ears. He followed the attack up quickly with a well-aimed kick to the back of Steve’s knees, sending him staggering to the floor. But as Alby aimed his next move - the groin, always a weak spot - he found himself tripping over Steve’s outstretched foot. Losing his balance, Alby crashed to the floor clumsily. Panic rose in Alby’s chest as the older man used this distraction to his advantage. Steve hauled Alby up from the ground, a thick arm wrapped around Alby’s neck. Alby felt the pressure around his neck tighten, felt his throat constricting with the older man’s force as Steve growled in his ear. Patches of black blossomed in Alby’s vision, his lungs screaming for air as Alby thrashed- 
 
    In a final desperate bid to free himself, Alby jerked his head back quickly. He felt the back of his skull crack against Steve’s face, and heard the older man swear in pain. The muscles holding Alby hostage loosened their grip. It was only a second, but it was long enough for Alby to jab his elbow backwards into Steve’s stomach. He heard a rib crack as the last of Steve’s hold fell away. Alby swung around quickly, his lungs gulping in air. Steve was doubled over, blood pouring from his ruined nose and a hand pressed over his ribs. Spotting a metal radiator pipe on the floor, Alby reached for the weapon, curling his fingers around it before he landed a final blow, smacking the pipe into Steve’s jaw.  
 
    Steve fell to the floor, his head lolling as he fought to stay conscious. 
 
    Alby had to move quickly. 
 
    With some effort, he seized Steve under the armpits and dragged the semi-conscious man across the floor to a radiator underneath one of the windows that looked out on the square. Fishing into his pocket with trembling hands for a cable tie, Alby forced Steve’s wrists together. He wound the cable tie over Steve’s wrists, threading the plastic through the radiator’s exposed metal pipe. He tightened the cable tie over Steve’s wrists, and stepped back to admire his handiwork. There was just one more thing to do. 
 
    Steve’s knife - dropped in the fray - was mere inches from his left boot. Alby kicked it away, watching the weapon as it skittered across the floor. 
 
    Steve coughed, his eyes lazily coming into focus. Blood stained his lips as it dripped from his ruined nose, staining his teeth red as his lips curled. 
 
    “So that’s the plan?” Steve spat, wincing in pain as he glared up at the younger boy who had taken him hostage. “Going to kill me?” 
 
    Alby crouched down to meet Steve’s eyes. His hand itched for the knife in his pocket. He could cause Steve so much more agony. He could inflict so much more pain, so much more fear. He had the power to. Steve was defenseless. 
 
    But not today. 
 
    “Oh no,” Alby said quietly, a cruel smile playing across his lips. “Why would I need to? I don’t need to show you that mercy, not when something else could do that for me…”  
 
    Confusion flitted across Steve’s face, before his eyes opened wide with panic. “No-” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Alby said sweetly. “When they get started with you, you’re going to wish that I’d killed you. They’re going to tear you limb from limb. I bet that they’re hungry this time of year…” 
 
    “Alby!” Steve growled, fighting against the restraints at his wrists. “Alby, please. I’m not a threat-” 
 
    “Maybe you should have thought about that when we first met,” Alby hissed. “You only get one chance to make an impression with me. It’s not my fault that you blew that.” 
 
    “Alby, please!” Steve begged. He let out a cry of frustration as the cable ties dug into the skin of his wrists. “Please, you can’t leave me here to die-” 
 
    “Oh, but I can.” 
 
    Alby stood up, feeling suddenly taller when he did so. He straightened his back, stretching his shoulders out lazily as Steve fought with his restraints. Alby raised the metal radiator pipe and swung - not to hit Steve, who recoiled - but to meet the radiator. A metal clang echoed in the empty building like a dinner bell. 
 
    It was feeding time. 
 
    “Goodbye, Steve,” Alby said cheerily, as he turned on his heel and hurried out of the building, until Steve’s screams of panic were nothing but a mere echo.  
 
      
 
    “Do you think you could work with this?” Sadie asked. 
 
    She was standing on the roof of the hotel, the rest of the deserted town sprawled around them. It struck Sadie, coming up here for the first time, just how small the world had become. How small their world had become, despite the empty buildings and shops that surrounded them.  
 
    A ghost town, and they were the only residents in it.  
 
    Vic inspected the space quietly, their blue eyes taking it all in. They ran a hand through the silver hair that flopped over their forehead, deep in thought. Sadie watched Vic surveying the roof, watched their eyes rove over the roof garden that the hotel had once taken care of, but now was overgrown with dying weeds that fluttered limply in the winter breeze. Vic approached the plots of weeds, nudging the dry soil with the tip of their boot. 
 
    “This could work,” Vic said at last. “The plots aren’t deep, but if we built them up,” Vic demonstrated height with their hands, “We could fill them with more soil so it’s deep enough to plant some vegetables. If we can find the seeds.” Vic turned to the sky. “There’s lots of natural light, which is good. And it’s not ground level, so we should be clear of any crazies - biters,” they corrected themselves quickly, “From spoiling anything. But we’ll need to find a way to keep what we plant from getting picked at by birds. Maybe get some chicken wire or something.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can figure that out,” Lily said. “As well as building up the plots, too. That should be easy enough to solve. We can take a look at what we’ve got in the outdoors store, and scavenge for whatever else we need. We’re up to the challenge.” She gestured to herself and Henry, who nodded eagerly. The pair seemed keen to make use of their survival hacks at The Fortress.  
 
    Since their arrival, Lily and Henry had made the most effort to integrate with their new acquaintances. They’d volunteered to take watches and had already worked with Will and Hakim on ways that they could strengthen the barricades. The pair rummaged through the trash every day before it got thrown out, saving whatever they could find that would be useful. Most of it looked like junk to Sadie, but Henry or Lily always had an idea of what they could use each item they salvaged for. It was a lot of trial and error, Lily had said, but her eyes had sparkled with the challenge. Getting things wrong - to them - was just a step closer to getting things right. 
 
    Chrissie and Vic had been more hesitant with getting involved in life at The Fortress than Lily and Henry. But Sadie had come to realize that they were both just a little shy and reserved. Uncertain, perhaps. The pair never seemed to be separated; always moving as one, so in sync with each other. But they had both sheepishly turned up to the diner one morning to help Sadie with the cooking. She hadn’t asked for their help, but Sadie had to admit, it was nice having company in the kitchen. It might only be a meal or two a day, but there were lots of mouths to feed now, and Sadie was grateful for them helping her out.  
 
    “If we found the right tools, we could even get a greenhouse or two up here,” Vic added thoughtfully, pointing to some of the empty space. “Grow some fruit in the summer, perhaps.” 
 
    Sadie cast an uncertain look over the forlorn, wilted rooftop. It was hard to imagine what Lily, Henry, Chrissie and Vic could see in their mind’s eye. All Sadie could see was some patches of dying weeds and puddles of rainwater. But this was why they needed them, Sadie reminded herself. Where she saw an unkept, unused rooftop, they saw opportunity. They saw a way to bring sustainability to their food supply; a way to utilize the space. And with more hands on deck, maybe that could be possible.  
 
    It was true that their food supply would run out eventually; and Sadie had to admit, though they couldn’t afford to be fussy in an apocalypse, their diet wasn’t exactly what you’d call healthy. She looked around the space and tried to envision its potential. The rooftop flourishing into an oasis of life, bathed in sunlight, rewarding them with the fruits of their labor. Maybe, after the vegetables had been tended, she could escape up here in whatever free time she had with a book in hand. Maybe she and Hakim could even sneak up here on balmy summer nights and camp out under a blanket of stars. They might even invite Will, though Sadie found herself longing for the prospect of some privacy. She wasn’t sure if it was a symptom of the apocalypse, but she found herself increasingly wanting to indulge in where her mind had begun wandering to whenever she and Hakim were alone… 
 
    Feeling herself blush, Sadie pulled herself back to reality. But the vision had given her one thing. A thing that felt an awful lot like hope. Sure, it wouldn’t happen overnight, and they might not have everything they need right away, but there were ways to work with what they did have. 
 
    “Well; the sooner we get started, the better. Right?” Chrissie said, and Vic nodded their agreement.  
 
    “I can’t promise we’ll grow much,” Vic said. Their eyes met Sadie’s. “And it will take time, with new planting. We’ll have to be patient…” 
 
    “But it’s a start,” Sadie said. 
 
    “It’s a start.” Vic nodded. “If we can get the planting beds ready and get the seeds in now - and if the seeds take to the soil - we could even have some vegetables ready in time for spring.” 
 
    “What will we be able to grow?” Sadie asked. 
 
    “It’s winter,” Vic said thoughtfully. “Which is usually a good time to plant carrots, kale, onions, lettuce, peas…” 
 
    Sadie felt her mouth water. When was the last time she’d eaten anything fresh that hadn’t come from a freezer, a can or a tin? They had struck lucky at the diner with its fully stocked freezers, but they needed to think ahead. And thinking ahead was so much easier when they had four secure walls around them, keeping the biters out. 
 
    “I think there are water tanks in the store,” Henry mused, dipping the toe of his boot absent-mindedly into the dirty puddle beneath their feet.  
 
    “Those big plastic barrels?” Sadie asked. Henry nodded, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his freckled nose. She’d never realized what the big plastic barrels were for, but it seemed obvious now. 
 
    “We should look to collect whatever rainwater we can,” Henry said. “We don’t want to lose whatever plants we can grow because we can’t water them. I know it seems silly to think about,” he added. England was notorious for its rainy, wet weather, even in the summer. “But stranger things have happened than a drought in the summer.” 
 
    “And we need drinking water,” Lily added. “If we can find a way to make it safe to drink, that is.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be safe to drink?” Sadie asked. “It’s just rainwater…” She cast a glance around at the group. “...isn’t it?” 
 
    “Do you fancy drinking rainwater that a bird has pooped in?” Lily smirked, though not unkindly. “We might be safe from the odd biter finding their way in, but birds are going to be our new nemesis.” 
 
    Sadie blushed. She did not fancy that one bit. “We could cover them…” 
 
    “How are they going to collect water if they’re covered?” Henry pointed out with a raised eyebrow. Sadie could see the dilemma. Henry shrugged. “Let’s start collecting it for now, anyway. It will come in useful to feed the soil before we get the seeds in. The water tanks may even have their own filtration system. And we’ll need to go somewhere to actually get the seeds to plant in the first place…” 
 
    “There must be a garden center somewhere nearby,” Lily added. “I don’t really fancy digging up people’s gardens or anything…who knows what could be contaminated.” 
 
    Vic nodded. “We’re best starting from scratch,” they agreed.  
 
    “A few biters trampled our vegetable patches at the manor,” Henry added in an undertone to Sadie. “Vic never forgave them.” 
 
    “I heard that,” Vic said with a small smile. 
 
    “I think you were meant to,” Chrissie teased fondly, lacing her fingers with Vic’s. “It’s the only time I’ve ever seen you have a tantrum…” 
 
    Sadie found herself smiling as her new acquaintances made jokes and poked fun at Vic’s expense. They were human, too, with their own shared history of the apocalypse. Nobody’s stories of survival would be the same; the good, the bad and the just plain bizarre. Sadie was glad that their paths had crossed, and that they’d joined forces. She’d already learnt just how much she didn’t know about survival from them. She really wished now that she’d paid more attention to horticulture in Scouts. 
 
    “What do we need to do first?” she asked Vic, when the jokes had subsided. 
 
    “We need to get rid of all this crap before we can do anything,” Vic said, running their free hand over the wilted, dry weeds. The weeds rustled under their touch. 
 
    “Well then,” Sadie said. She grasped the handle of a shovel they’d brought up with them, albeit intended as a weapon against potential biters lurking on the roof. “It’s a good job I came prepared.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be needing that today,” Freddie said, with a glance at Charlie’s blood-stained baseball bat. Charlie frowned, looking from his bat to Freddie curiously. 
 
    “Learning to fight feels like it should be a practical lesson,” Charlie said suspiciously. 
 
    Freddie raised an eyebrow. “Are you questioning my methods?” 
 
    “Maybe. I just thought it would be more…combative.” 
 
    He’d been confused when Freddie had suggested they meet for their first lesson in the outdoors store. He’d thought they’d be outside at least, where there was space for him to swing his bat freely, or a few biters for him to take down. But maybe what Freddie had in mind was learning to fight in close quarters. After all, you couldn’t always choose when you were going to get swarmed by zombies. 
 
    “Your problem isn’t with combat,” Freddie said. Charlie opened his mouth to disagree. “At least, not in a physical sense,” she added quickly, “Physically, you’re more capable than most of us at taking down the biters. But you don’t always have to fight harder. Sometimes you have to fight smarter.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “And for that, you need to use your mind.” 
 
    “Please tell me this isn’t a math quiz or anything,” Charlie said, half-joking. 
 
    “I’m not that mean. Let me put it this way…if you were asleep in your room, and you heard a noise that woke you up, what would you do?” 
 
    “Well,” Charlie said. “My first thought would be that it’s a biter, so I would take my bat-” 
 
    Freddie shook her head. “Wrong.” 
 
    “How is that wrong?” 
 
    “How are you going to bash in a biter’s skull in the dark?” 
 
    Charlie huffed. He rolled his eyes as he said, “Fine, I would turn on a light and then I would pick up my bat.” 
 
    “Exactly. You wouldn’t do anything without trying to turn on a light first. That’s what you need to learn, Charlie. You can’t see if you don’t turn on the light; you can’t fight if you don’t think, if you can’t be present. Do you…do you feel present when you fight? Do you feel like you can focus?” 
 
    Charlie pretended to think about this, but he knew the answer. No. It didn’t feel natural to him, the way that it had before Nora died. Maybe it was knowing that he couldn’t save her, that made him think he couldn’t save himself, no matter how hard he tried to cling onto reality. The fear always overtook him, like being washed out to sea. And more often than not, he felt like he was drowning when he was surrounded by the monsters. Not just from their physical presence - though that didn’t help either - but he felt like he was drowning in the memories that haunted him. The memories Charlie replayed every time he fought to take them down.  
 
    It hadn’t felt real, when the apocalypse first began. That first week had been a whirlwind of blood and gore, but the adrenaline had pulled him through. And though he didn’t want to admit it now, of course Charlie had thought it would end. It hadn’t been until he’d seen a biter sink its rotting teeth into Nora that the spell had broken. That he’d woken up and realized the biters weren’t just some monster in a video game. That they were real people, and they were in real danger. It wasn’t just some big adventure with a story they’d tell for years to come. It was their life, now.  
 
    “I guess not,” Charlie said at last. He could tell from the way that Freddie was looking at him that she knew the answer, too. “But I don’t know how you can help me feel more…present.” 
 
    “This,” Freddie took a hand off her crutches to fish a thick black band out of her pocket, which dangled from her fingers, “Is a heart rate monitor. I pinched it from the infirmary.” 
 
    Charlie reached out and took the black band from her, turning it over curiously in his hands. He relinquished his baseball bat reluctantly to inspect it, clicking the button so that the tiny screen lit up. 
 
    “What do you want me to do with it?” he asked. 
 
    “You put the band around your chest,” Freddie demonstrated. “I’m going to talk you through a few techniques to help you focus. Keep you calm. If it works, we should see your heart rate go down.” 
 
    Charlie frowned. He wasn’t sure what good these techniques would do. His heart rate would never be low when he was surrounded by biters. But then again, what choice did he have? He’d asked Freddie for her help, after all. Maybe if this went as terribly as he thought it would, they could just skip to the practical side. As Charlie fastened the heart rate monitor around his chest, he tried to ignore his heart, suddenly conscious of every beat. Did it always beat that fast? 
 
    Freddie squinted at the number on the monitor’s screen. “Your resting heart rate is a little high,” she said. 
 
    “No shit.” Charlie let out a humorless laugh. “Must be the stage fright.” 
 
    “Now, close your eyes,” Freddie instructed. Charlie did as he was told. He felt every heart beat in his chest like a ticking clock. He was nervous suddenly, with nothing but the darkness behind his eyelids. He wondered if Freddie could tell. 
 
    He wondered if Freddie saw what he saw every time he closed his eyes. 
 
    For the next minute, Charlie did his best to focus on Freddie’s words, to follow her instructions. Keep your mind clear. Focus only on your breathing. In, hold, out. But the thing was, Charlie’s mind wasn’t clear. And it didn’t help that he could feel every heartbeat reverberate in his chest, hear his pulse in his ears. 
 
    “You’ll be getting me to do yoga next,” Charlie muttered after their fifth attempt had failed again to calm his heart rate. Nothing seemed to be working. He felt his mind wander each time he closed his eyes. And the places that his mind wandered to made him feel all the more vulnerable. 
 
    “Actually,” Freddie said. “Yoga isn’t such a bad idea-” 
 
    “I’m not doing yoga-” 
 
    “Your heart rate is going up-” 
 
    “I don’t care about my stupid heart rate!” Charlie snapped. He ripped the heart rate monitor from his chest, flinging it across the floor. “This isn’t working. I didn’t come here to learn how to breathe. I came to you to learn how to fight. And all you’ve done is strap a stupid monitor to my chest and tell me how high my heart rate is. I could tell you that myself - I feel like it never slows down.” 
 
    Charlie’s chest was rising and falling rapidly. Without another word to Freddie, he snatched up his baseball bat and stormed up the stairs to the roof. He threw the door open, letting it bang against the wall as the cold winter air washed over him. He stomped over to the ledge, gripping the cold metal in his shaking hands. His heart was racing even faster now; he didn’t need a monitor to tell him that. He felt so angry. At Freddie. At the biters. But mostly, at himself. He never knew how to keep calm anymore. He didn’t need her to prove that to him. 
 
    After a moment, he lowered himself to the floor, sliding his legs under the railing so that they dangled off the roof’s edge. He rested his forehead against the cold metal, closing his eyes. His hands balled into fists at his sides, his fingernails digging crescent moons into his palms. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk,” Charlie said loudly when he heard the door of the roof swing open behind him. He heard heavy boot steps approach. “Freddie, I’m really not in the mood-” 
 
    “Last time I checked,” said a male voice, “I wasn’t called Freddie.” 
 
    Hunter dropped down next to Charlie, swinging his own long legs over the side of the roof. Charlie had always considered himself tall for his age, but next to Hunter, he felt tiny. Charlie straightened his slouched posture subconsciously, but the top of his head still only reached Hunter’s broad shoulders. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk,” Charlie repeated, hating how childish it sounded. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Hunter said. “It doesn’t mean you can’t listen.” 
 
    “Hunter-” 
 
    “I know what it’s like,” Hunter sighed. “Being stuck inside your own head.” 
 
    “How can you possibly know?” Charlie snapped before he could stop himself. “You barely know me, dude.” 
 
    “Let me rephrase,” Hunter said, undeterred. “I know what it’s like to be stuck in my own head.” 
 
    “It sure doesn’t look like it,” Charlie mumbled. He picked at the skin around his thumb, a habit that he knew he’d never had before the apocalypse began. “I’ve seen the way that you can slice down the biters. You just cut clean through them.” 
 
    “So much for not talking, huh?” Hunter said. 
 
    Charlie shot Hunter a dirty look, but Hunter just smiled in response. “I’ve been stuck in my own head since way before all this began,” Hunter continued. “Before the virus wiped everyone out and turned them into biters. Before the world went to shit, I felt like I was already going to shit. Up here.” Hunter tapped his temple. 
 
    Charlie tried to appear disinterested, picking at his thumb again. But the truth was, he wanted to hear Hunter’s words. He wanted to know that he wasn’t alone in whatever he was feeling. Charlie had come to realize that the world was quite a lonely place when that place was inside your own head.  
 
    “I remember the first time it happened,” Hunter said. “The first time I had a panic attack. It was on a plane, going to New Zealand. I sure knew how to choose my timings,” he added with a small smile. “I’d always been an anxious person; I wound myself up about exams, I turned up ridiculously early to plans because I worried about the millions of unlikely things that could make me late on the way. I was an hour and a half early to my first date with Freddie because of it. But it wasn’t until getting on that plane that the anxiety quite literally overwhelmed me.” 
 
    “What happened?” Charlie asked quietly. 
 
    Hunter shook his head. “I felt like I was dying,” Hunter admitted. “Like the walls were closing in on me. And the walls that I thought were closing in on me just happened to be forty thousand feet in the sky, too. Which didn’t help,” Hunter said with a humorless chuckle. “I just suddenly realized how out of control I would be, if anything bad were to happen. And once the thought was in my head…I couldn’t stop it. I looked around at all these people, asleep under blankets or watching films on their screens…and I didn’t get it. Why weren’t they freaking out about being suspended thousands of feet above the ground, too?” 
 
    “Did you ever go on a plane again?” 
 
    “Fuck no, I’m terrified of them. But it wasn’t an isolated incident. I thought, or maybe hoped, that after that flight it wouldn’t happen again…but it did. And it kept on happening, for no apparent reason. I felt like I was carrying this anxiety around with me, like I was just waiting to go off at any point.” Hunter nudged Charlie’s shoulder. “Does that sound familiar?” 
 
    It did sound familiar. When Charlie fought, he almost felt like he was going to explode. He hacked and he hacked away at the biters when they entered his line of vision, not knowing his next move other than a desperate bid to stay alive. It was different to being on a football field, where they played out meticulously planned strategies. Charlie had known what he was doing on the pitch most of the time, and so he had the headspace whenever things did go awry to adapt and react to their opponents. But with the biters…there was no anticipating their next move.  
 
    They had to fight smarter, not harder. And Charlie needed a clear mind for that. 
 
    “After a while, I ended up going to therapy,” Hunter said. “And I’m not saying it fixed anything, or that mindfulness and breathing exercises can fix anything either. I don’t think it’s something that you can fix. But learning how to cope helped me manage it. It helped me…” Hunter paused, as if searching for the right words. “Carry on, I guess. It helped me focus on the smaller things first, rather than the bigger picture. It helped me calm myself down when I panicked so I could actually focus on what was causing me to panic, and what I could do about it.” 
 
    “I feel like I can never think, out there,” Charlie admitted. He drew his legs up to his chest, wrapping his arms around them protectively. “There’s just so many of them, I don’t know where to start.” 
 
    “You start by staying present,” Hunter said. “You have to stay in the moment. You have to ground yourself, and keep yourself grounded no matter how gory or grisly it gets. It’s not easy. But you let your mind wander, forget where you are…it actually makes everything worse. You’ve already got an enemy out there,” Hunter gestured to the town. “But don’t make another enemy for yourself up here.” He tapped Charlie’s temple gently. 
 
    “It just feels like it would be easier to give up sometimes. Like my mind has already given up on me.” 
 
    Hunter sighed. “The thing with survival, with living is…we find a way to carry on, despite our demons. And I’ve seen you fight. You might feel like it at times, but the guy I’ve seen tackling those biters isn’t a guy who looks like he’s willing to give up. I know it might feel easier to give up, to give in…but I don’t think you want to. We just have to figure out how to stop you feeling like giving in.” 
 
    “But how do we do that?” Charlie asked in a small voice. 
 
    Hunter held out a hand, hauling Charlie to his feet. “Together.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    “Do you think you’re ready for this?” Ginge asked Joe as he prepared the car for his group to leave the farm. Sam and Jam were loading two bikes into the back of the car, an idea that Jam had suggested for if they needed to split off at any point. Cassie was saying goodbye to Poppy after deciding at the last minute that she would join the group on their rescue mission. The plan was coming together. 
 
    And yet Joe didn’t feel prepared at all. He wasn’t quite sure what had possessed him to volunteer for the dangerous task, except that he was starting to feel a pull towards Sam. In the short time that she’d been on the farm, he had found her presence to be both calming and intriguing. Was that a good enough reason to go and save a stranger from the clutches of a madman? Probably not, but he was going to do it regardless. 
 
    “I think we’re good to go. It shouldn’t be too long a drive, and then we can scope out the place before we try to get inside,” Joe said. That was the plan they’d discussed between them. It felt flimsy at best, but last minute plans never tended to have much structure to them. Joe wasn’t sure why that wasn’t freaking him out more, but he didn’t plan to dwell on his new found confidence in case it went away. 
 
    “I guess I’ll just have to trust that you can all do this then,” Ginge said with a nervous smile. “I’m sorry I won’t be coming with you…I just have to think about what’s best for my family.” 
 
    Joe nodded in understanding. He surveyed the group that he was traveling with. Only Cassie really had a lot to risk - the two newbies had one another, but if they didn’t make it home, no one would be truly relying on them. Joe felt like he was in the same boat. He often felt like a spare part on the farm - he never quite fit in, no matter how much of himself he gave to the others. They had history he could never compete with, and they were younger than him too. That always put him on the outside, looking in.  
 
    Maybe that was why he felt so keen to be around Sam. Not only that, but he couldn’t deny his attraction to her. With her long dark hair and her intelligent blue eyes, she was killer. Not to mention the fact that she was everything he wished he could be - ruthless, independent, unapologetic. Opposites attract, he thought to himself. 
 
    Jam slammed the trunk of the car closed, wiping his hands on his jeans and nodding to Joe. “I’m ready to head off whenever you are. Sam said she can take the wheel. Can you direct us?” 
 
    “I have the map,” Joe said, waving the thick wad of paper at him. “Whether I’ll be any good with it is another story…” 
 
    “Cassie knows the lay of the land a little if you get stuck. She can be the only useful backseat driver to ever exist,” Ginge said with a smile. She leaned a little closer and dropped her voice lower. “Please remember what I told you…put your safety first. Any sign of trouble, then get out of there. I feel awful saying it…but don’t die for Quinn.” 
 
    Joe nodded. He hoped they’d get the kid back, but Ginge was right. It wasn’t worth trading four lives for one. Joe had never encountered Ross himself, which was perhaps why he felt stupid enough to take him on, but he didn’t fancy getting on his wrong side. Gus and Tomas had barely got out of the school alive.  
 
    As they were about to get into the car, Gus came out of the house, his wiry body shivering in the cold. He went first to Sam, offering his hand for her to shake. She took it and Gus clasped her arm with his other hand. 
 
    “Thank you. I owe you such a big debt,” Gus said. “I hope…I hope you can find him.” 
 
    “Me too,” Sam said with a curt nod. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Gus gave Cassie a quick hug and clapped Jam on the shoulder, gratitude written all over his face. Then he reached for Joe’s hand, gripping it hard. Joe could see desperation in the boy’s eyes. He lingered a moment, looking as though he wanted to say something. But then he just dropped his grip and stepped away, allowing the group to be on their way.  
 
    Joe took his place in the passenger seat and strapped in as Sam made herself comfortable behind the wheel. He watched her roll her shoulders back, adjusting the seat a little to accommodate for her shorter legs.  
 
    “It’s been a while since I got behind the wheel,” Sam admitted. “Might want to brace yourselves.” 
 
    “Good job we didn’t bring Heidi then. She uses any opportunity to let everyone know that she gets car sick,” Cassie said brightly, trying to lighten the mood. Sam allowed the smallest of smiles, which Joe had come to realize was a rarity. Smiles from Sam had to be earned, never given away for free. He was keen to earn himself one soon. 
 
    Sam slowly backed the car up, the vehicle jittering a little as she got to grips with it. Soon enough, though, they were on the road, watching Ginge, Poppy and Gus disappear in their rearview mirror. 
 
    No going back now, Joe thought.  
 
      
 
    Luke had never been much of a fan of feet, but he was much less so now that he had to deal with his own so intimately every day. He sat alone in the downstairs bedroom, slowly prising his shoes off so that he could tend to the stumps left by his severed toes. He swallowed back nausea as he saw the handiwork of the Piggy Man staring him in the face. 
 
    He dreamt of it every single night. He could never really recall dreaming until a few weeks prior. But the moment he encountered the Piggy Man for the first time, he knew he’d never be quite the same again. That he’d remember their encounter every night for the rest of his days.  
 
    He took deep, calming breaths. He’s still out there. Waiting, he thought. The idea haunted him. That there was a possibility it wasn’t over. He took the antiseptic spray from the side table and cleaned the wound with gritted teeth. The wound was beginning to heal over, but he wasn’t getting used to it at all. The wounds had come with new complications - a loss of balance, phantom feeling where his toes had been, the constant risk of infection or anyone finding out what had happened to him. It was bad enough that Eliza and Joe had the secret hanging over them. He dreaded anyone else finding out.  
 
    But nothing was worse than the nightmares. The constant reminder of what he had been through. He tried to keep himself composed as he rewrapped the wound in fresh bandages, but his hands trembled now. They never stopped. 
 
    There had never been doubt in Luke’s mind that evil and pain and suffering had all existed long before the apocalypse hit, but he’d never felt unsafe before. Even when the rotters descended upon them, he didn’t feel fear. It felt like a puzzle to be solved, something he could keep control of if he only put his mind to it. The rotters were slow, divided, brainless, almost predictable. There was nothing about a rotter alone that threatened Luke, a boy who never truly let impulse win over careful consideration. 
 
    But coming across the Piggy Man had humbled him in a way he never expected. As the man in the mask carved away at his body, Luke understood something new. They lived in a world where the ruling class - the rotters - were weaker than the sum of the humans that remained. 
 
    But the Piggy Man alone was stronger and more terrifying than all of them combined. 
 
    He felt a tear trickle down his cheek and he pawed at it in horror. He envied some of his male friends on the farm - Rori, who was so candid with his feelings, Joe who had no issue in admitting that his strengths lay outside of battle and bravery, and even The Fox, who since his arrival had shown no issue with being completely and utterly himself, no matter how strange he might be. 
 
    Luke had afforded himself no such luxury. He had a reputation to keep, a guard to keep up. He had no intention of ever being viewed as someone weak and helpless. And yet, though he tried to deny it to himself, that’s how he felt. Overnight, the Piggy Man had brought him to his knees, had made him feel so much less than the person he’d been before that day.  
 
    He had reminded him that he was human. 
 
    There was a soft knock on the door. Luke shoved his foot back inside his shoe, but as the door opened, he saw it was only Eliza. He had nothing he could hide from her now. He sighed as she moved to sit beside him on the bed. 
 
    “How’s the…injury?” she asked carefully. Luke had warned both her and Joe to keep what happened to them under wraps and to speak only vaguely about what happened. He wanted to keep the others in the dark, not just for the sake of his dignity, but for their own sanity. If he told them what had really happened, they’d have even more horrors to keep them all up at night. And for now, ignorance was certainly bliss. 
 
    “It’s healing well,” Luke said. “I got lucky.” 
 
    Eliza chewed at the inside of her cheek. “And you’re not worried?” 
 
    “About what in particular, Eliza? We have a considerably worrisome existence at this point. You’ll have to be more specific.” 
 
    Eliza shrugged. “I don’t know. About whether you’ll be able to walk properly again. About whether the Piggy Man will find us somehow. About if the group who just left the farm will be safe today. Take your pick.” 
 
    Luke scoffed. “Those idiots that chose to go on the rescue mission are not my concern. They signed themselves up for it. It’s not my problem. And as for the rest, there’s no sense in worrying about it. There’s nothing we can do to control it.” 
 
    Eliza sucked in air through her nose. Luke raised his eyebrow at her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I just don’t buy it, that’s all. I think this is the most scared you’ve ever been. And I think it’s the lack of control that’s doing it to you. You know that the Piggy Man isn’t like the rotters. He’s ruthless in the same way, except that he chooses to do it. That’s what really scares you, isn’t it?” 
 
    Luke swallowed. “He doesn’t know where to find us. He can’t.” 
 
    “We’re not a world away, Luke. He could find us, if he tried. Just like Ross could if things go wrong today. You see it, I know you do. How all the horrors in the world keep pointing themselves in our direction. And one day, those things will all collide and kill us all.” 
 
    Luke raised his eyes to meet Eliza’s. “You’re spiraling.” 
 
    “You should be too,” Eliza said, her voice getting higher as she spoke. “I don’t know where we go with this, Luke. I think you need to say something.” 
 
    Luke barked out a laugh. “No one listens to a word I say. That’s why, against my better judgment, they’re on that stupid mission to save a dead boy. Mark my words, they’ll be bringing Quinn’s corpse back in the trunk of the car.” 
 
    “You didn’t fight anyone on it. Why not? You could have pushed your agenda more. You would’ve done, once.” Eliza chewed her lip. “It’s like you…like you…” 
 
    Luke raised his eyebrow. “Spit it out.” 
 
    Eliza paused. Her face hardened. “Like you’ve lost something.” 
 
    Luke wanted to say something, to throw out cold words to build the wall of ice he kept around him. But no words passed his lips. He was used to people trying to read him, to try and figure him out. 
 
    But it wasn’t often anyone was right. 
 
    There was a creak of a floorboard that made Luke raise his head toward the door. When he saw a small face peering through, he realized they weren’t alone. Hannah’s eyes widened and she darted away from the door. Luke cursed under his breath. 
 
    How much had she heard? 
 
    Luke was on his feet immediately, hobbling after her. He watched as she and The Fox ducked into the playroom, the pair of them desperate not to be caught. But when Luke entered the room, they both looked up with guilty faces. 
 
    “Were you listening in on us?” Luke asked, his voice low and calm. The Fox and Hannah exchanged a silent glance as though trying to figure out their story. Luke folded his arms. “I know you were eavesdropping on us. Be honest, now.” 
 
    Hannah swallowed. “Who is the Piggy Man?” 
 
    Luke was sweating. This was bad. He knelt down on the floor, putting his hands on Hannah’s shoulders. “I want you to forget that you heard anything, okay? And if you can do that then maybe I won’t tell your sisters that you were being sneaky.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Hannah, some things are better left a mystery,” Luke warned her. “I know you’re a curious kid. I know you’re bored and you think it's fun to sneak around. But you’re going to get yourself in trouble. Understood?” 
 
    Hannah swallowed. “The Piggy Man hurt you, didn’t he?” 
 
    Luke pressed his lips together, saying nothing. How could he answer a question like that, knowing how close to the truth she was? But his hesitance was enough. Hannah had caught on. Her eyes grew fearful and she swallowed, waiting for Luke to say something. 
 
    But he’d already said too much. He stood up, turning his back on the kids.  
 
    “Stop sneaking around,” he said, trying to gain some semblance of control, but Eliza was right. He had lost something. Something he needed to keep things in order. 
 
    Somewhere along the way he’d lost himself.  
 
      
 
    “Is it a left turn up ahead?” Sam asked. Joe wrestled with the map, turning it to try and see it from a new angle. He had no idea why he’d bothered to offer himself up for map duty, fully aware that he struggled with his left and right on a good day. The map before him just looked like a set of wriggly lines designed to confuse him.  
 
    “Yes, it is,” Cassie said eventually from the backseat. “I can probably direct you from here…maybe Joe should put the map away.” 
 
    Joe smiled sheepishly. “How am I supposed to learn if I don’t put my skills into practice?” 
 
    “For that to happen, you’d need skills to begin with,” Sam muttered, taking the turn. She drove faster than Joe would’ve liked, and he felt his stomach churn with each turn they made. It wasn’t helping to settle the nerves in his stomach. He couldn’t believe that they were actually doing this. 
 
    “Gus said to approach from the east. The rotters have completely surrounded the west walls, and he thinks Quinn will be on the other side of the school. On the ground floor, there’s a classroom that dips below the recreation area that Ross apparently uses to torture kids. That’s where he thought Quinn would be held,” Cassie said. “He used to man the walls on that side of the school, and he reckons that if no one is there to replace him, then it’ll be quiet and we’ll be able to sneak through.” 
 
    “Still sounds like we’re relying on a lot of things to go right for us for this to work,” Jam said. “And look, I’m all up for a little risk-taking…but are we doing the right thing here? There’s no shame in turning back.” 
 
    “You can. I’m not,” Sam said firmly. Joe watched her, wondering what was going through her mind. It occurred to him, not for the first time, that Sam’s need to be outside of the walls of the farm stretched beyond her desire for independence. It was like she couldn’t function when her heart wasn’t racing, when her survival instincts weren’t being pushed to their limits. 
 
    “Got something to say to me?” Sam asked sharply, catching Joe looking at her. He swallowed.  
 
    “I was just…I was just curious. About what made you want to come.” 
 
    Sam frowned. “It’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “I know…but you don’t even know the guy. What pushed you?” 
 
    Sam opened her mouth to respond, but then she stopped herself. Joe waited, but she didn’t try to pick up the conversation again, leaving the question hanging in the air. Suddenly, the car felt stiflingly hot. Joe tugged at his jumper’s collar. Why did he always have to make things awkward? Just when he thought Sam was starting to warm to him a little, he’d put her on the spot and made her uncomfortable. He sighed. 
 
    He should add talking to women as a skill he needed to work on.  
 
    “Right turn at the traffic lights,” Cassie said, pointing ahead to the non-functioning traffic control. The streets were quiet here as they passed large houses lined with tall hedges. It was impossible to see what might be around the next bend, though Sam craned her neck to try. 
 
    “Stupid hedges,” she muttered, swinging the car around the corner a little faster than she should. 
 
    Only to be met by a wall of rotters. 
 
    Joe yelped and slammed himself back against his seat in horror. Sam slammed on the brakes, but not quick enough to stop her from colliding with two of the decaying monsters. The pair were frail and the impact sent them sprawling across the bonnet of the car, their jaws animating slowly at the sight of the humans that had so readily offered themselves up. They pawed at the glass of the windscreen as every single rotter on the road slowly turned to look at them. 
 
    “Fuck,” Sam said, though her voice was level. Immediately, she forced the car into reverse, fast enough that the two walking skeletons on top of the car flew off in a crumpled heap. But some of the other rotters were stumbling toward them now, eager and quicker than the others in their pursuit.  
 
    “We’ll have to take the road ahead,” Cassie said, “We can probably redirect toward the school at the next right turn…” 
 
    But even as she spoke, the rotters were coming at them hard and fast, their moans attracting others. Up ahead, a metal gate to a huge house was wide open, and rotters began to spill from the grounds, reawakened by the commotion on the street. They spilled out, blocking the way ahead.  
 
    “Scratch that,” Sam said, jerking the car forward, then back, then forward again as she turned the vehicle around. “We’ll have to go back the way we came.” 
 
    Dead hands pawed at the car from all sides, catching up to them as they hastily tried to form a new plan. Joe’s heart jolted as a dirty palm slammed the window right by his head. Sam had managed to get the car moving, but she was struggling to pick up speed with rotters enveloping them from all sides. A rotter stumbled hard and collapsed in front of the car in its bid to join the fray. Sam tried to stop, but the car jolted violently as it ran over the body, making everyone in the car gasp in fright. Joe felt sick at the thought of dying inside the metal cage of the car. But one look at Sam’s calm demeanor and a little hope returned to him. 
 
    “Listen up. I’m going to have to just drive fast and hope for the best,” Sam said. “Hold on tight to something.”  
 
    Joe gripped the handle to the door, putting his trust in Sam. She gritted her teeth and put her foot down on the pedal. The car revved and bolted forward, sending a sickening lurch through Joe’s stomach. The car rocked side to side as it conquered the speed bump, but then it was through the worst of it and speeding on down the road. Cassie let out a sigh of relief and Jam let out an adrenaline fuelled whoop, as though they were on a rollercoaster rather than a life or death car journey. 
 
    “Well, that got my heart going,” Jam said, turning around to see the rotters barreling after them at varying speeds. Joe pressed his hand to his own heart, almost willing it to slow down with his touch. 
 
    “What now?” Joe asked. “That’s ruled out the path we planned to take…is there a way to reroute?” 
 
    “There’s another way, but it would mean coming from the east side, which would mean even more rotters,” Cassie said. “We could try some of these side roads, but I’m worried about the volume of rotters around here. There’s definitely a build up. Shit, there’s more…” 
 
    Joe looked up to see that she was right. Emerging from the quiet road they had only just ventured down were several more stragglers, appearing from side roads and gardens at the sound of their return. They didn’t look like much on their own, but Joe knew how easily they could cause them trouble, especially with more coming from behind them. Sam came to an abrupt stop. 
 
    “We need to disperse them to make the side streets safe. Jam, Cassie, get the bikes out of the boot. Do you think you can make it back to the farm?” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Sam? I thought you wanted to go to the school?” Jam said. 
 
    “I do. But we’re not going to make it if we don’t make it through this roadblock. We need the rotters to have something to follow so they don’t pursue us to the school. Jam, take the road we arrived through. Cassie, find a way to circle back there via one of the other roads. Ride hard, but make sure the rotters can keep up until they’re out of the way. And then lose them and get back to the farm. Tell the others that Joe and I carried on to the school. We’ll have to take the side streets.” 
 
    “Just the two of you? Sam, I don’t know about this,” Jam said. She turned to him, her eyes flashing with frustration. 
 
    “We don’t have time to discuss it. They’re closing in. There’s less chance we’ll get caught at the school just the two of us anyway.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “It’s now or never,” Cassie said, hesitating one moment longer before opening her door and getting out of the car. Jam cursed, quickly gripping Sam’s shoulder before diving out after Cassie. The pair of them wrestled to get the bikes out of the trunk as the rotters gathered in their masses. 
 
    “Sam…” 
 
    “Not now, Joe,” Sam said. The second the boot of the car was shut, she veered the car off. Joe watched as Cassie mounted her bike and began to ride, a steady stream of rotters following in her wake. Jam shakily did the same, making his way back the way they came. Within moments, Sam was speeding up and Joe could no longer see their friends. 
 
    “Don’t you think we should-” 
 
    “I’ve got this,” Sam said firmly, weaving through narrow streets in as straight a line as she possibly could. Passing by the expensive houses, Joe felt a sense of unease. Had everyone in the neighborhood turned? Was there anyone left here at all? And if there wasn’t, how long would it be before the rotters migrated in their direction? 
 
    Joe’s heart rate had gone sky high. How could Sam be so calm? She maneuvered the wheel with one hand, her eyes darting ahead. She was unstoppable.  
 
    Joe began to come to terms with what had just happened. He slumped a little in his seat, his shoulders relaxing. 
 
    “It…it worked.” 
 
    Sam nodded. Joe let out a deep sigh of relief. 
 
    “How do you…I mean how did you think so fast on your feet?” 
 
    “It was common sense, Joe. I’m no mastermind.” 
 
    “But you knew exactly what to do…if I’d been driving the car, we would’ve been straight back to the farm.” 
 
    “Good job I’m driving then, isn’t it? Quinn will thank me later.” 
 
    Joe smiled a little. He couldn’t help feeling anxious for Cassie and Jam, but he was sure they could handle themselves. Jam seemed as streetwise as Sam was, and Cassie had enough experience out in the rotter wastelands to make it through. Sam began to slow the car just a little. 
 
    “Take a look at the map. See if you can figure out where we are. This is Hesketh Street.” 
 
    Joe buried his face in the map once again as Sam turned with the road on a bend. Joe was about to say he’d spotted them on the map when the car jolted violently, jerking Joe hard against his seatbelt. This time, Sam cried out in shock and the car began to come to a halt. Joe scrunched the map away at his feet, trying to see what had caused them to stop. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?”  
 
    Sam’s face was panicked as the car rolled forward ever so slightly. She secured the brakes and looked in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Road spikes…someone put road spikes down. But why? If we’d been going any faster, we could’ve died. Gone straight through the fucking windshield.” 
 
    Joe’s heart was hammering once again. And then he saw a figure moving ahead. He squinted his eyes. Was it a rotter? No, it didn’t look like one. The man was wearing a brown coat and a flat cap. Bizarrely, he had even added a shirt and tie to the ensemble. But it was what he held in his hands that shook Joe to the core. 
 
    He watched as the man pointed a rifle right at them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    Alby had never been so grateful to arrive home. 
 
    He’d hurried back from the town hall as quickly as he could, but the sun had already started to set on the horizon, swallowing the town in shadow. It was dangerous to be out after dark, Alby knew that. Especially alone. Before approaching the alley that was overlooked by the barricade, Alby had paused just long enough to take his knife and slice into his palm. The incision had made him wince, heat pooling around the fresh cut. Trying to ignore the metallic smell of iron - and what he was about to do - Alby smeared his own blood across his face, his fatigues. His dark hair, usually impeccably parted at the side, he ran a hand through, ruffling it up. With his knife, he slashed at the fatigues he was wearing, careful not to break the skin beneath. Giving himself one injury had been enough, let alone any others down to his carelessness. 
 
    If he was going to lie, he had to make it look convincing. 
 
    Alby wrapped his palm carefully in the handkerchief he always carried with him, watching scarlet bloom on the white fabric. He slid his gloves on carefully over the wound. He’d have to attend to it properly at the hotel; have to sneak out some medical supplies under the watchful eyes of Patrick and Zoe. But that was the least of his worries. 
 
    Right now, he had to put on a show.  
 
    As his feet pounded towards the barricade, Alby could see that Lily and Henry had taken up their shift on watch. That would make things easier. Alby never had much trouble with lying, but it was always easier with people who didn’t know you so well.  
 
    “Lily!” Alby shouted, forcing panic into his voice. He waved up at them, hoping that his shouts for help wouldn’t draw any biters out of the shadows. “Henry!” 
 
    The two figures on watch stood up attentively. Alby heard Henry curse, before the two of them hurried to scale down the metal scaffolding.  
 
    Alby ducked under the tarpaulin, panting as he slumped against the wall of the diner. This wasn’t an act, at least. Months spent inside the perimeter of their safe zone meant that Alby wasn’t exactly in the best physical shape, if he ever had been to start with. Alby felt relief flood his body at making it back - and making it back alone. He didn’t realize until he’d managed it, that a small part of him doubted that he could do it. That he could really take out their biggest threat in The Fortress - and hopefully get away with it. 
 
    Get away with murder. 
 
    Alby caught his breath as Lily and Henry secured the tarpaulin against the metal structure. His hand - the injured one - burned as Alby doubled over, hands on his knees as if to steady himself.  
 
    “Alby,” Lily said, confused. “Alby, where’s Steve?” 
 
    Alby took a deep breath. He was steadying himself for the act, but he hoped that it passed for grief. He kept his head down, avoiding their gaze.  
 
    “Biters,” Alby managed, taking short, rapid breaths. “Town hall…overrun. Steve…Steve…” Alby sniffed, grateful for the cold making his snot run. “We were swarmed. He…he didn’t make it. I’m sorry…” 
 
    From the initial stunned silence, Alby guessed that Lily and Henry were sharing a look. How strange, that they were surrounded by death, but people still didn’t know the words to say when they were told that someone had actually died. His head in his hands, Alby took a moment to catch his breath. But his racing heart didn’t want to be calmed. 
 
    “That’s…that’s okay,” Henry said gently. Alby felt a hand on his shoulder, and he looked up. Henry’s warm amber eyes were filled with tears and understanding as he squeezed Alby’s shoulder kindly. What a fool. “You made it back, at least. That’s…that’s something, right?” 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Lily asked, her eyes glancing over the blood on his face with concern. Alby shook his head, but his injured hand curled reflexively into a tight fist at his side. Tears sprang to his eyes at the pain, and Alby looked away, clenching his jaw. 
 
    “It was my fault,” Alby sighed, “If I hadn’t suggested-” 
 
    “Hey,” Lily said gently, though her voice sounded choked with emotion. “You can’t blame yourself. You didn’t lure the biters there. I’m sure there wasn’t anything you could have done…” 
 
    Alby trusted himself to meet Lily’s eyes. They sparkled with tears. Had she and Steve been close? Alby wondered. How much would she care that he was gone? 
 
    “I was so scared,” Alby admitted quietly. Again, this was the truth. He had been scared, the minute he’d clocked Steve amongst the survivors at the manor house. And he’d been scared stepping outside The Fortress and into the ruthless world outside. The entire journey back home - alone - Alby had been on edge, his skin prickling with danger at even the smallest of noises. But it had all been worth it, if nobody asked any questions. He took a shuddering breath. “I saw the biters take him down…and I just ran.” 
 
    “If he was bitten, there isn’t anything you could have done,” Henry reassured him. “You did the right thing, getting yourself out of there.” 
 
    I did the right thing. Just not in the way that you think. 
 
    “If I’d have known,” Alby lied, squeezing his hand again so that he winced in pain and a tear trickled down his face. “If I’d have known this was going to happen…I’m so sorry…” 
 
    “You’re safe now,” Henry promised. “You’re back in one piece, that’s what matters.” 
 
    If only you knew, Henry… 
 
    “He was your friend,” Alby said, keeping his face somber. “I promised you all safety here…and I failed.” 
 
    “You haven’t failed us,” Henry said. “Accidents happen out there; we all know that. It could have been any one of us that got unlucky. You can’t blame yourself for that.” 
 
    “But I was there, I should have…” Alby let the sentence trail off. “I should have done better. And maybe he would still be here now.” 
 
    “You can’t think like that,” Lily said. “We know what it’s like out there…you saved yourself, because that’s all you can do sometimes. You’ve no fault in this.” 
 
    Alby didn’t know what to say to that. He didn’t feel guilty for what he’d done, or even the pain that it might cause their new allies. This was the best decision; for all of them. They might never know that, but Alby did. Their life was good - or as good as it could be - under his authority. 
 
     He’d still saved them, even if he had killed one of their friends. 
 
    “Hey, let’s get you inside,” Lily said kindly, perhaps mistaking Alby’s shiver at the cold night for shock. “You look like you could use a hot drink. Come with me.” 
 
    Alby let Lily steer him in the direction of the diner, as Henry clambered up the barricade to resume watch. The efficiency was something that Alby could appreciate. Sure, they were one man fewer, but they still had their duties to The Fortress. Their duties to him. He’d taught them well.  
 
    And so Alby let Lily steer him onwards, let her offer him words of comfort, and reassurance; all the while, oblivious to the knowledge that Alby had just signed her friend’s death sentence. 
 
      
 
    Dinner that night was a somber affair. 
 
    It struck Patrick, as a hush descended over them, that this was the first death that The Fortress had ever witnessed. Most of them had barely known Steve - and those from the manor  hadn’t known him as long as they’d known each other. But he was still a survivor, just like them. It didn’t feel right to crack their usual jokes and lighten the mood. 
 
    Alby had been almost silent throughout their meal. 
 
    Maybe he was just traumatized by seeing a man die before his eyes. It was never easy to watch; Patrick could still vividly recall Nora’s death. He’d tried to forget her screams of pain, the biter sinking its teeth into her skin…but the memory refused to leave him.  
 
    When Henry had raised his cup of water and toasted to Steve’s memory at the end of the meal, Alby refused to look up. He didn’t even contribute when the group from the manor voiced suggestions of how best to remember Steve. They had known Steve best, and they deserved the right to decide how to remember him. They had no body to bury. But the dead didn’t deserve to be forgotten.  
 
    That was, if Steve really had died at the hands of the biters. 
 
    Maybe Alby didn’t want to be reminded of what had happened out there, but Patrick felt that, if he hadn’t been able to save someone from the biters, he’d at least feel responsible for helping to make sure that their memory lived on. But Alby had shown no trace of emotion, had ignored the sympathetic glances of his peers as they tried sensitively to discuss a memorial. 
 
    “We could do something in the roof garden to remember him,” Lily had suggested, looking to Vic for approval. Vic had seemingly been put in charge of the food growing operation. “That might be nice…and it would kinda be like his memory lives on in something that’s keeping us alive.” 
 
    “I like that idea,” Vic had agreed, nodding. “We could name a plot after him. Or plant some flowers maybe, if we can spare the space.”  
 
    “Isn’t that quite a lonely place though?” Chrissie asked thoughtfully. “Up on the roof, away from everyone else?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Henry said. “I don’t think it’s lonely…just peaceful. Like putting him to rest up there, almost.” 
 
    “I don’t think it would be right to see his name every day,” Lily added. “It would almost be like we’re using his death as a warning. And I think…I think he’d just want us to remember him, in our own time.” 
 
    “We could even have a celebration for him when we get some vegetables planted,” Vic added. “Like a wake, almost.” 
 
    “We’re happy to follow your lead on this one,” Patrick had told the group kindly, and his friends nodded their agreement. “It sounds like a lovely idea, but you knew him best. If there’s anything we can do to help…” 
 
    But Patrick doubted they would ask. They’d just lost one of their own, and no matter how close they’d been to the man, how well they’d known him, survival was a bond that ran deep. They would mourn in their own way. 
 
    Nobody wanted to say it, but they were all thinking it. Steve wouldn’t be the last person they lost. Hard as they tried to survive, accidents happened. It wouldn’t be the last death that the group would grieve. It wouldn’t be the last life they’d have to commemorate. 
 
    When Patrick turned himself in for bed that night, leaving the group from the manor to share their grief, a feeling of unease settled in his stomach. He couldn’t explain why he’d watched Alby so closely throughout their meal, why he’d studied their leader for signs of grief, of regret. If anyone else had brought news of death back to The Fortress, Patrick didn’t think he would question it. But there was something not quite right with this situation.  
 
    Maybe Alby had just been incredibly unlucky that someone had died on his first patrol outside The Fortress. It wasn’t like he was very well prepared for the escapade. But Steve was, and it seemed strange that he’d been the one not to make it out alive. 
 
    Come to think of it, Patrick wondered whether he’d ever seen Alby and Steve share anything more than the odd exchange whilst they lived under the same roof. If Alby was as scared of the biters as he’d always seemed to be, why didn’t he take someone he trusted more with him? Will and Hakim had gladly volunteered their escort. Why had Alby turned them down for someone he barely seemed to interact with? 
 
    Zoe tore Patrick from his thoughts, sneaking up behind him as he sat on the edge of the bed. She wrapped her arms around him, holding him tight as she buried her head between his shoulder blades. With her arms around his chest, Patrick felt the knot of worry in his stomach loosen slightly. He couldn’t say he was particularly saddened by Steve’s death - how could you really mourn someone you barely knew? - but death made him want to be closer to the woman he loved. 
 
    As she pulled away, Zoe ruffled his long curls affectionately. “You need another haircut.” 
 
    Patrick shook his head, kicking off his shoes before swinging his feet on the bed and facing her. “Not happening. I’ve seen what you’ve done to Fletcher’s hair.” 
 
    Zoe’s cheeks blushed pink. “I admit, that was a little shorter than expected-” 
 
    “Shorter than expected? He was almost bald, Zoe!” 
 
    “Well, it’s grown back hasn’t it?” Zoe replied indignantly. 
 
    “He looked like a thug.” 
 
    “I thought it was a nice style…” 
 
    “In prison, maybe.” 
 
    Zoe pursed her lips by way of response. Patrick grinned teasingly, welcoming the distraction. He settled back against his pillows, watching Zoe plait her hair before bed. When they were on the wards together, she’d always opted for a high ponytail, but Parick preferred this style. He liked watching her concentrate as she threaded the strands of hair together. She caught him watching her in the mirror, and she smiled in spite of herself. 
 
    “What about your hair?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “What about my hair?” Zoe retorted defensively. She flicked her finished plait over her shoulder, before sliding under the duvet next to him. Zoe had always taken great pride in her appearance. Her glossy brown hair had always been the envy of the patients and other nurses alike. Patrick had suggested early on when it all began that it might be safer to cut her hair a little shorter. The biters weren’t fussy with whatever they could grab onto. Having long hair in an apocalypse was a dangerous luxury. But Zoe had been adamant about keeping it long, and whilst it was still healthy, it had lost much of its shine. 
 
    “Would you trust me to cut it?” he asked with a mischievous smile. 
 
    Zoe turned away from him to switch off the bedside light. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “I have a very steady hand-” 
 
    Patrick was cut short by Zoe playfully hitting him in the face with a pillow. “That’s what you’ll get if you ever go near my hair,” she warned. 
 
    “Point taken.” 
 
    But as Zoe drifted to sleep beside him, tucked into his side, Patrick lay awake. Something was still bugging him about Alby’s news. Patrick had seen the whole spectrum of suffering on the wards. There was no way of knowing how someone would react when you had to tell them the worst news imaginable. People dealt with death differently because they understood death differently. Charlie hadn’t been the same since Nora had died. Her death had broken something in him that Patrick thought he was still trying to fix. And sure, he didn’t expect Alby to act like that…but to show barely a flicker of emotion was something Patrick found difficult to grasp. 
 
    Patrick was a firm believer that by worrying, you suffered twice. Maybe he would feel differently in the morning, he thought. There was no use lying awake worrying about a gut feeling. Sleep always cleared his head. But when sleep finally came for Patrick that night, he still couldn’t shake one thought from his mind. 
 
    Why had Alby volunteered to leave at all?

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    Joe’s eyes widened as he realized that he was about to get shot at by the man in the flat cap.  
 
    “Look out!” Joe cried to Sam, but she hadn’t seen their assailant. She didn’t have time to react. 
 
    The shot from the gun shattered the windscreen of the car. Joe was quick enough to dive down, grabbing Sam and pulling her out of the way too. His ears were ringing and his heart squeezed painfully at his chest. He blinked several times, trying to keep himself grounded in the moment.  
 
    What the hell was going on? 
 
    “We need to get out of here!” Joe cried. “Before they shoot again!” 
 
    Sam’s eyes were panicked, but she nodded, unclipping her seatbelt and opening the driver’s door. Joe heard another shot as he tried to get out of the other side, a metallic clink letting him know that the bullet had buried in Sam’s car door. Joe rushed around the back of the vehicle to come to her aid, searching his surroundings for somewhere to run to. 
 
    “Get the hell away from my property, you fucking freeloaders!” the man shouted as he began to reload the rifle. Joe darted forward, grabbed Sam’s wrist and pulled her into a run, the pair of them stumbling over one another as they ran hard into the trees that backed up the row of expensive houses. 
 
    The echo of another shot made Joe dive to the forest floor, pulling Sam down in a heap beside him. He could feel her trembling as they waited another moment before getting to their feet again, running as fast as they could away from the man and his gun. 
 
    By the time Joe’s lungs burned too hard for him to continue, they hadn’t heard a shot in over five minutes. Joe collapsed to his knees and Sam bent double, trying to catch her breath. It only began to dawn on Joe then how screwed they were. He had no weapons with him, no food, no map, and no means of going back to the car if they wanted to walk away with their lives. In a matter of minutes, their chances of survival had been shot. 
 
    “What the hell was his problem?” Sam wheezed. 
 
    “Sick, rich fucker assuming everyone is out for what belongs to him, probably. He came prepared with those road spikes…how does anyone even get hold of those?” 
 
    “Does it matter? He’s fucked us,” Sam said. “We’ve got nothing.” 
 
    Joe slowly rose to his feet, his knees shaking. He knew they couldn’t be too far away from the farm - they’d only driven for about half an hour - but he was disoriented enough to know he’d struggle to navigate his way back there, and it was a lot further on foot. Not to mention the fact that they were unprepared and exposed. It was a stark reminder of why he usually chose to stay at the farm. He wasn’t made for this, and now he was stuck. He tried desperately to catch his breath, to calm his racing mind, but the more he tried, the more he panicked. 
 
    “Fuck,” he murmured under his breath. Sam finally looked at him, her eyes still seemingly a calm ocean in the middle of a storm. Joe couldn’t understand how she remained so level, even in the face of complete and utter terror.  
 
    “It’s okay. We’re going to be okay,” Sam said, straightening up. She said it as though it was a fact, not just a hope. Joe shook his head. 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because, Joe, we’re survivors. We choose whether we live or die. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    “Of course it is. Survivors don’t give up. And survivors weather the storm,” she said simply. “It might feel like we’re in the eye of a hurricane right now, but we can ride it out. We just need to stick together.” 
 
    “What about Quinn? How are we going to get to him now?” 
 
    Sam’s eyes softened. “Quinn’s on his own now. Without the car, without the map and our weapons…we can’t hope to get him out of there. I don’t like it, but we’ve got to save ourselves. We’ll find a way back to the farm.” 
 
    “It’s that simple?” 
 
    Sam nodded. “It’s that simple, Joe. We live or we die. No other way around it. When you start to see life that way, you realize that there’s nothing to be scared of.” 
 
    “What will be will be,” Joe breathed. He felt some of the anxiety leaving his chest. Sam nodded. 
 
    “Exactly. But we’re going to have to be smart about this. It’ll be dark soon enough. We’ll need to find some place to hole up, away from rotters, and away from whoever the fuck that was back there. Tomorrow, we’ll aim for the farm. Don’t worry, Joe. I’ll get you home.” 
 
    Joe knew he shouldn’t feel reassured, but he did. Sam brushed herself off, not looking like someone who had just been shot at a few minutes before. She had nothing but the clothes on her back, and yet she didn’t look afraid. She began to walk with purpose, taking long strides east and back in the direction of the main roads. Joe didn’t hesitate before he fell in step with her. 
 
    Wherever she went, he’d follow. 
 
      
 
    Cassie’s legs were burning as she pedaled full speed down the country lane that led to White Otter Farm. She didn’t think she had ever rode so hard in her life. She and Jam had met back up somewhere among the frenzy, and they’d long since left the horde of rotters behind, but her heart still raced regardless. She hated that they’d left their task to Sam and Joe. She hated that until they returned, they’d have no idea whether they’d made it or not. It was times like this where Cassie longed for the return of mobile phones. She didn’t miss social media, or the constant expectation to be available online, but not being able to communicate when she sorely needed to was terrifying. How had they ever lived that way before? 
 
    Jam was red in the face as he kept up with Cassie’s pace. He too seemed keen to make it back sooner rather than later, the sky darkening above them. Cassie thought Jam was secretly glad to have been sent back, knowing he’d never truly wanted to make the trip in the first place, but she knew he must also be sharing her anxieties about the whole thing. Sam was his closest friend, and if she didn’t return, then he’d be almost as bad off as Gus was.  
 
    The worst part of it all, though, was having to return without Quinn. Cassie had a sense that Gus would be waiting for their return, praying that he’d finally be reunited with Quinn. How disappointed he’d be to see two faces and neither of them his best friend. Cassie’s heart sank to her stomach. She didn’t feel emotionally prepared to let him down that way. Not after all he had been through.  
 
    The farm was in sight. Jam finally slowed his pace a little and so did Cassie, wanting to catch her breath. As the sun continued to dip in the sky, she prayed that Joe and Sam would complete the mission, that they’d found a way to navigate the obstacles they’d faced. She counted her blessings, knowing that she was lucky to be alive. She thought of Poppy then, of returning to her without doing what she’d set out to achieve. She felt she should be ashamed, and yet she knew that Poppy wouldn’t care. All she would be interested in was seeing her face again, unscathed.   
 
    As she suspected, Cassie saw Gus waiting for them as they reentered the farm via the road. His eyes were full of fear when he saw that they were unaccompanied by Quinn and the car. Behind him, Heidi was stood, saying something soothing to Gus. It seemed to do nothing to release the tension in his shoulders. 
 
    Cassie ditched her bike by the big tree at the front of the house, her eyes catching the names carved into it. She tried not to think about how it would feel to add more names to the list. She crossed the drawbridge to meet Gus and Heidi. 
 
    “Things took a bit of a turn,” she explained. “Sam and Joe carried on without us. We were overrun by rotters, and Sam had an idea to redirect the horde so that they could pass through with the car. Don’t worry, they’re still out there looking for Quinn, if all went well.” 
 
    Gus’s shoulders slumped and Cassie patted his arm gently. “Try not to worry,” she said. “This isn’t over…the plan just evolved a little.” 
 
    “Yeah. They weren’t in danger when we left them…it was us being chased by a hundred rotters for a mile or two,” Jam said, trying for a cheerful smile that no one felt like returning. There was a silence between them all that made Cassie’s stomach squeeze with discomfort.  
 
    “I really hope they got to Quinn on time. They should be making their way back by now, if it all went to plan,” Jam said, looking up at the darkening sky. Panic flashed across Gus’ face as he read into Jam’s meaning. 
 
    “Give them time,” Heidi said, trying to soothe everyone’s worries. “We knew we’d need to expect a few bumps in the road.” 
 
    “Every second Quinn’s in Ross’ grasp, the closer he is to death,” Gus said, his voice trembling. “Trust me. No one walks away from Ross unscathed.” 
 
      
 
    Quinn was alone in the dark again when he woke, lying dormant on the ground. He’d been dragged kicking and screaming back to the Interrogation Room. There, Ross let Finn and his other cronies take turns in torturing him. He had no concept of time any longer, but it felt like years since the first incision in his skin, the first punch to his jaw, the first slicing of his extremities. 
 
    He felt a nervous giggle bubble in his throat, and he ran his tongue across his gums. Half his teeth were gone. He could taste the blood that had dried on his lips. He laughed again, and a shock of pain crossed his ribs. I bet they're broken, he thought. He wheezed for a few moments, the pain subsiding as he pressed his cheek to the floor to wait out the agony.  
 
    But to his surprise, Quinn found he wasn't tied up. He waited several minutes and then sat up slowly, wincing. Maybe Ross thinks I'm not strong enough to move. That's why he's left me untied. Or, better still, he's hoping I'll just feed myself to the rotters. He wouldn’t give Ross that satisfaction so soon. 
 
    But the pain was real. Too real. He lay there, groaning like a rotter, and tried to will himself to regain his desire to fight. Ross had done a good job of beating it out of him, but Quinn had always prided himself on being resilient. Come on. Just sit up. Just do something. The pain is only pain, he told himself. And yet his body stayed perfectly still. His mind was stronger than his body could be. Quinn could forgive himself for that, he supposed. He allowed his eyes to close again for a while, concentrating on staying perfectly still so that the pain wouldn’t jolt through his body. 
 
    And as he lay there, he thought of Ross’ confession. I’m immune. It still made Quinn want to shiver thinking about it. It explained so much about Ross - the violence awakened inside him, the way he was convinced he was untouchable, his inflated ego. He thought he was better than everyone else now that he straddled the line between human and not, maintaining the control of a normal person, but harboring the tendencies of the living dead. Quinn squeezed his eyes shut and tried not to think about how terrible Ross might become, given the chance. He tried to take a hopeful standpoint, wondering who else out there might be able to withstand the disease. Maybe his friends might survive it. But the concept was too abstract to cling on to. It wasn’t enough to keep him fighting.  
 
    It seemed like hours later that the door opened. Quinn willed himself to stand up and fight, but when he saw who was at the door, he changed his mind. A pretty Black girl of around thirteen stood, knees shaking, with a plate in her hand. Her eyes were inquisitive and intelligent, observing him with keen interest. Quinn felt like he’d seen her before around the school, but he could hardly recall. The pain was making everything hazy. 
 
    "Can I come in?" she asked, her voice level. If she was disturbed by the sight of him, she didn’t let on. Quinn squinted at her, wondering what she was doing there. Was he imagining her? He breathed out, his ribs hurting. At this point, he wasn’t sure he cared. At least she wasn’t Ross. 
 
    "Sure. Why the hell not. Welcome to my humble abode," Quinn wheezed, gesturing half-heartedly. The girl shuffled into the room and knelt down beside him. The rotters moaned half-heartedly at the smell of fresh meat. The girl glanced around her. She looked a little anxious, but also curious. Quinn supposed she had never been so close to the rotters before. At least, not in a situation where she could stand and look at them. She was still looking at them as she pushed the plate in her hands toward Quinn. 
 
    "Ross said I was to give you this." 
 
    "How kind of him," Quinn said sarcastically, but he peered to see what was on the plate. It was spaghetti bolognaise. It smelt a bit off, but Quinn wasn't surprised. Nothing was fresh anymore. Meat from a can was the best they could get now. 
 
    The young girl finally turned her attention to him. "He says he's sorry for what he did. And that he's going to let you go. He's coming soon to take you away." 
 
    Quinn shook his head, wincing at the motion. There was no chance of him believing that. 
 
    "It's a trick. It has to be." 
 
    The girl shook her head. "Nuh-uh. He says once you've had some food, he'll take you to somewhere far from here and let you go. He won't come after you, he swears. He just...he doesn't want anyone to find out about this whole thing. Let me help you eat..." 
 
    The girl pulled Quinn into a sitting position and he resisted the urge to cry out in pain. He didn’t need any further humiliation, especially in front of such a young girl. She twirled the spaghetti expertly around the fork. Quinn frowned, watching the food. The girl smiled as she held the fork to his mouth. Slowly, he opened his throbbing jaw and allowed the food to rest on his tongue. He chewed awkwardly with his broken teeth. The food was pretty awful, but he didn't complain. He hadn't eaten in some time. It made his stomach gurgle as it went down. 
 
    "You shouldn't have tried to run away from him," the girl said. "Why do you want to leave here anyway?" 
 
    Quinn scoffed. This kid had to be crazy if she thought staying there was a good idea. 
 
    "Why do you want to stay? This is a prison. Aren't you afraid?" 
 
    The girl shrugged. "Everyone's afraid. Apart from Ross. He doesn't need to be afraid. He's untouchable." 
 
    Quinn rolled his eyes. "Did he tell you that? No one's untouchable. Not even someone who is immune." 
 
    "He is. Don't you see the way he walks around this place? Everyone always gets scared of him and keeps out of his way." 
 
    "Then why do you stay here with him? Don't tell me you respect him, or like him?" 
 
    The girl shook her head furiously. 
 
    "Then...what?" 
 
    The girl spooned another mouthful of spaghetti into Quinn's mouth. "It's safe here. The monsters are out there and we're in here. He saved everyone, and made sure the monsters can't get in." 
 
    “Me and my friends are the ones who kept the monsters away, not him. All he’s done is kill people who don’t deserve it. Doesn’t that make him worse than a rotter? At least they do it mindlessly.” 
 
    The girl studied Quinn's battered face, screwed up to fight off the pain. She didn’t seem to have an answer to that question. 
 
    "Does it hurt?" the girl asked. Quinn sighed. Even his lungs felt battered. 
 
    "Yeah. It hurts." 
 
    "But you'll be okay. You're leaving here," she whispered. "You'll be safe. Where will you go?" 
 
    Quinn closed his eyes. "To see my friends. If this is real." 
 
    "It's real." 
 
    Quinn smiled. "If it's good, it's probably too good to be true. It's just bad in disguise. I won't believe it's real until I'm home. Safe and sound." 
 
      
 
    Gus stared out across the icy fields. He barely felt the cold, though sleet was coming down from the gray clouds, melting into his hair and squeezing its way under his clothes. He had too much to think about to care about a little bit of coldness. 
 
    There was still no sign of Sam and Joe. And now, guilt rested on his shoulders. If they didn’t make it back, then the whole trip to try and save Quinn would’ve been a waste. Not only that, but their fate would be on his conscience. He was the one who had insisted on a search party. He was the one who had brought trouble to the farm. 
 
    And people were dropping like flies all around him.  
 
    "Hey newbie," Rori called from his deckchair, where he was wrapped up in an abundance of blankets. Only his face was visible in the cocoon of blankets. "You should have a nap. You're scheduled for the late watch. Believe me. You'll need the rest. Night shifts suck." 
 
    Gus bit his thumb. "I can't sleep. I've got too much in my head." 
 
    “I guess that makes sense. Alright then, pull up a chair. It’s rotten out here, but you may as well be comfortable.” 
 
    Gus grabbed a soggy lawn chair from against the wall of the house and joined Rori. He sniffed, his nose red from the cold. 
 
    “It’s best to try not to think too much when you’re on watch. Fills your brain up with all sorts of crap you don’t need to dwell on,” Rori said. “That’s why it’s best not to do it alone. I normally do my shift with Heidi, but she’s covering Cassie’s chores. I think she figured since you’ve been standing out here this whole time, waiting, that I wouldn’t be on my own.” 
 
    Gus shrunk back into himself. “I don’t think I’ll be good company right now.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure, pal. You’ve brought the drama back to the farm. I guess we’ve been missing out on some fresh news.” 
 
    Gus almost smiled. He liked Rori’s sense of humor. Rori glanced at Gus, looking a little nervous of him. Gus couldn’t blame him, after his outburst at Tomas earlier that day. The memory of it seized him and he dragged his hand through his hair, nails sinking into his scalp as though to scrape away the bad thoughts. His hand balled into a fist at the back of his hair and gripped it until his scalp hurt. Rori put a gentle hand on Gus’ elbow.   
 
    “Alright, pal, before you pull all your hair out and bald yourself, why don’t you tell me what’s going on in your head? I’m a good listener, you know. I have to be when Heidi never bloody stops talking…” 
 
    “Something she and I have in common,” Gus said softly. “At least, usually.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not at your best right now. You can cut yourself some slack. But if you want to get some stuff off your chest, it might help. If you don’t want me to say anything, I’ll just absorb it. Like a sympathetic sponge.” 
 
    Any other time Gus would’ve laughed, but his mood was sinking lower and lower the longer the others were missing. He sighed, letting his fist relax once again. 
 
    “I just…I keep messing everything up,” Gus said quietly. “Over and over again. I left my friends behind. I messed with Ross when I should’ve just kept silent. And then I lashed out at Tomas…possibly my only friend left in the world if Quinn’s gone. And to top it all off, I sent four strangers to go and look for my friend. I’m…I’m so fucking selfish. What was I thinking? And now two of them are missing and it’s my fault.” 
 
    Rori stayed quiet. Gus looked at him, raising his eyebrow desperately. “Well? What do you think?” 
 
    “Oh…sorry, I was still in my sponge mindset. I was too busy absorbing. You want to know what I think?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Well…perhaps you are a little selfish, yes. But in a selfless way. You’re acting crazy because you’re worried about your friend…that’s selfless. And in turn, you want him back because he’s everything to you. So yes, you’re selfish. But that’s okay, we all are.” 
 
    “You’re making a dog’s dinner out of this, Rori…” 
 
    “Sorry…but hear me out. Everyone is selfish. That’s just how people are. You don’t think that everyone who went out there to find him went for selfless reasons, surely? They did it to make themselves feel better. They did it because they didn’t want guilt hanging over their heads. And they did it because they wanted to come back here as heroes. But no one minds that because we wanted them to succeed. Do you see? Selfishness makes the world go around, sometimes. I mean, you didn’t tell any of those people to go and save your friend. They did it because they don’t want to lose sight of what’s right. They want to be on the right side of this horrible history we’re making. And if they don’t come back…they’ll be remembered the way they wanted to be. Does that make sense?” 
 
    Gus thought about it for a moment. He’d never considered that before. He tended to like to see the good in people, and the way Rori phrased it made everyone sound so much worse. But was he any different? Hadn’t he been desperate to save all those kids he barely knew at the school not so long ago? Maybe Rori was right. Maybe he wasn’t a bad person for wanting his friend to survive so desperately. 
 
    “But I still hurt Tomas,” Gus murmured. “I lashed out at him and…I haven’t had the guts to speak to him since. I don’t even know if he will want to speak to me again. Why would he, after what I’ve put him through?” 
 
    “He’ll forgive you. It might take time, but he will. At this point, Gus, it’s about whether you forgive yourself.” 
 
    Gus’ throat felt tight. He should never have gone to the shopping center with Ross. He should never have left Quinn behind. It was the start of a chain reaction that started with him and ended with Quinn fighting for his life in Ross’ grasp. Gus squeezed his eyes shut. If Quinn died, how could he ever forgive himself?  
 
    “I see you getting in your head,” Rori said. “You’re not the bad guy here, Gus. You didn’t choose this. It’s bad luck. And hey, if you want to go back far enough, maybe this is our fault. We should’ve taken you in when we had the chance. But life doesn’t work like that. We can’t predict the future. It would be much more convenient if we could, but we can’t. Don’t center your thoughts on things you can’t control.” 
 
    Gus raised an eyebrow. “That works for you, does it?” 
 
    “Oh, definitely not. I don’t think I’ve followed that advice a day in my life. But you should. I’m sure it’s great advice, when actually followed.” 
 
    Gus smiled ever so slightly. Rori was totally right, but acknowledging the hopelessness of it all didn’t make it easier to swallow. He stared ahead at the road in the dimming light, praying for some miracle. He’d never asked for much in his life. He tended to think life was pretty smooth for him. But now, on the brink of everything falling apart, he prayed. He didn’t know what else to do. I’ll never ask for anything again, he thought. I just want him home. 
 
    Maybe luck would be on his side one final time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    “I thought we’re meant to be patrolling?” Fletcher asked, when Patrick took the right fork at the end of the alley rather than the left. It wasn’t their usual route - and Patrick didn’t realize he’d been planning to deviate from it until they were there. “That fork takes us to the town hall…” 
 
    “I know,” Patrick said. “And we are on patrol, I just…I want to check something.” 
 
    Fletcher frowned, biting his lip worriedly. “But Alby said the town hall had been overrun…”  
 
    “I know that, but something about it doesn’t sit right with me.” 
 
    Fletcher’s face darkened. “Do you think that Alby could be lying?” 
 
    Patrick couldn’t put a finger on why he felt so uneasy. Waking up that morning, the feeling hadn’t shifted, only solidified in his gut. He couldn’t explain why he didn’t fully accept Alby’s story about Steve’s disappearance the way that the others had. There was something about the way Alby acted that screamed suspicion and Patrick wanted to follow his gut instinct. Now that they were on patrol, it was the perfect opportunity to do some investigating of their own. Even if only to put his mind at ease. 
 
    “I don’t know if he’s lying,” Patrick admitted finally. “But you know Alby; he never volunteers to leave The Fortress. When it comes to the biters, it’s not exactly a secret that he’s a coward. Why didn’t he ask us to go for him? He gets us to do everything else; the patrols, the watches. Why was this trip so special?” Patrick paused, before voicing the reason he’d felt uneasy. “If Alby wanted the town hall to satiate the little power trip he’s on, that’s cool…but it cost someone’s life. And I’m not sure whether I buy that it was an accident.” 
 
    Fletcher frowned, his eyebrows knitting together as if deep in thought. 
 
    “I mean, come on - Alby?” Patrick continued. It felt good to sound out the thoughts that had been whirring through his head without the fear of them being overheard. “Have you ever seen him tackle a biter? How did he make it back unscathed and Steve didn’t?” 
 
    “Maybe he offered Steve up as bait so he could escape,” Fletcher suggested half-jokingly. He caught Patrick’s eye, and the realization dawned on his face. “Oh. That’s exactly what you think happened, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Patrick said. “Maybe? But if that did happen, we aren’t going to find any evidence of it here, I suppose. I know it’s probably pointless, but I feel like I have to see for myself whether the town hall is overrun. Maybe we’ll get there and it really is swarmed with biters.” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for,” Fletcher said darkly. At any other time, his dramatic tone would have been almost comical. 
 
    “And if it is,” Patrick added quickly, “If we even so much as catch a whiff of any biters, we go straight back home. That is, if you don’t want to turn back right now. I’d understand-” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous-” 
 
    “I don’t want to put us in any danger…but I just have to know.” 
 
    “I’m with you,” Fletcher said simply. 
 
    “Fletcher…” Patrick sighed. “Fletcher, I really hope I’m wrong.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” Fletcher said grimly. 
 
    Patrick held his breath as they emerged from the alley into the small square at the center of the town. They patrolled the town’s winding, crooked alleys every day, but for some reason, they’d never been back here since that first fateful trip. There was something about this place, which would once have been so busy and bustling, that gave Patrick the creeps. And today was no different. 
 
    The town square was eerily deserted, save for the rustle of litter as it drifted lazily in the breeze. How could there still be a litter problem in an apocalypse? Patrick wondered to himself. He cast his eyes around the square, searching for any signs of movement. The clock tower stood sentry opposite the town hall, the hands on the clock’s face - without someone to wind them - frozen in time. It struck Patrick as odd that he couldn’t even remember the last time that the clock had chimed before it had fallen silent. 
 
    A creepy place for a creepy guy, Patrick thought as Alby sprang to mind. 
 
    But one thing was clear, at least. If there had been a horde here, they had clearly already moved one. 
 
    “No biters,” Fletcher said softly, as he searched the square for signs of life, his javelin raised for a fight.  
 
    “No,” Patrick agreed. But somehow, that did nothing to settle the unease in his chest. 
 
    “Maybe someone else got rid of them…” Fletcher suggested, but his tone was doubtful. It would take a lot of people to clear up a horde in such a short amount of time, and they rarely crossed another soul. 
 
    The boys approached the town hall cautiously, their eyes and ears alert for any unexpected signs of activity, living or dead. Patrick led the way for them up the stairs of the old building, pausing to press an ear against the heavy wooden door. He didn’t expect to hear anything through the thick wood, but there was complete silence on the other side. Patrick pushed the door open gently, wincing as it creaked loudly on rusty hinges. 
 
    “Subtle,” Fletcher commented. 
 
    Patrick was met with a draught of musty air as he stepped tentatively into the empty hallway. The place certainly seemed abandoned, but that didn’t mean they should let their guard down yet. The handle of Patrick’s knife was a reassuring weight in his palm as they crept forwards into the stifling silence. But when he reached the end of the corridor, Patrick realized that he was alone. He spun around, his heart lurching until he saw that Fletcher was standing still, his eyes cast to the messages that had been pinned on the notice board. Checking that their coast was clear, Patrick padded toward where his friend stood before what had surely now become a memorial to the lost. 
 
    “It’s all still here,” Fletcher said quietly, his eyes taking in all the messages. But this time, instead of seeing the scared young boy who’d been searching for his parents, Patrick saw a young man. Fletcher’s hair, once messy, had been cut short by Zoe’s steady hands. He’d kept it slightly longer on top, and it was still blonde, but shades darker than the white blonde that had made Fletcher look so young when they first met. The daylight streaming in through the windows above them showed uneven patches of short stubble along Fletcher’s jaw, and Patrick thought suddenly that the poor boy probably didn’t know how to shave. He made a mental note to teach Fletcher at some point. Fletcher’s cheeks had hollowed, the plump puppy fat eaten away by months of living off an apocalypse diet. 
 
    Like a soldier, hollowed out by war. 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Patrick murmured, standing at his side. “Even if other survivors did find this…who is going to have the heart to take it down? It’s like part of history. You don’t mess with it.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s what this will be one day?” Fletcher asked. When he turned to Patrick, his eyes were wide, and they at least still retained some of that boyish spark of hope. “History? Do you think people will learn about this, years from now, in books and stuff? Like survivors’ accounts?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” Patrick said softly. “Our kids, our grandkids…this is something they’ll study in history class. I can even see the exam title now, ‘To what extent do you agree that the apocalypse was a massive pain in the arse for humanity?’.” 
 
    Fletcher smiled. “Do you really think that?” 
 
    “I have to,” Patrick said. He ran a hand through his messy curls, which had grown long again. “We all have to. The alternative…it’s just too hard to bear. I have to hope that this will become history, one day. And that we’ll live to see that day.” 
 
    “I'll tell you one thing,” Fletcher said. “If this becomes history, I am never letting Mum make me watch a documentary about it.” 
 
    Patrick laughed at that. “You won’t have to,” he said. “You’ll be the one giving her a history lesson.” 
 
    “How the tables turn.” 
 
    It was reassuring to see that there was still some trace left of the young boy Fletcher had been. He hadn’t deserved to have to grow up so quickly, to give away his childhood to survival. None of them did. And what scared Patrick was that none of them knew who they’d be if they did live to see the apocalypse become history. 
 
    “Are you ready to move on?” Patrick asked gently. 
 
    Fletcher nodded. “There aren’t any answers there. I just hope that some of them managed to find their people, you know?” 
 
    “I know. And hey, we found each other, didn’t we? I might not be who you were looking for, and we weren’t family before, but we sure as hell are now. One big, unhappy, dysfunctional family.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Fletcher grumbled, but he smiled as they continued their investigation of the town hall. Like the day they’d arrived, the building was empty, the remnants of previous survivors still untouched. As they checked the main hall, Patrick pocketed a few supplies; some wipes, tissues and bandages. Back into the corridor, Patrick spotted a staircase that they’d missed last time. 
 
    “Stay down here,” Patrick told Fletcher. Fletcher cast him a quizzical look, and Patrick was quick to add, “There’s no point in us both going, and someone needs to make sure nothing else gets in. Shout me if there’s any trouble. I’ll be quick, I promise.” 
 
    “Okay…” Fletcher twirled his javelin, heading back down the corridor to guard the wooden doors at the front. Patrick watched his retreating back before heading up the stairs. The staircase brought him onto another empty corridor, home to the council offices. Pressing his ear again to the first door and hearing nothing from within, Patrick turned the handle and let the door swing open. 
 
    The office was empty. 
 
    Tall windows overlooked the square below, letting wintery sunlight illuminate the room. The air was even stuffier up here, but it wasn’t tinged with the aroma of rot. Patrick took this to be a good sign. After a quick rummage around the office - nothing of interest, just a stack of paper tax accounts and ledgers, pinned under a heavy glass paperweight on the desk - Patrick padded to the windows. He looked out on the empty square below, his hands rested on a metal radiator. He could feel something rough underneath his fingertips, and stepping back from the radiator, he saw that it was crusted with dried blood. 
 
    Gross. 
 
    But just as Patrick turned to leave the empty office room, something about the radiator caught his eye. And that something wasn’t the blood caking the old cast iron radiator.  
 
    “Patrick?” Fletcher shouted up nervously, making Patrick jump. “Everything okay up there?” 
 
    “Yeah!” Patrick called down. “One second!” 
 
    Patrick crouched down to inspect the silver pipe at the bottom of the radiator, which was attached to the wooden floor. He reached out with trembling hands to see what had caught his eye; a scarlet stained piece of plastic that was wrapped around the pipe. 
 
    A white plastic cable tie. 
 
    A white plastic cable tie that looked identical to the ones at the outdoors store. 
 
    Patrick’s blood ran cold. He dropped the cable tie from his fingers as if it had burned his skin. It could just be a coincidence, Patrick reasoned, though his heart thudded in his chest. But what if it wasn’t? 
 
    What if Patrick had found the evidence he’d been looking for that Alby wasn’t telling them the full story about Steve’s disappearance? 
 
      
 
    “What type of knot is that?” Will asked, inspecting Hakim’s handiwork. “That’s not going to hold anything up! Did you not pay attention in Scouts?” 
 
    Hakim’s face flushed crimson. “Fine, you do it! Seeing as you’re the expert.” 
 
    Will dropped the garbage bag of empty tin cans that was slung over his shoulder onto the alley floor. He took the length of twine from Hakim’s hands, unthreading the knot that Hakim had attempted to tie around a drainpipe. 
 
    The cans had been salvaged by Lily and Henry, who’d picked through the pile of garbage with great interest, whilst Sadie, Will and Hakim had looked on with disgust. They’d wrapped the cans carefully in old newspapers so that they wouldn’t rattle inside the bin bags. The last thing Will wanted on their mission was to parade outside the safety of The Fortress ringing a dinner bell for the biters. 
 
    Their task was simple, in theory. Thread the twine taut in a zigzag fashion along one of the alleyways. Tie each can - individually - to the thicker twine; close enough that they would clang against each other if anything activated them. Namely, biters. The cans inside the garbage bag were already threaded with string, ready to go.  
 
    “This feels like arts and crafts!” Lily had said brightly as the group sat in a circle on the diner floor, threading lengths of string through the holes in the tin cans. But Will, who’d already sliced his thumb on the jagged metal, hadn’t shared her enthusiasm. He’d never thought arts and crafts was a dangerous sport. It had taken them hours to pierce each individual can and thread the string through. It was tedious work, to say the least. By the end of the ordeal, Will’s fingers had been red raw. But it was worth it, if it meant spending less time outside the safety of their walls. 
 
    This was their first attempt with the tin cans. They’d chosen one of the alleys that led to the north barricade, which they’d seen was more popular with the biters from their hours on watch. The tin can system wouldn’t necessarily alert them to the presence of any survivors, who could easily duck under the makeshift alarm if they were going for a stealth approach. But the biters, at least, wouldn’t know any better. And that was their main concern. The sound of the biters stumbling clumsily into the cans would alert the watchers on the barricade of their presence, before they were too close to swarm.  
 
    Before they could rip down their defenses once again. 
 
    “See?” Will said triumphantly, tightening his knot with a flourish. 
 
    Hakim rolled his eyes. “That’s basically what I did…” 
 
    Will gave the twine a tug, testing it. The last thing the boys needed was for their alarm system to come crashing down - quite literally - because the drainpipe wasn’t strong enough. Happy with the twine, Will help out a hand. 
 
    “Scissors?” 
 
    Hakim huffed. “What’s the magic word?” 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    “You can still have manners in the apocalypse,” Hakim grumbled, passing Will the scissors that were tucked into his belt loop.  
 
    “Thank you,” Will said pointedly, “My glamorous assistant.” 
 
    He unraveled the twine from its spool a little further before cutting a few centimeters after the knot. He tucked the spool of remaining twine into the breast pocket of his fatigues before standing back to admire their handiwork from the furthest end of the alley. It reminded Will of a booby trap that he and Sadie had once tried to make when they were younger. The green twine was woven in a zigzag, threaded through drainpipes and fire escape railings. They’d started closest to the north barricade, so that they could work their way back, fastening the cans without having to carefully weave their way through them. 
 
    “The annoying thing is, that was the easy bit,” Hakim sighed. 
 
    “It’s going to take a while,” Will agreed. “We’d best get cracking.” 
 
    The two boys separated, each armed with their own bin bag of cans. Quietly, they worked their way along the taut stretches of twine from opposite ends, occasionally cursing at the fiddly nature of their task, or - in Will’s case - from nicking his thumb on the jagged edge of the tin. It was times like these, during mundane tasks, when Will missed music. He’d have even settled for a podcast or an audiobook - something, just to make the time pass quicker. Something that he could zone out their arduous task to. As it turned out, looping and tying string to a slightly thicker string just wasn’t as much fun as it cracked up to be.  
 
    Still, at least they hadn’t come across any biters. 
 
    They were almost back to where they’d started when something made the hairs on the back of Will’s neck prickle uneasily. Can dangling from his hand, Will swung around, glancing around the alley. The alley was silent; empty. Will frowned. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but something didn’t feel right. It was the same ominous, impending feeling that hung in the air when a storm was brewing.  
 
    “What is it?” Hakim asked, his eyes darting towards Will nervously. 
 
    “Nothing,” Will muttered. He rubbed at the back of his neck, trying to ignore the goosebumps he’d just felt spring up. There was no need to worry Hakim. Will hadn’t heard anything. Or seen anything that felt out of place. The alley was empty save for the two of them. Will shook his head. It would take someone with nerves of steel not to feel nervous stepping out from behind the barricades. Surely he was just being silly. 
 
    Right? 
 
    Will turned his attention back to the task at hand, but his fingers slipped as he tried to loop the string. Before Will could catch it, the can fell to the floor with a loud clatter, making Hakim jump. Will mumbled an apology to his friend as the can rolled noisily across the cobblestones. Will chased after it, bending to scoop it up from the floor. 
 
    His fingers had just grazed the cool metal when the gunshot sounded. 
 
    Heart racing, Will dove to the floor instinctively. His hand flew to the knife in his waistband, though what good a blade would do against bullets, Will didn’t know. He shuffled across the cobbles to a dumpster, pressing his back to it for shelter. He only hoped that Hakim had had the sense to do the same. 
 
    “Hakim?” Will shouted. 
 
    “I’m here!” Hakim called back, though his voice wobbled with fear. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No I…I’m okay.” 
 
    Reassured, Will’s eyes searched the windows that overlooked the alley. They were all empty; all except one, which was furthest away from them. Will’s mouth fell open as he saw a familiar face, obscured by the barrel of a rifle. 
 
    A rifle that was still pointed their way. 
 
    “Hakim-!” 
 
    But Will wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    Another shot rang out over the alley. 
 
    As if in slow motion, Will watched his friend stagger backwards. Hakim’s brown eyes - locked with Will’s - widened in surprise. The gunshot rang in Will’s ears, loud enough to drown out Will’s cry as he shouted Hakim’s name. Will watched, frozen in place, as Hakim’s small body crumpled to the cobblestones in front of him, the front of his fatigues bleeding crimson. 
 
    “Hakim!” 
 
    It must have lasted only a second, but the moment stretched into eternity. Will felt himself crawl across the cobblestones toward where his friend lay sprawled on the floor. But that couldn’t be his friend, Will told himself. It couldn’t be Hakim bleeding out before his eyes, it just couldn’t be- 
 
    “Hakim!” Will cried. Hakim’s eyes were shut, his chest stuttering with shallow breaths. Will’s eyes roved over Hakim’s fatigues, which were already streaked with dark blood, searching for an entry wound. He pressed one hand against the gunshot wound in Hakim’s ribs, trying to staunch the flow as scarlet blood poured over his fingers. He slid his other hand underneath the back of Hakim’s head, cushioning it against the cold cobblestones. Will pressed down desperately on the entry wound, the metallic smell of blood burning his nostrils. 
 
    In response, Hakim winced in pain. His eyes shot open, his teeth bared against the pressure Will was applying to his ribs. “I’m sorry,” Will sobbed. “I’m sorry, I know it hurts-” 
 
    “Will,” Hakim mumbled. His brown eyes - so filled with pain, it made Will’s heart hurt - gazed up at him imploringly. “Will, I’m scared…” 
 
    “It’s okay; it’s going to be okay,” Will told his friend. But Will knew that this wasn’t a promise he could keep. “I’m right here, you don’t need to be scared-” 
 
    “I don’t want to die,” Hakim whimpered softly. His eyelids fluttered, tears leaking down his face. “I don’t want to…” 
 
    “You’re not going to die,” Will urged. He tilted Hakim’s head up gently, trying to keep his friend lucid. “You listen to me, you are not going to die on me.” 
 
    His chest stuttering with each breath, Hakim slipped a shaking hand around the back of his neck. His fingers brushed Will’s gently, before sliding down to fiddle with the clasp of the silver chain around his neck. 
 
    “No,” Will said adamantly, shaking his head as Hakim unfastened the chain with trembling fingers. “No-” 
 
    “Take it,” Hakim pleaded. Shifting his head to free Will’s hand that had been underneath it, Hakim pressed the silver chain into his palm. With fingers that still felt warm - hands that still felt alive, even as Hakim’s life spilled out in the blood that was pooling around them - Hakim closed Will’s fingers around the chain. “Please.” 
 
    “No,” Will sobbed. “We can get you home, just hold on-” 
 
    “Will,” Hakim said, his voice barely louder than a breath. His brown eyes had a finality in them that broke Will’s heart as they gazed up at him. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare die on me-” 
 
    As Hakim’s eyes rolled back into his head and his chest stilled, Will shook his friend’s shoulders. He couldn’t let Hakim give in. He couldn’t let this be the end. This couldn’t be the end. Tears blurred his vision, burning his eyes, as Will gazed down at his friend.  
 
    “No,” Will said quietly. “No, no, no-” 
 
    He tapped Hakim’s cheek sharply with his blood-stained hand, a sob escaping his mouth as Hakim’s head lolled lifelessly to the side. He couldn’t be- 
 
    “Hakim,” Will pleaded. A tear dropped from Will’s face onto Hakim’s cheek. “Come on Hakim, this isn’t funny. Stay with me, brother. Patrick and Zoe, they’ll know what to do-” 
 
    Taking his other hand off the entry wound - which now leaked, rather than pumped, scarlet rivers of blood - Will scooped Hakim under his armpits and hoisted the smaller boy over his shoulder. He grunted with the effort, his legs staggering under Hakim’s weight, the silver chain clenched tight in his bloody palm. He glanced back up at the window where Hakim’s killer had stood. 
 
    Where Steve had stood. 
 
    There was no time to question how a dead man had returned to take everything from him. Will had to get his friend home. 
 
    And with every ounce of energy left in him - with everything he had left - Will raced back towards The Fortress. He didn’t care about making too much noise; he didn’t care about the biters that might cross their path. The cans were left behind; forgotten, their last mission abandoned. He didn’t care about hunting down Steve, though his own blood boiled with rage.  
 
    All Will could think about was getting his friend home.

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    The town meeting was dragging on. Sadie had already jabbed Fletcher twice in the ribs when he felt his eyes begin to drop. Each time she did, Fletcher straightened up in his chair, forcing his eyes open and trying to focus. But Fletcher didn’t really care for politics. He didn’t care for - what was that word Alby kept saying? - a manifesto. They’d just brought more people into The Fortress. Their ranks were bigger now. Couldn’t that be enough? Right now, all Fletcher cared for was a good sleep.  
 
    He felt himself drifting off again, and waited for Sadie’s bony elbow to jab him in the ribs. But as it turned out, Sadie didn’t need to jerk Fletcher awake.  
 
    With a bang that made Fletcher jump, the doors of the hotel’s dining room where the town meeting was being held flew open. Will stormed through the open doors, Patrick and Zoe close on his heels. It wasn’t the interruption that made Fletcher spring to his feet, all thoughts of sleep gone. It wasn’t even the fact that Will shouted, “You!” as he marched toward Alby that had brought Fletcher to his feet.  
 
    It was the fact that all three of them were covered in blood. 
 
    “Will,” Alby started, his eyes darting over Will’s crimson-stained fatigues. His eyebrows shot up in surprise. “I thought you were building our defenses-” 
 
    “Oh I was,” Will hissed. He came to a stop a few meters from Alby. His face was furious and wet with tears that mingled with the blood smeared on his skin. Fletcher’s eyes moved to Patrick and Zoe, searching for an explanation, as they came to a halt behind Will. A horrible thought struck Fletcher. 
 
    If Will is back, where is Hakim? 
 
    “I was building our defenses,” Will repeated. Spit flew from his mouth. “And you know who else was with me? Hakim. Well…he was, until someone shot him dead.” 
 
    Fletcher felt his knees buckle with weakness.  
 
    Hakim…dead? 
 
    Beside him, Sadie let out a gasp. She pressed a hand over her mouth at Will’s words, keeling over as if in physical pain. Fletcher put an arm around her shoulders instinctively, holding her up as she collapsed against him. It felt like little comfort, but he wasn’t sure what else to offer. Sadie let out a sob that echoed around the hall and Fletcher caught Zoe’s eyes, willing it not to be true. 
 
    But Zoe nodded sadly, her brown eyes swimming with tears. She hurried to Sadie’s other side, peeling the crying girl gently off Fletcher and wrapping her in a tight embrace. She stroked Sadie’s hair soothingly. 
 
    “Dead?” Alby said, confusion clouding his features. “Will, I-” 
 
    “And he was shot,” Will continued angrily, ignoring Alby. “He was shot by someone you told us was dead.” 
 
    Alby’s face went pale. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Alby said nervously. But something in his expression told Fletcher that Alby knew exactly who Will was talking about. 
 
    “You told us that you were swarmed on that patrol,” Will snarled, malice dripping from every word. Will took a threatening step closer to Alby. “But that didn’t happen, did it Alby?” 
 
    “Wait - who are we talking about?” Charlie asked, confused. But Fletcher already knew. 
 
    Steve. 
 
    Steve, who Alby had returned to The Fortress without, the one and only time that Alby had volunteered himself to go on a patrol. Something about that had nagged Fletcher at the time, but he’d dismissed it. He thought - or hoped - that maybe Alby was ready to start facing his fear of the biters. But it seemed that whatever had happened on that patrol, Alby had not quite told them the truth. 
 
    “You lied to us,” Fletcher said before he could stop himself. He turned his gaze from Will’s tear-stained face to where Alby was standing at the front of the dining hall. 
 
    “Well, ‘lie’ is a bit of a stretch,” Alby said, straightening the collar of his polo shirt nervously. But he refused to look at Fletcher. “I said that he didn’t return-” 
 
    “You said,” Will snarled accusingly. “You said that he was swarmed by biters. That there was no way you could have saved him, not without getting yourself killed.” 
 
    “Well, I-” Alby’s cheeks tinged pink. He swallowed, his usual stoic demeanor suddenly flustered. 
 
    “Hakim is dead,” Will interrupted loudly. To Fletcher’s right, Sadie let out another sob that was muffled against Zoe’s shoulder. Fletcher could see the rage in Will’s tear-stained eyes; could almost feel the blood boiling under Will’s skin as his hands flexed at his sides dangerously. As if they were itching to wrap themselves around Alby’s throat. Fletcher felt his own heart racing.  
 
    “But it should have been you,” Will hissed. His eyes were fixed on Alby with a burning intensity.  
 
    Sensing the tension in the room, Patrick put a warning hand on Will’s shoulder. But Will jerked away from the older boy’s grasp. Patrick’s eyes darted to meet Fletcher’s, sharing a panicked look. Fletcher knew, meeting Patrick’s eyes, that there was only one way this would go. Fletcher had never considered Will to be dangerous, but if it had been Patrick who’d died…Fletcher himself wasn’t sure what he would do. 
 
    They’d never expected to turn on one another. 
 
    “No,” Will said quietly, flexing his shoulder. Ignoring everyone else in the room, Will closed the distance between himself and Alby. They were face to face now, Wil’s stocky frame drowning Alby’s small, slender build. From the startled expression on Alby’s face, Fletcher knew the meeting wasn’t going the way Alby had anticipated. It wasn’t going the way that any of them had anticipated. 
 
    “Here’s what I think,” Will hissed. “I don’t think that he was swarmed at all. I think that you took Steve off somewhere and left him for dead, hoping that the biters would clean up and do your own damn dirty work for you.” 
 
    Alby let out a scoff, but there was no humor in the sound. He looked around at the room from one face to another. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, his eyes darting about nervously as he tried to regain control. His gaze landed on Fletcher. He gestured towards Will, whose chest was rising and falling with rapid breaths. “You don’t actually believe this, do you?” 
 
    Fletcher didn’t want to believe it. Any of it. He didn’t want to believe that Hakim was dead. That Steve was the one who’d killed him. And sure, he’d always thought that there was something sketchy about Alby. But he didn’t believe that Alby would just leave someone out there to die. 
 
    Did he? 
 
    Nobody dared speak up. Nobody jumped to Alby’s defense. The group stayed silent - even Sadie’s sobs had subsided in the revelation - as if they were all holding a collective breath. As if each of them knew that there would be no turning back from such a betrayal, if it were true. 
 
    “This is what you do isn’t it, Alby?” Will continued, as if fuelled by everyone else’s silence. “You let everyone else get their hands dirty. You let us risk our lives so that you can lord about the place like some fucked-up puppet master. You’ve been doing it this whole time.” 
 
    “But I was doing it for you!” Alby retorted. Undeterred by the silence in the room, he puffed his chest out pompously, trying to salvage the situation. But Fletcher didn’t miss the bead of sweat that had started to trickle down the side of Alby’s face. “Steve was a threat to our safety. He almost pulled a gun on us, Will.” 
 
    “What?” Fletcher asked, aghast. He tore his eyes from Will squaring up to Alby to share a confused look with Henry, who looked just as shocked by this revelation. Henry’s eyebrows were knitted together in confusion above his glasses. Why were they only hearing about this now? 
 
    And what else was Alby hiding? 
 
    “What’s going on?” Charlie asked, louder.  
 
    “When did this happen?” Henry added, his voice uncertain as everyone else exchanged nervous glances. Fletcher was glad that he wasn’t the only one in the dark. Everyone else seemed just as confused as he was, looking between Will and Alby, unsure of who to believe. 
 
    Alby’s eyes darted nervously around the room. “When we,” Alby started. He cleared his throat. “When we cleared the hotel…Steve was one of the survivors we got rid of. He…he almost pulled a gun on us.” 
 
    “Because you threatened him,” Will added through gritted teeth. A vein was throbbing in his blood-stained temple. “And that was the same gun that he killed Hakim with.” 
 
    “Wait - and you let him come back to The Fortress after that?” Patrick asked incredulously. “Don’t you think we should have been told about this? Don’t you think he could have been a danger to us?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alby agreed enthusiastically, jumping at Patrick’s words. He put his hands up in a mock surrender. “I wanted him gone. I admit that. I wanted him gone to protect you all-” 
 
    “Protect us?” Will barked out a laugh. “We protect ourselves. We always have.” Will jabbed a finger into his own broad chest, which rose and fell with rapid breaths. “We make this place safe for us all. That’s not on you; that’s on us. But Hakim’s death? That’s on you.” 
 
    The dining room fell silent again at Will’s words. Fletcher could hear his own breathing now, hear his own heart racing in his ears. The silence was weighted, keeping them all frozen in place. Alby opened his mouth to reply - to save his own skin, Fletcher realized - but promptly shut it again. He cast another desperate look around the group for reassurance.  
 
    “I lost my best friend,” Will said, his voice suddenly weak and choked. His shoulders crumpled with grief, deflating as if all the fight had gone out of him. “I lost my best friend today because of you. Because you made a decision, without us, and it back-fired. Hakim is not alive anymore because someone you tried to leave for dead wanted revenge. How can we ever trust anything you do, Alby?” 
 
    Leaving these words hanging between them, Will turned on his heels and stormed out of the hotel’s dining room. Without so much as a glance at Alby, Zoe gently led Sadie through the doors after Will. Alby watched the two girls go before looking at Patrick pleadingly, willing him to forgive; to understand. But the older boy just looked back with a stony expression. Fletcher felt Patrick’s hand on his shoulder, steering him firmly away from Alby and towards the doors. Charlie, shaking his head with disgust, was close on their heels. With each step they took, Fletcher couldn’t help but think one thing.  
 
    That every step was taking them closer to the safety they’d built crumbling to the ground around them. 
 
      
 
    “Will!” 
 
    Will barely heard Sadie call his name over the pounding of blood in his ears as he stormed down the corridor towards his room. He was filled with rage, with grief; he felt like he was about to unravel altogether. He needed to get away. He needed to think. 
 
    But Sadie clearly had other thoughts. He could hear her feet thudding down the corridor after him, trying to catch up. He felt her hand on his forearm, her grip tight as she swung Will to face her. He shrugged her hand off, looking down at his feet. Looking anywhere but at her, at the pain in her face that mirrored his own. 
 
    “Our best friend just died, and you won’t even talk to me!” Sadie shouted. Her voice was choked, and Will could hear the tears she was holding back. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say, Sadie!” 
 
    “Anything, Will! Just say anything. Talk to me! Don’t…don’t walk away from me when we’ve…when we’ve…” She paused, taking a deep breath and blinking away her tears. “He’s our best friend, Will. We should be together.” 
 
    “You want me to talk?” Will snapped. “I’ll talk. I just watched my best friend die in my arms, Sadie. I held him as he bled out, and I couldn’t do anything to help. I tried to save him, and I couldn’t.”  
 
    Will felt his voice wobble as grief washed over his anger. He finally met Sadie’s eyes, though her face was blurry behind his tears. “I tried to save him,” Will repeated helplessly. “I brought him home…but it was too late. If I’d been keeping watch better, maybe I’d have seen-” 
 
    “Will,” Sadie breathed, shaking her head slowly. She took a tentative step toward him, closing the distance between them. “Will, I know you wish you could change what happened, but you can’t.” 
 
    At her words, Will hung his head and let his tears fall. His chest shuddered with sobs, his crying ugly, loud, uninhibited. He didn’t remember whether he pulled Sadie to him, or she pulled him to her, but they clung to one another as they wept. Will’s legs felt weak. He didn’t know whether he was holding Sadie up, or if she was holding him up. 
 
    When they broke apart, Will leaned against the wall of the corridor. He slid down it, sitting on the floor outside their rooms. Sadie joined him, burying her head in his shoulder. She laced her fingers through his, and Will sensed her need to feel close to him. He felt it too. 
 
    That the closer they were to each other’s pain, the close they were to their lost friend. 
 
    “It’s not fair,” Will said in a small voice. He squeezed his eyes shut. “It’s just so not fair.” 
 
    “None of this is.” 
 
    “I’m so angry, Sadie,” Will said, though his tone sounded defeated. “Hakim died for nothing. Someone gets bitten, and it’s a mistake. It’s an accident; awful, and horrible, but an accident. But Hakim was alive one minute and the next…” Will took a shuddering breath. “The next, I was trying to stop him bleeding out from a gunshot wound. He was murdered, Sadie. This is Alby’s fault. If he hadn’t kicked Steve out, none of this would have happened-” 
 
    “I didn’t even get to say goodbye,” Sadie interrupted him quietly. “Before you guys left…we didn’t fight, exactly. But I was tired, and he’s so messy, it was getting on my nerves. And now the last memory he had of me was me picking at him. Nagging him.” 
 
    Will exhaled slowly. Even though the two were intrinsically linked, his pain outweighed his anger. He could deal with Alby later. Right now, Sadie needed him. And he needed her. 
 
    “That won’t be what he remembered of you, Sadie,” Will promised. “When these things happen, all those little gripes…they don’t mean anything. Not really.” 
 
    “I wish I’d have known it was going to be the last time.” 
 
    Will shook his head. “I don’t know whether getting to say goodbye makes it any easier.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t have been him.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Will agreed. “It shouldn’t. It shouldn’t have been any of us, but least of all him.” 
 
    They fell to silence then, each sitting with the weight of their pain. Each thinking that any other place, any other time, and Hakim might have been spared. It felt so impersonal, Will thought, that Hakim’s life had ended up being an act of someone’s revenge. That the death of someone so calm and peaceful had been an act of war and malice. He swallowed, tears clogging his throat. 
 
    “He gave me this,” Will croaked after a moment, suddenly remembering what Hakim had pressed into his palm before he died.  
 
    From his pocket, he took Hakim’s silver chain. Next to him, Sadie inhaled sharply. Hakim had worn that chain for as long as they’d known him. He never took it off. Will had never thought to question its significance, though now he didn’t know why. He’d give anything to be able to ask his friend. It seemed important somehow. There were things that had died with Hakim that Will had never known. And Will’s heart ached at the thought. 
 
    “I think he would want you to have it,” Will said quietly. He gently untangled his fingers from Sadie’s, and let the chain fall into her open hand. “He loved you. I didn’t handle that well, but he did.” 
 
    “He loved you too,” Sadie said, looking through her tears into Will’s eyes. “I think he would want you to have it. He gave it to you.” 
 
    Will took the chain from Sadie’s palm again, his blood-stained fingers dancing over the silver links. Gently, he got to his feet and picked up his mallet. Sadie watched on, confused, as Will laid the chain on the floor. He swung his mallet, bringing it down with all the force he could muster. 
 
    “What are you doing!” Sadie cried, scrambling forward. Her eyes were wide with hurt, hurt that Will was destroying all they had left of their best friend. But her eyes softened when Will picked up the chain - now split almost evenly into two parts - from the floor.  
 
    “He would want us both to have it,” Will said. “We were always a trio. That was never going to change.”  
 
    He knelt beside Sadie, pulling her wrist gently onto his knees. He looped one half of the chain around her slim wrist. In his pockets, Will always carried paperclips - it had been a habit ever since he’d learned how to use them to pick locks. He never knew when they would come in handy. He took a silver paperclip from his pocket, and threaded it through the links of the chain to hold the ends together. 
 
    Will wished it could be that easy to hold himself together. 
 
    He ran his thumb gently over Sadie’s wrist once the chain was secured, feeling the reassuring flutter of her pulse. Sadie turned her wrist over, as if getting used to the new weight on it. She smiled sadly, before taking the other length of chain from Will’s hand. She turned his palm face up, looping the chain around his wrist. He passed her another paperclip, and she copied Will’s motion of threading it through the links. When it was secured around his wrist, she wrapped her hand around his forearm, as if reuniting the two halves of one whole. Will did the same, feeling the warmth of her skin under his fingertips. 
 
    Sadie leaned forward and pressed her forehead against Will’s, her hand around the back of his neck as they wept quietly. Their tears mingled, splashing onto their clothes and hands. They clung to each other like a liferaft out at sea, finding solace in their shared pain. Will didn’t know how long they stayed like that, but when his eyes were red raw from crying, he pulled away from her. Sadie’s face was inches from his own. Their eyes met, and Sadie inhaled as if in anticipation. They were both looking for comfort, but Will had the horrible sensation that they were teetering on the edge of something.  
 
    Something wrong. 
 
    Will broke the moment by tearing his eyes away from Sadie. They both knew that that wasn’t what they meant to each other. They were grasping to be close to one another, to comfort each other in their hurt. But indulging that would only deepen their sadness. 
 
    Both of their hearts still belonged to the boy who had just died. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Quinn's stomach ached. So did all of his body, but the pain in his stomach was much worse. It felt as though someone was wringing it out like a wet cloth. He curled his body up in the back seat of Ross' car. 
 
    It didn't help that Ross’ driving was so terrible. Quinn's broken body was tossed about, but he gritted his teeth and kept his eyes on Ross. He couldn't trust him. Even if, so far, he was keeping his word about letting him go. He’d promised to drive him to somewhere far from the school to release him. Then, he’d be on his own.  
 
    At least Ross didn't know about Gus' new allies. Quinn had no idea how he’d find the farm again, but he was willing to be patient. He could find somewhere to recover, lick his wounds and then set out with a new sense of purpose.  
 
    It was a longshot, but Quinn couldn't help daydreaming. About what it would be like to be reunited with Gus and Tomas again. It hadn't been long, but he'd missed them. Especially Gus. He and Gus had barely gone for a day without one another for as long as he could remember. Maybe Gus would nurse him back to health. Stay by his side and read to him to keep him amused. Light cigarettes for him between his own lips. Do shots with him to take the edge off.  
 
    Bliss. The only word that came to Quinn's mind. 
 
    And Gus wouldn’t care how Quinn looked now, a shell of his former self. He hadn’t seen his reflection since Ross took him, but he knew his handsome face had been mutilated beyond repair. He could still taste blood between the gaps of his broken teeth and the acrid taste of vomit on his lips. But he was alive. Quinn knew that was what Gus would care about most.  
 
    The rest was irrelevant.  
 
    The road dipped again, jolting Quinn’s body. Ross took a moment to send Quinn a smug smile in the rearview mirror. 
 
    "Bit bumpy?" 
 
    Quinn didn't reply. He didn't want to say something to irritate Ross, but he was scared if he opened his mouth, abuse would stream out. Ross just shrugged. 
 
    "I had to do this to you, Quinn. Nothing personal." 
 
    Quinn clenched his fists and told himself to let it go. He was nearly free. That’s what he had to focus on.  
 
    "Things are really starting to look up, don’t you think? If there are immunes, then we can start looking for a cure." 
 
    There's no cure for you being a dick though, is there? 
 
    "Things will be different, of course. It can’t ever be the same again. Some of the things we've done would have been seen as wrong before. But we've come to our senses. Some might see all this violence as a step back. Ah, here we are..." 
 
    The car came to a halt. Quinn groaned at the sudden stop, his stomach weak and his bones protesting. Ross was grinning when Quinn looked up at him. 
 
    "Like I say. People don't like violence. But they'll come to their senses. It's the only thing that'll get us through this. It's survival of the fittest." 
 
    Ross popped his seatbelt out and hopped out of the car. And that's when Quinn felt a stab of suspicion. Something had to be wrong. There was no way Ross was just letting him go. Quinn managed to prop himself up. And then a realization dawned on him. 
 
    They were at a farm. 
 
    Quinn’s blood ran cold. Was this White Otter Farm? How had Ross possibly known about it? Tomas had the map. How did he know where to take him? 
 
    They were parked a hundred or so meters from the road running near the farmhouse. Ross had been driving over the field to avoid being seen, which now made complete sense. It had always been too good to be true. 
 
    Ross opened the door and scooped Quinn up in his arms. Quinn hoped he might just prop him on his feet and send him on his way. But Ross just looked down at Quinn's frail frame, smiling almost lovingly. 
 
    "Violence is power now," Ross said. "What sort of leader would I be if I let you go free? Don’t you know me better than that?" 
 
    Quinn's heart thudded sickeningly against his bruised ribs. 
 
    “You won’t recall this…but after Finn and the boys beat you to a pulp back at the town…I had him track Tomas,” Ross said pleasantly. “He did a good job. Tomas was none the wiser. He’s probably got his feet propped up in that lovely little house right now, thinking he’s made it away. But soon I’ll pay this place another visit…that is if your visit to them doesn’t kill them all first.” 
 
    Quinn’s heart was flailing now, threatening to give up entirely. What was happening to him? What did Ross mean? 
 
    "How's your stomach feeling?" Ross asked with mock sympathy. "Maybe it's something you ate?" 
 
    Realization hit Quinn like a brick. That wasn’t beef he’d eaten back at the school. His mouth fell open in horror.  
 
    Rotter meat. He's poisoned me… 
 
    I'm going to turn... 
 
    "You let me down, Quinn. So did your friends. So when you turn, you can take them down with you," Ross hissed. Then he threw Quinn to the ground. Quinn's nose landed hard on the ground, splintering up his face. He cried out in agony and despair. How could he have been so stupid? He was never going to get out of this alive. He’d let hope make him delusional. 
 
    And now he’d been delivered back to Gus as a death sentence for them all. 
 
    “Goodbye, Quinn. Tell Tomas I said hi,” Ross said. Quinn heard him get back in the car and drive away. Quinn sobbed, trying to prop himself up, to run to the farm and warn them, but he had nothing left within him. Not so long ago, Quinn had been ready to die. 
 
    And now, he could think of nothing worse. 
 
    With everything he had left in him, Quinn began to drag his body. It was broken and bruised, but until he drew his final breath, he wouldn’t give up. A low gurgle escaped his mouth as pain ricocheted through him like a pinball rattling through his aching bones. Heat licked at his skin as the virus took hold, even as he dragged himself across the icy ground. He knew he had little time left. The fire was spreading. Up his arms, into the veins in his neck. Into his brain. 
 
    An inferno settled behind his eyes, like he was being burned alive. He couldn't see though his eyes were wide open. His mouth opened in a silent scream, but all that came from him was hot breath, burning up his throat.  
 
    But he was thinking of the people at the farm. He had to get to them in time. He needed to tell them what happened. 
 
    Gus crossed his mind as his lungs strained for his last breaths. He had so much he needed to tell him too, wherever he was. He sobbed, his tears turning red hot on his burning cheeks.  
 
    There was so much he needed to know. 
 
    I love you, Gus. I love you. 
 
    Quinn stopped struggling and closed his eyes. He thought of Gus' dark curls and his unmatching eyes hiding beneath them. Of his lean body, his soft olive skin. His smile that tugged the corners of his mouth up to the corners of his eyes. 
 
    And everything was okay again. 
 
      
 
    Quinn let his body go, but he didn’t fade. He’d imagined death to be sudden darkness, the snuffing of a light inside him, but even as the abyss swallowed what was left of him, he remained. He lay still on the cold ground for a while. He could feel his pounding heart fading out, pummeling against his chest and bouncing back from the floor. He felt the moment it stopped completely, a clock that had finally stopped ticking.  
 
    And then his body reawakened. 
 
    Dread curled low in Quinn’s stomach. How was this possible? How was he still alive?  
 
    His body twitched. 
 
    His eyes opened slowly. He watched as his fingers dug into the snow, but he wasn’t moving his hand. Something else was. The movement was involuntary. 
 
    What is happening to me? 
 
    He could still feel, still hear, still see, but he was no longer in control. He heard himself growl, felt his body begin to rise from the ground even as he wished it wouldn't. He couldn’t understand what was happening.  
 
    Something had taken over him.  
 
    And as his body reanimated, he felt different now. His fit, youthful body now felt like a barren land, slowly decaying from the inside out. As his body moved, slowly, involuntarily, he felt as though he’d been infected with every single illness that had ever afflicted him. He tried to moan, tried to free himself from the horrible sensation, but a realization was dawning on him now. 
 
    His body belonged to the virus now.  
 
    In his mind’s eye, he pictured an old apple, bitten down to the core, the flesh of the fruit browning and wasting away. 
 
    Rotten. 
 
    I am a rotter. 
 
    He wanted to cry, but he couldn’t. He wanted to stop moving, but he had a sense that until someone ended his life again, truly this time, he would walk forever. His body ambled forward, feeling so heavy that it shouldn’t be possible for it to stay upright. But someone was pulling his strings, forcing him to move with a body that had no business continuing on.  
 
    Let me die, let me die, let me die… 
 
    Let me die again. 
 
    Inside his hollow shell, what was left of him was moving toward the house. Panic seized him. He watched his hand stretch out, his cold fingers curling in anticipation of something he’d never desired until now. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    Flesh. 
 
    Death. 
 
    If no one stopped him, he would be forced to feast. 
 
      
 
    "Did you hear a car?" Ginge asked, stepping outside the house. Gus was still sitting with Rori, waiting for any sign of Quinn, Sam or Joe. He’d been outside so long that he could barely feel his toes inside his shoes and he was damp from the icy rain.  
 
    "I didn’t hear anything,” Rori said with a yawn, though it was clear he’d been half asleep seconds before. “We would have seen the headlights, right? Only a madman would drive in the dark.”  
 
    That comment made Gus’ heart freeze. He knew a madman or two. It gave him a sour taste in his mouth. Slowly, he rose to his feet, reaching for the flashlight resting on Rori’s blanketed lap. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll go and check it out?” he said anxiously. He didn’t want to overstep any more than he had or try to take control. It was Ginge’s home after all. But she offered him a smile and nodded. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s head toward the road. We might spot something.” 
 
    Gus clicked on the flashlight. It wasn’t fully dark yet, but the glow of the torch made him feel a little better about venturing off. Fear was crawling all over his skin like ants, making him want to shudder away and run back inside. But something got his feet moving over the makeshift drawbridge, across the front yard and toward the road. 
 
    Side by side with Ginge, they moved quietly and slowly. Clearly their instinct had been the same - something was out there and they were worried about what they might find. Ahead, Gus heard something crunch and he directed his flashlight forward. 
 
    He saw nothing. 
 
    He lowered it again, the brightness of the torch making dark spots appear in front of his eyes. He blinked them away, eyelashes fluttering as fast as his heart. Pull yourself together, he told himself, but for reasons he couldn’t put a finger on, he couldn’t shake the horrible feeling burrowing inside him. 
 
    They moved a little further before Gus heard something on ground level once again. This time he stopped, and Ginge followed his lead. He had a horrible feeling that if he looked down, he might see something he didn’t want to. 
 
    He looked down. 
 
    The rotter was lying face down on the ground. Almost like it had given up. But Gus knew it would raise its head once he got closer. Sure enough, the creature's head twitched a little as Gus took another step. Gus noticed just how much hair it still had. How soft it still looked. Like the creature was still alive. 
 
    And then, slowly, painstakingly, it looked up. 
 
    Gus knew that face once upon a time. Now it was black and blue and lacking a set of teeth. And then there were the eyes. Bloodshot eyes. Cold eyes. 
 
    Hungry eyes.  
 
    “No,” Gus whispered. He stumbled back. It can’t be. It can’t be… 
 
    Quinn’s dead eyes were full of bloodlust. 
 
      
 
    Quinn’s eyes met Gus’ for the final time as he crawled toward him involuntarily. Somewhere along the way, he’d fallen to his knees, and not even the virus could make him stand again. Down on the cold ground, he stared up at his best friend, unable to communicate that he was still inside his broken body, trapped. He tried to blink, tried to take ownership of his body again, but he had no control. He felt like he was standing in the vastness of outer space, a speck of humanity placed where he had no business being. It terrified him, even now, to feel so small, so insignificant. It terrified him knowing he was going to die 
 
    Again. 
 
    His broken jaw was snapping, broken teeth grinding against one another. He wouldn’t be able to stop himself biting into Gus’ flesh. His ankles were so close, close enough to bite. 
 
    Kill me, Gus. Don’t die for me. Please. 
 
    He saw Gus’ realization set in. He began to tremble, covering his mouth in horror. His chest heaved as he took a few steps back. Quinn’s body was too slow to keep up, but it kept moving toward him, the virus desperate to taste his blood. A girl stood close by, breathing hard. Quinn could smell her too, but he kept drawing closer to Gus. He couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Gus…shall I…” 
 
    “No. It has to be me,” Gus whispered, the words catching in his throat. He almost fell to his knees, too close to Quinn’s snapping jaw. Quinn was only inches away. Gus’ hand was trembling as he grabbed a handful of Quinn’s hair and pulled his head up. Tears clouded the boy’s eyes. He opened his mouth as though to say something, breathing hard. 
 
    Say it, Gus. Please. Tell me you love me. There’s still time. I’m still here. I’m still here… 
 
    But Gus didn’t say a word. He swallowed, his eyes full of pain. He took out his knife. 
 
    Gus… 
 
    Then Quinn was met with darkness as Gus drove his knife into Quinn’s ruined eye socket.  
 
      
 
    The moment Quinn’s rotter went slack, Gus lost the ability to breathe. A long cry left his lips and his body slumped to the ground beside Quinn’s. So many times, Gus had imagined what it would be like to lie side by side with him, to look into his eyes and just feel. 
 
    But not like this. 
 
    How could this be happening? How was he there? None of it even mattered. All that mattered was that he was gone. Everything he lived for lay dead before his eyes. 
 
    Gus searched Quinn’s face for signs of the boy he cared for so much, but it was like looking at a clone gone wrong. He resembled Quinn, and he’d clearly only just turned, but there was no humanity left in his face. Not even the single tear that Gus swore he could see trailing down his friend’s dirty cheeks. 
 
    Ginge got down on the ground beside Gus and her hand found his back gently. She didn’t try to comfort him or tell him that everything was okay. Nothing would ever be okay again. Gus found himself curling into her, allowing her to hold him like a child as he cried. His body was shaking so hard that it hurt.  
 
    “I…I…I can’t…” 
 
    “Don’t,” Ginge soothed, holding him tighter. “I know. I know. You’ve just got to feel it.” 
 
    Gus gave in to it. It had been building for days, but now it consumed him. The darkness within him was a black hole, drowning him in his own misery. But anything was better than looking into the cold eyes of his best friend. He almost choked on his words as he forced them out. 
 
    "I didn't even get the chance to tell him I loved him." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    After the showdown in the hotel lobby the day before, tensions were running high. No-one seemed to know what to do with themselves, their chores and schedules forgotten. Will and Sadie had vanished, presumably to share in their sorrow and mourn for their friend. Zoe left some food outside their doors, but when Patrick had returned a few hours later to check on them, the plates were still in the corridor, untouched. He couldn’t say that he was surprised. People didn’t tend to have an appetite when they were being eaten up by grief.  
 
    Hakim’s body - brought back to The Fortress by Will - lay at peace in the infirmary. He and Zoe had covered Hakim’s small body respectfully with a white sheet. They didn’t know what else to do. There wasn’t an apocalypse protocol for laying bodies to rest.  
 
    The group from the manor had insisted adamantly that they didn’t know anything about Steve’s past at the hotel - or his violent side. As if afraid of exile themselves, Lily and Henry had been quick to plead their group’s innocence to Patrick, who’d somehow been appointed temporary leader of The Fortress in the midst of the day’s events. Patrick didn’t blame their new acquaintances for what had happened. They were as equally perplexed as the rest of them. Unsure what to do with themselves, Freddie and Hunter had volunteered for the night watch on the barricades, a spot that would have been filled by Will and Hakim. Chrissie and Vic had taken the responsibility of cooking a small dinner for everyone, in Sadie’s absence. For once, Patrick was glad that dinner hadn’t been a group affair. He and Fletcher had eaten together in the diner, long after everyone else, the two of them exchanging quiet words about what would happen next.  
 
    Wherever he seemed to go, Patrick felt everyone’s eyes on him; begging him to make some decision, to magically have an answer that would fix the situation. All day long, he’d been wracking his brain about what to do. Should they exile Alby? Would the group from the manor want to stay at The Fortress now? And what about Steve? They now apparently had an armed man, who knew their location, out for revenge on them for something that they didn’t do. How could they protect themselves from a future attack? 
 
    Patrick didn’t sleep a wink that night. He felt the weight of responsibility heavy on his shoulders. He and Fletcher had tried to piece together everything they knew of Alby’s betrayal, Patrick confiding in Fletcher what he had discovered at the town hall. They’d both had their reservations about Alby from the start, but him being capable of murder - or as good as, in Patrick’s opinion - hadn’t crossed their minds.  
 
    When he had finally retired to his room, he and Zoe had laid awake in bed, sharing whispered conversations late into the night about what would happen next. To his relief, Zoe shared Patrick’s opinion. They couldn’t risk keeping someone around who wasn’t trustworthy. Survival was hard enough without sabotage from the inside. But the decision wasn’t Patrick’s alone to make. There were twelve lives under The Fortress’ roof to think about, and everyone deserved their say. Though Patrick hoped that the decision would be unanimous, he was willing to put it to a vote.  
 
    “People are looking at me to take charge,” Patrick had said to Zoe. “They’re looking at me to make the right choice here.” 
 
    “This isn’t all on you,” Zoe had whispered. She rubbed his back comfortingly, her hands making small circles between his shoulder blades. “We’ll make the decision together. I know it feels like it’s all fallen on you to fix it…but that’s because people trust you. And me, Fletcher, Charlie…we’ve been with you since the start. We’ve always got your back. We aren’t going to let you do this alone.” 
 
    “What about Will, and Sadie?”  
 
    “They’ll be okay,” Zoe had promised him. “They’re hurting and they’re angry, like the rest of us. But they will be okay, eventually. Just give them time. They aren’t going to stay in their rooms forever. And let’s be honest…they’re going to share the same views as you. They’ll have your back.” 
 
    “I don’t know what we’re going to do,” Patrick had admitted. 
 
    “We are going to make a group decision about Alby,” Zoe had reassured him. “And then we’re going to do the only thing we can do…carry on.” 
 
    The words were easy to say, but the decision wasn’t. Patrick didn’t want anything to do with Alby, but he didn’t know whether he could exile someone to the mercy of the biters. But if Alby stayed, they would never relax. They’d constantly need someone guarding his room, or escorting him around, in case he decided to cause more havoc for them. According to Lily, after the fight, Alby had locked himself away in his suite. Patrick bristled at the thought of him somehow playing victim. After what he’d seen in the town hall, and Hakim’s subsequent death, Patrick was ready to see the back of their self-appointed leader.  
 
    The feeling seemed shared amongst his friends - especially Charlie, who’d silently taken up watch on Alby’s floor from the stairwell. Throughout the night, Charlie and Fletcher had each taken shifts sitting watch. None of them trusted what he was capable of anymore. Whether Alby knew about their presence or not, he made no attempt to leave his room. It had only been when Patrick knocked on his door that morning, to deliver breakfast and summon him for his hearing in the hotel dining room, that Alby had finally left his suite. 
 
    Now, Alby’s hearing was about to begin. 
 
    Patrick cleared his throat. He looked across the table to where Alby was sitting, his face unreadable. Will’s face, by comparison, was thunderous. His eyes were puffed up from crying and he looked like he’d barely slept. Patrick felt as rough as Will looked. Everyone else was in attendance, with the exception of Vic and Chrissie, who’d taken up watch. It was important to Patrick for everyone to have their say, but still, they couldn’t afford any more incidents. 
 
    “Alby,” Patrick started. “Let’s start from the beginning…the very beginning. Can you tell us what happened when you were clearing out the hotel?” 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Alby scoffed loudly. “None of this concerns any of you. I was very clear when you joined me that by doing so you’d follow my orders.” 
 
    Will looked like he was about to snap back a retort, but Patrick put a hand on his arm to stop him. He gave Will a look that said, trust me to handle this. The last thing that Patrick wanted was things to get heated again. They needed - they deserved - to know the truth. 
 
    “This does concern us,” Patrick said. “When your decisions end with one of us dying, we deserve to know why. This is meant to be a place of safety, Alby. Either you talk, or all of us walk out of here. The choice is yours.” 
 
    Surprise flickered in Alby’s eyes. He clearly hadn’t considered the possibility that they would leave. The truth was that Alby needed them more than they needed him - and Patrick knew it. If there was anything that would get Alby talking, it would be playing to that weakness. 
 
    Alby sighed. “When we were clearing out the hotel,” Alby started, “Will and Hakim came across a room where two survivors had been bunking down. A man - Steve - and another woman. I can’t remember her name.” 
 
    “Lorraine,” Will added, without looking up. 
 
    “She was his wife,” Lily confirmed. “She was bitten before he found us. He told us that she asked him to end it for her before the virus did.” 
 
    “Killing must be in his nature,” Will grumbled, and Patrick shot him a warning look. Lily and Henry looked uncomfortable at his outburst, and the last thing Patrick wanted was them turning on each other. This was about Alby. 
 
    “Continue, Alby,” Patrick instructed. 
 
    “They called me up to deal with the situation. I told them that they could either leave, or stay under my authority. Steve didn’t take too kindly to that. But we were three kids against two grown adults; I had to show them that we were serious. I pulled out a knife-” 
 
    “Threatened them with a knife-” Will interjected over Alby’s voice. 
 
    “Will,” Patrick said warningly. 
 
    “Steve disliked that even more. His hand went to the waistband of his jeans; he was going to pull a gun on us. I’ve seen that move before, in films. But before he could, the woman - Lorraine - stopped him and told him not to do something else he would regret. She said that they would leave, so they packed up their belongings and off they went,” Alby finished. 
 
    “And that was the last that you saw of the pair before we arrived at the manor house?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Did anything happen at the manor house?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well,” Will said, before Patrick could stop him from interrupting again. “That isn’t exactly true. After everyone went to bed, Hakim and I went exploring. I figured it would be a good time to make sure that the people we’d agreed to bring back home weren’t hiding anything. Anyway, we found a dumbwaiter in the kitchen, and we messed around with it, sending me up the chute. I overheard a conversation between Alby and Steve. It sounded…well it sounded pretty threatening to me.” 
 
    Alby shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Clearly, he thought that conversation had gone unheard. Did that mean there were other things that Alby was hiding from them? 
 
    “Is this true, Alby?” 
 
    Alby nodded. “I wanted to be clear that his aggressive behavior would not be tolerated here.” 
 
    “Was he compliant?” Patrick pressed. He felt like an attorney asking these questions, but he knew he had to get justice, and this was the fairest way.  
 
    “He said so,” Alby replied darkly. “But I didn’t want to take the risk.” 
 
    “You wanted him out of the picture, right?” 
 
    “I did. I don’t regret that decision. Who knew what that man could be capable of. He could have been a danger to us all.” 
 
    “That’s ironic,” Will mumbled under his breath. 
 
    “What did you do to Steve when the pair of you left The Fortress?” Patrick asked.  
 
    Alby swallowed nervously. “I tackled him…and I tied him up to a radiator. I…I left him there, hoping that some biters would finish him off…” 
 
    That confirms my suspicions about the plastic cable ties, Patrick thought grimly. He almost felt sorry for Steve, until a glance around the room reminded him of Hakim’s death; reminded Patrick that it had been him who’d had to explain to Will, who’d carried his friend’s body home, that it was simply too late. There was no life left to save. 
 
    Patrick sighed. “You see, Alby,” he said. “I don’t understand why you didn’t speak to us about this. If you’d told us the full story…yeah, maybe we’d have all agreed with you that Steve shouldn’t stay here. But instead you’re carrying out secret vigilante missions that backfire on the rest of us.” He let those words sink in, searching Alby’s face for…what? Signs of remorse, of regret? But Alby’s face, as ever, was unreadable, blank.  
 
    “We’ve got some chatting to do,” Patrick said. He motioned for Zoe, Charlie, Fletcher, Will and Sadie to leave the room with him. Lily and Henry had already spoken on the behalf of their group. They didn’t trust Alby, and Patrick didn’t blame them. Who would want to be under the rule of someone who had spun such tangled webs of lies? But ultimately, Lily had said, the decision rested with the people who knew Alby best. The people who The Fortress really belonged to. 
 
    “I say he leaves,” Will said immediately. “We can’t trust him. All he cares about is himself. He isn’t going to change. He’s done this once, and that’s more than enough, but I’m sure he’d do it again.” 
 
    “I agree with Will,” Fletcher said. “Just because Steve didn’t die, doesn’t mean that’s not what Alby intended. Whichever way you spin it…he’s a murderer.” 
 
    “What does Alby even really bring to this place?” Charlie added. “We’re the ones doing the grunt work. I don’t think we’d miss him much if he wasn’t here.” 
 
    “But for argument’s sake,” Zoe said, and Will scowled. “What if we exile him, and he finds other survivors? He knows where we are. I don’t think Alby’s bruised ego would be able to resist taking some revenge. Or trying to take this place back for himself.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Patrick sighed. He hadn’t thought about that. And he wouldn’t put it past Alby to do just that. “But what’s our other option here?” 
 
    “He’s a prisoner,” Sadie suggested simply. “He stays confined to his suite.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that…” Will started. 
 
    “Someone would have to watch him all the time,” Charlie pointed out. “Make sure he can’t get up to no good. And we’d still have to feed him, using our limited resources. He’d be dead weight.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be under the same roof as him,” Will said pointedly. “He doesn’t deserve that mercy. And if he did come back to take this place after we exile him…he can bring it on. I’ll be ready for him.” 
 
    “I think we should cross that bridge if it comes to it,” Patrick agreed. “We don’t know that’s going to happen. We can’t control that. But we can control whether we want to share the same roof as him.” He looked around his friends, from one serious face to the next. 
 
    “But one thing that comes from this,” Patrick added seriously. “We cannot keep secrets from one another, not anymore. We have to talk about things.” Will opened his mouth as if to defend himself, but Patrick raised a hand to silence him. “All the reservations we had about Alby…they didn’t seem so big at the time, but they all added up to this. I’m not saying we have any responsibility in Hakim’s death,” Patrick added quickly, looking at Will and Sadie, “Or that we could have stopped it. But we can’t keep things from each other either. Even if they don’t seem like a big deal…we all deserve to know.” 
 
    “Are we voting on it?” Fletcher asked. “When we go back inside?” 
 
    Patrick nodded. “I think we’re agreed…but yes. The others deserve a say too. We can’t punish them for what Steve did to Hakim.” 
 
    Charlie held the door open for the group to return to the dining room, and Alby’s head snapped up, eyeing up the group. He looked nervous, child-like, waiting to hear their verdict. 
 
    “We’re going to take a vote,” Patrick announced. His eyes lingered on Lily, Henry, Freddie and Hunter. Even though he knew their stance, Patrick wanted to give them a voice too. “Those in favor of exile-” 
 
    “Exile?” Alby spluttered. His eyes were suddenly wide with terror. “You can’t exile me! This town is mine.” 
 
    “You should have thought about that before you lied to us,” Will snarled. The legs of his chair skidded across the floor as he sprung to his feet. He slammed his fist onto the wooden table. “You don’t deserve to be here! We owe you nothing. You’re scum, Alby. What you have done is unforgivable.” 
 
    “Those in favor of exile,” Patrick repeated louder, ignoring the outburst as Sadie and Charlie pulled Will back down into his seat. “Raise your hands.” 
 
    There was no need to count. The group was unanimous. 
 
    Alby was out.

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Exile. 
 
    Alby had been forcibly removed from the home he had spent the apocalypse building. By the people he’d helped to keep alive. Ungrateful sods, Alby thought bitterly as walked away from The Fortress. He didn’t understand how they couldn’t see that he’d tried to help them by what he’d done. He’d tried to protect them. And tried to protect his power. 
 
    Power that had now been stripped from him. 
 
    After the hearing, he’d been escorted back to his suite by Fletcher and Charlie. He was pretty sure that the boys had kept watch outside his door all night, as Alby tossed and turned in the bed that would no longer be his. He knew he needed to sleep, to get whatever rest he could. Who knew when he’d be able to rest again? But Alby found that the more he told himself this, the more his body fought sleep. 
 
    No goodbyes had been exchanged at Alby’s departure that morning. Patrick, Fletcher, Zoe and Charlie had seen him out. They’d packed a bag of supplies for him from the outdoors store; a small tent, a sleeping bag, some water and enough food for a couple of days. Alby had taken the supplies without a word, the bag weighing him down as he’d been ushered outside of the compound. 
 
    He hadn’t begged them to change their minds. Begging was for people who were desperate. And Alby would never be seen as desperate. Even when his hands were slick with sweat. Even when he felt himself jump at every small noise, his eyes darting around his surroundings as his feet paved a path away from The Fortress. His mouth was dry, but he had to ration his water. He couldn’t afford to be careless with his supplies. 
 
    But one thing was certain. He’d survived on his own out here before, that first day. And he would survive on his own again until he could find safety elsewhere. Alby would do whatever it took to survive, no matter what got in his way. He couldn’t afford to be a coward anymore. He was going to fight to keep himself alive, no matter whose blood he had to spill to save himself. 
 
    Alby hadn’t realized where his feet were taking him until he was standing outside the entrance, a knife in his hand. 
 
    The entrance of the underground car park, its doors still secured against the hundreds of biters trapped in there. 
 
    Alby smiled cruelly as he sliced through the climbing rope that bound the doors of the car park shut. 
 
    Let’s see how The Fortress survives that… 
 
      
 
    “Do you hear that?” Fletcher asked. 
 
    Patrick looked up from his book. He’d hoped that reading would be a welcome distraction after the past days’ events. But the words were just marks on a page, and Patrick’s mind had been elsewhere. He’d been thinking of Alby, wondering the same question that had kept him up that night. Had they made the right decision to exile Alby? What would Alby do next? Patrick certainly hadn’t been focused on the watch he and Fletcher were on at the barricades. 
 
    “What noise?” 
 
    “Just…listen. It’s like a humming sound…” 
 
    Fletcher was right. It was distant at first, but as Patrick listened, the noise seemed to swell, getting louder with each passing minute. Whatever the source of the noise was, it was definitely getting closer. 
 
    “It sounds like-” 
 
    “Biters,” Patrick finished, as the sound got so close that they could hear the snarling mouths of hungry monsters. A cacophony of moans and snapping teeth. A chorus of metallic clanging joined the symphony as the first biters rounded the corner of the alley, stumbling into their alarm system. The army of the undead marched toward them. 
 
    Marking the start of a war. 
 
    “This is the last bloody thing we need,” Fletcher cursed. He bit his lip worriedly, eyebrows furrowed. “Where have they all come from? 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” Patrick said grimly. “What matters is, how do we stop them from getting in?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that noise?” Sadie asked. 
 
    Vic and Chrissie looked up from the plots they were weeding. They had thought, after the last few days’ trauma, that making a start on the roof garden would keep their minds occupied. Vic was leading the operation, instructing the two girls how to pull up the weeds that had overtaken once well-tended plots. 
 
    “What noise?” Chrissie asked. 
 
    “I can hear it too,” Vic said softly, trowel dangling from their fingers. Their blue eyes found Sadie’s, wide with concern. “It’s like humming…” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a plane!” Chrissie said excitedly, looking up at the winter sky hopefully. 
 
    “When does a plane sound like humming?” Vic asked. 
 
    “Stop talking,” Sadie said, struggling to discern the noise. The pair fell silent, ears cocked to identify the source of the humming sound. Sadie didn’t know what it was, but it was certainly getting louder.The girls and Vic crossed the hotel’s rooftop, resting their hands on the railings as they looked out over the town. 
 
    Sadie would never forget the sight that met their eyes. 
 
    Hundreds of biters were packed densely in the alley before the barricade. Stumbling into one another, they were a snarling mass of broken bodies and rotting flesh.  
 
    A swelling wave of bloodlust. 
 
      
 
    “How do you do that?” Charlie asked. 
 
    Freddie rolled the lighter back and forth over her palm, watching the flame ignite and stutter, ignite and stutter, in her hand. It was an old-fashioned zippo lighter that had once belonged to her dad. “This?” 
 
    “All the tricks you can do with it,” Charlie said, watching the flame vanish and reappear as Freddie fiddled with the lighter. “How did you learn them?” 
 
    “Too much time on my hands,” Freddie said with a shrug. “I find it calms me down as well, to fiddle with things. Eases the anxiety.” 
 
    Charlie watched in wonder as her fingers danced over the silver lighter, watched the flame as it sparked and died between her fingers. 
 
    “Here,” Freddie said. She handed Charlie the lighter. “Try it yourself.” 
 
    “Erm, okay…” 
 
    He felt foolish. He wasn’t sure what he was doing, but he tried to imitate what Freddie had been doing. Charlie winced as the flame burnt his thumb. He looked up at Freddie, embarrassed, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw figures gathered at the barricade. He frowned, and Freddie followed his gaze. 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” Charlie asked. 
 
    He got to his feet, heading over to the window, Freddie hobbling unsteadily behind him. They peered out the window. Everyone was gathered by the barricades, but there was tension in the way they stood, their stances alert. As if they were ready for battle. Charlie couldn’t hear what they were saying, but from the stony expressions they all wore, it couldn’t be something good. 
 
    Maybe Alby was getting his revenge. 
 
    “We’d best get out there,” Charlie said grimly. “This doesn’t look good…” 
 
    As Freddie grabbed her crutch - she was starting to put weight on her injured leg again - the lighter dropped from Charlie’s fingers. They rushed out of Freddie’s bedroom, Charlie nervous about what had caused them to gather in such a way. 
 
    But what Charlie didn’t realize when he dropped it was that the lighter had still been ignited. The flame caught on the thin carpet, spreading over it and engulfing the fibers in orange flames that licked the bottom of the curtains. Long fingers of fire curled up the curtains, hissing as the blaze began to take hold. 
 
    It started with a spark. 
 
    But it would all go up in flames. 
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